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The Past


Her first brother called them bastards.

Her stepfather called them nothing, preferring to forget they existed.

Her second brother called them tricky. He played long games of seek and find with them in the hayloft and hog pens where the girl and boy worked from sunup to sundown.

When night faded and stars brightened, it was in the hayloft the second brother would tuck them away to dream of new days and new games.

With a simple candle flame to brighten the eaves, the girl would tell the boy tales of the North, the South, and the far reaches of the West.

″You’ll keep my secret?” she whispered.

″If you keep mine,” he said.

“Promise.” She held out her little finger, crooked like a fishing hook, until the boy locked it with his, and they giggled beneath the hay.

Those were the nights when a poor boy and a forgotten girl dreamed aloud of the new lives they’d live far across the sea. Of good kings and gods’ magic. Tales where they were not hunted, where they were not afraid.

The sort of tales where heroes never died, and pain did not exist.

Those were nights when the girl told the boy he was valiant and steady like a raven, and he said she looked as pretty as a rose. The boy whittled them, a raven and rose, then tied the raven to her neck, the rose to his, and told her he’d always keep her secrets. Always.

In the loft, under the stars, littles could be little, and first loves could be safe and kind and wanted.

But those tales were fables. In those grand adventures, love stories, and far-reaching kingdoms, no one ever told the boy and girl how the stories ended.

No one ever said the kind brother would be lost to them.

No one mentioned how brave little boys would grow to become killers.

Or how sweet little girls would someday be the trickiest of thieves.
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Chapter 1
The Memory Thief


The bastard played me.

Between the slat houses, Hob kicked up mud as he dodged morning hawkers and dock men trudging to the fjord. He skirted around the corner of the last shanty, and I ran faster after him, boots sliding over the rain-soaked cobblestones.

I cupped my cheek where he sliced me with a damn shiv he called a knife, the smell of my blood had already wrinkled a few noses.

Blood had a tangy scent, but this was different. Mesmer, what some called mystics or magic, had a fetid aroma. And my blood reeked of it.

″Hob!” I shouted. He heard me because he let out one of his pitchy whimpers before he curled his scarecrow body through the broken window of an old cask shed.

I tore down a narrow alley but smashed into a tower of caged quail. Vials filled with ashy dust scattered free of my satchel. A curse escaped with my breath as I gathered each one, ignoring the quail merchant’s demands of payment for his broken cages.

Back on my feet, with my pack shouldered again, I hopped a small wooden fence and crouched in the space between the fishmonger and a fair-sized goat pen.

The slap of oversized shoes echoed on the stones. My fingers twitched at my sides. A wheeze from his herb-smoke lungs drew closer, and the moment his lanky body came into view, I lunged.

Hob might’ve been a head taller, a few turns older, but even scrawny as I was, he folded like a wet piece of parchment.

″Malin! There you are,” he said with a start. Hob used his shaky thumb to wipe away some of the blood on my cheek. “You ought to cover up the smell. The skydguard is on patrol, and hells, I’d hate for a young Alver to be found out here. Alone.”

I curled my fist around the collar of his jacket, dragging him behind the fishmonger’s shop. The trouble with being an Alver, a user of mesmer, was most of us ended up bartered and indentured to the Lord Magnate Ivar. A man who’d become a wretched connoisseur of Alvers, whose authority was the most feared and most revered in all four regions of the east.

Ivar ruled from the Black Palace a hundred lengths away, and I had no plans to be his shiny new ornament.

With Hob’s back to the wall, I held out my hand. “Give it to me.”

The hawker freed a nervous chuckle, reached for his leather coin purse, and pulled out a glass vial. “No harm, Malin. You know me, always looking for an opportunity. Buyers are out there, and since you had so many I thought, what’s one gone? Only one, that’s all.”

Once the vial was back in hand, I slapped him.

Hob curled over his knees and held a hand to the welt on his cheek. “Bleeding hells⁠—”

I didn’t let him finish before the knife I kept tucked inside my boot was pressed to the sweat-soaked nape of his neck. Weak as he looked, Hob had a nasty streak. He trembled, but still smiled as though he thrived in danger and cutthroat deals.

″I’m hurt, Hob,” I said. “It’s one thing if you steal from me, but another when you try to get me picked by Ivar’s skydguard. I thought we had an understanding. You scavenge for me, and I keep your debts at the game hall managed.”

“We do,” he said hurriedly. “We have our understanding, it’s just I hock things. I could hardly help myself, but I would’ve split the cost with you. And the cut was an accident. Swear it on my wife’s life.”

″Ah, Hob, you mean it?” I tapped the point of my knife to his chin, sneering. “I’d be touched except you don’t have a wife.”

″If I did, I meant. If I did.”

What a rat. I withdrew my blade, and Hob slumped against the wall. He watched the vial return to my satchel. Those vials were my currency and infamy. They were my power. Dozens of desirable memories.

Each marked with a tell to remind me of whose memory I’d stolen. Woman with feathered wand. Dragonfly masked man. Captain with gold tooth. Hob had taken one called the ‘bloody affair’, for lack of a better description.

″You chose a good one,” I told him. “Quite brutal. The sort of thing a twisted mind would pay well to see.”

As Hob readied to sit on a compost box, I slapped him again.

″Three hells! What was that for?” He ripped off his knitted cap and held the threads to his blotchy face.

My fingers tangled into his greasy curls, wrenching his head back, so he looked straight at me. “Who did you plan to sell it to, Hob? To anyone but me these are only bone dust.”

Precisely, one little finger crushed into fine powder. All it took was a bit on my tongue and my mesmer unlocked the last breath, the final moments of the dead. I’d seen each memory inside my satchel and was more broken for it.

Hob shirked my hand from his hair, reached for an herb roll, cupping the end as he lit it. He dragged in a long breath, then puffed out a brown plume of smoke. “You can’t be the only one like you. Figured there’s got to be more.”

When he found an Alver like me, I’d love to know. I had questions.

The back door of the shop swung open, and the meaty fishmonger tossed a bucket filled with herring heads into the alley. He spared a glance our way. Doubtless we were an odd sight: a skinny woman with a knife, and a man at her feet. The fishmonger sniffed, brushed a bit of dust from his ratty beard, then slammed the door on us again.

Not such an unusual sight to see in the slums, after all.

Only once the door was bolted did I turn to Hob again. “It’s a good thing you have what I want,” I whispered. “Or I’d be rather keen to play the stunned damsel, and you the vicious thief.”

For the first time something like fear flickered through Hob’s eyes. “You’re gonna get yourself killed.”

″Oh, Hob. Don’t pretend you care about anyone but yourself.”

″Fine then. What’ll you give me for it?”

″Seeing how you stole from me I’d say that you’re still breathing is payment enough.” He didn’t know my mesmer couldn’t kill him, but the way Hob skirted around me like I’d burst into flames sometimes was only to my benefit.

To survive here, thieves and crooks needed to be clever. Vicious, even. I’d simply made myself cleverer. I’d become more vicious.

True, I lived on the hill. True, my stepfather had more penge than he knew how to spend, but what did it mean when I was nothing but a forgotten, unwed, unwanted burden of the man who’d taken on a woman with her infant daughter?

The woman died before I could walk.

I was left with a man who resented me, and two older step-brothers. One who’d like to slit my throat for the sport of it. The other who loved me well, but had been locked in a Howl sea prison for two turns after a business deal went wrong in a distant kingdom.

I narrowed my glare. “Are we going to have any more trouble, Hob?”

″Not in the slightest.” Hob opened his arms and grinned villainously. “As you please, then. Have your way with me.”

I rolled my eyes. “It better be good.”

Before he could retort, I smashed my lips to his.

A kiss, strange as it seemed, was the swiftest way to take breath.

The same as final moments were scoured from the bone of a corpse, a living memory could only be taken through living breath.

Hob tasted like his sour herbs and sweat, and like always, enjoyed himself as I inhaled the memory. I jabbed my elbow into his ribs when he tried to slip his tongue in my mouth.

He laughed until I could draw no more and pulled back.

Familiar smoke came to my mind. I focused on it, ignoring the way Hob sneered as though he’d gotten the better half of the deal. Colors of white and ash and black twisted into bulbous shapes, sharp lines, and narrow points. Shapes transformed into movements, into voices from moments already gone.

Hob’s memory took me to the shore, crouched behind a thick oak tree. Blue moonlight shimmered on the glass of the Howl Sea. A longship docked at a port not fifteen lengths from here. On one side of the ship was a golden emblem of ribbon coiled around a haunting, smiling mask.

My stomach lurched.

″Seeing it now?” Hob asked, his voice muffled like he spoke to me underwater.

Crewmen from the longship carved through the smoke as they unloaded crates and totes. Even packed away, I could smell the spices, the sugars to be blown into thin candies, the sweet cherry liqueurs.

Through the haze a man appeared. Over his shoulders he wore a blue cloak so dark it looked black.

Wisps of smoke spun in ashy threads around his head, shaping the smooth gold face of his mask, the limp velvet strips of emerald fabric, down to the silver bells on each pointed end. A fool’s mask. A trickster.

He was the treasurer of the Masque av Aska.

A fine enough memory to take, but it was the second man who bore a familiar hardened scowl I knew too well.

″By the gods,” I muttered.

Hob’s eyes gleamed as he lit another herb roll. “Told you it’d be worth it. I know how to scavenge for secrets, girl.”

″My stepfather is . . .” Words turned to nothing but breath.

″Guarding the coffers for the bleeding masquerade.” Hob chuckled and slapped his bony leg. “Look at your connections. Tell me, Malin. What’s it like living in the hog piss while your daj holds enough clout to be trusted with the coffers for this turn’s festival?

″You hired me to find anything about the Masque av Aska.” Hob jabbed the herb roll at my face. “You start picking the pockets of a man like the treasurer, a man like Jens Strom—” Hob dragged in a long puff, holding his breath until he blew out the smoke with his words, ”—might as well slit your own throat.”

All gods. My stepfather was involved heavily in the masque this turn and it was no small feat.

The festival was the most anticipated event held at the Black Palace. Folk from all the regions surrounding the Howl came to see fortune tellers and Black Palace Alvers perform. They came to drink and eat, to watch tricks and illusions. To play the game of queens where wretched folk would try to don a boring glass ring.

Everyone loved to try on the ring that never fit quite right.

Held under heavy guard, they’d play, bending and twisting their fingers, desperate to make it fit. Then when it didn’t, they’d go about their drunken ways, telling fanciful tales of the lost heir to the throne. They’d praise our little plot of land for having the strength to thrive without a king or queen.

Because the one who fit the glass ring would wear the crown.

In truth, Ivar would never allow it. No doubt, he’d slit the throat of anyone who came close. The game was a ruse. A way to take more penge coin from drunken folk and keep them drowning in the revelry of the Masque av Aska.

But buried in the revelry was something more sinister.

Folk entered the masquerade, and some never came back out.

Unbidden, a boy’s frightened screams and ghostly images of the crowds barring me from him came to mind. Then, those screams faded until they were gone entirely. Like always, when I thought of the day I lost Kase, I coiled a few strands of my sunset red hair around my fingers until the unease settled in my stomach.

″Uh, Malin.” Hob swatted at my arm, drawing me out of the endless thoughts I could not escape. “If you wanted to dig into the masque, more than the treasurer that is, here come the folk you want.”

I followed his gaze to the haggard town square. A vise curled around my chest as folk gathered in tight lines at the approaching beat of rawhide drums. Perhaps the fates favored me after all.

Around the bend a Black Palace caravan rolled into view. Brightly colored ribbons and sashes marked the cabs and charges. Painted masks in silver and gold gleamed across the doors of each coach.

I clambered up a toppled cask, used one of Hob’s shoulders as a prop without his permission, then leveraged my legs over the sod rooftop of the fishmonger’s. With careful motions, I crept up the slope on my belly and peered into the square.

Ten heartbeats later, Hob’s breathless gasps settled beside me as he maneuvered his lanky body onto the rooftop. “What are we watching for now?”

″I’m watching there.” I gestured at the polished black coach pulling up to the towering rune post. The post was there to name our mangy township of Mörplatts as one officially protected by the gods.

If it made folk feel as if we mattered at all, let them have the runes.

My heart stilled in my chest when a man stepped out of the coach. Much like the Masque av Aska treasurer he wore a fool’s mask with black velvet folds bursting from the top. This mask, though, was made of pearl porcelain. Stamps of silver and bronze checkered across the brow.

By the skies—the Master of Ceremonies. The villain behind the wretchedness of the Masque av Aska. He was responsible for every corner, every drop of entertainment, everyone who was lost at the masquerade.

″Hells, this’ll be good,” Hob said with a twisted smirk. “Maybe your daj has connections to the master too.”

I’d puzzle through what connection Jens Strom had to the masquerade later, but now, I needed to listen.

The master stepped to the rune post, flanked by two Black Palace Alvers in shimmering silver cloaks. The color of Rifter mesmer. Wicked magic with the power of breaking bodies. Made a bit of sense, such a powerful man would be surrounded by their Kind.

″Good people,” the Master shouted. His voice was deep, a low growl, no doubt altered by some type of mesmer from a Hypnotik—the illusionists of the kingdom. “Today begins the gathering for the Masque av Aska.”

A few weak hands clapped together. I rolled my eyes. Not like any pathetic folk in Mörplatts would have enough penge to attend the masquerade. Attending for someone like me wasn’t always so simple. The reason I used Hob to find any whiff of masquerade folk to give me clues on what happened to Kase all those turns ago.

The Master turned to the rune post and one of his Rifters pounded a spike through the top of an elegant piece of vellum.

″You might wonder why I’ve come to announce this turn’s masque.” Murmurs filtered through the crowd giving enough proof that folk were wondering why such a man would descend to the slums. The Master held up his gloved hands, bringing the crowd to a quiet again. “Lord Magnate Ivar is pleased to announce some alterations to the Masque av Aska. The first son of the Black Palace, our Heir Magnate Niall, seeks a bride.”

A hum of excitement replaced the murmurs. Why would any woman want such a man? If Ivar was vicious, Heir Magnate Niall was from the hells.

The Master allowed the chatter to go on for a few more breaths before he silenced the people. “The bride of the heir is a proud tradition of our region, and is open to all folk, common and noble alike.”

Now the hum grew to a few shrill shrieks as girls clung to their maj’s, as spinsters smiled for the first time in turns. All thrilled for the chance to spin and prance in front of the cruelest of fools at the Masque av Aska.

″Ah, this excites you dännisk Strom,” Hob said. “Such is the dream of most women folk, I suppose, to steal the hand of the Heir Magnate. Personally, I don’t know what the fuss is about.”

I hadn’t realized I’d been grinning along with every stupid girl in the streets below.

″If the Heir Magnate were bleeding out on the road, I would walk past without stopping, Hob.” I smacked his shoulder, causing him to wince, then slid back down the slope of the roof. Once my feet were planted on the ground, I waited for Hob to slide down the same. “Don’t you get it? I can walk through the gates of the Masque av Aska unhindered. I’ll get back to where it all began.”

Hob arched a brow. “Where what began?”

I waved the thought away. How would I begin to explain the depth of this obsession to a man like him?

″Why do you do this? Why not just leave the masquerade alone?” Hob asked with a bit of exasperation. “It is nothing but a death sentence for Alvers like you.”

I returned the hood from my jacket to my head, then tossed a copper penge coin at his feet. “There are secrets at the Masque av Aska like there are in memories, Hob. And a girl must have her secrets.”

I abandoned him with an extra copper coin and disappeared into the bustle of the morning.

At long last, I’d step back into the masquerade without skydguard searching for the common folk who did not belong.

I’d find Kase again.

And, no mistake, my first kill would be the one who took him.
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Chapter 2
The Memory Thief


The Strom estate was made of a wood and wattle longhouse and a few cottages speckled amongst the surrounding trees. There were gardens made of sweet blooms and thistles with midnight purple blossoms. A fountain in the front was made of tarnished iron and shaped like the raven Huginn. In the back was a stone fountain in the form of Munnin.

It was a grand estate; one the Strom household took a great deal of pride managing.

The perfect place for an invisible stepdaughter to hide and escape to different lands where a boy had not disappeared, and the only brother who cared for her was not locked in a sea prison.

I climbed the ladder in the hayloft, exhausted, a little perplexed on how to take Hob’s memory and make use of it.

My stepfather was not the sort of man to give up anything, especially not to me. If I pressed him about the penge, I’d be forced to admit I used my mesmer—a thing he strictly forbade me to do. What was his hand in the Masque av Aska this turn? Would he know what happened to the boy who once lived here?

Ten bleeding turns I’d taken misstep after misstep, never growing closer to learning Kase’s fate.

Heaviness lined my gut. A thought came to mind, one I refused to allow except in moments as this when I was alone and weary in the hayloft. What if Kase was dead?

I closed my eyes against the instant sting. Bleeding hells. I scrubbed my face until the ache pulled back. In Klockglas, there was no room for whimpering weaklings who fell into despair.

I turned toward the open hatch in the loft, gazing at the soft glow of the main house. There was a row of narrow cabriolets and single-rider horses near the front entrance. My stepbrother, Bard, must’ve been hosting one of his fetes. All a ruse for Bard to feel more important than he was, and for his friends to descend into debauchery until dawn.

I was surprised he’d not pounded his drunken feet to the stables, demanding I serve the schoolmates he dragged here from the higher academy across the Howl.

Those mates tried relentlessly to snag a peek under my tunic. At the last attempt, I’d split the lip of one merchant’s son and was banned from the house for two weeks. If their hands were not wandering, they were pestering me with questions to try to determine if I were an Alver or not. I had yet to discover what would happen if they found out everyone in House Strom was an Alver.

Even their boon companion.

I slammed the hatch closed and locked it. The sight of Bard made me miss my other brother, Hagen, more. Truth be told, I was a little angry Hagen had gone and gotten himself locked up. I didn’t know what caused the arrest, but grew more resentful the longer he was away.

With a heavy sigh, I flopped onto my back, staring at the eaves. The damn sting would not leave my eyes.

Boots scraped over the straw in the stalls below. With slow movements, I crept to the edge of the loft and peeked over.

A smile tugged at my lips. “Elof. Favoring the night again?”

The mysterious stable hand lifted his bright blue eyes. Blue was not accurate. These eyes were a sunburst of all colors of the sea. Rich green. Sun gold. The bluest blue. Then, beneath them all was a shadow of dark. Like a deep sea cave.

Elof almost smiled. The smallest twitch in the corner of his mouth hinted he wanted to but thought better of it. “Always, dännisk.”

He faced the stall, stroking one of the mares before he lifted a few handfuls of hay into the trough. Perhaps I ought to be ashamed, the way my chest heated watching the lean, smooth divots of his muscles work. But I had so few pleasures, I could not find it in me to be ashamed over this.

He was an odd laborer, working sporadically, and often arrived after the sunset. I did not know how he leveraged such a schedule with my stepfather.

One thing that could be said for Jens Strom, he did not use serfs. Many noble folk did, but Jens used paid servants. They were free here.

When Elof first came, at the first sight I’d lost my ability to speak.

Not because he was strikingly handsome, more because his face was one plucked straight from my imagination.

A face of one of the many exotic princes I’d created in tales I’d shared with Kase when we were small. Prince Fell. A prince with bright eyes and lean body so enemies underestimated him.

Ah, but our Prince Fell was clever. He outwitted his enemies until, at the end of our tale, Fell claimed the kingdom and rescued the fair maiden locked away in a dark world.

Elof had the bright eyes, but was more haggard than Prince Fell. His dark hair was tied with twine in a warrior’s knot, and on his chin was a patchy scruff of beard that seemed to change every time I saw him. Still, beneath the rugged appearance was Fell.

I’d know my fantasy prince anywhere. As a girl, I’d shaped his face after the boy who slept near me in the hayloft. Different eyes, but if I’d given Prince Fell gold eyes like the sunrise, Kase would’ve known who’d inspired the tale.

When I saw Elof, sometimes I liked to imagine a grown Kase would look a bit like him.

″Do you know my name, Elof?” I whispered as he blew out one of the lanterns.

My pulse stalled when he cut those sharp eyes in my direction. For the first time, looking at me like he saw me. “I know it. Dännisk.”

I let out a long sigh. Even to one of the servants I was nothing but a leech to the name Strom. He would not address me. Doubtless, Elof would prefer it if I kept quiet and let him be.

″As long as you know,” I said, turning away.

″You should not stay out in the towns so late.”

By the gods. This might be the first time the bleeding man had carried on a conversation. I looked over my shoulder. Elof had both hands perched on the end of the fork handle, his eyes narrowed, his jaw pulsed.

Was he . . . reprimanding me?

I snorted. “Concern noted.”

″I didn’t say concern.”

The man had a voice like a bear. Interesting. “My mistake.”

″It’s foolish, and I thought you had more brains in your head.”

Now my eyes narrowed. He had no idea the lengths I could go, how dangerous I could be.

Because I was a woman did it instantly make me a thing not to be feared? Did he instantly think I had nothing but starry eyes and romantic notions in my head? Did he truly think I didn’t know the bleeding dangers of this gods-forsaken region?

I sprawled out on my belly and perched my chin atop my fist. “Dear Elof. You might want to consider it a foolish thing for those in town to meet me after dark. They are the ones at risk, not me.”

He scoffed. No, the bastard bleeding laughed at me. A throaty sound, one rife in derision.

″What?” I propped onto my elbows. “Don’t believe me?”

What did I have to prove? Nothing to him, yet here I was determined to prove my value and wickedness when I knew it was more dangerous to reveal my mesmer to someone like him, someone I didn’t truly know, than it was to steal memories from a thief like Hob.

″I believe you think you understand how the world works, dännisk. But you don’t.”

″You don’t know me, Elof.”

He stabbed a thick pile of hay, shaking his head. “Perhaps not, but I know when someone is being brainless.”

My teeth ground together. He sounded like bleeding Kase. My old friend always told me how stupidly empty my skull was with the risks I took. Then again, he was right there taking risks with me.

″You know, Elof, I think it was better when we did not speak.”

″Agreed, dännisk. Go to sleep in your warm little bed.”

Oh. I did not care much for oddly handsome Elof anymore. My mistake breaking the façade of his princely face by causing him to speak. Dozens of sharp remarks danced on my tongue, but none suited. No doubt, each would find a way to somehow make me look a fool rather than clever.

I kept my glare on him as I backed away from the ledge. The man had the audacity to smirk—bleeding smirk—until I could no longer see his awful face anymore.

That was what I got for trying to find a new connection with another person.

Best to keep to the ghosts of the past and a brother I did not know when I’d meet again. There was Ansel, Hagen’s friend and master of the grounds for the estate, but he had his own family.

The Norns had arranged a lonely path for me. Fine. I would walk alone until I found a way to save the ones who mattered. The only ones who mattered.

I scurried to the back of the loft where I’d shaped a small nest to use as that warm, little bed. On instinct, my fingers dug through the dry hay until the tips curled around a scratch of burlap. I pulled the stuffed horse from beneath the hay and fiddled with the mane made of yarn, twisted the lone button eye. The other had been lost six turns ago. A single, unbidden tear splashed onto the chipped black button.

I sniffed and hugged the horse against my chest. “We’ll find him, Asger,” I whispered. “Want to know something? I think even as a man, he’ll keep you beside him.”

I snickered at the thought. Would grown Kase be broad and strong? Or would he favor a lean height by now?

As a boy he’d worked fields, scrubbed the stables, saddled mares. Hagen always teased him, saying Kase would outgrow him if he kept at it.

Hagen was no small man.

I hugged Asger, recalling the day I gave the horse to Kase. If I’d known it would be the last gift I’d ever give him for a birth fete, would I have done more, said more?

Or would we still have bickered because there were few days that passed without us bickering?

I’m not a bleeding little, Mallie.

You’re not a man either, you sod.

I’m older than you, and I don’t need this kind of stuff no more.

My smile mingled with tears in the mane.

Kase had whined and complained over getting a stuffed toy—one I’d spent the better half of a month scrimping and saving for the stuffing to make it—but there wasn’t a night he didn’t sleep with Asger beside him.

When my eyes grew heavy, I clung to Asger against the chill of the night and against the shadows that always thickened in the stables when the stars brightened.

Strange and heavy, as if the shadows were more than night. Sounds of Elof working below tangled in the dark. Did he not notice the mists in the stables? The way he kept working, sometimes I thought the darkness belonged to me alone.

Perhaps I was slipping into a bit of madness.

Turns of desperation and now I was imagining a presence unseen to everyone else. In truth, I’d grown more accustomed to the darkness, even found some comfort when it came. Shadows were only bothersome when the eeriness of eyes watching in the dark prickled up my neck.

I winced and drew my knees up to my chest, refusing to look over my shoulder, and fought the urge to ask Elof to light a few lanterns.

Perhaps there was a ghost in the loft.

I simply hadn’t puzzled if the ghost was friend or foe.
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Chapter 3
The Memory Thief


“Up. Malin, get up.”

I groaned against whatever nudged my hip. A bump, then another. Something firm and hard kept tapping at my bones. I’d cut it to pieces should it touch me again.

″Leave me,” I mumbled.

″Bleeding skies.” Thick, strong hands were all at once curling beneath my arms. A little shriek scraped out of my throat as instinct demanded I thrash and fight. Until a throaty chuckle rumbled through my blood. “By the gods, girl. Do you wake like a feral cat every morning?”

″Ansel.” My eyes adjusted to the dark and I shoved him back. With an irritated sigh, I brushed off the pieces of hay stuck to my trousers and hair. “What are you doing here?”

One look outside showed the sun had not even considered waking yet.

″We have work to do.” Ansel dropped a spade at my feet. He was Hagen’s closest friend, to the disappointment of my stepfather, and had the bulky shape of a berserker warrior. But his heart was kind and good.

Since Hagen’s arrest, Ansel had stepped into a position where he took pride in treating me like a helpless younger sister.

″What?” I scrubbed the sleep from my eyes. “Why now?”

″Master Strom received word, a prison transport is arriving today.” Ansel’s white smile broke the darkness.

My pulse pounded in my skull. I forgot to breathe. Little by little a smile—one of both relief and disbelief—cut over my mouth. “A prison . . .” I curled my fingers around Ansel’s wrist. “Is it Hagen?”

Ansel laughed softly. “I’d daresay it is, Mal. Your stepfather wants the grounds prepared for his return.”

Hagen. My brother. The only man in House Strom who cared at all if I lived was returning home!

Most of my life he’d traveled to the Northern Kingdoms on foreign business for House Strom. I didn’t know what sort of business, he never told me, never let me ask much, but I didn’t care. So long as he returned.

Until two turns ago, he didn’t.

To have him come home . . .

I hurried and smoothed the ratted mess of my hair, tied it in a loose braid, then tugged on my only pair of boiled leather boots. In moments I slid among the groundskeepers and followed Ansel’s orders.

By the time morning light chased away the mists of dawn, I’d cut down wild grass along the front path, fed goats, the mares, and managed to catch a goose for Cook to roast. Beads of sweat gathered over my brow as I plucked a few bitter roots and turnips for the feast my stepfather would surely demand tonight.

″Malin, get to the hogs, girl. The damn pen broke open.” From the front of the longhouse, my stepfather locked me in a hard glare.

I nodded and used the back of my hand to wipe the grime from my eyes. “Yes, Daj.”

Jens Strom had a powerful voice like the waves on the Howl. The sound of it carried in every movement of the manor. From the shudder of the breeze in the branches, to the clatter of wooden plates in the cooking rooms. When my stepfather spoke, the estate listened.

A burly man with thick arms, strong as stone. His beard was braided in the center, then to show his rank as a nobleman, the sides of his russet hair were shorn to his skull, a long ridge of a braid ran down the middle. Runes were inked into his scalp and cheekbones. Protection. Strength. Prosperity. All the markings of a nobleman.

I was glad for the Strom wealth, though. Without it, Jens would be an Alver pup at the masquerade with the rest of us.

He was an Anomali like me. A name for mesmer that was unknown, strange, powerful.

From clues he left, I’d deduced my stepfather had some kind of gift with lies and truth. Something about controlling what words were spoken and what tales were told.

Such a gift could be useful if you swindled your way to nobility. If victims could not speak the truth, who could stop you? I must’ve been a little wicked myself because I cared little if Jens rose to wealth dishonorably. His purse kept the lot of us free Alvers, and he had enough influence to keep the truth of my mesmer hidden.

For some reason, he did.

As far as I knew, Ivar had no idea the stepdaughter of House Strom was anything but utterly ordinary.

Jens did not love me, but he gave me his name, kept me with a roof over my head, and meals in my belly. By law he did not need to. As his dead wife’s daughter, Jens was not bound to me; he hadn’t been bound to me for nearly my entire life.

Most days I resented him, ached for him to break his back doing endless work like the rest of us, but part of me loved him for keeping me from a life at a cheer house, or skin and bones in the gutter.

And on a day like today, he could ask me to do anything, and I’d do it without a second thought.

Hagen would be here soon.

″Malin,” Jens snapped as I handed the basket of vegetables to another servant. “When you finish, I want you to keep to the stables. Understand?”

My mouth parted. “But I had hoped⁠—”

″Is there a problem?”

″I hoped . . . I wanted to meet with Hagen, Daj. It’s been so long, I thought I might join tonight at the main house.”

A wicked sort of laughter echoed across the grounds. “The little mouse? Inside with us? We wouldn’t shame my dear brother with such a sight his first night back.”

Bard emerged from the longhouse and bit into a ripe, red blood apple. Juices dripped down his strong chin. To some, Bard was handsome. Dignified. The heir of House Strom.

To me he was cruel and spoiled to the fibers of his bones.

An embarrassing knot tightened in my throat. “I did not mean any disrespect, but . . . I am Hagen’s sister too.”

Bard laughed and took another bite. “Tell me, little mouse. What claim do you have on anything in this house? You’re lucky to have a roof to call yours.”

″I am entitled to my mother’s portion of House Strom.” By the hells, what was I doing? I blamed the rush of delirious pain on the thought of being banished from Hagen a moment longer.

My outburst stopped more than one servant to pause and watch. Some with horror, others with a thrill in their eyes that something interesting might happen at House Strom at long last.

″Your mother?” Bard tossed the half-eaten apple and took a step closer, his voice rife in petulant irony. “Oh, poor little sister. Do you not realize your whore of a mother is dead?”

″Enough,” Jens snapped. His eyes narrowed in a look of . . . disgust, maybe disdain. Perhaps something else. “Malin, you will do as you’re told. I do not want to see your face near the main house. That is my final word, girl.”

Bard winked. I’d like to ram the point of my knife into his leg to wipe the grin from his face. Instead, like always, I nodded. I bent to the word of my stepfather, picked up the spade, and turned away toward the hog pen.

The cobbled path wrapped around the main longhouse. Jens didn’t need to have stock or pens of hogs. He was a man of weaponry. One of the trusted forgers of the Black Palace armory. If I believed him to be a kind man, I might think my stepfather added smelly pens and lush gardens to have more work for his servants, so he could justify keeping them paid and off the streets.

But he was not a man I’d call kind, so he must simply like the presence of stupid creatures like escapist hogs.

At the pen my throat dried until it was hard to swallow.

Elof stood inside, adjusting the broken latch.

Guilt plunged into my chest like a knife whenever my heart skipped at the sight of the man. As if I were betraying the only boy I’d ever loved by this unseemly attraction to another. Another who was irritable and, frankly, rude.

Elof lifted his eyes. “Need something dännisk?”

″Not from you.”

Elof didn’t pause his work, but that intoxicating twitch played at his mouth again. “How could you know such a thing?”

″Hmm. Call it a bit of indigestion telling me you would never have anything I want.”

″You speak in such definitive ways. I’ve been told by many I have a talent at delivering one’s deepest desires.”

My insides twisted. His words dripped in underlying meanings, and I didn’t want to dig into them.

″What an unpleasant surprise to have you here during the day.”

″I am needed here today.”

I rolled my eyes and hurried to the other side of the gate where one of the hogs had slipped through. The smallest and swiftest. I fought to catch the animal until my lungs burned.

It could not be understated how much I resented being forced to ask Elof for help.

He said nothing, but the gleam in those ocean eyes told me he was shouting all the ways he had something I needed until the animal was safely behind the repaired gate.

″The sun is setting, dännisk. You ought to head back to your little bed.”

I tucked pieces of my sweaty, dirty hair behind my ear. “And you should go find someone else to torment.”

″Well spoke, dännisk. No truly, I’m wounded.”

″Good.” Hells. I had less wit than a bleeding stone, and Elof knew it. His arrogant laughter stuck in me like broken glass as I finished packing the newly straightened posts with mud and clay and he went back to feeding the stupid hogs.

My work had slowed since my stepfather demanded I stay hidden. What was so terrible about allowing me near Hagen? Jens knew we were close; he’d never tried to keep us apart. One of those suspiciously kind acts I didn’t understand. But now it was as if he knew something more and kept me in the dark because he didn’t want me to be privy to his secrets.

″It is probably for the best you are out of the way tonight, dännisk.” Elof said, leaning one elbow over the end of his spade.

I glared at him. “What?”

″Tonight, when your brother returns. I think it is wise to stay out of the way.”

Did I speak out loud about Hagen? Or did my face merely scream I was a little more broken being unable to see my brother? I ignored him and wiped my muddy hands on my trousers.

Elof’s voice turned dark. “In fact, I think you ought to hurry back to your loft. Now.”

″You don’t get to⁠—”

Words choked off at the shudder of wheels over grit and pebbles. My heart stilled in my chest. I held my breath and turned toward the front drive of House Strom.

By the gods. Black Palace coaches. Hagen. My blood raced, and a watery smile couldn’t be held back.

Until the dream turned to a wretched reality.

″Dammit.” Elof’s curse was another knife in the chest, proof what I was seeing was true.

″The masquerade,” I said under my breath. Not Black Palace coaches. These were transport carriages with painted masks on the sides, and bars over the windows. The sort of wagons used to trap and transport purchased Alvers for the Masque av Aska.

If anything proved the Alvers employed at the masquerade were not free it was the bars on those coaches.

My knees weakened when a trio of armed skydguard opened one of the barred doors, and dragged a thin, weak man from the back.

″No,” Elof said under his breath. “This is not possible.”

I didn’t know what he meant, all I heard was my own strangled voice. “Hagen!”
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Chapter 4
The Memory Thief


My voice was shrill as the skydguard forced my stepbrother to his knees.

His hair had grown long to his shoulders. His beard was ratted and knotted, ending just above his heart. He wore rags, and those strong, safe arms were thin and bruised now.

I took a step to rush the drive, to fight off anyone who dared touch him, but was stopped by a firm grip around my waist.

Elof held me against his broad chest, pulling me back.

I struggled against him. “No!”

“Be quiet.”

“Release me!”

“Shut your mouth, or I will force it closed.” The fool clung to me like I was his last breath. I hated him. Slowly, Elof walked me back toward the trees. “Malin, you must let him go.”

The bastard did know my name.

“No.” The pain in my chest grew too much. I slumped against his body. “It’s the masque.”

“I know.”

“They’ll . . . destroy him. Let me go!”

The door to the longhouse tore open. My stepfather and half the household spilled onto the drive.

“What is this?” Jens snarled.

A skydguard with a silver seax blade stepped forward. The captain, no doubt.

“For your service to the Black Palace, your Lord Magnate has granted those of you at House Strom the opportunity to bid farewell to the second son.”

“No,” Jens said. “I received word he was to be released.”

“Plans have changed, My Lord. From here, Lord Hagen Strom, a known Alver, will be of the employ of the Lord Magnate in whatever capacity he deems suitable.”

“No.” I whipped around in Elof’s hold, but he only gripped my hips until the dig of his fingernails hurt.

“If you want to keep your damn head, you’ll shut up,” he snapped in my ear and pulled us into the shadows near an old supply hut. Darkness swallowed us whole. I hadn’t realized how thickly night came, but I could hardly catch sight of Hagen in the dim.

“My son has served his sentence,” my stepfather insisted.

The captain tilted his head. “Do you question your Lord Magnate, Lord Strom?”

“Daj,” Hagen’s voice—oh, the sound of his voice after so long ached—was rough and lined in a harsh rasp. “Let me go, but . . . go to them. Don’t let them suffer, I beg of you. Free them.”

Let who suffer? Who needed to be free?

Jens stiffened, turning into a silent sentinel. He watched mutely as the skydguard shoved Hagen forward, as they commanded he bid his folk farewell.

I needed to see him, needed to get to him, touch him. Elof was strong, but I was desperate. The heel of my boot slammed over his foot. He cursed me, but it was enough to loosen his grip for a moment.

I snapped free of his hold and raced for the drive, ready to slaughter every skydguard bringing harm to Hagen. Irrational, perhaps, but I would cut as many as I could before they ended me. Hagen would not be taken. Not like Kase. I would not lose them both to the masquerade.

“Hagen!”

He lifted his eyes in my direction and shook his head. “Mal, no. Please.”

Damn him. I would not watch him be lost to the world. He’d die at the masque, no mistake.

But those cursed arms curled around my waist again, pulling me back. I shrieked, screamed. Drew a few looks from the skydguard. I was pulled into the shadows before any guards took enough interest to follow.

Elof dragged me straight to Ansel’s cottage. He pressed my shoulders against the door and leveled me in his stare. “Your brother made his choices. He knew the risks. What he would want right now is to make sure you are safe, so that is what I will do. It is what I will always do.”

He made no sense. I didn’t want to hear him or be anywhere else but chasing down the coach taking Hagen into the hells.

But I could. I could step into the masquerade this turn. Burn it to the ground.

Tears dried. Emotion burned up.

Elof must’ve noticed a new darkness in my eyes for he cursed the gods and sighed. “You will not leave this alone.”

“Never.” The word scraped through my teeth.

“Always the reckless fool,” he said, but it was as if he spoke it more to himself. “You will never find him without help, you do realize this, right? Tell me you are not so foolish to think you can chase him to the Masque av Aska on your own.”

Did it matter if I had planned to do exactly that? No. I would break the ground of Klockglas if it meant I rescued Hagen from the same fate I’d forced upon Kase.

“I would not mock me now,” I whispered. “It will not end well for you.”

Elof gripped the back of my head with such force, I choked on my breath. “And it will all end for you if you chase this alone. No one is mad enough to touch the masquerade. Unless you make a deal with the Guild of Kryv, but⁠—”

His mouth shut at once, as if the words slipped out and he hadn’t intended it. My eyes widened. The Guild of Kryv belonged to the Nightrender, a wraith of a man. A crook who hated the Lord Magnate and folk of status. Some called him the dark faerie. A man who’d appear when one’s darkest desires needed to become reality.

I believed him to be nothing more than a killer who thrived in chaos.

“The Nightrender is a killer, not a frequenter of the masque,” I whispered.

“He is a dealmaker.” Elof muttered, running his hands through his thick hair. “Deals are what the Guild of Kryv does.”

“A dealmaker? Ah, so you believe he is a fae who grants wishes. I never took you for a stupid man, Elof.”

“Gods, do you know anything about the bleeding world? I’m not speaking of faerie wishes and magic, although, the fae of our neighboring kingdoms will take offense to your dismissal of them. But in Klockglas, in every bleeding region, power is given through schemes, bribes, and deals. The Nightrender is the best at them, but it doesn’t matter. He would not make a deal with a foolish woman like you. You’re too reckless.”

Fists clenched, I lifted my chin in a way to seem bigger, but the truth was I couldn’t stop shaking. “You know a great deal about them. They could help, couldn’t they?”

“No. No one can help you. You misunderstood me, dännisk. Do not ask again.”

I’d lost my brother and my heart to the masquerade. I was finished with the shadows surrounding it. With one palm I shoved against his chest. “Don’t lie to me. You brought up the Kryv because they were the first thought to come to your mind. First thoughts tend to be the most honest. Now, tell me true—are the Kryv capable of helping me get my brother back?”

Elof’s mouth tightened. He didn’t drop his gaze off mine. Didn’t blink.

“By the gods, I am not a piece of glass!” I stepped back a few paces. “The masquerade has taken every piece of my heart, and I would like them back. If the Guild of Kryv can be of use, bleeding tell me, or I swear I will confess to every skydguard that I have plans to poison every cake at the masquerade. At least then, I will find Hagen by getting tossed into the masque myself. Do not doubt me, I will do it.”

Elof stared at me with a bit of stun for a few breaths, then folded his arms over his chest, shifting on his feet. “The amusing part of your threats is you’re dense enough to follow through with them. You wish to make a deal with the Kryv? Unwise, but if you insist dännisk—” Elof pointed at Ansel’s door, stepping toward the shadows of the trees, “you should ask your brother’s boon companion what such deals entail. Then make your choice.”

My chest cinched. Ansel knew of the Nightrender? Gentle, overbearing, but a wretched dealmaker? That could not be.

Elof stepped off the stoop, and a grip of panic tightened my throat. “Wait, where are you going?”

“Away. Like you, the masquerade is enough to unsettle even me.” Elof paused before slipping into the darkness. “Don’t be foolish and follow your brother tonight. You are worthless to him if you get yourself killed.”

Then, he was gone.

I stood in the frame of Ansel’s cottage for a long breath. Twice I’d been broken. Twice the Eastern Kingdom had robbed me of a person my heart cherished.

Time for my vengeance had come and gone too many times.

I would take it now.
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Chapter 5
The Nightrender


A cold wind cut through the narrow laths of a supply hut. From hooks on the walls hung spades with splintered handles, scythes with bits of hardened rust on the cutting edges, and forgotten axes once used to shape and build the entire estate.

In my hand, I tossed a gold penge coin. To some it meant a lifetime of scrimping and eating thin gruel, to others it was hardly an amount worthy of note. To me it didn’t matter the size of payment, what mattered was the fear and hopelessness behind it when it landed in my hands.

When desperation and need were considered, this particular coin was worth more than the treasury of the Black Palace.

When the door, broken off one of the hinges, opened, I didn’t turn. Merely tossed the penge back and forth between my hands, eyes on the cold ribbons of moonlight spilling over the dust and misuse.

“You’re late,” I said, gathering shadows around my shoulders and hands. Some believed I had power over darkness. In truth, all my mesmer came from fear. Shadows could be credited to those who feared the pitch of night.

There was a great deal of power to be had when terror grew potent. I felt it now, and I was glad for it. The shadows kept me a mystery. Unrecognizable to those, like my guest, who might recall my face from a past life.

If I were a better man, I might embrace a bit of respect for my visitor. He carried fear, no mistake, but it was dulled by a fierce anger, probably hatred for me.

Bold. A little brave.

The door closed with a loud groan. “I had children to tend to.”

I scoffed. Always excuses. Littles could survive without fathers. I did.

Then again, I was not the sort mothers hoped their young ones might become, but I could say I survived, and held the power in my hands tonight. More than most pathetic littles could say when they grew into pathetic servants for wealthy houses.

I faced the grounds master of House Strom. The coin he paid me nearly two turns before rolled between my fingers. A flicker of new fear in his gaze at the sight of it was unmistakable. Fear never slipped past my notice.

When my power lived in those rushes of panic, suffocating, tight fear was all I felt.

To the man’s credit, he buried his disquiet in a few breaths and leveled me in a harsh stare. “This was not part of our deal.”

One side of my mouth curled into a grin. “I did not know you set the rules, Ansel. Our deal was you would owe me a favor if I delivered the tonic your boy needs. Has there been even one month where the delivery was not made?”

Ansel was a tall man. He could be formidable if he did not open his chest so wide and let others see what mattered most to him. When his young son contracted the Wild Fever two turns back, his heart was forever weakened. But herbs and elixirs with a touch of mesmer were expensive to come by.

I’d arranged for an Elixist—an Alver with a marvelous gift for mixing potions and poisons—to create the tonic for the boy. Saved his little life.

″And I am grateful⁠—”

″You do not sound grateful.”

Ansel shook his head. “Why do you need her? What is this scheme? She came to me tonight, knowing things about our . . . interactions only Kryv would know. How?”

″Ah. My business with you does not require me to answer your questions. My deals are simple. Grant my favor when asked, and the tonic continues to arrive every first moon. Do not follow through on your part and it stops. Simple.”

A groove gathered between his eyes. “Will you tell me if you plan to kill her?”

″No.”

″No you don’t plan to kill her, or no you won’t tell me?”

″No.”

The grounds master glared at me like jagged glass. “You’re of the hells.”

I chuckled and pocketed his coin. “Am I? Your lovely wife doesn’t seem to think so.” I reveled a little too much in the way his face shaded a deep red. “Don’t look so violent. She’s oddly devoted to you. But she’s begun to leave us little spice cakes on the night of delivery, and my guild finds them delicious. A woman who knows how to show appreciation.”

When he looked away, I made quick work of chasing the space between us.

Shadows spilled throughout the supply hut. My hand pressed against his chest, absorbing every rapid thud of his heart as I slammed his back against the wall. The grounds master stood taller by half a head, but the look of pure, dripping fear in his eyes powered heady, skeins of night from my body.

Each shadow chilled the surface of my skin, while in the same breath my blood heated with the use of mesmer.

The hut darkened, like I looked at him through a sheer, dark cloth. Inky black covered my eyes. Normally, I could coat my eyes in darkness when I pleased. Tonight, the whites blotted out as emotions heightened.

I hated teetering so close to losing control.

″One penge.” My voice was a dark rasp. “That was all you had, so I allowed the remainder of your debt to be paid by granting me one favor whenever I came to call. No questions.” I pressed my brow to his. “Curse my name, I care little, but bring the woman to my dealmakers in one piece. Should you fail, I will take the balance of our deal another way. Your wife would be a good place to begin. We could use a pretty serf.”

″You bastard.”

My hand was light on his chest, but coils of shadows snaked around his throat and wrists, squeezing until he winced. “What is your choice? I truly don’t see the trouble. The idea to meet the Kryv was already placed in her head. She will do this with or without you, but this way she makes it to us alive, your debt with the Guild of Kryv will be square, and your boy lives.”

Ansel’s gaze dropped to the dust on the floorboards, but he nodded.

″May I take that as an agreement?”

″Yes.” The man’s voice was haggard and broken.

It was perfect.

I released him from my mesmer shadows. My skin burned in the strange icy heat as the darkness recoiled back into my blood. All but my eyes.

I reached into my pocket and removed the penge. With a flick, I let it fall to the floor. “Deliver her and consider our dealings complete.”

In three long strides I reached the door, but stopped at Ansel’s voice.

″She’ll fight you. If you bring her harm, she’ll fight you. She’s an Alver, but you probably know that.”

Hand on the knob, I glanced over my shoulder.

Ansel reached for the coin, then faced me, a broken smile on his face. “There is something powerful about her. I don’t know what, but she will have even less than I with which to pay you. Since she cannot pay, I’m sure you mean her ill. An innocent who has lost too much already. I hope the gods curse you for this.”

″Ah, never fear, they often do.”

If only he knew how much I’d tried to keep this night from unfolding. But no matter what careful steps I took, I failed. Our paths would cross, and it would likely end in death if I did not step back into the past I wished I could forget.

The childish wooden rose scorched where it touched my chest beneath my tunic. I refused to think on it, not even for a moment.

″Until tomorrow.” I opened the door, grinning at him. “Oh, and Ansel, don’t be late again.”
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In the natural shadows was where the world could stop spinning. The relentless thrum of my pulse could slow, if only for a moment.

It would be a welcome relief to the heat in my chest. I’d stepped wrong, made a mistake, and I did not make mistakes. To slip in a game of knives like this meant death and blood.

For nearly two turns we’d been searching for, and bribing others, on behalf of those who wanted Hagen Strom. When we found him, we’d worked meticulously to arrange for his release from the north Howl prison.

Our forged release papers were perfect.

But in one night he’d slipped through our fingers. How had the masquerade caught wind of him? Even with the shock, I could’ve worked with the surprise of the masquerade. The trouble came when she’d stepped out of line. If she’d kept her head, if she’d disappeared into the stables, I would not still be fighting this bleeding fight.

“He’s gone quiet, Tov,” Gunnar whispered as he lifted an old flacon and took a swig of brän ale.

″Never a good sign,” Tova returned. She flicked her catlike eyes my way, studying my profile as if I could not sense her stare. “Do you think he forgot we were here?”

I rolled my eyes. For how much folk in the regions trembled at the name Nightrender, I’d think my own bleeding guild would have a touch of respectful adoration for me. If only those who spread such infamous rumors could see how little the Kryv feared their leader, it would hardly bode well for a murderous reputation.

″Maybe tell him how I stopped the old skydguard from blocking our way,” Gunnar went on as if I weren’t standing beside him. “I’m still impressed with myself.”

″Ah, yes. The princeling . . . oof.” Tova glared at Gunnar when his elbow smashed into her ribs.

″Quit calling me that.”

I almost laughed. In the moment he looked entirely like the boy of sixteen I’d met two turns back, when we’d journeyed to the northern fae kingdom.

Gunnar could split a hair with the point of an arrow, and, as a Hypnotik Alver, had the ability to warp the mind into doing whatever he wanted it to do.

A gift I exploited to the fullest.

When our neighbors to the north rose against their king in rebellion, the Kryv voted to sail to their shores for a peek. My guild went out of curiosity; I saw a way to line our pockets with foreign coin.

If I’d known the move would toss me into the path of Hagen Strom, I would never have gone.

Anything to do with Hagen, naturally, would place me in the path of her. A woman who was better off believing I was dead.

Her searches for a boy would always end in disappointment. I’d never reveal my face.

At least that had been the plan. Our destinies were tangling together, and I could not stop it. Wasn’t entirely certain I wanted to stop it.

A man would be a fool to risk drinking his poison. To knowingly weaken his resolve.

I was becoming the fool.

The order to my guild had always been to keep the stepdaughter of House Strom out of harm’s way. She was not part of our ploy to find Hagen. Merely an Alver to be watched. So, we’d watched. Waited. For nearly a damn turn we’d waited for this moment, and I’d let Hagen go because I put her neck above his.

We would be forced to change our plans to a more dangerous game.

″Are the others in place?” I snapped, silencing the bickering over Gunnar’s title.

″Oh-ho, someone is rather irritable tonight,” Tova said, tossing one of her nuts at my head. It missed and landed at my feet.

″Tova,” I warned.

″What?” She pinched her lips and cut me with a glare. “Clearly there is something you aren’t telling us about this memory thief. Why are we here instead of chasing down that transport? I think we—Gunnar most of all—deserve to know.”

She wasn’t wrong, but I would never let her know it. Couldn’t was more like it. But she wouldn’t know the truth of that either.

″The only thing any of us deserves is to keep breathing,” I said, voice low and rough. “Trust me to do that or leave.”

Tova’s eyes widened. I clenched and unclenched my fists, unsettled I’d spit the words at her. Never, in turns, had I ever told anyone in the guild to leave.

For a few breaths we locked gazes, a struggle of who would bend first. Gunnar shifted in the tension, slowly side-stepping away from the both of us as if we might draw blades against each other.

At long last, Tova let out a heavy sigh and shook her head.

″I’d rather keep our guild intact if it’s all the same to you,” she said, the hurt in her voice grated down the hidden scars of my back.

I offered a stiff nod, then glanced at Gunnar. “What did you do to the skydguard?”

Gunnar stopped fidgeting, and took a swift step toward me, fire in his eyes. “Had him put the order out to an entire unit not to come to this side of the docks for at least two days. Had my mesmer working almost immediately.”

″A stretch,” Tova said. “It took him four tries.”

Gunnar huffed. “I said almost immediately. We’ll be safe to make a deal, then . . . go after him?”

The words came out as a question, a plea. When I allowed him into the Kryv, he vowed never to question me. He didn’t want to now, but like Tova, no doubt he wondered what I had planned for us. Likely he could not make much sense of anything. But on this, I could not give up more.

″Don’t look so defeated, Gunnar,” I said. “We are steps ahead.”

″Not if the memory thief ruins everything again.”

He blamed her instead of me, but I would always shoulder every misstep.

″At least tell us why we are interfering with this woman,” Tova said. “Why is she all at once important to us?”

I could not tell my guild everything, but I could tell them something. “This is nothing more than fixing damage done by missing my mark.”

Tova and Gunnar shared a look of surprise. I rarely admitted fault, but my carelessness was no secret. I should’ve been there before Hagen was taken to House Strom, I should’ve anticipated the possibility of the masquerade, but allowed myself to be distracted elsewhere.

Kryv did not get distracted. If we did—blood spilled.

I cleared my throat and stared at the slice of dawn rising over the Howl Sea. “Out there, she will be a risk to our plans. She is too emotional, too unskilled. Better to keep her close. Although, she knows a great deal about House Strom and the masquerade. We exploit what she knows for our benefit.” When Gunnar’s jaw flicked with tension, I gripped the back of his neck. “What did I tell you when you joined the guild?”

He swallowed with effort. “You told me you would fight to the end and would not stop until he was found. D-Dead or alive.”

″Do you still believe me?”

Gunnar nodded.

″Good.”

Tova tilted her head, a sly grin on her mouth. “So, who goes to the meet?”

″You and Raum,” I said.

″Do we send Elof?”

″Yes.” I drew in a long breath of the cold dawn. “Whether she wants to admit it or not, she trusts him.”

″What should we know of her mesmer?” Gunnar asked.

″She is an Anomali,” I said. “She doesn’t know the game she’s playing is reckless and will interfere if left unhandled.”

″Then we ought to just kill her,” Tova said as if it would not tear a hole in the center of my chest.

″As I said, even with her shortcomings she could be useful.”

I hated intertwining our fates to the marrow of my bones, but I had no other way to keep her hidden and breathing. To know what would become of her if she walked into another masquerade, well, I was vicious, wicked, but I could not let her do it alone.

Still, it did not mean anything would change. I would be the villain in her eyes. It would be better for her to hate me, to hate us all.

Gunnar sighed; pain written on his face. “I didn’t think we’d ever get here.”

″Think it. We’re close.” I grinned. “But prepare yourself because your father’s sister is not easy.”

With a simple wave of my hand, we drifted into the trees where the rest of the guild waited. My pulse wouldn’t stop racing, but I locked it inside.

No room for emotion here. We had a deal to make.
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Chapter 6
The Memory Thief


“Where are we going?”

″The docks,” Ansel said. “I promised to help you with this reckless idea, so the docks are where we must go.”

I tangled my fingers together, stomach tight. The moment Elof left me last night, I’d pounded on Ansel’s door. His eyes were heavy and burdened. Together we’d commiserated over what had become of Hagen, then I’d asked him what he knew of the Nightrender and a deal they’d made together.

I’d almost expected him to balk at the claim, but his shoulders sunk, and his frown deepened.

He’d confessed he had once made a deal with the Hells, and now we were here, crossing the bridge to the docks near the Howl to do it again.

″Ansel,” I whispered. “Will you tell me details of your deal with the Nightrender?”

He closed his eyes for half a breath and stopped us near an overturned skiff. Without thought—or care—for the rusted color of lichens and hardened sea moss, he slumped against the keel of the boat.

″I had no way to save Dain.”

Dain? His son was full of mischief and loved to poke at the raven nests in the trees surrounding the manor. “What about Dain?”

″After his fever, his heart . . . it was killing him, Malin. No healers would even try. I don’t believe their medicines would’ve worked. But Sigurd—the man I’m taking you to now—he told me there was help to be found in the Guild of Kryv.”

″The Nightrender helped Dain? I thought he was hateful.”

Ansel’s scoff burned of bitterness. “He made a deal, Malin. Nothing comes from the goodness of his heart, I assure you. But I cannot despise the choice. Dain lives, and the Guild of Kryv keeps their bargains.” Ansel gripped my hands in his. “Malin, don’t do this. The Nightrender will own you.”

″Like you, I fear I have no choice. You just said you do not regret saving Dain’s life. What if this saves Hagen?”

There was a part of me that hoped this barter could grant two desires. Find my brother and find Kase.

Ansel’s chin fell to his chest. “Are you certain? I will take you back if you choose otherwise. Don’t mistake me. We can find another way for Dain to receive⁠—”

My hand on his cheek silenced him. “Ansel.” I waited until he looked at me. “I’m certain.”

With a nod and a kiss to the back of my hand, he straightened. “This way then.”

At the edge of the water district, browned butter and minced fowl wafted in the air. An empty hole had replaced my insides and my stomach turned greedy.

Dingy swells lapped against the hulls of schooners, longships, cutters, and trade ships; the sound helped keep a steady beat to my heart. Cobbled streets were always damp and muddy from constant sea boots marching back and forth, and green moss with speckles of yellow coated the storefronts from the constant wet breeze.

I added speed to my pace to catch up as Ansel led us down a narrow alley.

In the smaller, grungier neighborhood the air grew heady with oil, sweat, and hickory smoke. Flea racks lined the walks, all filled with second hand dresses, shoes, and worship suits. The meager market was nothing but a few wooden carts where merchants sold bushels of leeks, boiling potatoes, or turnips to those who could afford them.

At the end of the lane, a sign hung over the steel shop door. The building leaned a little from old walls made of barnwood laths.

The stoop groaned under our weight, and inside someone hummed a spritely tune. Ansel pounded on the door, and we waited for half a breath. He knocked again. Nothing. Two more aggressive pounds and the door ripped open, a sweaty man in the frame.

″Gods, I said I was coming!” The stranger furrowed his brow but smiled when he recognized the grounds master. “Ansel, I’ve not seen you in a long while, my friend.”

″And I’m afraid I cannot stay long, Sigurd.” He lowered his voice. “This is Malin Strom; she has need of your more immoral connections.”

″She willing to pay?”

″Anything,” I told him, even if I didn’t have a copper penge to my name.

″Then come in.”

Ansel tapped my shoulder. “You will be in good hands.” My throat tightened as he drew me against his chest. Once he released me, Ansel used his thumb to tilt my chin up. “Sigurd will know how to reach me should you need anything.”

Without a look back, Ansel slipped his hood over his head and disappeared into the crowds.

″Sounds as if you’ve had quite a night,” Sigurd said. He opened one arm into his shop. “Shall we?”

Inside, counters were covered in steel plates, countless bolts, and nails for wheels and spokes. Coaches, phaetons, and a few armored chest plates in various stages of disassembly stacked the shelves in the back. Silver shavings dusted the floor, and there was a hint of oil and coffee in the air.

The steelman took in my ragged appearance, then leveraged one hip at a time onto the edge of a countertop.

″Well, get on with it,” he said, but did with a smile. Like he was thrilled to have a story to hear. “What happened?”

″My brother was imprisoned by the masquerade, and I plan to free him.”

Sigurd’s eyes widened. “Oh, is that all?”

My scalp prickled in disquiet. “Will you be able to help me?”

″Dännisk Strom, no one in their sound mind would touch the Masque av Aska.”

″Is that a no then?”

″You didn’t let me finish. I never said my connections were sound in their minds. Merely saying what you’re asking hasn’t been done. It’d be simpler to break into a sea prison than step behind the curtains of the masquerade. Especially this turn with Lord Niall seeking a bride.”

″Then I will die trying.” I refused to stop searching.

Sigurd scratched his chin. “You know what you’re asking, yes?”

“Yes, I’m asking for your help since you have a way to contact the Guild of Kryv.”

He grinned as if he were quite proud of the truth.

My eyes flicked to the missing fingertip on his left hand, a jagged cut, and I wondered about his life. What drew a merchant to associate with the underbelly? He would be respected, possibly a lifelong member of a guild. Why risk a comfortable life to arrange shady cons and ploys?

″I warn you they are not the sort you want to take lightly,” Sigurd said. “If you agree to their terms, you must honor the deal, or, forgive my bluntness, the skydguard will find pieces of you from the fjord to the Northern Cliffs.”

Three hells. I licked my lips. “They can truly help?”

″The Kryv have a particular distaste for the Lord Magnate; don’t ask me why, I don’t know. And they enjoy causing him a few aches and pains with their schemes. If you want a guild willing to do anything to get your brother back, then I don’t think you can stoop lower into the gutter than the Kryv.”

″I must ask how you know them if they are so terrible.”

He smirked. “I’ve stepped into the gutter a few times myself. Helped smuggle out a few cheer boys and girls here and there. I don’t like cheer houses for my own reasons, and my deals usually end in cheeries finding new lives elsewhere.”

I lifted a brow. Cheer houses were brutal brothels that did not give up their workers easily. “Impressive.”

″If you’re here in earnest,” he said. “I’ll arrange a meet.”

″Arrange it,” I said, the tremor in my voice gave way to how terrified I truly was.

Sigurd drummed his fingers over the countertop, but a smile spread over his lips. “As you say.”
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Sigurd wasted no time reaching out to the Guild of Kryv. The bleeding Nightrender.

What the hells was I doing? More than swiping memories from the corpses of the masquerade or street hawkers, this was a man who tormented the entire kingdom with his dark wishes.

For nearly three hours I’d been left alone in Sigurd’s apartment above the steel house. Only my thoughts kept me company. Restlessness had me pacing from wall to wall, tugging at my hair, sitting, then standing. I could not keep still.

At the back of the sleeping chamber was a standing wash stall with a drain in the center and a rather clever pulley contraption to draw water from a well below the window.

Alone, with nothing more to do but fret, I scrubbed the grime under my fingernails, washed dirt from the wooden raven around my neck, scrubbed away the sweat and oil from the steel shop. I washed until my skin grew pink and raw.

Refusing to stroll through the apartment in nothing but a thin linen, I took the liberty of borrowing one of Sigurd’s long tunic tops folded on a narrow shelf in the stall. Sigurd was a bear of a man, so his shirt struck low on my knees.

Dressed and clean, I crossed from the washroom to the narrow bedroom.

″Comfortable?”

I startled, holding a hand to my chest, but almost smiled when Sigurd winked from a tattered stuffed chair near the window.

″I hope you don’t mind.” I gestured at the tunic.

″A naked woman wearing my shirt? Not at all.”

My cheeks filled with heat, but Sigurd didn’t tease me again.

″I didn’t know when you’d return,” I said, slowly braiding my damp hair over one shoulder. “Any luck?”

Sigurd rocked in the chair, holding my gaze for a few uncomfortable heartbeats. “Yes.” He stopped rocking, slapped his thighs, and stood. “I expect company any moment.”

My throat dried like a quick swallow of sand. At my sides, I dug the curves of my fingernails into the meat of my palms to hide the tension in my body.

″Be certain you wish to go forward, dännisk.”

I wasn’t certain about anything. The nearer the moment came to meeting the Guild of Kryv the more I thought it would be better to run back to House Strom and stay hidden in my cold loft until I crossed into the Otherworld.

I hesitated and fought to keep my voice steady. “I’m ready.”

Sigurd tilted his head, a smile in his gray eyes. “There is time to give this more thought. Sometimes life is unkind, like what happened to your brother. But at every wretched thing, it doesn’t mean we must run into the fire and get killed in the process.”

″Why are you saying this? Do you think the Kryv will kill me?”

″I think you should be as clever if not cleverer than the Kryv, and certainly never trust them fully. But I do not think they are so cold-blooded as slitting your throat on the first meet. After that, I don’t know. I’ve never worked with them for long.”

″How did you come to know them?”

Sigurd winked. “Ah, that is a story for another day. But trust that I know they work on their own set of rules. Are you ready to do what might be asked of you? Taking on the Black Palace and the Masque av Aska is risky business. What means do you have to defend yourself?”

″I know how to use a blade.”

″So do skydguard. So do Kryv.”

″I’ll be fine,” I insisted.

Sigurd opened his mouth as if to argue, but someone rapped at the door in the shop below our feet. With a heavy sigh, the steelman proffered a defeated kind of smile. “I hope so, dännisk Strom. Because time is up. They’re here.”
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Chapter 7
The Memory Thief


The deeper into the shop we went, the mustier the smell. Sea winds rattled the wooden walls, and shadows played games with my mind.

This could be one deadly mistake, but I feared it was too late to turn back.

Sigurd’s main level office wasn’t large. A narrow desk, messy with parchment, took up one corner, and two wooden chairs set against the wall. I sat in the nearest chair and folded my hands in my lap.

Sigurd spared me a glance, as if to give me one last chance to change my mind, then opened the back door.

Three dark figures, two men and a woman, stood shoulder to shoulder in the doorway. Masked to the nose, black lines scratched down their cheeks, and dark runes lined their foreheads.

″Come in,” Sigurd said, moving aside.

The woman’s ebony hair was shaved on one side and the rest was piled high on her head, like curled satin ribbons. Her skin was a smooth toasted brown, and her eyes were the strangest eyes I’d ever seen. Black slits cut through a dazzling luminescent color. Like a cat in the night.

The next man pulled down his half mask, revealing his cunning grin. As if he knew a secret I was not privy to.

He was paler than the woman with thick cornhusk hair, and ice crystal eyes. The sleeves of his black tunic were rolled to his elbows, and at his sides, his fingers never stopped twitching.

Behind them the second man removed a cloak, next his mask.

A choked sound ran up my throat like swallowing too much water all at once.

″Elof.” By the hells. The rounded face, the glassy eyes, the patchy beard of the bastard who told me about the Guild of Kryv stared back at me. “What . . . what are you doing here?”

Elof stepped between the other two Kryv. At first glance, he seemed the weakest in build, but they parted for him. Kryv stepped aside. For him. My eyes dropped to the thick belt on his waist. Both hips were draped in bone cutting knives. Across his back was a short blade made of heavy iron.

″I warned you, dännisk. I know of the Kryv.”

″Know of them? You are a Kryv.”

″Observant, this one,” said the woman, snatching a few paper-wrapped sweets from a clay bowl on Sigurd’s desk. “May we proceed, or do you wish to babble all day?”

Elof had tricked me. Did Ansel deceive me too? Or was he unaware of Elof’s connections to the Guild of Kryv?

My mind reeled through interactions between the grounds master and Elof at House Strom. Nothing stood amiss in my mind. Brisk, to the point. Typical men who cared little about friendship with fellow servants.

In three quick strides, the Kryv with frosty eyes had me backed against the wall without trouble. “Got a name, lovey?”

″Mal. Strom,” I stammered. “Malin Strom.”

The Kryv smirked, and he dragged one knuckle across my cheek, clearly undisturbed by how close he stood. “Raum. And I like Mal better. The beauty over there,” he said with a nod at the woman, “is Tova. And you know that ugly sod.”

Tova unwrapped another sweet and tossed it onto her tongue. “Our time is valuable, so let’s get on with it.”

Words dried up like bits of ash on my tongue.

″Sit,” Elof said, gesturing to the chair I’d leaped from moments before.

I narrowed my eyes to seem wholly composed. In truth, I thought I might retch any moment.

″Huh, I’m going to go out on a limb and say this was a waste of time,” said Raum. He perched on the back of the second wooden chair, so his feet were flat on the seat, and one knee bounced incessantly. “I’m not sure this one has it in her.”

″I disagree,” Elof said. “At least, I thought I did.”

Being spineless would do nothing to help Hagen. I was an Alver—a rare Alver—who frightened crooks like Hob. I could make a deal with the Kryv. “I want you to answer my questions first.”

″We’re not here for that,” Elof said. “In fact, if it weren’t for your recklessness, we might not be in this situation at all.”

″My recklessness? I did not bring the masque. I did not take Hagen.” My voice went shrill, and I could not stop the maelstrom coiling in my chest. “I’ve hunted the masquerade for turns, and I will not lose my brother the same way I lost . . .” I shook my head. There was no need to bring Kase into this. Not yet. “I will not lose him.”

Elof’s cheek twitched. “Hunting the masquerade to discover its secrets has nothing to do with the way you tried to barge into a unit of skydguard. Had you not forced me to intervene and drag you away, your dear brother might be with his bleeding family tonight. Warm. Happy. Safe.”

I chuckled. “His family? I would not describe House Strom as warm and happy.”

″Not House Strom. I meant your brother’s family. His children. His lover.”

If he had slapped me across the jaw, I would not have been as stunned. Breath caught in the back of my throat, sweat coated my palms. “My brother does not have children.”

″He does,” Elof said, almost bored. “From the Northern Kingdom. Where you believed he traveled for business, really, he traveled to be with them.”

″No.” I shook my head. “No, if Hagen had a family elsewhere, they would be brought here to be with him.”

″Ah, not everything is so simple. The north once made it impossible for them to travel. Your brother has spent endless turns trying to change that. The last visit, he crossed a line. Why do you think he was tossed into a sea prison, dännisk?”

My lips parted. “He . . . he had a business arrangement go wrong.”

″Fine. Go with that story,” Elof said. “Your brother will be a dead man soon since you cannot stop questioning us. I wish I could say it’s been a pleasure.”

Elof stood, the other two Kryv made moves to follow.

″Wait!” I shot out one hand. A flutter of desperation scorched the skin on the back of my neck. “If he had a family, I don’t understand, why did he not tell me?”

″Who’s to say, but he didn’t.” Elof’s jaw tightened. “I don’t much care why, what I care about is you interfered in our attempt to snatch him.”

″Why?” I narrowed my eyes at Elof, hating him and desiring he keep speaking all at once. “Why did you want him? What were your plans with him?”

″We were hired to retrieve Hagen Strom and return him to his family. That is all.” Elof crossed the space between us and crowded against me. His face nearly touched mine; his voice grew low and dark. “We were prepared, we’d arranged his release. But because I intervened to stop you, a mark was missed.”

My shoulders stiffened as I butted my chest against his, enjoying too much how his brows twitched in a bit of surprise. “Do not blame me. I reacted as anyone who cared would. You were just as surprised as me that the masquerade wagons arrived.”

″Perhaps, but I know how to not react emotionally.”

″Is having a heart so wrong?”

″Yes. When it gets others killed it is a deadly thing to have,” Elof said. The shadows of his face eased as he forced a snide grin. “But we can’t look back any longer. We alter course. Seeing how you ruined our original plan⁠—”

″I didn’t—” I tried to interject, but Elof’s voice overpowered mine as he barreled on.

″We have no choice but to add another deal to our previously made arrangement. What are you prepared to barter, dännisk Strom? You came to make a deal. Make one.”

″But everything has changed.” I scoffed. “You are already going after Hagen by your own admission. A deal with me will be redundant.”

″No. Our plan was in place. One we have tirelessly conceived for some time. One that did not involve traipsing to the masquerade because an emotional woman stood in the way of our grab.”

If I stabbed Elof, surely the Kryv would still help me. I was certain they must’ve found him as irritating as I did.

″The point is,” Elof went on, “we are facing new plays, new games. Dangerous ones. We’ll need more backing if our guild is to continue. If not, we will cut our losses, and deliver the dreadful news to your brother’s Northern family that he was irretrievable.”

It was a fist to the heart. “You’d let him suffer, die, at the masque because it’s too hard? I thought you were the formidable Guild of Kryv.”

″We are,” Raum said. “Did we not establish this already?”

″We’re not fools,” Tova said. “What you’re asking has never been done. Our original deal did not do the impossible. You understand, don’t you? Risk increases, so does our price.”

″Don’t get us wrong, we don’t shy away from the impossible.” Raum laughed and clapped Elof on the back.

″No, but we bleeding better get paid to do it,” Elof said. “Give us something we can leverage against you.”

″I am not so stupid to give you something to use against me. Get your price increase from this supposed family in the north,” I said as powerfully as I could manage. Still, a tremble dressed every word.

Elof folded his arms over his chest. “I did not expect you to be so callous toward your dear brother.”

″I am not callous. I’ll get him myself, but I won’t be manipulated by the likes of you.” On my feet, I made a move for the door, but shuddered when Elof curled his hand around my arm, holding firm.

His eyes were dark and burdened. “Be honest with yourself. What is your move? What is your plan? How will you get past the skydguard, or the Lord Magnate’s personal armies? How will you reach Hagen when you don’t know where the Alver chambers are kept? Tell me how you will hide your gift when the Lord Magnate is always looking for new mesmer?”

My body tensed. He could be lying. He could be saying all this to terrify me into making a deal. In truth, I might’ve brushed his warnings away if I had not already witnessed how quickly folk disappeared at the masquerade.

If a boy’s screams did not haunt my memories night after night.

″You know how to get through all that?” I asked, voice soft.

″In due time.” He dropped his hand from my arm, and I felt a little emptier. Odd. He frightened me and brought safety in the same breath.

″So, if I don’t make a deal with you, the Kryv will abandon the plan to take Hagen?”

″Our deal in the north did not extend to this level of risk. If you wish us to continue, then, as Tova said, when risk increases, our price must increase. What are you willing to pay? How desperate are you?”

His voice had taken on a hard edge.

All I had to give were bone dust memories. A prize the Kryv could not even use without me. They were valuable. Memories filled with fetishes, secrets, the sort of things folk like the Kryv would pay well to possess if it gave them power to bribe another.

But if I gave them, I would need to join the Kryv. In a way, I’d be part of the payment.

″I can offer memories I’ve gathered over the turns,” I whispered. “Memories of corruption, murder, and secrets folk would never want the Guild of Kryv to know.”

Elof tilted his head. “How do you expect us to use these memories?”

″Through my Talent. It could be of use.”

Raum grinned. “I’ve never seen a memory Alver work before. Didn’t really know they existed, to be honest.”

″I would need to . . . join you,” I said. “No one else can read them, but once I read them, I can share them with you.”

The three Kryv went quiet. Only Elof looked at me as if he’d expected this, as if he knew a great deal more than he was letting on.

Silence grated down my spine like sharp fingernails.

When Tova scoffed, I nearly cried out in relief.

″We don’t take in strays.” Tova glanced at her fellow Kryv, as if urging them to back her. “I say no deal.”

″I have nothing more to give. Please.” A hot ache gathered behind my eyes. Exhaustion, fear, all of it crushed me where I stood.

″There it is,” Elof said with a vicious sneer. “Desperation.”

Tova and Raum chuckled, and I didn’t understand the shift in their demeanor.

″All right. No need to beg,” Tova said. “But before we accept memories as payment, show us how it works. I want to make sure you’re good for it.”

Elof stepped aside, inviting me forward.

I rubbed the back of my neck. “Sigurd, to show how I can share memories, may I take one from you?”

He wore a look of surprise, hesitated, but soon came to my side. Perhaps curious where I planned to go with this. “How?”

″I’ll need to kiss you.”

″Well, this got interesting,” Raum said, nudging Tova with his elbow.

Sigurd cleared his throat, but didn’t protest. I swallowed against my own disquiet, stood on my toes, and kissed him.

Sigurd was not a poor choice to kiss. Clean. Unassuming. Willing. The smoke returned to mind, molding and building shapes, drawing clearer images of little gasps, a sapphire necklace, clothes in heaps on the floor, the scent of skin and friction.

I grinned slyly. “Sigurd, you scoundrel. I wonder what would happen should Lady Ashton’s husband discover your love affair.”

″Bleeding skies.” Bewilderment shadowed Sigurd’s face. “What did you do? I can still . . . well, maybe I can’t remember it.”

″Only a glimpse of the memory is there. I took the rest.” I frowned and looked to Elof. I had desired him at House Strom, feared him, yet he brought a strange calm. “You seem to lead this meet. If you care to see Sigurd’s memory, I must do the same to you.”

A muscle pulsed in his jaw. His entire body stiffened, as if the thought disgusted him. I fought to keep my composure, tried not to react. He meant nothing to me, so it did not matter if the idea of his mouth on mine disgusted him or not.

″Share it only,” he snapped at long last. “Do not even think of looking in my head or I’ll cut you where you stand.”

″Your head is not a place I would ever go on my own accord, I assure you.”

Face to face, Elof held my stare for a single heartbeat before I closed my eyes against what I was going to do. I kissed him.

His mouth was warm, inviting. A rush of heat rolled through my stomach. Hells. A man such as him should not stir such things.

Smoke and ash billowed in my head again, only this time the wisps curled around Sigurd’s salacious moment with Lady Ashton. Like a cold wind filled my mind, the images blew away until nothing but dark, shapeless mist remained.

My breath tangled with Elof’s. Slow. Gentle. I exhaled the memory onto his tongue. When I could not exhale more, I pulled back. An unwanted reluctance bloomed in my chest. I hid the whole of it beneath a narrowed glare.

Elof’s eyes fluttered open. It took only a few moments before one corner of his mouth lifted. He faced the other two Kryv. “I see it plainly.”

″Gods, think of what secrets you could spread, lovey,” Raum said, nudging me like he’d nudged Tova. As if we were friendly and he was not terrifying.

″My mesmer is strange and feared,” I said. “I’ve trusted you with it.”

Elof added nothing, simply peeled my skin back with his eyes. My gaze drifted to his lips, and I hated myself a little for imagining touching them again.

″This makes you one of those Anomalies, right?” Sigurd asked. “I know a bit about Alvers. Have an aunt who is a Mediski with a little healing shop near Liten.”

″Ah,” was all I said. An Alver healer did not fit with the odd, strangeness of Anomali Alvers.

Mediski Alvers were healers. Elixists were talented alchemists. Rifters were frightening. Destroyers. Killers, really. But Profetik and Hypnotik Alvers played games with the mind through illusion or uncanny senses. Frightening in their own way. Anomalies were mutts. A collision of different Talents, usually more feared than the others.

″Your mesmer is interesting,” Tova said. “But should Ivar learn of it, you’ll be more of a risk than an asset.”

“But can we ignore the potential of such a Talent?” Elof argued.

″And if she’s got memories with secrets she can share, well, I’d like to be the ones to get those secrets,” Raum said.

Elof sat on the edge of Sigurd’s desk. “Where are these stolen memories, dännisk?”

″I have them hidden.” A rush of excitement boiled in my blood. They were going to help me. I’d get Hagen back. After it was over, I might even be trusted enough they’d help me find Kase. “At House Strom.”

″Where?”

″I’m not telling you.” I folded my arms over my chest, barring myself against them. “Well, what do you say? Is it enough?”

″This isn’t going to be over tomorrow,” Tova said. “It’s like the inside of a clock, each piece, each cog must be working to turn the hands. You aren’t a piece in our world.”

″I will be.”

Elof shook his head. “You don’t know what you’re asking.”

″And you don’t know what lengths I will go, lengths I have gone, to find people I love.”

“True enough.” He glanced at his fellow Kryv. “Well?”

“We’re taking in a dealmaker, and planning to take from the Masque av Aska,” Tova said. “This is what we’re doing, right? I’m understanding the madness well enough?”

″Yes,” Elof said without a change in his expression.

Tova nodded and took another sweet. “As long as I’m clear. Do as you please, but make the choice. I’m hungry and wish to leave.”

″Raum?” Elof pressed.

Raum shrugged. “I’m in. I’m always in.”

″All right.” Something in Elof’s voice raised the hair on the back of my neck. Like he knew things I didn’t, and I’d walked into a trap. “As you wish—welcome to the Kryv.”
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Chapter 8
The Memory Thief


Raum and Tova crouched next to me in the Strom gardens.

″This is it, lovey,” Raum said. He called me lovey enough I was beginning to wonder if he knew my name or not. “Here we are. You better be good for it.”

″I am.” I recalled Sigurd’s warning to be craftier than the Kryv. I’d need to be sly. A balance of give and take, but no matter what, I needed to remember they were the guild of the Nightrender. Remaining with the Kryv meant I’d face the bloody ghost everyone feared.

We’d huddled at Sigurd’s until midnight. Planning, resting, and distrusting each other. Sometime in the night Tova tossed me a tunic and trousers. I didn’t know where she came by the clothes, but I was more like a Kryv in them.

Elof had left to gather more of the guild, and I was turned over to the watch of Raum and Tova. We’d wandered forest trails back to House Strom. If the guild wanted me to pay them, then I’d need the memories.

I wouldn’t be returning to House Strom. Something inside told me this was the last night, so I added to the risk, and made plans to take supplies for my new existence. Wherever it was about to take me.

The trouble with my plan was the best supplies were inside the longhouse. A place I wasn’t welcome.

Tova emerged from between two rowan trees and pulled a hood over her head. “What’s taking so long?”

″Nothing. I’ll meet you at the stables.”

″Hurry,” she snapped.

Raum winked playfully before he disappeared with Tova into the shadows. I sprinted up the pebbled drive to a side door the servants used. Two bulky servants stood near a fire pit twenty paces off, warming their hands and laughing as they kept watch over the Strom household.

I ducked behind a fragrant hedge even if they’d likely think nothing of it should they see my face.

Strange sneaking like a thief on land I’d worked for turns. But the Black Palace had House Strom in its sights.

Elof might’ve had a point. I’d been foolish to draw attention to myself in front of skydguard collecting an Alver for the masquerade. Not to mention the last few turns I’d grown reckless with my mesmer.

Odds were it would only be a matter of time before the Lord Magnate discovered the stepdaughter in the hayloft was more powerful than the Strom son they’d snatched. He would take his frustrations out on the whole household.

For the sake of a family who did not truly care for me, I would need to leave for good.

I didn’t think it would hurt as it did. Like a hot knife carving out my heart.

When the servants turned away to add more twigs to their small fire, I scurried to the door and stepped inside.

The narrow corridor was warm from pine smoke billowing off the inglenook in the great room. Roasted eel and buttered carrots with parsnips from supper left my insides wanting.

Each corridor in the house led to the great room. Wicker chairs surrounded the oak table in the center, always set with silver plates and ewers of wine and brӓn for guests. The stone inglenook arched to the ceiling; the flames licked at a heavy spit in the center where meats were roasted daily.

I snagged a leather satchel servants used to gather roots and vegetables, and filled it with a few bread rolls, fish jerky, and a flacon of the sweet ale Bard loved so much.

At the scuffle of feet, I hurried to a narrow nook filled with fur cloaks, woolen cowls, and capes. I took what I could. A woolen cap and tunic, a fur stole, and hand coverings made of leather for when the frosts came.

My hand brushed against the smooth, polished surface of my stepfather’s ashwood lockbox he kept tucked in the back.

Doubtless the box would be packed in penge. I licked my lips. No. I couldn’t. Then again, how could I begin anew without a copper to my name?

My hands shook as I removed a slender pick made of fishbone from my braid.

Three turns ago, I’d ventured into the shanties in town where, for a bit of penge, cutpurses were happy to teach a girl how to pick a lock. The sensation of bolts, levers, mechanisms, and crossing forbidden barriers thrilled me.

I’d depend on touch to work. Any light was too great a risk. I held my breath until my hands steadied, then leveraged the fishbone in the keyhole.

Two breaths. Three.

The lock clicked.

I wasted no time and lifted the lid.

By the skies. Stacks of paper penge, skin purses of coin, gemstones, jade, ivory, a small treasury was mine for the taking. Likely half belonged to the coffers of the Masque av Aska. There was nothing between me and taking some for myself.

Gods forgive me.

With silent, swift hands, I dug into the wealth, taking a few stacks of penge, and one coin purse. Satchel tucked under one arm, I left the nook and hurried back to the side door aimed at the stable. I used the shadows of trees as cover from any servants who might catch a glimpse of me. Or worse—Bard and Jens.

At the stables, Raum and Tova had crouched behind a water barrel, only standing when I came into view.

″Ready?” Raum asked.

″Almost. A few more things, and we can leave.” I still needed to get the memories, but didn’t want to let on how close they stood to them. Even if they could not use them, giving over control of my bone dust vials left my stomach turned upside down in sick.

With the Kryv outside, I climbed the ladder. The loft held little to my name. A few tunics, some trousers, one tattered skirt for the annual jul fete, and Asger. I hid the stuffed horse and my clothes beneath the penge in the satchel. Hells, if the Kryv ever learned I stole away with a child’s toy, they’d probably toss me into the Howl, thinking I was too mad to be handled.

I slipped out the back way of the stables, checking once to make sure Tova and Raum hadn’t followed. Night mists gathered, cold and thick, as I bent into a crouch at a large feedbox. A heavy gray stone guarded a hole beneath the box. I dropped to my knees and rolled the stone away.

I did not take a risk hiding these in the hayloft. Not with so many servants skulking about day after day.

With wet mornings and approaching rains, the soil had thickened and swallowed what I’d hidden. I dug through the grime and silken mud until my fingers curled around the slick corner of the pine memory box.

But when I lifted the lid, a chill cut to my bones. Where were my vials? Frantically, I clawed at the damp earth again, searching. Nothing.

My throat tightened, but I did not have time to fret long before angry hands grabbed the back of my neck.

A scream scraped out as Bard tossed me away from the feedbox into a heap of mud and clay.

″Looking for these, Malin?” My stepbrother’s face was guarded but for the slight twitch in the corner of his mouth. At his side were three Black Palace skydguard, blades ready.

″Bard.” I grimaced when he held up a basket packed with the bone dust vials. “Those are mine.”

Bard had a way of remaining composed, cold, and frighteningly unbothered by anything. “Unfortunately, after Hagen’s imprisonment, the Lord Magnate thought it prudent to inspect our grounds for any more suspicious behavior. Afraid some of those tricky potions from his Elixists found strange mesmer here.”

″Those are nothing but ash.” I prayed to gods who never listened to the likes of me, prayed to any humanity in Bard’s heart. If the skydguard discovered what I could do, I would get my first wish—I’d join Hagen in the bowels of the Masque av Aska.

″Doesn’t do any good to lie.” Bard’s jaw hardened. “They figured out your scheme. Stealing from Anomalies? Tsk-tsk little mouse.”

What was he talking about? Bard knew I did not steal these from another Alver. Was he covering for me and turning me over at the same time?

At my silence, Bard let out a rough, raspy laugh. “Who knew I had such wretched siblings. I’ll write you both from the sagas of House Strom myself.”

″Bard, please.” I reached for him, but a skydguard moved swifter. My breath caught in the back of my throat when his heavy boot smashed into my ribs.

I rolled onto my shoulder, trying to find a bit of breath, when another guard gripped my hair.

″No!” I cried out against the white, hot pain sliding up my side. “Bard, please! I can help him; I can save him. Don’t do this.”

″I did nothing. To do something would mean I was brought in on any plans, not left in the bleeding dark.” With a pained glare, Bard dropped the basket of vials and turned away, leaving me to face my fate with the skydguard.

″As an unregistered Alver, you are requested to face your Lord Magnate Ivar,” one guard said, reaching for me.

″No!” I’d be turned into a monster. I didn’t know how Ivar did it, but the Alvers of the Black Palace served only the Lord Magnate.

They lived for him. Killed for him.

A skydguard kicked me again, silencing my cries.

I thought of the Kryv. Would they still go for Hagen if they found me dead? I could plead for my stepfather, but when a skydguard began fettering my wrists behind my back, I was as stone, hard and cold. Hatred was blinding. For the gods. For fate. For myself.

A crash came from the front of the stables. The sound of doors clattering, then the scrape of feet on gravel. Common sounds, but it drew the attention of the skydguard. One guard left to peer around the stables; one breath later he cried out in agony, crumbling to the ground.

The other two guards dropped me and rushed for their companion.

Before I overthought too much, I snatched the basket of vials, and scrambled to my feet. I raced for the front of the stables, but fumbled when two more skydguard materialized from the longhouse.

I ignored the demands for me to halt when a skydguard remembered they had a prisoner. Back at the feedbox, a mute scream lodged in my throat.

The three skydguard who’d arrived with Bard were sprawled across the dirt, twisted in odd angles. Throats bloodied.

Raum, Tova, and a third Kryv I didn’t know, hovered over the bodies, dark stains on their knives, sweat on their brows.

Tova met my gaze for half a breath. I couldn’t move.

When the rush of new skydguard at my back shouted the alarm, the pause in chaos was over.

Blades raised once more, the Kryv attacked like a dark flood.
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Chapter 9
The Nightrender


“Skydguard are scattered everywhere across the grounds. Do you think they were waiting for her?” Vali asked. He kept tilting his head side to side, doubtless sounds were striking him in every direction.

The same way Raum could see inhuman distances, Vali could hear the slightest gasp of breath from lengths away when he used his sensate mesmer.

Skydguard were everywhere.

I’d not planned on such a fight, but such things happened whenever the Black Palace and masquerade were involved. I’d come mere moments after she’d abandoned the loft, mere moments before the guards attacked.

Now, we’d end it swiftly.

I tugged the black hood over my head. “I’ve no doubt each guard has been waiting to take her from the moment they discovered those vials.”

With a simple gesture, I signaled for Vali and the rest of the guild to abandon the hayloft and take Strom land for ourselves. No mistake, there was always a warped thrill at the idea of cutting down a few skydguard.

More than blood and bone, what I wanted to avoid was her.

After this, there would be no barriers between us, no illusions, and I still had no thought on how to manage it.

A fire of anger burned inside my chest, the constant heat of resentment and fear lived beneath the surface.

I didn’t take well to my foundation being rocked, and to have her among us would shift everything.

There was no other choice; I’d dropped focus, drawn her in, and made the deal. Whether I wished to or not, I’d honor the bargain. She’d join us, and for the coming weeks the Nightrender would be a piece of her existence.

Only the Nightrender. I would be no one else. No matter what other names she discovered.

I opened my palms and summoned darkness around me like a cloak of night. My eyes drifted from the latched window to the quilts folded neatly over the hay, then to the crooked table-shelf made from scrap wood and rusted nails.

The beginning of a smile was unwanted as I dragged my fingertips across the surface. Bleeding thing took me a week to build.

A scream from outside snapped my eyes off the pathetic shelf.

Darkness coated my eyesight like an old friend. In truth, I’d always been meant for frightening things.

I rolled my shoulders back, then abandoned the loft.

Outside, I breathed in the cool air, tinged in the coppery hint of blood, the salt of sweat, the rancid tang of piss as skydguard went against the Kryv.

The Guild of Kryv wasn’t large, but despite our few numbers, we knew how to kill with gory magnificence. Each Kryv wore blades sharper than anything, and at the front gate little Hanna and her brother, Ash, pounded rawhide drums painted in the oak tree of the gods. Both were dressed in black with rough lines of battle green and dark kohl streaked over their eyes.

Ash lifted his moonlight pale face, finding me as I stepped into the gardens.

“Terrify them!” he shouted.

I responded with a fist pound to my heart. Ash wanted to join the fight, but at only thirteen it was better to keep him back. The only way to convince the boy was to assign him the task of keeping his young sister safe.

Ash would pick Hanna every time.

Shrieks and cries of the dying guards faded beneath the hypnotic beat and delight of Kryv movements.

Raum and Tova were lost to me, caught in the mess of swords carving bodies, likely leading her through the fight.

I didn’t need to search her out, didn’t need to oversee her removal. The Kryv were capable and would be better suited. I had already succumbed to distraction once. There would be no room for more.

I lost count of how many guards bloodied the grass before the air changed. Colder, a little harsher. From the gates to the gardens, darkness spread. Heady, tangible.

On my tongue the bittersweet tang of magic burrowed deep. Each breath drew in the chill of shadows.

There was nothing kind or beautiful about the mesmer of fear. It preyed upon folks’ weakest moments. In those moments when the heart stilled, when adrenaline flooded the blood, I took those fears and twisted them.

Enough terror lived on Strom lands tonight to feed my power until dawn.

I envisioned the skydguard in my mind, then directed the shadows to coil around them. Fear of death would give me the power to break bodies, but one slip, and I could strike the wrong side.

That was the trouble with fear. It was everywhere.

In the Kryv, the servants, the guards. Wading through whose was whose took more energy than the use of mesmer.

An ache bloomed up the back of my skull by the time I’d homed the shadows only around the skydguard.

In the next heartbeat, guards seized their own throats with a sort of pathetic desperation as I draped my cruel magic around them. To the naked eye there was nothing around their necks, nothing strangled them, only the night and blood. Inside, fear gripped them, and I transformed it into a weapon.

″By the gods.” A voice drew my focus to the edge of the gardens.

By one of the stone walls running the edge of the garden, she gaped at me, hand over her mouth. That fiery hair was damp across her forehead, those sharp, green-sea eyes wide and terrified.

Your hair looks like the sunset, Mallie.

Yours looks like dirt. But the good kind of dirt.

What the hells is the good kind of dirt?

You’d know it if you saw it, Kase. But there is. There just is.

Dammit. I blinked through the memory. A prompt reminder this entire scheme was a wretchedly foolish idea.

From where she stood, a potent mix of fear and intrigue confused my focus, enough some of the gasping skydguard slumped in relief as my mesmer retreated.

She hugged her middle and turned away from me as if my darkness might devour her. It would, should she get too close. I wouldn’t let it happen. For her sake or mine, I didn’t know, but this conflict of wanting her and resisting her grew tiresome.

I lowered my head, ensuring my hood hid my features. With a raised hand, once more skydguard gasped and clawed at their faces.

I made a tight fist.

The snapping of necks was grisly.

Malin leaned over and retched when a guard five paces from her went still, his body twisted and broken. The darkness recoiled, like serpents in the grass, and left a thin trail of blood spilling from the corner of the dead guard’s mouth.

Tova hooked a hand under her arm. “Are you injured?”

″No.” Malin’s breaths came in sharp, little gasps, eyes on me in horror. “The Nightrender.”

Blood pounded in my head. She feared me, and I should want it. But I could not deny there was a dull pain at the thought.

The doors of the longhouse clanged against the sides as Jens Strom rushed out, haggard, half-dressed. The way his eyes took in the bloody scene, the darkness, the Kryv, clearly, he’d been kept from intervening, only to break free to his land upended.

″Lynx.” The largest member of the guild hurried to my side. “Handle the woman. We’re leaving.”

Lynx wasn’t one to talk a great deal. Truth be told, beneath all his meat was a man who spent a great deal of time lost in books and thoughts of the stars and how they formed, how the world turned, how the seas shifted currents.

He was a puzzler, a poetic. But brutal in the same breath.

″Stop!” Jens shouted.

Malin whipped her head toward the sound of his voice, but Lynx was already on her.

One of his thick palms coated her entire face. In two breaths she went limp in his arms. His ability to calm the body to the point of sleep was useful, and if I had to guess, could be used for sinister things with enough strength.

With a simple whistle, Ash and Hanna’s drums played a new tune, signaling our time here was over.

With the last of my energy, I pulled shadows from the branches of the trees, the corners of the gardens, the forest, tightening them around every Kryv until they were concealed.

″No!” Jens shouted again as Lynx faded into the blackness with his stepdaughter. I was the last to leave, always remaining behind to see the Guild of Kryv safely removed from any fight. Jens had a wild look in his eyes when they locked on mine. I doubted he could see much of me, but he knew who looked back at him. His shoulders curved forward in a bit of defeat. “Bring her back and I will hide her away.”

″You had your chance and failed.”

″Why do you do this?”

A wicked grin spread over my lips. “Because I always keep my promises.”

House Strom was blanketed in night. Not even a single flicker of a candle flame could be seen as I disappeared with my guild. The past at my back and . . . at my front.
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Chapter 10
The Memory Thief


My skull screamed as if fire melted the bone. Incessant rocking kept lolling my head back and forth.

One eye cracked open. I was tucked inside a small cart. Above me sunlight waltzed through canopies of dark leaves. Tangled moss hung from the branches, and cries of unknown creatures rose from the brush.

The Kryv had smuggled me next to several swords wrapped in fur, and all edges were smudged in something wet. My limbs were stiffer than lead when I tried to move, and my trousers clung to my legs, fetid and rank.

Dense, muggy air provided the first clue we’d left the main townships and had crossed into the wilds of the Forest of Limericks, a sort of jungle of evergreen trees and ferns. Legends haunted the trees with tales of water sprites drawing travelers to their deaths in the rivers and lakes, and beasts with fangs longer than my fingers awaiting to break bones.

At one side of the wagon, Tova kept a steady pace, and at the front, the thick Kryv who’d put his hand on my face pulled the cart by a rod.

Where was the Nightrender? Out of anyone I wanted to account for the brutal man. Those shadows . . .

I shook my head as if it might wipe clean the memory of how the skydguard bent and broke with the simple tilt of the Nightrender’s head. How did he command darkness in such a way? It was mesmer I’d never witnessed, and in truth, wasn’t certain I wanted to witness again.

He was vicious. Terrifying.

He was perfect.

When I faced the Nightrender again, I’d be forced to hide the race of my pulse, but he was irrevocably formidable. Exactly the sort of man needed to hunt a lost Alver at the masquerade.

″How do you feel?” Tova asked, peering over the edge of the cart.

A bit of fear and frustration knotted in the center of my chest. “Like a torch has been lit inside my head.”

″Probably because Lynx mesmerized you,” she said, unfazed by my bitterness. “Kept your mind convinced it was asleep so you wouldn’t make noise as we left. Useful as they are, Hypnotik mesmer stings like a burning knife when it fades.”

I glanced at the big Kryv pulling the cart. “He’s a Hypnotik?”

″What else would he be?”

How in the hells would I know anything about Lynx the Kryv to fashion an opinion on who or what he was?

″Tova,” said Lynx as he rested the cart to a stop. “We’re back, but we’re to speak straightaway.”

Tova hummed a bright folk tune as she reached for my arm. Her mannerisms were almost playful, and it unsettled my previous opinions on the woman. Before she’d been harsh, abrupt, and I’d been certain she hated me.

I pulled away, but her second grab for my arm counted, and I was briskly yanked from the back of the cart.

My brain spun. Where solid ground had been, now I skidded into a damp pit, each step more slippery.

Blades chopped at branches; dew sprayed my face. Brambles, vines, and overgrowth tangled around my ankles, leaving welts as I ripped my feet through the shrubs. A hint of brine perfumed the air with wet heat, and it coated my tongue with the silkiness of nearby blossoms.

When the ground flattened, my legs shook from walking downhill, but Tova gave me no rest.

Buried in the trees was an overgrown bridge. Dried vines of ivy hid the shape from anyone not looking for it. Raum passed me with a wink and pulled back the brambles over the entrance of a tunnel at the end of the bridge. Musty and damp, it echoed like the inside of a water well.

When light broke, the tunnel opened to a town. Or what was left of one.

Old dirt roads and crumbling homes once made of wood and clay lined wooded paths.

″What is this?”

″We call it Felstad,” Tova said. “It means haven.”

Cold bloomed through my chest. This was their world. Out here I was at their mercy, and if they wished me dead, who would know?

I buried my fear inside, if only to hide the truth from the Kryv before they could exploit my weakness.

At the end of a path, a massive black stone ruin towered over the abandoned township. The ancient rooftop had caved in, giving way for a small forest to grow inside. Trees sprouted in tangles, and vibrant birds with long tail feathers nested in the branches beyond the walls.

In my mind, the Guild of Kryv lived in a dank pit surrounded by rot. They ate snakes and web weavers, or maybe bones.

When Tova released my arm in the center of the ruin courtyard, I lifted my face to the sunlight. Gold-winged butterflies flittered through the trees, and sweet songbirds welcomed us into the haven. No bones and web weavers; the Kryv’s refuge was beautiful.

A bit of bright in my sea of fear.

Old corridors honeycombed from the inner ruins into dark hallways and alcoves. Above, amongst the trees, were ledges of broken levels once part of upper floors. A few Kryv dangled their legs over the edges.

All the Kryv who’d traveled with the cart walked to a rack and dropped weapons in a pile in a way both organized and chaotic. Tova laughed with three others as they stripped scabbards, bows, and swords. A gaunt boy reached for Raum’s sword, and I recognized him as one of the battle drummers.

″Seven,” the boy counted. Dark hair, dark lashes, dark clothes, stood out against his pale face. He took every blade and organized them by size and type. After a moment the boy shook his head and flicked each finger methodically. “No, no, we have eight sickle knives.” He pointed at a shelf of wickedly curved knives. “There are only seven. Only seven.”

Tova snapped her fingers. “Sorry, Ash. Hang on.” She lifted her trousers and tugged the knife from a sheath on her shin.

The boy sighed in relief and carefully placed the knife next to the others, recounting twice. “You know, sickle knives are handy in the gardens, best for thorns and nettles if you don’t want to be poked. But in a battle, they can twist the stomach before you cut it open. If you aim right, that is.”

The boy spouted his information, but I didn’t think anyone was really listening. He didn’t seem to mind.

Tova came to my side. “Time to go. We have schemes to work out.”

In one of the narrow corridors, we joined Raum again. He laughed at something with Lynx and a Kryv with dark skin and a piercing in his brow, like the folk from the Hemlig region.

″That’s Vali,” Tova said. “If you get him to smile, I shall be impressed.”

Vali deepened his scowl in response.

Tova turned my shoulders and pointed to another Kryv with raven black hair. “Fiske,” she said. Fiske slung an arm around the shoulders of a lean redheaded man, who whispered in his ear and laced their fingers together. “The redhead is Isak.”

Tova went on as if I’d been waiting all night to learn every Kryv name.

Inside the corridor, moss draped in matted webs over doors. There were winding stairwells and carved in the stone walls were images of the gods’ oak tree and the gods’ ravens.

″Where is Elof?” I asked, unsure why. For someone familiar, perhaps.

″Outside already,” Raum answered as he ran to catch up to us, Vali behind him. “Shall we? I wanted to be here at the front to catch your face when you meet the Nightrender.”

″Wait,” I said. Blood rushed in hectic waves to my head. “The darkness he brought, what sort of Alver is the Nightrender? I mean, what am I walking into here?”

″Does it matter?” Raum asked. “Alvers are Alvers.”

″Not hardly.”

His grin fell. “Ah, you have prejudice against other Kinds, well then, perhaps he is a Hypnotik, or a Rifter, or maybe a Malevolent. Enjoy guessing.”

I’d made him angry, and I promptly decided I preferred smiling Raum over this.

But he was trying to frighten me because Malevolent mesmer didn’t exist. A myth—it must be. Pure evil and darkness couldn’t survive in one person alone.

″Will he kill me?” My voice came like a strangled whisper.

″You hired his guild, but you assume because of his mesmer he must be worse than the hells?” Raum slammed his palm against the wall near my head. “Funny you think anyone here is a monster when you have your own twisted magic. Don’t forget, lovey, you asked to be here.”

He snapped his teeth and took the lead.

″You’re off to a good start,” Tova murmured and dragged me through the door to meet the man who’d slaughtered a dozen men with nothing but shadows.
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Chapter 11
The Memory Thief


Outside, dew-soaked blossoms dotted the trees and shrubs, and the grass was soft enough to sleep on. Raum drew an oddly wide berth around a creek. I longed for the water, and my dirty skin mourned as we strode past.

Vines wrapped around crumbling bricks and pillars tucked behind the leaves. I drew in a sharp breath when we approached because seated on stones was the Nightrender.

Except he was no longer hidden beneath a cowl. I saw his face plainly.

″Elof?” This wasn’t right. I saw the Nightrender. I’d worked beside Elof. It . . . it couldn’t be.

″Dännisk.” Elof’s pale eyes took me in, but his smile had nothing kind about it now.

″Y-You’re . . .” Bleeding gods, I was a stammering fool.

″Yes,” he finished for me. “I might’ve hidden a few things. I’m a rather private person, after all.”

Elof leaned back against the stones. A chill gathered in the air, like a north wind picked up and carved through my flesh to my bones. With a simple wave of his hand in front of his face the shadow of Prince Fell melted away.

Skin shifted. His hair lengthened into dark waves with a few small, scattered braids decorated in black beads. His patchy beard slimmed into a stubbled chin of the man I saw last night. Runes and lines painted his face, but the most unnerving of the changes were his eyes. The striking blue was now black, glossy ink.

I’d met folk with dark eyes before, but these weren’t typical black. An illusion over his features, no doubt.

″Clever trick, don’t you think?” Tova whispered.

No. Nothing was clever. I didn’t understand. I hated how his face reminded me more of Kase than Prince Fell. The whole revelation left my stomach sour.

My palms pressed to the sides of my head. “All this time, you’ve . . . been an illusion?”

I said it more to myself, but Elof—the Nightrender—responded, his voice a new, deep rasp. “Illusions can be quite useful. Seems folk trust Elof more than—” He paused, then grinned with a touch of smugness. “Me.”

Damn the gods. Curse the Kryv. For months—nearly a bleeding turn—they’d been in my life, plotting and scheming. My head reeled through all those times on Strom land I’d taunted the Nightrender.

My mind could not accept that the man who’d pulled me away from the skydguard at House Strom was a villain. A thief. A killer.

He’d been angry I’d stepped in his way to take Hagen.

So, why was I alive?

My eyes lifted to those pitch holes in his face. He must be a wicked sort of Hypnotik.

″Perfect,” Raum said with an arrogant applause. “Marvelous. Exactly the reaction I’d hoped to see. I love a good reveal.”

He elbowed Vali in the ribs until his fellow Kryv broke a half smile.

Behind the boulders the second child, the little drummer girl, peeked out. She had two braids hanging over her skinny shoulders, and watched me with big, seafoam eyes.

The young Kryv who’d counted the knives skipped up to the Nightrender’s side. After a moment, the girl made deliberate gestures with her fingers. The boy watched without blinking, then nodded.

She never said a word, but she and the boy were clearly speaking.

Under the silent, unyielding scrutiny of the Nightrender, I cautiously tallied the Kryv with sly movements of my head. They’d duped me. Known me from the start. Been hiding in plain sight, and I was the fool who sought them out.

The Nightrender, disguised as Elof, had pulled me into their world. He made no mistake by mentioning the Kryv. He’d wanted me here, and I was determined to find out why. I wouldn’t fall for their tricks again.

The more I knew who to watch for, the safer I’d be.

To the left, Fiske settled against a tree trunk. Isak rested his head over his lap and glared at me as if I were a flea on his skin. Lynx stood near a lean Kryv with golden hair and pink, grisly scars on his arms. The scarred Kryv drank from a flacon and wore a timid smile, but when he caught my stare, he narrowed his eyes.

Hells he looked familiar.

The Nightrender cocked his head as I kneeled on the damp grass. He wasn’t the sort of man who’d think twice about snapping my neck, so it was a personal betrayal when I acknowledged the strong shape of his new jawline, and how the black in his eyes suited, oddly enough.

He resembled a boy I once loved, so his face was not unworthy to look upon.

The Nightrender leaned over his knees, eyes narrowed. I waited for him to speak, but he seemed content to study me without a word.

″What?” I finally asked when the quiet became unbearable.

“Already this plan of yours has put us in battle with the skydguard.”

What was I supposed to say? It was not as if I’d intended to be surrounded by Black Palace guards. I fought the urge to retort. The Guild of Kryv had warned me of the risks, the bleeding Nightrender ought to know when the Masque av Aska was involved, skydguard would be a constant nuisance.

″Oh, let’s talk of the skyds later.” Tova clapped her hands. “Shall we introduce them?”

With one hand she yanked on the scarred Kryv’s arm. He recoiled slightly, jaw tight, but followed her to my side.

The Nightrender shrugged. “A decision I leave to Gunnar.”

I looked at the fleshy scars. Made by a lash, no doubt. I had witnessed similar marks on runaway serfs in town. He was hardly a man. No more than seventeen, maybe eighteen. I squinted at him, trying to place him. “Do I know you?”

He hesitated. “My name is Gunnar Strom.”

Raum laughed, shaking Vali’s shoulders. “Reveals, my friend. Reveals. One more to go.”

″S-Strom?” My voice cracked. I did recognize the Kryv. But for a few darker features he was the exact image of Hagen.

″As we told you,” the Nightrender said, “your brother has a family. Meet one of them.”

I blinked my stun to Gunnar. “Hagen is your father?”

″Yes,” Gunnar said. “I came from the North and became a Kryv to find him for my mother and my sister.”

″Sister.” I closed my eyes. Damn you, Hagen. “Why would he never mention you?”

″I don’t know. Likely because our lives were not simple or safe in the north.”

″Nephew of a rebel king,” Tova whispered to me, mouthing a prince as she jabbed her thumb at Gunnar.

She closed her eyes and gave me a little nod as if she’d cleared up all confusion.

″Your brother has mighty connections, that’s all you need to know,” the Nightrender said. “We have other things to discuss. What more do you have for us?”

″I don’t understand.” My head was still reeling over the face of my brother on a Kryv.

″You’d said there would be memories. Where are they?”

I cleared my throat. “In the basket . . . I dropped it.”

″No, I snagged it,” Tova said. “And the penge you hid in that satchel of yours.”

My mouth parted. “That was mine.”

The Nightrender clicked his tongue. “Consider it a bonus payment for our assistance in saving your neck.”

Bleeding gods. I had nothing now. No memories. No penge. They owned me.

″Remember, only I can make them valuable,” I hurried to say, “so don’t get any ideas of slitting my throat. Without me they’ll be worthless to you.”

The Nightrender regarded me with a hint of wicked amusement. “Someone knows how to make a deal. What are in these memories?”

He saw my mesmer, there was no point hiding it now. “Last thoughts of high-ranking folk from the Masque av Aska. There are plenty of secrets in their final moments.”

The Nightrender slouched against the stones. “Good. Fair payment for a near impossible plan.”

″It is impossible,” Vali grumbled for the first time. “No one steals from the masquerade. Especially not an Alver. Apologies, Gunnar, I know this matters, but you must know—it’s never been done.”

″And no one barters to join the Nightrender in his den,” I insisted. “And yet, here I am.”

Vali’s face twisted into something between a grimace and a snarl.

The Nightrender rose from the stones and stood in front of me. Up close, the surface of his eyes was like dark smoke. The way he tilted his head, I guessed he was deciding the best place to stick me with the sword hanging from his waist.

Once a cave bear ventured down from the Northern Cliffs, killed some of our mares, and frightened our staff half to death. After, Ansel taught me how to face a beast with a lifted chin and confidence, all to seem bigger. The Nightrender was a kind of beast, so I fought the urge to turn away. “I made a legitimate deal. One, after learning my brother’s son is among you, I have no doubt I did not need to make. You would’ve continued going after my brother.”

The Nightrender only grinned like he enjoyed hearing me unravel his deception and trickery.

″Even still,” I went on, “I expect it to be seen through, and to be part of it. Or are these not the Kryv everyone speaks of with such fear and reverence?”

His mouth twitched in one corner. “Making demands will get your tongue cut from your head.”

I believed him.

He lowered to one knee, slid his blacksteel blade from its sheath, and used the edge to lift my chin. I stiffened and looked straight ahead when his fingers caressed the curve of my neck and down my throat. The Nightrender pulled out the yarn with the wooden raven on the end.

For half a breath he rubbed his thumb over the surface, lost somewhere in his thoughts.

“Thieving from the masquerade is impossible,” he said. “To anyone but us.”

“Then why are we hiding away instead of facing it now?” I bit the inside of my cheek. My temper would not serve me well here.

“Hiding?” The Nightrender locked me in his black stare. “Who said anything about hiding? We have a meet tonight. Yes, while you were sleeping it off in a cart, we were working. We keep our deals.”

The Nightrender cracked his neck side to side, allowed the raven to fall from his grip, and returned his sword to the sheath. “Tell me why you’ve hunted the masque, dännisk.”

He didn’t deserve to know, but a man like him had ways of finding out whatever he wanted. “Because I lost someone I loved at the masque before.”

″The masque draws many crowds,” he said. “A good place for accidents to happen.”

″This was no accident. Children do not just disappear as though they never existed.” I closed my eyes and drew a deep breath in through my nose. “I know if we find the Masque av Aska trade, we’ll find Hagen.”

″And the playmate you lost?”

″I never said we were playmates.”

″An assumption.”

Raum paced near the Nightrender’s stone seat, but I didn’t think it was from nerves, more he simply enjoyed moving. Any frustration he had with me was gone. “When are we going to talk about her tricky kiss?”

Vali grimaced. “What?”

″I need breath for memories,” I insisted. “I do not do it for pleasure.”

″Tell me everything you know about your mesmer,” the Nightrender said.

″You saw⁠—”

″But what do you know?” he interrupted. “Information and knowledge is valuable.”

″When . . . when I take memories, I leave only bits and pieces behind, but that is in those who are living. The dead, I only get the final memory.”

Raum balked. “You could call it a kiss of death.”

A few taunting chuckles slammed into my back from the Guild of Kryv.

Feverish heat gathered in my face. I gritted my teeth, uncertain how they’d react to my methods. “I have a few standing deals with a crewman on the grave barge, so whenever there is a death from the festival, I buy a little finger, then take the memory from the crushed bone.”

The lawn was silent. I yearned for the earth to swallow me whole.

Raum cleared his throat. “And, uh, what exactly do you do with that crushed bone?”

″She eats it,” the Nightrender answered for me. “Right?”

″I prefer to say breathe it in. The final breath lives in the bones of the dead.” I had no reason to be ashamed of my mesmer, yet under his stare I was. “The dead go to the Otherworld with secrets, and I can choke down a bit of bone for such a potential deal. Through them, I’ve learned there is more to the Masque av Aska than a mere festival. Don’t tell me you haven’t done worse.”

The Nightrender flashed his cruel grin. “No one here said we hadn’t.”

″Daj said she was powerful,” Gunnar whispered to Lynx. I still heard, and I didn’t think he cared.

The Nightrender circled me. “Is that all you can do?”

″What else is there? I’ve only read of Anomalies, but there aren’t many memory workers to study.”

″I’ve no doubt there is more you can do than steal memories and deliver them through gentle kisses. I’m sure you could cause a bit of pain somewhere along the line.”

Of course, a man as him would hope I could be cruel. What would I become with the Kryv? What was I willing to become to save Hagen?

One heartbeat was all it took to decide I’d be anything I needed to be.

The Nightrender held a karambit knife with a finger hole in the hilt; I never saw him reach for a weapon. The curved blade was blacker than his soul, and he spun the steel through a slew of tricky maneuvers.

Why were we even here discussing my mesmer when we ought to be planning our next move? I was exhausted from the night and irritated the guild still behaved as though they weren’t going to help me.

As the Nightrender spun his knife, I reached out and caught his wrist when the knifepoint was aimed at the sky. He was stronger, and I didn’t angle his wrist correctly. With a few lithe movements he could have the blade carving my innards.

Those inky eyes narrowed as he glanced to where my hand held his, as if the stun of being touched stopped him more than the pressure.

″I am done talking about this,” I said, low and raw. “I want to know the plan on how I get my brother back. We’ve both suffered long enough, and I will see to it his ends now.”

The Nightrender drew his face close; heat radiated off his skin. All at once it was as though no one existed but me and him. “You think you know suffering? Why? Because your stepfather ignored you? Put you in the hayloft? What do you know? Nothing.”

Each word ripped from the back of his throat.

For a moment I forgot I challenged the Nightrender. “You do not know how far I will go to protect the people I love. Even against the likes of you.”

The black of his eyes pooled with what I took as hate. “You’d be surprised the things I know.”

″Now. It’s now,” Raum hissed, shaking out his hands, grinning that foolish grin at Vali again.

The Nightrender closed his eyes in an extended blink. When he opened them again, the shadows were gone. His face had gone unaltered, but his eyes were golden like the morning sun.

″I know a great many things about you, Malin.”

My lip trembled. I was enraged, breathless, certainly very confused. Tears I reserved for the memories of what was lost dripped over my lashes. I blinked them away to see, to be certain this was real. His bright, unforgettable eyes were things I’d not seen since childhood.

And they hated me now.

My voice came as a breath, hardly there before it was gone. “Kase?”
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Chapter 12
The Memory Thief


The Past

Red braids askew and fingers sticky from the juices of sweet ice, I raced through the crowds trying to reach the rainbow pole first. Towering in the center, the pole’s length was laced in all colors: gold and green, blue and indigo, red and pink. Folk skipped and spun, unraveling then twisting the long ribbons back up in different patterns.

We should not be here, but it was a wonder that we were. Wonderment was a great deal more fun than following stingy rules Hagen and my stepfather put upon our heads.

I laughed when I touched a fiery red sash first but screamed at a pinch to the back of my arm.

“Beat you!”

I peeked through a tangle of ribbons. Honey-gold eyes met mine in return. “Kase, you bleeding liar, you did not.”

“Don’t swear, Mallie.”

“You do, all the time.”

The boy, skinnier than a lamppost with wavy dark hair, frowned. “I still won.”

I’d wanted to win, but in truth Kase always won when we raced. “Fine. Spiced or sugared nuts?”

“Don’t spend your copper.” He said the words and shifted on his feet with a bit of unraveling excitement.

I snorted. “Fair’s fair. Don’t pretend like you don’t want those nuts. Now, sugared or spiced?”

He grinned. “What do you think?”

Spiced. “Don’t let no one see you. Hagen’s already grumbly enough we snuck in. He’s mad at you.”

“Why the hells is he mad at me when this was your idea?”

“Swear!” I jabbed my finger in his face. Then we both giggled. “He’s mad because he thinks we’re gonna show off our mesmer and get snatched by the masquerade snatchers.” I wiggled my fingers and made a ghostly sound, expecting him to laugh.

Instead, Kase smacked his syrupy hand over my mouth. “Shh. Hells, Mallie.” No one else called me Mallie but him. He glanced over his shoulder. “Those snatchers are real. Now, no one needs to know I rift.”

“Barely rift,” I teased. He couldn’t even scratch my skin when I let him practice.

He shoved my shoulder; a small grin painted his mouth. “He’s just mad ‘cause you’re a thickhead and start blurting stuff out about mesmer.”

“I’m not afraid,” I whispered. “My mesmer is strong.”

“It’s creepy.”

I snickered. “After the sweets Hagen said he’d take us to the divination rune lady if we want, but that’s it before he’ll make us go home.”

Kase groaned. “Her again? She says nutty things.”

My fist slammed against his chest. “The last thing she said was about me. What? Am I not good enough to be vowing with anyone?”

The old Alver woman had flipped over one of her mystic wooden runes and told Kase he needed to guard my heart—it’d be his to vow with someday.

When she’d said it, something tight and hot grabbed hold in my chest, but Kase made a retching noise and ruined it.

Like boys usually do.

“I didn’t say anything about you being good or bad.” He rubbed the spot where I’d smacked him and glared at me. “I already decided I’m takin’ vows with you, stupid. You gotta kiss during the vow stuff, and I already have with you.” He scratched his head. “You weren’t so bad at it, so it wouldn’t be too gross doing it again. I’m just saying I don’t like the rune lady tellin’ me what to do. And she smells funny.”

Kase didn’t look at me, and I was glad. My cheeks felt odd, sort of hot and prickly.

Last turn, some of the waif house boys in town dared Kase to kiss one of the waif house girls. Not willing to be a coward, he said he’d kiss me instead since he knew what I ate every day.

Maybe Kase did it to show off to the rough orphan boys, but I didn’t think I’d ever forget it. I had imagined another mouth on mine would be wet and weird, maybe slimy, but it’d been warm, and felt . . . good in a strange way.

But something happened at his touch. I saw something. Almost the same as peeking into his thoughts, and as if his kiss were a key, my mesmer sparked to life.

I was embarrassed. I kept thinking about it. With a jerk of my hand, I waved him away. “Just go wait for me. And find Hagen. He’ll get madder if you don’t.”

He beamed and ran toward the Hypnotik tent.

That night, with his declaration he’d vow himself to me someday, was the last memory I had of Kase Eriksson.
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Chapter 13
The Nightrender


Why did I do it? In my head it made some sense to keep the truth hidden from her. The guild could’ve called me Nightrender in her presence. They wouldn’t give up my name. Not to her.

True, they knew we had some connection to the past. The Kryv understood Hagen Strom had been a sort of defender to me as a boy. But I’d never brought my guild into the depths of my knotted past with Malin Strom.

My decision had lashed out so swiftly. A heady desire to hear my name from her mouth, a desire to break her; I wasn’t certain why I gave in to the need. Now in the courtyard of the ruins, she stared at me like I’d sprouted up from the hells.

Muscles tensed. I could hardly catch a deep enough breath. Hate me. She needed to despise me, to leave this bleeding place whenever this ended.

I could live with her disdain if she drew breath far from the shores of Klockglas. They’d take her in the North. She’d be free to use mesmer in the open. Find some fae to love as devotedly as she did Hagen, as she . . . as she always loved.

I had no room in the scabrous, maggot-rotted thing in my chest to be hers anymore.

Hanna finger-spoke frantically with Ash. Unable to use her voice, we’d all quickly learned how to communicate with the girl. Gunnar’s mother had suffered a similar ailment in the form of a curse. He’d taught us even more ways to speak with our hands around Hanna.

Ash responded to his sister with a silent nod.

Tova gnawed her thumbnail. Gunnar looked between us, as if he were suddenly torn on who to stand beside. Isak and Fiske whispered to each other. Vali frowned. Unsurprising. Lynx rested a hand on the knife he never parted with.

Raum was the only one in the guild who seemed utterly pleased with Malin knowing my name. The others had expected me to be distant and cold.

Now, I’d proven how weak I was around the girl of the past.

I needed to leave, needed to be free of her scrutiny. Raum winked at Malin and followed me when I reeled around for the ruins.

The corridors branched off in a labyrinth of twists and turns, but we’d lived here long enough I moved to the center hall without much thought. One by one the Kryv abandoned their places in the courtyard, and meandered inside, watching me as if I might do something horrifying.

″Need some sweet ale?” Raum asked. He clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Isak made a fresh batch, and the way you look, the hells know, it might help take the edge off.”

″Kase, you were closer to the woman than you let on,” Vali said, catching up to us. Always the straightforward one. “The look on her face, I thought her heart might give out.”

″I don’t want to speak of it,” I snapped.

″Ah,” Raum started slowly. “My friend, you might not have a choice. Incoming!”

Before I had a chance to grasp anything he was saying, a thick shout echoed off the ruin walls.

″No!”

Birds fluttered from their branches. My body froze.

I turned with the patience of melting snow. She knew the truth, but I didn’t miss the way her breath caught in a little gasp when our eyes locked again. As if she needed to prove the whole of it to her heart once more.

I knew the feeling.

I’d been hidden in plain sight for nearly a turn. I’d been near her, touched her. But this moment was still different. There were no illusions or pretenses between us.

A naked sort of feeling. Exposed at long last. In truth it took all my control to keep my face as stone.

″No,” she repeated through her teeth. “You don’t get to walk away from me.”

My jaw pulsed. ”You do not make demands here. I warned you once, I’ll not do it again.”

″Then cut out my tongue, Nightrender!” Bold. Then again, she was always bold. A dangerous flaw. Malin’s voice trembled and was steady all at once. “But not until you explain what the bleeding hells happened to you.”

I owed her nothing. She was not part of me. Not anymore. But if she wanted the truth, she’d get it. I tilted my head, voice dark as midnight. “I went to the hells and back.”

I turned to walk away again.

The slap of her feet over the stones led me to hope she ran in the opposite direction. Should’ve known she wouldn’t give it up.

I made it five paces before her small hand slammed against my shoulder. A pathetic mix of a slap and a jab, but it startled me enough I spun around to meet fresh tears in her eyes.

Dammit. I hated tears.

″You bastard,” she said. “What were you going to do? Take Hagen and never make yourself known to me?”

″Yes. Obviously. Until you ruined it all.”

Malin’s hands clutched the sides of her head. “All gods. At Sigurd’s, this is why you did not want me to dig in your head. I would’ve found you out.” Fire flashed in her eyes. “Do you not know how many times I nearly got myself killed—for you!”

Emotion. Fear. Love. All of it was too riddled in risk. None of those things had any place here. I’d learned enough to know when you gave in, when those took precedent over cunning, intellect, and greed, only pain followed.

In a few tricky steps, I had her backed against one wall, my body forming a cage over hers. Both my palms flattened aside her head, and I leaned close enough the green in her eyes gleamed like chipped glass. Every freckle dusting her nose, the small scar beneath her eye from a thorn bush, every horribly beautiful imperfection stared back at me.

″I never asked that of you.” I lowered my voice. “And you’re a fool for it.”

″No. I was a devoted friend.”

Devotion. Hells, I hated that word. What I knew, coupled with her proclivity to be the most loyal, most devoted person I’d ever met, left me with a bad taste in my mouth. The bleeding woman had no idea what risk she faced, and I had no ability to tell her.

I took a step back. “Time to end your search, dännisk Strom. You have no friends here.”

I left her against the wall and disappeared into the shadows of our haven. This time, she didn’t follow.
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The tenement room was cramped and musty. A scratched oak table with root crates as chairs marked the dining nook, wicker chairs with fox furs woven into cushions made a small sitting area, and an overstuffed sack of fur and straw was what he called a bed.

Still, the Rutten district with its dusty, thin-walled rooms was better than what Helgi once called home.

The door clicked against the lock and the hinges groaned as it swung open.

Helgi was thin like a rod and gaunt like a skull. His hair never flattened and always stuck on end. The tuft of ratty hair he called a beard hid the scabs from his nervous picking. He bore all the characteristics of a deer ready to leap away at the first snap of a twig.

Helgi let out a long breath as he stripped back a burlap jacket from his shoulders. He tossed a satchel on top of the table, then lit the candle, brightening the small sitting area in pale yellow.

With intention, I shifted in one of his twig chairs; my weight causing the wood to groan.

″All gods.” Helgi yelped and knocked his hip against the table. His eyes widened at the sight of me.

I tugged on the sleeve of my tunic; ankle crossed over one knee. “Hello, Helgi.”

His eyes danced from my face to Gunnar’s at my left shoulder, then Fiske’s on my right. Fiske hadn’t predicted anything nefarious by coming here tonight. He had a Talent of knowing when good luck ended, and poor fortune came out.

″Nightrender,” Helgi’s voice crackled through a loud gulp. “What . . . a pleasure.”

″Is it? I wonder why you did not follow through on our payment then.”

Those sunken eyes popped, as if they might burst from his skull. “No. I’d never renege on anything. I got nothing, Nightrender. Nothing for you, swear it to the gods.”

″You shouldn’t trouble them. They are too busy not existing.”

I removed the curved karambit knife from a sheath on my thigh and spun it around one finger. Helgi shuffled back toward the door in slow steps. He wouldn’t run. The man was brainless, but he wasn’t a fool. His movements were more as if instinct to flee battled with his own logic that fleeing would mean a swift cut to the throat.

I used my chin to gesture to the wizened room “Why live here? Did you not purchase a cottage by the edge of Limericks after our deal?”

He shifted on his feet. “Lost it. Had a few bad games is all.”

″Ah, I see. The vice has returned.”

″Is that why you’re here? Come to take back the winnings? Because our deal never said nothing about what I’d do with the pot.”

“I have no interest in how much you squandered Gunnar’s hard-won purse.” Gunnar huffed and glared at Helgi until the man was forced to stare at the ground. I stopped spinning the knife, clicked my tongue, and stood. “It did, however, use the matter of information as payment. A debt, sadly, you’ve not paid.”

″Look, Nightrender, my woman is going to be home any time now. I don’t think she’d take it too kindly if she knew I had dealings with, well, with you lot.”

″No,” I said with a twisted sort of grin. “I’m sure she wouldn’t. You’ll be glad to know I have no intention of lingering. You’ve been keeping things from me Helgi, and I plan to get those things quickly, or we will have more to fret over than your woman coming through the door.”

The Kryv had developed a precise dance when it came to threatening. Fiske took five steps to one side, cutting off the back door. Gunnar was slier. Masking his pace by inspecting open shelves with chipped teacups and drinking horns. By the time he’d reached a slab of salted pheasant hanging on the wall, Gunnar had covered the only window in the room.

While they moved to Helgi’s back, I was all the man saw to the front. He was caught between us in every direction. Backed into a corner, most marks would squeal and give up everything without spilling a drop of blood.

Helgi was the sort to bend and break at the slightest pressure. A hard look. A flick of a knife. A bit of shadows in my eyes.

I’d said nothing, done nothing more than loom over him, and Helgi’s chin trembled. Over his brow sweat beaded. Blue veins popped beneath the paper-thin flesh over his skull.

″I can’t say nothing, Nightrender. They’ll have my fingers if I do.”

″I’ll match their fingers and raise you two eyes.” The point of the knife teased the ridge of his cheek. When I darkened the shadows in my eyes, Helgi’s throat bobbed in a rough swallow. “You come to us looking for a bit of good fortune, a way to feed your bloated belly. Gunnar bests the game hall for an entire night, brings you the coffers. I’m not sure you understand the discomfort such a thing caused my dear Gunnar.”

″Bleeding headache for a week, you sod,” Gunnar snapped.

Helgi’s sunken eyes followed me as I paced his tiny room. “Your payment was to provide me information from your mistress of employ when I asked.”

″But our deal was months back,” Helgi said, hands out like a supplicant.

″A good deal never dies.” I spun the knife again. He winced. Gods, the things I could do to this man with all the fear he carried in that skinny body. “This is the payment. You think we didn’t see some sense in making you a dealmaker because of your connection to Mistress Salvisk’s cheer house? Now, your landlord was quick to tell me you were boasting at the game tables about the mighty deal your mistress made for the Masque av Aska. Odd, but I heard nothing from you.”

Without warning, I slammed the point of my blade into the thin wood of his table. He barked a cry of surprise and trembled more than a bleeding child would.

Twist, break, bend, anything to get what we needed. Those were our brutal, effective tactics. But my control was at risk if anyone discovered how cracked and warped the shield around me had become.

I blamed sunset hair and a sharp tongue for the jagged pieces shaking loose.

Helgi sniffed, but he broke. With a defeated sigh he turned to the satchel and removed a crumbled piece of parchment with a broken wax seal on one side. The parchment was stained and battered, as if he’d dug it straight from a waste pile.

Knowing Helgi, he’d done exactly that.

I plucked the parchment from his fingers and behaved as if I studied every word before I handed it to Fiske.

As hoped for, he summarized out loud. “This is signed by masque dignitaries. Who knew they left words of gratitude for a cheer house mistress?”

″The traders came.” Helgi said. “Made a deal with Mistress Salvisk. One she’s been vying for the last two turns. She sold her cheeries for the queen’s ring tent.” The man’s shoulders slumped. “It’s not that I kept it from you, Nightrender. But I missed the mark. I knew I was supposed to tell you if any prison traders, masque folk, or Black Palace traders were scheduled to come sniff around. They came and went before I knew.”

″There is no if, Helgi,” I said, voice low. “The only reason we connected our guild to you is because Mistress Salvisk runs the cheer house most favored by the Black Palace. It was only a matter of time before she traded directly with the Masque av Aska or the Lord Magnate’s puppets.”

″So, we missed the trade deal we needed.” Fiske twirled the dirty missive in his fingers, locking Helgi in a glare. “We could’ve threatened them already if we’d known.”

″Please. I didn’t know. The deal was done in the dark, and I found out the next day.”

″And kept it from us.”

″I didn’t want you to think I wasn’t doing my part.”

“You did not do your part. I care little what time traders arrive, or when their deals are made,” I said in a tone calm as a summer’s morning. “You had one task. Inform us of a meet and do it without pitiful excuses. Not only did you fail at this task, once you learned of your misstep, you tried to hide the truth from us. A dangerous move to make. Good for us the folk around you are more loyal to us than you, or you might’ve gotten away with it.”

Helgi’s face scrunched like he was in pain. “Nightrender, please, I didn’t know Mistress Salvisk took conferences after dark. She retires early, says she doesn’t like to hear the noises of patrons.”

I believed him. Only because I knew that much about Salvisk. A woman who traded young folk, fallen from nobility. When shame or misfortune befell the wealthiest of Klockglas they were the most wretched and desperate. Even the type to sell their children to cheer house brothels.

Her cheer boys and girls were accustomed to the lifestyles of the folk who frequented the Black Palace and the masquerade.

Salvisk did these things but did not have the stomach to watch them play out. The weakest kind of villain.

I lifted my chin, tugging the point of the knife from the table. “You failed us, Helgi, but we are a forgiving guild. We need to speak with Mistress Salvisk.”

″She’d never meet with you.”

″I’m aware. What you will do is arrange a meet with a new buyer. But there will be a competitor. Lead her to believe she has an auction on her hands. When it is set, you send word.”

″What is it you plan to do?” he asked in a whisper.

″Not your concern. Do as we ask, and you can consider our dealings at an end.” With slow, methodical movements I touched the curve of the blade to the pulse point on his throat. “Last chance, Helgi. I don’t tolerate mistakes well.”

″No.” His voice shook. “No, I understand. I’ll send word. I will.”

″Good. Do it quickly. You’ve put us behind already.” Only once I pulled away did Helgi breathe again. I signaled to Gunnar and Fiske to follow me out of the tenement. Before I abandoned the space, I looked back at the pathetic dealmaker. “I do hope you’ll consider staying away from the game tables. You’re a piss poor player.”

He frowned and gave a jerky nod as if he hated agreeing.

″Oh.” I snapped my fingers. “And your woman, she’s not coming home tonight. I’m afraid she’s rather inclined to bed the sods winning at the tables as of late. I’d not expect her until the sun rises.”

His open mouth was the last thing I saw before I draped us in shadows and slammed the rickety door behind us.

Rutten carried a constant smell of rot and mold from turns of standing water cracking the wooden foundations of the shops and homes. But it was convenient in that no one walked the streets after dark. Most remained holed up in their smelly houses or delved headfirst into the debauchery of the rowdy gambling dens in the town square.

In an alley behind the tenement, I accepted a drink of Gunnar’s flacon and used the back of my sleeve to wipe the burn of brän off my mouth.

″Think it’ll be quick work, or a long wait?” Gunnar asked.

I knew he was anxious, likely more than anyone, but this would take a precision we’d not worked yet. “Salvisk will want to keep her deals big and bold. She won’t refuse the shine of an auction. We’ll move soon.”

″We could ride in under guise with her sold cheeries when they’re collected, and enter the Black Palace before the festival begins,” Fiske offered.

I shook my head. “They are collected from the cheer house no less than a week before the masquerade. Too early and we’d risk being caught. Our best chance will be to enter after we’ve learned all we can about this turn’s masque, the layout, the entertainment, all of it. Masquerade traders and auditioners will be the ones to have the information.”

″We’re not going after Salvisk then?” Gunnar asked. “We’re going after the traders she sold to?”

I smirked. “Who says we will not handle both?”

Fiske picked at his fingernails, a furrow over his brow. “He mentioned the queen’s ring. It will be on display, perhaps we should rid the Lord Magnate of his favorite trinket while we’re visiting the Black Palace.”

I merely grunted a reply. Truth be told, I’d burn the ring if I had the chance.

″Lynx told me about the ring,” Gunnar said. “I’d like to finally see this legendary queenmaker.”

″It is nothing remarkable,” I said, signaling for them to follow me into the street.

A thousand lifetimes would be too soon to see that bleeding ring again. Made of glass that looked like silver. Runes said to glow gold should fate’s queen return and heal the broken kingdom of the east.

The madness of the game drew out the worst in folk. The cruelest natures. But Ivar would dangle the ring in the greedy eyes of his people, distracting them from the true purpose of his game: to sniff out any Alver who might be born of the long-lost royal bloodlines, so he could kill them.

The bleeding ring was a curse. A burden splitting me in two.

″What do we do with our newest guild member until Helgi brings word?” Fiske asked.

My chest tightened. Malin Strom was a thorn in my side. A hope in my heart. What to do with her? No mistake, waiting patiently would not sit well in her stubborn head.

″She’ll acquaint herself with Felstad, then go with us to Salvisk’s,” I said. “She wants to know what it is to be a Kryv, I say she learns.”

Fiske arched a brow. “So sure that’s wise? She might be deadweight.”

The need to keep Malin in my sights had only worsened since the deal at the steel house. I hated the whole of it. But hate did nothing to dull the need to keep watch, to keep her hating me. Perhaps it could be because I did not feel at ease unless I knew she was unharmed.

″She might give us an opportunity to put her memory stealing to use,” I said. “We ought to exploit any mesmer that has good use. Games are beginning.”

Deadly games.

Deal or not, I’d not risk the life of Malin Strom. If it became clear we would not succeed, I’d bind her hands, toss her in a crate, and ship her off these shores myself if necessary.

A promise was a promise, after all.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 14
The Memory Thief


The Nightrender was gone.

Hours ago, I’d watched from a window as he, Gunnar, and Fiske were swallowed by the shadows of the forest. I’d been told to sleep, but how could I when turns of suffering and praying had all been for naught?

I now sat atop a feather stuffed sleeping mat, picking at a plate of berries in Tova’s room, taking some solace in the blue skeins of moonlight.

The back of my throat had a scratch I couldn’t clear and sweat beaded my forehead. Joints ached like I’d rusted over, but I assumed the pains were from all the moments of looking death in the eye.

″You all are cruel,” I said, my first words since finding out the truth.

Tova stopped combing a pick made of bone through her curls. “Don’t be a child. You are no better than us. I know what you’ve done to get some of those memories.” She pointed at my basket, which was brought in after I’d cried out all my tears in a dusty alcove after Kase stormed out on me.

Tova watched as I reached into the basket and added the vials to a small pig skin pouch I kept in the bottom. Burned into the hide were runes, protections to keep the vials safe. I frowned as I worked. What hurt most was all these turns of bribing and scheming were done for a man who was not worth it.

″Thinking of terminating our deal? I’d think less of you if you did simply because the Nightrender hurt your feelings.”

My chest squeezed. This was more than hurt feelings. It was agony. “I’m not leaving. Hagen matters more than anything.”

″Good.” Tova rummaged through a small chest against the wall, then lifted out a basket filled with soaps and towels. “Care to wash a bit? You stink.”

I glared at her and took a pearl of soap perfumed with sprigs of lavender. “You don’t smell so fine yourself.”

She chuckled and filled a clay washbasin. Tova added mint leaves and drops of rose oil. Tova stripped her shirt, and shucked off her trousers, unashamed she had an audience. She had a simple beauty; I could admit as much without liking her.

Desperate to be free of my rancid clothes, I peeled back my tunic and trousers to my undergarments.

″I’ve got lavender, amber honey, oh, and a bean from Furen,” Tova said. “When you crush it down it smells like sugar. Care to try some for your hair?”

She handed me a glass jar of the beans and I took it with shaky hands covered in cuts and mud and smelling like old fruit left out in the sun.

My arm throbbed where something had cut my skin, and my hair stuck to my face like wet grass. Discreetly, I tipped my nose into my armpit and sniffed. The curdled sweat soaked in the threads of my undershirt drew out a cough.

″You don’t happen to have any blue moss for this cut, do you?” I asked and pointed to the gash on my arm.

″Medicinal herbs are kept down the hall, do you need some desperately?”

″I’ll see to it later.”

″I can heal it.”

I paused my scrubbing. “Heal it? Are you a Mediski?”

″Not a skilled one, which is why we have medicinal herbs, but I think I could manage a simple cut.”

I glanced at the wound. The edges were a greenish yellow under the dried blood. “I think it’s infected, so I don’t suppose you could do much more damage.”

Tova licked her lips and shook out her hands. She gently rested her fingertips over the gash, and mesmer tingled like tiny bursts of heat under my skin at once. I gritted my teeth when mesmer deepened into an unsettling sensation of my skin knitting together as though tugged by a needle and thread.

″It feels so . . . odd. How is it done?”

″As it was explained to me, my mesmer quickens the innate healing process everyone has. Something to do with my touch and concentration. Helps if I study how the body naturally heals, then envision it.” Tova stuck her tongue out one side of her mouth. “But the concentration is where I am lacking.”

What a sight. Two nearly naked women, oily water puddling at our feet, with our utmost attention on a gash on one shoulder.

″That’s all I can do,” she said after a few moments.

The gash had narrowed into a shiny, rosy line. “Thank you.”

″It’s nothing.”

I reached for a shred of a towel over one side of the basin and gently scrubbed pulpy, sore bruises across my ribs from the brutal kicks the skydguard had landed at the stables.

While I washed, Tova foraged through a cedar chest, drawing out two stacks of trousers and tunics. She offered one to me as something extra to wear, then tossed the nightshirt I’d brought in my satchel onto the second sleeping mat, telling me to inform her if I needed more clothes. One of the Kryv would get more when they next went to a trade exchange.

″So, how am I to be treated here?” I asked once my skin was clean, and my hair no longer reeked like the hog pens at House Strom. “Any of the men I should avoid?”

Tova wrinkled her nose. “What, you think you’d be their personal cheery?”

″Would I?”

″Hear this now—men are not superior in Felstad. Hanna and I are treated the same as anyone. Because you have breasts does not mean the Kryv abuse you.”

Her voice boomed with fierceness, and I believed her. At least one worry faded away. “Hanna? She’s the child?”

″Ash’s younger sister. One of the last beautiful souls left in this godsforsaken place.”

″Can she . . .” I waved my hands on the sides of my head, not wishing to offend, for I didn’t know what offended Tova.

″Hear?” Tova nodded. “She can, but she only speaks with the hands. We don’t know why. She just never spoke. I’m terrible at translating, and Ash is not a patient teacher. Don’t underestimate her because of her age. The girl is wickedly clever with a knife.”

I made grand plans not to underestimate any of the Kryv.

Tova went to the door. “I’ll be with the others, so stay here until I get back.”

″Locking me in?”

″I’ll show you more of Felstad tomorrow, I promise.” She grabbed her quiver and bow leaning against the wall. “Then you will know the places to avoid and be free to jaunt about as you please.”

In my haze of learning Kase Eriksson was alive, Tova had dragged me around Felstad, as if my life had not upended in one moment. I’d walked through back gardens. Been instructed on how to free the front gate of the entrance tunnel. I was shown the dry storage, bottled fruit shelves, then the water and ale casks.

All of it took most of the day, and now she and the guild were locking me away. I didn’t like secrets and they had countless. “If you’re planning anything, I ought to be involved. We need to begin the search.”

″What makes you think we haven’t already started?”

I had no answer.

″Remember what I told you about this guild being a clock,” Tova went on. “There are pieces, and you’ll help us with those pieces when the time is right. For now, learn all you can so you don’t get us all killed, and be still. You want to always go, but these things take finesse and patience.”

″Maybe Hagen doesn’t have the time for us to be patient.”

″And if we rush into this, he will be dead. You think you’re the only one who cares? Gunnar is our Kryv brother, and this mark is his father. Folk may have more than one brother, but only one father makes them.”

I leaned against the wall. Another Kryv I’d yet to speak with. Gunnar. My nephew of sorts. He looked at me like I was a disease, but one he might like to catch to get to know a little better.

″Sitting here seems wrong,” I said.

″Think as you please, but I’m not here to impress you. You’ve asked us to do a job, and we’ll do it our way. I’ll be back.”

At the click of the door, I was alone.

I obeyed—for a time—but when Tova didn’t return, I grew restless.

From beneath the flap of my satchel a bit of yarn stuck out. I’d nearly forgotten about Asger. Sight blurred as I fingered the roughly spun horse. A piece of me broke, hardening into something rough and jagged. The pads of my thumbs ran over the missing button eye, the yarn mane.

Once a comfort to imagine the boy I lost. Now, a cruel reminder the boy had grown to be a killer.

I wanted nothing to do with it.

Wiping my eyes, I tucked Asger into my belt, and hurried to the door, fishbone pick in hand. Pointless, since I jiggled the handle once and the door swung open.

Tova didn’t even seal the latch.

I stuck my head into the dimly lit corridor, glanced side to side, and only stepped out once I believed it to be clear of Kryv. Somewhere in the ruins laughter rang out, curses, and a few folk tunes with slurred voices.

So, this was the fearsome Guild of Kryv. Drunkards who spent time singing sagas of poets long gone when the moon was highest.

A guild of feckless fools with knives. Nothing more.

The corridor was long and arched. A steady water drip splattered somewhere in the dark, and each breath drew in a heady bit of damp. My grip curled around the hilt of Tova’s knife when the path curved to a stairwell marred in shadows from a small flame.

Where I expected an empty space, I slammed into the firm back of another body. A short, garbled noise scraped from my throat, and my face heated in shame. Was I the Anomali Alver who had Hob the Street Hawker on his knees mere days ago, or was I a whimpering girl afraid of the dark?

When my eyes adjusted to the face of the man, anticipation and a touch of nerves sent my pulse pounding in my head. “Gunnar. You’re back.”

The young Kryv eyed me with suspicion, but unless I was mistaken, there was a bit of longing there too.

″Where are you going?” he asked.

Lie? Truth? I didn’t know and began speaking before the decision was made. “I was looking for the Nightrender’s room. I have something to return to him.”

Gunnar’s eyes went to the exposed leg of the stuffed toy tied to my back. If he wondered, he didn’t ask. “His chamber is up the stairs.”

Gunnar flicked a quick smile and went to leave.

″I wouldn’t mind speaking to you,” I blurted out. “If you’d like, that is.”

″I am on watch tonight,” he said, voice soft. “But I have a little time.”

A weight lifted off my shoulders when he smiled. Hells, he did look a great deal like Hagen.

I smiled in return. “How old are you?”

″Eighteen.”

Bleeding skies. He’d been born before my fifth turn. Nearly all my life Hagen had kept him from me. “And you said you have a sister?”

Gunnar softened. “Yes. Laila. She’s nearly nine turns now.”

″And . . . your mother?”

Gunnar’s face sobered. ”Dännisk, I know this is not easy for you⁠—”

″Malin,” I whispered. “Or Mal. Please. You look so much like Hagen, and he called—calls—me Mal.”

Gunnar hesitated. “Mal, I swear to you there are a great many people beyond these borders who will go to the hells to find my daj. My mother is one. She blames herself for what happened.”

″What did happen?”

Gunnar ran his fingers through his hair. “My mother begged my father to run with my sister and me when war came. To free us. He obliged and we were caught.”

″Free you from what?”

″I was born into captivity. My mother is a warrior. Born of the royal fae in the north, but an enemy to the non-magic king. She became a game to be played, to be won. Should an opponent best her—that man would win her body.” Gunnar’s fists tightened. “If she won, it meant he’d die a bloody death. She never lost. Until Daj.”

A grimace hardened my face. “No. Hagen would never⁠—”

″He didn’t,” Gunnar said with a grin. “He was simply the first to ask her to sit and talk to him before she killed him. I suppose that was the way to her heart.”

I let out a soft laugh. “Why did he play such a game?”

″From what I was told it was to keep him from this bleeding festival here. House Strom made an arrangement—should he play and win in the name of the Klockglas, then the Lord Magnate would not punish him for using his mesmer to protect . . .” Gunnar’s eyes drifted up the stairs.

By the gods. “Me? Or Kase?”

Hagen had used his mesmer gift of blocking magic to conceal Kase and me time and again. I never imagined his protection had cost him so much.

″I think the Lord Magnate only knew he’d protected other Alvers. Not the specifics of who those Alvers were,” Gunnar said. “I know little of the Nightrender’s past, Mal. But I believe he feels a great deal of responsibility to my daj.”

With a forced smile, I rested a hand on his arm. “You said Hagen failed to free you, but you are. How?”

A horn bellowed in the night. Gunnar turned his head toward the sound. “My watch is beginning,” he said softly. “I am free because magic is powerful, and fate has bigger plans for us all.”

He tipped his chin in a sort of bow, then disappeared around the corner.

My heart ached for him. Not as a Kryv, not even as Hagen’s son. More for the pain beneath his sharp eyes. I made grand plans to be his confidant, should he need one.

My attention turned to the stairs. Instead of clinging to the past, for Gunnar’s sake, I’d let go and stand at Hagen’s son’s side as we found my brother again.

Bard and Jens had little affection for me. If all went wrong, Gunnar Strom would be the last family I truly had left.

I was careful as I climbed the stairs. Many were broken and tilted. It was the sort of staircase one would need to get used to climbing before they could do so without stumbling. On the upper level, a few tapestries lined the walls, centuries-old dust gathered over the flagstone corridor, and only two doors were accessible. The other rooms were caved in, or hardly a room.

Only one had a glimmer of light beneath the crack in the door.

Heart heavy, I placed Asger on the ground. My fingers went cold as I dug beneath the neckline of my tunic and pulled out the raven charm. The way Kase had studied it, almost gently, in the courtyard, I’d give up half my bone-dust memories to know what thoughts plagued his mind in that moment.

I bit on the inside of my cheek as I pressed the raven to my lips. A final farewell to the past I had fought to keep.

I was no Kryv. My steps were not feathery and silent. Adjusting to place Asger upright, my shoulder tapped against the wall, my boots scraped over the gritty dust. It should’ve been no surprise my every move was heard throughout Felstad, but when the door swung open, a short gasp escaped all the same.

I was still down on one knee. The back of my throat grew dry as my eyes lifted to meet his. He wasn’t Kase. He couldn’t be Kase, or I would shatter every wall I’d been carefully building between us since he removed his shadows.

But he looked so like him. Hair tousled, frowning lips, the quirk to his left brow.

There were differences. Things I wanted to know and understand, like the small scar marring his chin. Where did it come from? I was only a little ashamed for admiring the divots of muscle which had replaced lanky limbs.

He’d known me all this time, known right where I was, and never revealed himself to me. No mistake, Kase stopped caring for his hayloft friend, but my heart simply forgot to do the same.

His eyes lowered to the horse and the raven charm.

When he looked at me again it was as if I’d taken my sharpest knife and carved out his heart through his spine. A look I’d never forget, and one he promptly buried beneath those strange shadows.

His eyes went dark as pitch. How he did it, I didn’t know. The Kase I knew was a Rifter like Bard, and not a good one. Those shadows, those illusions, I didn’t understand how his mesmer changed into something so vastly different.

I dug my fingernails into my palms and took a step back. “These aren’t mine. I don’t want them.”

The Nightrender said nothing. He didn’t blink.

Disappointment burned harsh and cruel in my heart. Why hope for anything more?

Halfway to the staircase the soft rasp of his deep voice sent a shiver down my spine. “Wise to let go of something that died long ago.”

Each word was broken glass slashing every surface of my body. I did not dignify him with a backward glance. Not even a word. I lifted my chin and left him to his darkness.

Kase Eriksson was dead, after all.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 15
The Memory Thief


“Up.” Tova’s boot incessantly nudged my hip.

I groaned and rolled onto my shoulder, blinking against the dawn. “What?”

Tova smacked my hip with her knuckles, then abandoned my cot to her washbasin where she gathered her curls into a knot on top of her head. “We’re leaving. Hells, you were so impatient before, now you’re sleeping the morning away.”

By the chill in the air, the dull gray of the light, I’d guess the sun had barely decided to show not an hour before.

″Go where?” I sat up, scratching my head. For nearly a week, I’d lived in Felstad, and never had Tova roused before the sun.

She didn’t answer, simply tossed a tunic at my face, and said, “Get dressed.”

I obeyed but kept my eyes on her frantic movements. She managed to sheath no less than eight blades across her body. One between her breasts, two across her middle. A forked fishing knife crossed the small of her back, a shiv on either arm. Then a dagger on either thigh.

She threw one of her knives made of bone at me. “Use only if you’ll be dead and bleeding if you don’t. It’s one of my favorite knives.”

I swallowed past the scratch of morning and sheathed the knife to the thick belt I’d purchased near the docks three turns ago. When I carried my vials everywhere and worked with hawkers, a knife or two on a weapon belt was convenient.

I did not move as swiftly as Tova, but went to work gathering my supplies, my rune pouch with the memories, and splashing cold water on my face to chase away the last blur of sleep.

″Are you going to tell me where we’re going?” I asked, hopping after her into the hallway as I tugged on my boot.

″There is a cheer house with new ties to the Masque av Aska. We’ve been waiting to have a visit. Last night, the Nightrender received word from one of his acquaintances, and it’s time for our first play. Since you insist on being privy to every move we make, you’re coming.”

First, when a Kryv said ‘have a visit’ I had no doubt it meant something much more sinister. Second, this acquaintance was likely some poor dealmaker who had no choice but to play this game.

This is what I wanted. The Kryv were making their play and I would be part of it. Whether I was ready or not.

Hours later, a salty breeze from the Howl blew against my dry lips. The moon was high, but beneath a ceiling of dark leaves the cold light hardly brightened our path.

I kept a close pace next to Raum as we carved through the deepest part of the forest. Only he, Tova, and Vali, were with me, while the rest of the guild went elsewhere. No one told me where.

I wouldn’t admit it to anyone, especially Tova who would tease me endlessly, but the night felt less safe knowing the Nightrender wasn’t joining us.

My boots climbed to my knees, a size too big, and I stumbled more than once. Instead of trusting me with only Tova’s blade, the Kryv added two more belts to my waist, lined with a curved knife and a dagger.

The others moved like a gentle wind in the trees, shadows in their dark clothes, pelts, and hoods. If not for the gleam of steel from Vali’s battle axe and Tova’s quiver, I would’ve lost sight of them entirely.

I quickened my steps to stay next to Raum, stumbling over a fallen log.

When he caught me, Raum’s mouth twisted into a boyish grin. “Watch those feet, lovey. I’d be happy to teach you how to place one foot in front of the other if you need reminding.”

I snorted a laugh. Loud enough it hurt. Raum looked at me like I’d delighted his entire day.

Whether I wanted to admit it or not, I liked Raum. He’d been friendlier than some of the others, and his natural tendency to tease had a charm all its own.

A few paces more, Raum held up one hand and stopped. I slammed into his back at the edge of a river. He glanced in both directions, his body stiff near the water, until he pointed downstream. “There are enough rocks to cross down there.”

″I don’t think it’s deep,” I told him, using a stick to tap the bottom.

He glanced at me, those silver eyes like stars. “Down there is better.”

We’d cross at a slope instead of flat ground. It didn’t seem to be the best choice. “Do you not like water, Raum?”

He hesitated. “You want to know what would happen if Kase used fear against me?”

Fear? How did Kase use fear? I nodded mutely even though I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

″My lungs would fill with water,” Raum said. “Breath would be a forgotten notion. My body would get painfully cold, but never go numb. Then it would start over and over again.”

It was horrifying to think what Raum must’ve experienced to draw such a fear. I’d be wise to keep distance with the Kryv. Instead, I embraced a swift affection, and had to resist the urge to hug the man. “I’m sorry.”

″Don’t be,” he said. “Just . . . down there is better.”

″You’re right.” I smiled.

″Now you’re catching on.”

Once we crossed, our shoes were wetter, but we had no trouble. The slope wasn’t as steep as I thought, and at the top we were met by a wrought iron gate surrounding a sprawling longhouse made from heavy logs and mossy cobblestone.

Raum crouched behind two stone pillars carved in old runes of good fortune. Long, lost blessings. Nothing good would be found here.

From a satchel, Raum pulled out a pair of black pants, then tossed a satin tailcoat hemmed in red, bold as embers, swirls of green, rich as morning grass, and blue, deep as the Howl lagoons. Next, a pair of shoes made of rose leather with the slightest curl at the toes.

Vali shucked off his axe and belt, followed by his black tunic and leather trousers. Tova did the same, unashamed, so I worked mightily hard to be as steady and bold while I dressed in a shabby, shapeless dress to mark me as a serf.

″Mal,” Raum said. “If you get turned around in there, stick with me or Vali.”

″Why?”

Raum tapped his temple. “I see well.”

″Ah, you’re both Profetik?”

Raum slung his arm around Vali’s shoulders. “They call us the twins. Sight and ears.” He glanced at Vali. “Honestly, I see the resemblance.”

I grinned and shook my head. With Raum’s thick golden hair and Vali’s rich brown skin, they couldn’t look more different. “Was your mesmer so hard to admit?”

″It’s been fun watching you get riled up not knowing what any of us can do,” Raum said.

I rolled my eyes. “So what? Do you see visions?”

″No, but I can see through your clothes.”

I covered my chest, face hot. Raum and Vali shared a good laugh.

″Ignore them,” Tova said and adjusted a gold chain crowning her head. “He can’t see through your clothes. Raum can see obstacles at impossible distances and Val can hear the drop of rain ten lengths away. If, of course, they focus, which they often don’t. Bleeding sods.” She glared playfully at the men, then led me a few paces away. “Remember, you do not speak tonight.”

″I won’t.” I was to be their serf. Nameless. Silent.

″You must not react to what is said, or what you see,” Vali added.

″What do you expect to see?”

″They are posing as Hemlish traders,” Raum said. “Use your imagination.”

No doubt I would catch a glimpse of a cheery trade and sale. A thing I knew went on, but never brought it from the back of my thoughts to imagine how it was done.

Were I a better person, my stomach might turn over on behalf of the cheer boys and girls. Bile might burn my throat in disgust. I might flinch. The sort of person I’d become skimmed memories from bones and sold them to the highest bidder. I didn’t flinch, and there was no knot hardening in my gut.

My mind, instead, went to ways I could steal the memories of those who sold the cheeries, then maybe get them to forget how to breathe.

I finished dressing, mimicking the way Tova hid her knives beneath her skirt. My arrangement lacked a bit of her finesse, and when we stepped through the gates, I had to walk with my toes pointed out to keep two of my blades from knocking between my thighs.

Raum would pose as our guide. Wealthy visitors like Hemlish traders did not travel the backroads of Klockglas unaccompanied.

His position in the scheme was well-played. Raum’s wit distracted the house steward at the entrance, and the man did not even ask for our papers before leading us inside the longhouse.

I winced at the sharp scent of roses as if every rug and fur was soaked in them.

The steward guided us to the great room of the longhouse. Seated on a three-legged stool in the center of the room sat a girl with dark hair, and a red welt swelling near her eye. Once my gaze turned to the edges of the room, a breathy gasp caught in my throat.

I quickly hung my head when Tova glared at me.

How was I expected not to react when seated on a bench was Gunnar with his cunning smile, and—three hells—Kase, but once again he bore the face of Elof.

The only difference between this Elof and the one who frequented Strom lands were the eyes. Instead of the sea blue color, the Nightrender altered the shade to black, with a touch of his true gold.

Dressed in a fine waistcoat, hair combed, he looked every bit like the imaginary Prince Fell.

Like a fist to my throat, my pulse stilled. The bastard.

Elof was Prince Fell.

A secret of the Nightrender unraveled, and I doubted he knew I’d stolen a piece of him in a few breaths.

The killer of the east created illusions, but he’d unmistakably created one around our story. The tale we’d shaped together. As if he, too, still held onto a past he said died long ago.

My skin bubbled in angry heat. To sit there and play as if he cared for nothing, well, the Nightrender could hide behind those damn shadows all he wanted. They were not so dark to me anymore.
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Chapter 16
The Nightrender


To the wicked and vengeful, I was a dark fae whose deals gave them hope for a better life. To the desperate, my deals were a necessary evil.

I’d worked to shape the reputation of the Guild of Kryv into a name folk whispered, as if we might appear from the darkness at any moment. Like phantoms in the night.

Dealmakers transformed after working with us. When their desires were granted, some became killers, some wealthy, but most ended up broken and still desperate. Our deals were not soft and pretty, they were vicious and unforgiving. The same as I tried to be.

So, it made little sense to me how a few harrowed glances from a woman who couldn’t even strap her knives correctly had me unsettled and wanting to lash out at anything that moved.

I thought she might look away when I narrowed my own gaze. But Malin Strom merely tightened her mouth into a bloodless line, those eyes telling me I was going to pay for something.

No mistake, I’d need to guess what before she cut me with one of those blades she thought were hidden beneath that too-thin skirt.

Hells. I blinked my stare off her legs. Trouble all its own.

Truth be told, the girl who’d been the whole of my boyish soul would be simpler to avoid if she’d grown to smell like hog piss and not . . . this.

Malin only looked away when a heavy pelt pulled back from a doorway, and a woman who brought a reek of sour wine entered. Made of lumps and curves unfit for her corseted gown, white powder dusted in her hair, and an odious black mark was painted in the line of her cheek.

″Ah, you must be Herr Peder and Dännisk Helena. I received your name from my house boy.” She made a gesture at nervous, twitchy Helgi at her side. He avoided my eyes and set a tray of flour cakes and blood apples in front of our seats. Mistress Salvisk shooed him away with the flick of her fingers. “I am honored to have you in my household. Tell me, how are the lovely shores of Hemlig this season?”

″White and glowing, as you, Mistress Salvisk,” Tova said, bowing her head.

″Sit. Eat.” The patroness beamed and wrapped her broad shoulders in a rabbit fur stole. “We’ll begin shortly. I have more than this cheery for you to see tonight.”

The girl on the stool whimpered and stared at her hands in her lap.

Tova and Vali played their roles well, lifting their noses in the air as they shared passive greetings with Gunnar and me. Malin stood next to Raum and kept her eyes trained on the floorboards.

Perhaps she was angry we’d left her in the dark over Gunnar and I being in the room. She’d survive, and I would owe her no explanation. I gave information when and to whom needed it. Malin needed to know her role, not mine.

″Cake, darling?” Salvisk said brightly, holding up a plate to Gunnar.

He shot her a wicked sort of grin and reached for one of the cakes with red glaze, richer than blood, dripping off the sides.

″Damn the hells.” Gunnar dropped the cake and recoiled. By the time he was on his feet, shaking out his hand, the skin had already raised in red pustules.

Salvisk didn’t have time to return her tray to the table before the blade of my hooked knife was lodged against the fleshy folds of her neck. “I would not move if I were you.” I flicked my eyes to the wall. Where I thought Malin might reel back in terror, instead she stood at Gunnar’s side, inspecting his hand, a knife drawn in hers.

I refused to be impressed.

″Raum,” I snapped, tangling my fingers in Salvisk’s powdery hair to keep her in place. “Inspect it.”

Raum kneeled beside the fallen sweet, studying it without getting too close. “I can’t be sure without tasting, but there is certainly something added to this little lovely. I’d say eldrish poison.”

Eldrish. The only elixir I knew that could poison mesmer to burn through the veins. Fetters called magisk collars were doused in it. Black Palace Elixist Alvers were the ones responsible for lacing the collars in the poison. With the right connections, it would not be impossible to buy a few vials from Ivar’s Elixists who had a twisted sense of thrill and love for poisoning fellow Alver folk.

″You think I don’t know you,” Salvisk tried to shake me off. “Alvers. I can smell the likes of you from ten lengths away. Your ruse must mean you are unregistered. We signaled for skydguard before I opened my door. Better run, little ones. No, better yet—stay. I’d love to watch as the guard tears the skin from your bones.”

The woman was aggravating, and I’d heard enough.

Salvisk shrieked when I dragged her by her hair to the table at the far side of the room, then tossed her onto the top in a flurry of skirts and cloying perfume.

″Gunnar,” I said briskly. “Are you well enough to continue?”

Gunnar rolled back his shoulders. A muscle tightened in his jaw. “I’m fine and more than ready.” He waited until Salvisk met his gaze straight on. “Do not move. Sit there and imagine all the ways we could kill you.”

The corner of my mouth lifted into a smirk. Not what I’d told him to do, but I could appreciate the imagination.

There was a time where Gunnar could not work past the ache in his brain that mesmer brought, now he commanded compliance for great lengths of time. I had few doubts, someday, Gunnar would be able to take control of half a dozen minds at once.

A terrifying gift to some.

I reveled in it.

The itch from his tricky magic prickled across my scalp, but I brushed it aside, then flicked my arm until the narrow knife I’d hidden in my sleeve slid into my grip.

One thought, and the cold burn of my mesmer faded into its dormant place in my blood. A sharp tingling sensation rippled over my face as it slimmed and shaped into my true features.

I jerked my head at Raum and Vali. No need for words. We knew one another’s signals well enough, and together they rushed to the crying cheer girl on the stool.

″No, no,” she cried as they helped her to her feet. “Leave me, leave me.”

They ignored her and ushered her from the room. Tova followed, inspecting the girl’s bruised face.

In the distance, a formidable beat of battle drums woke the night. Our countdown began. Gunnar could hold Salvisk for another quarter hour at most. After that, if we were not finished with our work, the night would take a bloody turn.

Salvisk wore a curious expression as she stared at the door. “The girl . . .”

″Don’t worry about her,” Gunnar said. “Tell me the names of the traders who bought your cheeries for the queen’s ring game.”

We needed a name. Any bleeding name and I’d hunt down the men who’d made deals here. Schemes were like a dance across a broken floor. Each piece needed to be laid in proper order or we’d find ourselves stuck in the open without a place to continue the next step.

″A name,” Gunnar pressed again, cheeks redder than before.

″I run a tight house, darling.” Salvisk blinked as if her attempt to poison us had never happened. “He merely went by Mister K.”

Dammit. I came prepared for this, but I would rather not depend on her at all. The more she fit into any plan the more it felt as if fate had grander schemes than me.

Gunnar let out a heavy sigh. “I’m afraid this might be more unpleasant for you, or perhaps pleasant, I really can’t say.” He stood and went to Malin’s side. “Now, sit still and think of knives under your fingernails.”

Salvisk went pale.

″Malin, we’ll need her memory,” Gunnar said. “She’s all yours.”

Malin shook out her hands. “What if she has that poison on her?”

″Are you losing your nerve?” Three hells. Why did the need to speak—kindly or bitterly, it didn’t matter—always burst out as if I had no control over my tongue. I lifted my chin, a sneer curved over my mouth. “Hesitate, and you might as well gut yourself. You’ll be dead anyway.”

″I have a great deal of nerve,” Malin said. “So much, in fact, a little thing like talking about the past does not frighten me into surly shadows.”

Gunnar snorted and covered it with a false cough.

Bastard.

When I said nothing, Malin shook her head and kneeled in front of the dazed Mistress. “You’re keeping her this way, Gunnar?”

″Yes,” he said. “And I’d appreciate not having a headache in the morning by holding it longer than needed.”

Malin rapped on the Mistress’s forehead. “Think of the masquerade traders.”

Gunnar tipped the woman’s chin with his knuckle when she cursed at Malin. “Do as she says.”

With Salvisk once more malleable, I relaxed my shoulders and stood by, watching as Malin hovered her lips over Salvisk’s mouth. Her cheek twitched when the Mistress let out a loud, forceful breath, as if the woman might fall asleep any moment.

Malin closed her eyes, held her mouth a hairsbreadth over Salvisk’s plump stained lips, and inhaled.

Her mesmer had fascinated me once. In truth, it still did. I simply knew what a risk it was should the wrong people discover her Talent.

A few heartbeats passed before Malin settled back on her knees. Her lashes fluttered over her freckled cheeks. Cold as I tried to be, I wished I felt less when she came too close. Fewer dips in my belly, fewer leaps in my chest.

Most days I couldn’t decide if I should flee or reach out and touch her.

My fists were curled tight by the time Malin opened her eyes again.

″Doft,” she said, meeting my gaze. “A man with the surname Doft made the deal.”

If gods existed, they abhorred me. “Good,” I said. “Anything else?”

The drums outside grew louder. I ignored them and looked to Malin as she staggered off her knees.

″This man, Doft, was set to leave Klockglas not long ago, perhaps a sunrise or two. He mentioned something about Skítkast,” she said.

″Skítkast?” Gunnar smiled. “Thank the skies. The brӓn, there’s nothing like it, Mal.”

″What else.” I didn’t ask. This was an intentional demand. Our time grew short.

″Something about the Wild Hunt Games.”

The Wild Hunt came to Klockglas once. Riders galloped across the region, blowing goat horns painted in gold, hunting hidden ribbons and flags, then sparring in fierce matches to prove the greatest hunter or huntress.

Malin and I, we’d watched it from an oak tree. Did she remember?

Cursed hells. I didn’t care if she did. It didn’t matter in this moment. Didn’t matter at all.

″There’s more.” Without permission, Malin shuffled through stacks of parchment and thin rice paper on a narrow desk near the pelt covered doorway.

Mistress Salvisk clucked her tongue, slipping through Gunnar’s mesmer haze. “Get your hands off my belongings, or end up on your back where you belong, girl.”

″A little longer Gunnar,” Malin said more like a plea.

One snap of his fingers, and Gunnar had Salvisk back in the whimsical stupor.

″Malin,” he warned. “There is a nail driving through my skull.”

″Then hush and let me look.”

Distance was safest, but my wretched body refused to obey. In three paces, I was at her back.

She shuddered but didn’t look at me. “Here to frighten me into submission, Nightrender?”

″To assist,” I snapped, “if you would tell me what you’re looking for.”

″A ledger. The man in the memory left it here to give Salvisk a first bid in what he called the leftovers of an Alver trade set to go on at the masque.”

″Alvers aren’t traded at the masquerade. Those are done in a public bid.”

″This turn is different. He mentioned it, but would not give details in the memory. Kase, it is too exclusive for us to find on our own.”

She should not say my name. It stirred too much.

I heaved a sigh, my gaze roving over the parchment strewn table, to the baskets below it filled with booklets. “The ledger will tell us where the trade is?”

″Possibly. It should give us names. Hagen could be in it, so we’d know where they’ll take him at the Masque av Aska.”

Alver barters during the masquerade? It’d never been done. I made a mental note to look into it as soon as possible.

My eyes scanned stacks of parchment and paper, but only for show. I was hardly helpful in this. There were some weaknesses I would not share with anyone. Not my guild. Certainly not Malin Strom.

But like a fool, I’d volunteered to help search all things words and writing.

In one basket I took out a thick stack of lined parchment bound in pig leather. “Is this the one?”

Malin gave it a swift glance. “Is there a list of names?”

She asked too many questions for which I had no answer.

My face hardened and I tossed the booklet on the table. “You tell me if it is what you want. And hurry.”

Her eyes tore into me like a woman holding back a great deal of violence, but she blinked away from me, scanning the pages. “Gunnar. Look.”

Gunnar hurried to her side. “Kase, she’s right. Daj is in here.”

He pointed at a line. I didn’t look. It was enough to hear them say Hagen’s name was penned in this strange trade. By the gods. What did Ivar have planned for the Masque av Aska?

Whatever it was he would not get the chance to see it through.

″We have what we need. Let them in, Gunnar,” I said.

Gunnar hurried to a window and kicked out the bubbled glass. Salvisk mumbled a shriek when Lynx spilled his thick body into the room.

″Is the whole bleeding guild here? What was the point of coming separately?” Malin said with a sigh of annoyance.

I ignored her and made a quick move for the door.

″Hurry,” I barked. Tension unnerved me, and the way Malin looked at me like she had a thousand cruel things to shout back left me feeling more like a thorn bush than a man.

Lynx placed his hands on Salvisk’s face. Two breaths, that was all, before she slumped to one side, hardly breathing.

″Will you kill her?” Malin asked.

I blinked until both eyes were shadowed. “Yes.”

There was nothing left to say, nothing left to explain. Our roles were no longer needed near the other. I took out my karambit knife, spun it once around my finger, and left the room.
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Chapter 17
The Nightrender


The longhouse was no longer dim and pensive. Every corridor, every alcove roared in screams as serfs fled from a rush of Kryv. The beat of drums drew nearer as a patrol approached, but the Kryv did not cease taking their fill.

Ash and Hanna wove through fleeing serfs with fine pillows in their hands. Fiske stumbled out of a bedroom, Isak at his back, both laughing viciously with fine fur coats in their arms.

I rounded a corner, silently taking an account of every Kryv, and found Helgi raiding a shelf lined in precious stones. He would’ve been wise to leave when he had the chance.

My frown was impassive, but my grip on the back of his neck was unrelenting.

“Nightrender,” Helgi fussed. “H-Here you are.”

“Here I am.” My palm flattened on his chest and slammed his back into the wall. Helgi met my height, nose to nose, but he was nothing but a weak fool.

“Were you leaving without saying farewell, Helgi?” I drew the hook of my blade across the ridge of his cheekbone, the edge of his jaw, to the throbbing pulse point in his neck in lithe, slow drags. “Strange how Salvisk knew to load her cakes with eldrish.”

“She . . . she must’ve smelled you lot.”

“Oh, I don’t think that’s true,” I said, blithely. “Our attention to Alver stink is painstakingly involved. We never step foot into a deal with a drop of blood on us.”

I teased the point of the knife into his shoulder.

Helgi winced, but he had the stones to meet my eyes.

“See, I think you told her, Helgi.” My voice lowered to a rough rasp. I didn’t wait for a word from him. “Did you think Salvisk would protect your bleeding ass?”

“She wrung me,” he cried. “Knew something about me was amiss, and she forced it outta me. She . . . she said the Lord Magnate wants you. Says you know things. I wouldn’t have said anything, but I need this position, Nightrender. How’ll I eat without penge?”

“I suppose you wouldn’t,” I said, turning the blade point down. “You reneged on our arrangement. This is disappointing. I don’t like disappointment.”

“I’ll do anything. Take on five more deals. I’ll serve you till I stop breathing, Nightrender.” His eyes flicked back toward the light of Salvisk’s parlor. “The girl in there. I saw what she does.”

My blood chilled.

“She took bits of her mind, didn’t she?” Helgi rambled on, unaware my body had shifted, blocking him entirely against the wall. He looked to me with a sly grin. “I could barter her for you, Nightrender. You must know what they say about the Alvers who twist memories.”

I smiled and patted the side of his face twice. “Yes, I know what they say, Helgi. And I can’t have you speaking of what you saw tonight.”

“I won’t. If you say so, I won’t.”

My grip on the knife tightened. “I know.”

The cut was swift. Straight and deep across his neck. Helgi gasped and curled his fingers around my tunic as his legs gave out beneath him. I helped lower him to the floor, and by the time his head touched the wood, his last breath shuddered out with a bubble of blood.

With the back of my hand, I wiped away a bit of blood from my chin.

A sharp breath lifted my eyes to the mouth of the corridor. My face remained stony, but a wild fever raged on the inside.

Malin looked to the pool of blood beneath Helgi’s body, to my bloodied knife, to my dark eyes.

Unease burned over my skin. Would the hate I wanted to see in her eyes finally come? If it did, would it ache, or be a relief?

I would not find out. Instead of hate, Malin’s mouth twitched.

She smiled. A small grin, but a grin all the same. “You killed him.”

I flicked my eyes to Helgi’s lifeless body. Gore and death soaked the stones, the wood floors.

Nothing pleasant was here.

With a touch of suspicion, I looked back to Malin. “Clearly.”

She crossed her arms over her chest, one shoulder leaned against the wall. She did not look horrified; she almost seemed pleased.

“He wanted to sell me.” Her grin took on an aggravating smugness. “And you killed him for it.”

What in the hells?

My fists clenched; a dark burst of shadows deepened the blackness of the room until I nearly lost sight of her. Where was the bleeding fear? Truth be told, the pitch shadows were from my disquiet. From her, there was nothing.

“This is not the worst I have done.” My intent was to frighten her. Malin Strom should’ve been counting the sunrises until the day she could be free of us. “I will do worse before this is over.”

Curse the gods. Her bleeding smile widened.

“Good of you to warn me.”

I could not stand still any longer. Two brisk strides and I closed the space between us. “What is wrong with you?” I gestured at the dead man behind me. “I killed him, tore out his throat, and you find it amusing?”

Gods, Malin leaned her face closer, brushing the tip of her nose to mine. I nearly stumbled backward from the damn stun but clenched my teeth, bracing against the fire in my veins from the brief touch.

“Not amusing.” She beamed at me and lifted her chin. “He threatened me, you removed the threat. As you always did before. Do you recall the web weaver that bit me in the night? You did not stop until you found the web and destroyed it.”

She was disconcerting.

I could not find a solid footing around this woman. Our faces drew close. My eyes narrowed. “I recall nothing, and would not consider slitting a man’s throat the same as killing web weavers.”

I recalled every sound, smell, and emotion of the battle with the web weavers.

Malin had fevered for a full day from that bleeding bite. I’d hunted for the silken orb all day until I’d found it in the last stall in the stable house. With a stolen flint and steel, I’d set a flame to it, then squashed the weavers as they scattered.

I took another step. Her back hit the wall. Our chests touched. A bite of cold drilled into my heart. Good. The first flicker of fear from the woman.

I gripped the side of her neck, hoping to pull more fear. It did nothing but bring her closer, with the fresh, honey-sweet scent of her skin in my lungs.

“I did not kill him for you.” Each word sliced through my teeth.

Her breaths came heavier, deeper. Malin didn’t cower or pull away. She held my stare like she was as captivated with me as I was with her.

“He was to blame for the poison, right?” she whispered.

“Yes.” This was needed. Let me become her monster. Her nightmare. “See what we do to our dealmakers.”

She tilted her head, grinning. “He brought his fate upon himself. If you did not kill him for me, then you killed him for the guild.”

I let out a rough growl and pulled back. “Stop.”

“Stop what?”

“Stop making this some righteous form of justice. It was nothing but a kill to rid myself of a nuisance.”

“Forgive me, but I don’t think it is as simple as that.”

My nostrils flared as I closed my eyes. Shadows draped around my body as my temper boiled in my veins. “Believe whatever you wish. You have until the quarter toll to take what you please from this house. Skydguard are coming.”

I took a step to leave. No, to flee from her. I killed Helgi on her behalf, but it was not out of honor. It was out of fear, out of . . . well, I did not want to think too long on what motivated me to slaughter in the name of Malin Strom.

No mistake, she’d figure it all out and keep grinning at me like I was some sort of dark hero.

“I choose them.”

I stopped my retreat at her voice and glanced over my shoulder.

Tucked behind a barred door were half a dozen dirty faces. I’d not noticed the audience when I’d cornered Helgi, but no doubt, these were the cheeries Salvisk sold to the Masque av Aska. They all wore silver bracelets, a note of purchase, and looked at the bloody scene in horror.

The kind of horror Malin should have in her eyes right now.

“We have no room for cheeries.”

“Noted,” Malin said. “But as I understand it there is a particular steelman who has a proclivity to help rehome cheer boys and girls.”

My teeth ground together. “There is no time to return to Mörplatts.”

“Then they’ll return with me to Felstad.”

What had I done to be cursed with such an insufferable woman?

“No.”

“You, out of anyone, ought to know the finesse of a good deal, Nightrender. To Sigurd, or Felstad. Either way they are not remaining here.”

Malin came toward me, but I took a step away. I could not stand so close without losing all my wits by touching her again. Maybe more. My body trembled from anger or desire, I didn’t know. Didn’t want to know.

I looked at the Kryv rushing in and out of rooms.

“Isak. Fiske.” My voice was dangerous as hot iron. When the two Kryv came close, I pointed at the cheeries. “Take them to the steelman at the docks. Be back in two days’ time.”

Isak and Fiske shared a glance, then nodded.

“Anything else?” Fiske asked.

“No.” I grumbled and strode past. “Unless the bleeding queen has any more requests. I will be seeing to it that Salvisk wakes in the Otherworld. See to the cheeries and get the hells out of here. The drums are too close. Tell the others to prepare to sail; we go to Skítkast.”

“As you say,” Fiske said

“You cannot hide your heart behind shadows forever, Nightrender,” Malin called out.

I wheeled around, on the verge of losing what little control I had left. “We face the Masque av Aska. Sharpen your blades and forget your heart, dännisk. Or you will not last long.”
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Chapter 18
The Memory Thief


Isak brought me a message from Sigurd when they returned from delivering the cheeries. He said nothing—I’d yet to hear Isak speak—but the redhead didn’t look at me like I was made in the bowels of a hog. Something had shifted after returning from Salvisk’s. The Guild of Kryv treated me with less caution and more acceptance.

Except the Nightrender.

He avoided me like a plague.

A smile cut across my mouth as I read Sigurd’s missive. He explained more masquerade coaches had come and gone from House Strom, and most folk believed Jens had some sort of position within the masque.

I’d already guessed as much if the treasurer had brought Jens the coffers. Sigurd mentioned there’d also been a notice placed for a thief who’d stolen penge from the house on the hill. If only my stepfather knew the masquerade penge belonged to the Guild of Kryv now.

I laughed through a bawdy description of another rendezvous with Lady Ashton. The man was vulgar, and I was pleased to know him.

Tova finished painting a line of kohl beneath her eyes, then handed me a stick of it to do the same. “I suggest packing mint leaves if you’ve never been on a boat. The Howl can be vicious at times.”

With a nod, I finished securing a rough leather belt around my waist. “This place we go, the Lark, what is it?”

Raum had given me the name of the place in Skítkast, but explained nothing more before his busy movements took him elsewhere.

″It’s a cheer house, but with a wilder reputation folk in Skítkast are known for.”

″Another cheer house?”

″They welcome us. Some of my guild brothers find love there because it is a place both partners feel safe.”

My first thought was shameful. About Kase. Imagining him in a cheer girl’s bed made me ill. The second was an ache for the other Kryv. I’d never given much thought to their lives and possible pain. Killers, thieves, and Alvers, those were the Kryv, but I’d never considered a need for gentle lovers or affection.

″We’re expected,” Tova went on. “Although, I’m not entirely certain what Kase has planned, but that’s what he does. He plots and gives little pieces as we go.”

I grunted, unconvinced. “He gives pieces because he probably wants me to get snatched for the fun of it.”

″You know, for someone you fought so hard to find, and now fight so hard to gain his approval, you’re quite critical of him.”

″I don’t want his approval.” My voice broke in an embarrassing crack. I cleared it away, shrugging as if none of this bothered me in the least. “I suppose I did not like what I found. That’s all.”

″Oh, he didn’t fit into one of your daydreams?” Tova glared at me. “What did you expect? Kase was simply biding his time in a luxurious palace by the sea?”

I scrubbed my face free of the ache I could never shirk when I thought of him. “I expected to find him changed, but I didn’t expect him to hate me.”

″Did you consider, hate is simply one of his weapons to keep those with the power to ruin him from doing just that?”

I scoffed. Power over the Nightrender was not something I had. Not the way he had power over me. Kase held a piece of me, and no matter what he’d become, I couldn’t find a way to take it back.

At Salvisk’s, I’d been frightened watching him hold a knife to a man’s neck.

For a moment.

Until Kase changed when the dealmaker mentioned me. From Kase’s head to his boots, he’d gone stiff, he’d reacted, and in the next breath the man had been dead on the ground. I closed my eyes against the memories of him doing much the same, only with more innocence.

“Where’ve you been, Kase?

He stomped his muddy boots at the top of the hayloft, a flint and steel in his hands. “Those weavers won’t get you again, Mallie.”

″Why’d you kill ’em?”

His mouth went tight, and he marched across the hay. “Because they needed to know you watch my back, and I watch yours. You’re always going to be safe with me, got it? Even against bleeding web weavers.”

He’d promised to keep me safe. Brutal as it was, the Nightrender was still keeping his promise.

″We were prisoners of the Lord Magnate, Malin,” Tova said when I kept quiet. “When we say we know the Black Palace and its brutality, we do. We broke out and were hunted for turns. The guild was formed out of the need to survive. And just so you know, we wouldn’t have made it without Kase.”

My heart cinched. Hunted by the Black Palace? What horrors had Kase endured? Those walls he kept between us were a façade. Protections to keep me from looking too deeply. No mistake, he did not want me to know the cruel details of what happened to the boy I lost at a masquerade.

Naturally, it made me want to know everything.

″We’re to leave soon,” Tova went on. “I would take what you want from the weapon wall before the men wake and get greedy.”

Tova faced the wall, more melancholy, as if I’d locked her in memories she’d not visited for a great while. I could offer to take them, to relieve her of the wicked past, but I gave her a soft nod, then left her to her thoughts.

I finished braiding my hair off my face as I walked the empty corridor. On my belt the vials with the bone dust memories clinked together in the rune pouch. The Guild of Kryv had not asked for the vials. They merely asked that I keep them safe and use them when they directed, as payment.

I’d take the memories with me even without their direction.

Each memory had been too hard-fought to leave them unguarded again.

In the cold storage, I slurped a bowl of pickled herring, stopped to clean my mouth with mint leaves and powders, then stared at the weapon wall, overwhelmed by each menacing blade tonight.

Movement in an alcove of dried food caught my attention.

Cursed skies. My heart twitched in a strange beat as Kase bit into a juicy white plum and added more fruits to a drawstring pack.

Rooted in my place, I wished I could run, but he turned too quickly. The instant he realized he wasn’t alone, he cursed and whipped back around. The sack fell to the floor, and when he turned again his eyes were raven’s wing black.

″Why do you hide yourself?” I asked, exasperated. “What good does it do?”

Kase hesitated, clenching and unclenching his fists, then abandoned the alcove. His body crowded against me, the same as he’d done at Salvisk’s. I should protest, but in truth, I took a bit of solace having him so close.

I was a bleeding weakling in my resolve to detest the man. All at once, the reasons he should’ve been terrible were like the memories I stole. Nothing but smoke and ash.

″Why do you hide yourself from me?” I asked again.

Kase’s eyes bounced between mine. “Prove I can trust you, and I’ll remove all illusion between us.”

A dark, honest response, and my heart raced in all the wrong ways. “I think I proved trust well enough already.”

″Not for me.”

″Then let us trust each other with something now. We must start somewhere.”

″Don’t demand things of me,” he said as a warning.

I ignored it. “Ask me a question. I’m sure you have them. Then I get to ask one of you.”

The way he frowned, I expected him to walk away, but he stayed.

″I don’t want to fear you,” I admitted. “I want your trust again. If we can’t, then Hagen will suffer.”

He considered me for a long moment. “Fine.”

″Care to go first?”

Kase cleared his throat. In truth, it was wholly satisfying to see him discomposed. “Do you still tell stories with the stars?”

Of the hardened questions I thought he would ask, one about those nights traveling distant lands with our brave Prince Fell was not one of them. When I lost Kase, I lost my childhood. The stars were quilted into the night as a bitter reminder.

″No,” I said softly. “I stopped. It wasn’t the same.”

″Probably best. Fairy tales serve no purpose.” He clasped his hands behind his back. “A deal is a deal. Ask your question.”

The Nightrender returned where Kase almost broke free.

I stiffened against the futile hope the boy I knew was in there. “Are you a Malevolent Alver?”

He sighed. “A dreary epithet, I think.”

″So, you are?”

″I may be, or I may not.”

″You said you’d answer me.”

″I told you to ask. I made no promise of answering.”

My mouth pinched into a tight line. “Will you at least tell me what Malevolent means?”

He stepped closer. My tongue stuck to the top of my mouth. Something about him, the darkness, his voice, would always draw me in, and Kase seemed to struggle the same.

When he breathed, his body brushed mine.

″Malevolent mesmer,” he said in his gritty rasp, “means power over fear. Likely the inspiration behind dark sprites and fae in old legends.”

Raum told me Kase could torture him with fear.

I swallowed and reached out for his hand, gently brushing my fingers over the tops of his knuckles, as if the cold mesmer inside might slip out. “Do you like it? The power of fear, I mean.”

His hand coiled into a fist at my touch, and when I realized what I’d done, I began to pull back.

Kase didn’t allow it.

My heart slammed into my ribs when his callused fingertips took my hand. He rolled it over palm up, the rough brush of his thumb traced over the lines. A memory came of how he used to touch each finger, each wrinkle, and tell me my days were numbered since my fate line had shrunk.

One of those things that would end in giggles until we fell asleep.

″Do you like it?” I whispered, uncertain what question I was truly asking.

″I would if I was a Malevolent,” he said. “Wouldn’t you? Fear has power.”

True enough. I could see the appeal, even carried a touch of envy he might have access to such a gift, and I didn’t.

He reached for twin knives with gold filigree on the blades. “Use these. They’re light enough, even a child can wield them without losing grip.”

Our fingers touched again at the exchange. I drew in a sharp breath when, for a moment, Kase curled the tips of his fingers around mine. Only a breath, a mere heartbeat, then he released me, stretching his hand as if something irritated his skin.

He left me with a furrowed glance, and all at once I wanted the sage wood smell back.

I wasn’t altogether certain if the thought thrilled me or if I’d stepped into something more dangerous than before.
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Chapter 19
The Memory Thief


When we arrived at the shore, I was speechless at first glance, for I had never seen the Howl and its shores free of docks and trade ships. It was magnificent.

To judge the breadth of such a wonder was impossible. The few speckles of light on the dark outline on the horizon gave the only indication the waters didn’t stretch into eternity. The sea air was fresh, clean, and free of burdens.

The Kryv gathered near a crooked dock where a black longship bobbed in the swells. The curved stempost was shaped into a formidable serpent head, jaws opened and fangs out.

Two angled canvases snapped in the breeze on the mainsail, and every panel was painted dark as pitch. The longship wasn’t grand like exchange ships. The strakes bulged in the middle, and there were notches for only a few oars, not like wartime longships and their dozens of oarsmen. Still meant sailing would be tiresome. A black canvas covered the stempost end of the ship as a place to get a bit of respite from the spray of the sea, I supposed.

Raum helped me on deck, Tova next, and I quickly grabbed the side rail as the Howl cradled the vessel, rocking vigorously both the ship and my insides.

″Over the side,” Kase snapped as he tugged rigging around the mast. “Or you’re cleaning it up.”

″I’m fine.”

His dark illusions surrounded him. Ergo, according to his own confession, he did not trust me.

Once the Kryv settled, Gunnar and Lynx released the rigs, and a few Kryv took to the oars. I closed my eyes; the wind beat against my face as the sea curled around the hull, drawing the longship out to the deep.

″Here,” Tova said ten lengths offshore. She handed me a sprig of mint leaves. “Like I said, it’ll help.”

I tossed a few leaves onto my tongue. “How long will it take to reach Skítkast?”

″Two nights with good wind.”

I understood the boundaries of the mainland, called mainland only because three of the four regions were across the Howl. Jens had a fascination with cartography. Sometimes, when chores were through, I’d sneak into the map room of House Strom and stare at the boundaries with dreams of sailing away.

Furen was controlled by wizened Lord Patryk who took too many consorts, and abandoned matters of state to his son rather than caring himself. Hemlig was smaller, claimed by a young auspicious trader, rumored to be vowed to a fae from the Southern Kingdom. Skítkast was hardly a region, with narrow borders and governed by a lazy council who took bribes in exchange for making laws in favor of those willing to pay for them.

Klockglas was the only oversea region. If there were a king in the East, the Lord Magnate would be the nearest. Ivar held power unlike the other regions. They bowed to his word, catered to his brutality, and his influence slithered across the Howl.

Alvers dimmed their true natures throughout the mainland to avoid being snatched. Folk without means were mistreated and indentured. All very Klockglas-like.

Three Howl prisons marked the halfway line between coastlines. Watchers, a wicked sort of skydguard claimed by the Prison Guilds, stood guard over the criminals inside. Rumors told of cell blocks stacked one on top of the other, and Hagen once told me the cell bars were made from the bones of old prisoners.

He’d been kept in one and was ripped away before I had the chance to ask if it were true.

″Doing well?” Raum asked once Klockglas disappeared completely. He stretched his arms now that Tova had taken his place at the oar.

″Mint helps,” I said, squeamish and green.

″You’ll get used to it. Need some distraction?” He glanced warily at the water. “I know I do.”

I scooted over and patted the place at my side. “Sit.”

Raum obeyed but tangled his fingers and bounced his knees. “You have never left Klockglas?”

″Only through maps. My stepfather traveled often, even across the Fate’s Ocean to different kingdoms. Of course, he never took me with him.”

Raum winced when a spray of water misted our faces.

I took his hand, boldly, not surprised when he squeezed mine back.

″For what it’s worth,” he said once the boat settled, “your stepfather is a fool for mistreating you.”

I heated beneath the praise, smiling shyly. “Is Skítkast terrible?”

″Terrible? No. Then again, Skítkast is our preferred region since we run with the criminally inclined.”

″They’re known for Elixists.”

″Look at you, knowing your Alvers.” Raum flashed a quick smile but stared at the black water when the swells deepened again.

I tapped his shoulder, wanting to turn his focus from the surf. “Want to play a game with me?”

″A game?”

″There are a few guild members who have not given up their mesmer. I have my guesses, though. Will you tell me if I guess right?”

Raum’s eyes brightened, and my idea worked. He turned his back on the sea to face me. “I will, and I vow to buy you a horn of Skítkast brӓn if you can guess correctly. One drink, and your life will be changed.”

″I take your deal.” I scanned the deck where Kryv rowed, where Hanna and Ash tossed wooden dice, and where Kase stood next to Fiske at the stern board.

I settled on the front row of oarsman. “Gunnar has already shown off his tricky mind games.”

″Easy point.”

I tapped my chin. “And I know Lynx is a Hypnotik too.” The bulky Kryv was close enough to hear us. “I don’t know how he uses illusion, though. Maybe by keeping women asleep as he carries them through gardens?”

Raum laughed and smacked his knee. Lynx glared.

″Not even the half of it,” Lynx insisted. “I manipulate the mind into an illusion of calm. You think it’s easy?”

″You calm people?” I snorted behind my hand.

″Why do you sound so surprised?”

″You’re not exactly relaxed.”

In all the time I’d known Lynx he was brisk and thrived in order. He seemed closest with Gunnar and was the one Kryv keen to cook. In truth, he wasn’t half bad at it. I stole some fish stew after Salvisk’s and I think he knew it, but took satisfaction knowing others enjoyed what he made.

Tova peered over her shoulder from her place at the oar. “I think she’s saying stop being so righteous and perfect, Lynxy. Come slum about with the rest of us.”

Lynx only sniffed and complained that everyone underappreciated him.

″Who else?” Raum asked.

″Tova once said Fiske has good instincts. Is he a Profetik?”

″Good. But he’s a visionary with his sight. Not the same as me with senses,” Raum said.

Fiske turned to us now. The boat was not so big to hide louder conversations, but he didn’t seem bothered we discussed his mesmer.

″If he told me to duck my head and run across a dark alley, I would leave a lighted road without question,” Raum said.

Fiske chuckled. “Wise.”

″You predict things?” I asked. “Bad things?”

″Threats or danger,” Lynx answered for him. “A dismal gift if you ask me.”

Fiske merely grinned before he turned away.

″Me! Guess me!” Ash slithered through the oarsmen. Hanna followed, a shy smile on her face.

″Ah, now, Ash, I think I figured you out all on my own.”

His eyes widened in astonishment. “Really?”

″Yes. You’re the smartest on the boat, obviously.”

Ash rolled the tip of his finger against a scratch in his ear. “Everyone knows that.”

″True. Fine, let me think.” I slowed my tone because I delighted in the way the boy tapped his fingers against his legs as excitement grew. “Are you a Hypnotik?”

He grinned and shook his head exuberantly. “No, no. Hold up your hand.”

″Why?”

″I’ll show you how my mesmer can break a finger.”

″Ahh.” I pulled away with a nervous chuckle. “I’ll take you at your word. You’re a Rifter, then.”

″Yes, yes, I am,” Ash said. The boy had a silly laugh from somewhere in his belly. “Most folk are scared of me because I can break bodies.”

Ash was sublimely innocent, hardly something to be feared. The boy scrubbed his cheeks and beamed. Hanna patted my knee and rested a palm over her heart.

″Hanna, you have special mesmer, don’t you,” I said. Ash nodded at each word. “I don’t know it, though. Will you tell me?”

Hanna used her hands to speak, and her brother translated. “She’s telling you she is like a wall. She blocks strong mesmer, weak mesmer, anything an Alver can make will die if Hanna focuses enough. Just like Gunnar’s daj.”

My stomach tightened.

Ash didn’t notice and went on. “She’s an Anomali. We call her a shield because we don’t have a better name.”

I blinked through the harsh pain of missing Hagen and forced a smile. “You have special mesmer, Hanna. In the past, I was safer because of mesmer like yours.”

Raum hadn’t looked at the water for some time and goaded me to finish. Vali, I named the wolfish Alver with his piss poor mood, even though I knew he was a Profetik.

″I’m not wolfish,” Vali shouted. “I simply know when to shut my mouth, unlike you sods.”

Isak didn’t join us but watched from across the deck. Fiske said Isak was a Hypnotik and gave up nothing more. The others took pleasure in waiting for me to discover how Isak used illusion and mind manipulation on my own.

Strange sitting around Kryv without fear, and instead we laughed, teased, and I found belonging. A little unsettling to think how they terrified me weeks ago.

Now, they were my home.

I opened my mouth to ask which of the Kryv could explain how mesmer actually worked, but Kase shoved between those of us not at an oar. “We’re passing the south prison, anyone without a job get into the tent.”

So much for avoiding the prison watchers. I squinted against the dark as the oars went quiet. Made of ashen bricks, the tower stretched into the sky, a single light in the expansive upper window. The prisons were built atop narrow strip islands made of nothing but jagged rock.

The north prison, where Hagen was held, took those accused of minor crimes: bad game debts or battering cheeries. The central prison was meant for more brutal criminals like ravishers and conmen. But the south prison with spiked gates and a hint of decay in the breeze was the place for those the regions wished to maim and forget. People were lost inside the walls.

″Did you hear?” Kase hissed behind me.

I startled and hurried toward the tent. “What about you?”

His hands splayed wide as he faced the rocky prison. “Get in there and don’t make a sound.”

I didn’t listen, curiosity was more potent, and stayed to watch. Nothing burst from his hands, but something happened to the boat. Shadows spilled from the rails, the hull. A thick blanket of night surrounded the longship; darkness firm enough I couldn’t see beyond my nose.

The same as nights in my hayloft when I imagined a ghost stood behind me.

It was sensational.

A hand reached out of the tent and struck my foot. The small flicker of a flame from a long matchstick brightened Isak’s face. “Ash w-wants you to c-come inside.”

His voice was soft, like a secret, but he stammered terribly.

Inside the cramped tent, I hunched, a little stunned Isak spoke. A small candle in the center hardly lit the space. Breakers crashed against the prison island, and I imagined the watchers scanning the Howl for anyone they could put behind their bars. Folk like the Kryv.

The darkness wasn’t natural—a heady blackness that clung to my skin, seeped into my blood, until I was part of it.

Ash reached for me before I found a seat; he trembled. Hanna sat on her brother’s other side and squeezed his shoulder. I held him tightly as he hummed under his breath.

“I hate the dark. Hate it,” he muttered, voice muffled against my body.

″Ash,” I whispered. Like Raum, I planned to distract him from fear. “Tell me about Isak’s knife.”

The boy cracked his eyes. His voice quivered. “We call it a-a knuckle knife. Perfect for jabbing at the face, but a bit bloody when it catches an eye. Does a lot of damage. Sticks between your fingers like you’ve got an extra one. It’d be painful, don’t you think?”

″I think it would, yes.”

I tried to keep time in my head but lost track long before the sound of footsteps broke the silence.

″We’re clear,” Raum called to us.

A collective breath exhaled in the tent. Isak raked his fingers through his hair and stomped out first. Once the cloud of darkness receded, Ash brightened and led Hanna back to the others.

″Terrifyingly exciting, isn’t it?” Tova said airily.

″I sat there unmoving, but still feel as if I’ve been running for hours. How does he do it?” I used my chin to point at Kase.

″What? Oh, the darkness? Believe it or not, a great many of us fear the dark. He uses the fear, and it’s quite effective.”

The way he’d told me a Malevolent held power.

A bit of an answer to my wonderings, but part of me would not settle on him being a dark Alver until he overcame his damn aversion to my questions and told me himself.
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Chapter 20
The Nightrender


Two nights on the longship left muscles tight and necks sore.

Dawn rose on the third day with bleak clouds, but high spirits when the shore of Skítkast came into view through the sea mist. Malin rested her cheek against the rail, so the swells splashed her face and killed the nausea she couldn’t shake.

The ship rocked and she caught herself on the backstay, a cup of mushy red oysters in her hand. Her eyes locked on mine, and she blew out a long breath.

I leaned against the stempost, unblinking until a tug pulled on my arm. At my side, Hanna waved her hands, eyes wet with tears.

″What’s wrong?” I asked softly.

Hanna tapped the side of her head. It came again.

Her fingers shook as she shaped her words with them.

″The nightmare?”

Hanna nodded. I could bribe and scheme, I could be cold and villainous, but not to Hanna. I lowered to a crouch and tucked a burnished lock of her long hair behind her ear. “What have I told you?”

She blinked and a tear fell onto her cheek. I brushed it away.

″Hanna,” I said, waiting until she looked at me. “I will never fight against the Kryv.”

You do. I say your name, she told me with her frantic fingers, but you pick him. Every time.

″It won’t happen.” I took her small hand in mine. “I’d meet the Otherworld before I would serve Ivar. Understand?”

She tugged on the ends of her hair but nodded stiffly. I swiped away another tear from her cheek. The girl gave me a trembling smile before returning to her brother’s side to help prepare for docking.

I’d almost forgotten Malin had been making her way toward me until her voice broke through the wind and waves. “A man without humanity would not dry a child’s tears.” She leaned her elbows over the rail. “Your eyes aren’t so dark today.”

″You asked for a bit of trust, didn’t you?”

″I did.” Malin looked over her shoulder. “Is Hanna all right?”

I faced the Howl. “She’s fine.”

″Why is she crying?”

″She had a nightmare. Not your concern.”

Malin let out a deep sigh. “Tova said you wanted to tell me something.”

″You need to know what your role will be, so you say the right things.”

″All right. I’m willing to do anything if it gets us closer to Hagen.”

She wouldn’t like this. Truth be told, I didn’t care much for this plan, but it would be our swiftest way in, and out.

″I wouldn’t be so hasty,” I warned. “Tell me what you know of enticement.”

Had she had many lovers? The thought of anyone knowing how soft her skin was, or how the curves of her body felt beneath their hands left me sick with a lust for blood. I was a damn fool.

Malin’s mouth parted; a flush of red bloomed beneath her freckles. “I hope you’re not meaning⁠—”

″With men, yes.” My grip tightened on the edge of the rail.

″I don’t see how that’s your business.”

″Fine, step into the role of a cheery without a word of advice.” I paused. This was a risk for her, and she’d need to be cooperative. She’d need to be safe. For a moment, I studied the colors in the waves, green and yellow mingled with inky blue and black, until my pulse slowed again. I softened my tone the best I knew how. “I’m trying to gauge how much I need to prepare you.”

She burned through me with a heated glare. Hells, whatever she was about to say would cut, no mistake.

″The only boy I’ve ever truly kissed without mesmer is a boy who was lost at the masquerade.”

The memory of it flooded through me. Ake Svensson, a brute of a waif boy, dared me at the bold age of eleven to take one of the waif girls around a shack near the docks and stick my tongue down her throat.

Ake would’ve bloodied my nose if I refused, but I hadn’t wanted that girl.

I’d only wanted one girl and made a litany of excuses why my lips would only touch the lips of Malin Strom.

Her mesmer woke that day.

My heart had come undone.

″So no,” Malin whispered. “I would not consider myself experienced in seduction or provocative things.”

″That makes this challenging,” I said, if only to hide the beginnings of a grin. “If Doft was the surname from Salvisk’s memory, it can be no one else but a man named Boswell. He is the Master of Revels for the masque. The man responsible for hiring the entertainment and auditioning mesmer for the shows. He also has a love of cheer houses. As a cheer girl you’ll need to drop that temper. Be submissive, understand?”

″I am not selling myself today.”

″If you play your part well enough, the sod might get a few sloppy kisses on you and that’ll be it.” Then, he’d meet my knife.

″Easy for you to say.”

″No, it is not.” My voice cut, deep and swift. No, it was not simple to watch her put her neck on the line. No, it was not easy for me to keep my hands off her, to ignore the insatiable pull I’d been fighting since I stepped foot on Strom land again.

I gripped her wrist. With a swift tug, I brought Malin’s body close, brushed my lips against her ear, and kept my voice low. “Keeping you alive when I don’t know the extent of your ability is not easy. And I do not trust you, not enough, but I must for today. None of this is easy.”

″Why don’t you trust me? Tell me. What have I done in the turns we’ve been parted to bring your mistrust?”

I pressed her back into the edge of the boat. To her credit, Malin never dropped her gaze from mine.

″We are not the same people we once were,” I said, a rasp in my tone. Unbidden, I drew in a long breath, merely to have another piece of her. Familiar scents—the spray of the sea and something warmer, like cinnamon filled my lungs. I wanted more and would always deny it for myself. “The sooner you accept that you are a dealmaker, and I am the thief you hired, the sooner we can part indifferently.”

Walls, armor, and pain spoke. Everything but the truth.

If the shimmer of hurt in her eyes was any clue, I was pushing her away and succeeding,

Malin slipped out of my hold and stood at my side. Her eyes locked on the silver glimmer of shoreline at the Skítkast docks. Wooden gates barred the city and inlands from view, but the sea air tasted different, like licking an old, dirty bowl.

At long last, she spoke again. “I think I see what you mean. We are not meant to be part of each other’s lives. So, what do I need to do, Nightrender?”

What ought to have been a victory darkened the last bright spot in my mind. For turns, I’d known the best thing would be to let her go, even if it meant by force. Still, to hear the words from her mouth was sharper than a rusted shiv to the ribs.

″We’ve arranged it so Boswell Doft will be where we want him to be,” I said. “You’ll be the one to get the location of the Alver trade out of him.”

″As a cheer girl?”

″He will be looking for company at the last ride of the Wild Hunt festival. You’ll be his company. Take what he knows of the masque.”

Malin’s face scrunched. She closed her eyes. “You need me to get close enough to steal his memory?”

I adjusted one elbow on the railing, facing her. “Remember why you’re doing this. He is the swiftest way we can find where Ivar will hold this private trade. We need this opportunity.”

″And if we miss it?”

I returned a significant look. Her face paled as if she could read my thoughts. Malin understood. Should we fail to retrieve Hagen at the Masque av Aska, odds were, we’d never see him again.
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Chapter 21
The Memory Thief


If I thought loading the boat was difficult, disembarking was worse.

I tripped in the waves. The grip of the tide tossed me about. Currents crashed me forward, and I swallowed sand. Waves pulled me back out, and I swallowed salty water. I was certain the pull would drown me in another breath, but Vali and Tova hooked their hands under my arms and tossed me ashore, laughing mercilessly.

Kase handed a hunched man four copper pieces for tethering the longship to a post in the surf. The old beggar did nothing of note, more watched the Kryv do the heavy lifting while he puffed a clay pipe, his head lost in a brume of brown smoke.

I followed into the seaside city—if it could be called a city. Inside the coast gates was a rumpled, globular-shaped town, with a miserly row of shops along the muddy roads. One gabled inn leaned to the east, its neighboring alehouse leaned to the west. Tenements with cracked windows, and hovels sunk in puddles. Porches sagged, and some homes were raised on stilts. Most buildings were draped in tattered banners of blue and gold for the Wild Hunt, and filthy ribbons were strewn about the roads.

Skítkast architecture took all the leftovers of the regions, stacked them next to one another, and called it order.

The populace seemed an even mangier sort: cheeries with clients, herb farmers, washed up traders, and a few who chatted with lampposts.

Folk painted their faces in frightening ways. As wicked nyks or fae, using clay to mold points on their ears. Laughter slurred with raised drinking horns as folk stumbled about, clinging to the last of the revelry.

The Nightrender turned the guild down a narrow alleyway. I dug my fingernails into Raum’s arm without thinking when we stopped at a house with a pointed roof and rosy siding.

Kase rapped on an arched door. “Dagny,” he said slowly, kindly. Sounded odd. “We’ve come for a visit.”

A young woman with shimmering powder on her cheeks answered. “Oh, good you’re here.” The woman grabbed his arm. “Come on, get inside.”

Ratty chairs and an unmade straw mattress littered the room. A vanity with chipping blue paint stood against one wall, a rack of lacy dresses near it, and a hundred licentious noises moaned through the paper-thin walls.

The cheer girl—Dagny—paced around until the last Kryv settled inside. “I’ve got a bad feeling.”

“What else is new?” Tova asked with a laugh.

Dagny fiddled with the lace on her dress. “I know I ask this every time, but you’ve all really planned this out, right?”

Kase pulled back a dusty curtain over a window facing the main road. “You know the answer, Dag. You spoke with the Falkyns, right?”

I’d never heard the name Falkyn before. They must’ve been another guild of some sort.

“They’ll be waiting.” Dagny couldn’t be much older than me, but the burden of a hard life lived in her gray eyes. “We’d better get started.”

I wrung my hands together and stepped out from behind Raum.

“This lovey has a bite, Dag,” Raum said.

“Good. You need a good bite in Skítkast.” Dagny tilted her head and smiled. “Come here then.”

Kase spun his curved knife around his fingers again. I never saw him flick the blade into his grip, but I had no doubt he kept at least three blades always accessible. He remained quiet; his eyes on me as Dagny pulled out a musky chair.

I could do this.

Dagny dusted white powder over my cheeks while the Kryv muttered to each other across the room.

“This powder marks you as fresh,” she said, although I didn’t ask.

“You said you had a bad feeling,” I whispered, once the Guild of Kryv was buried in their own conversations away from us. “Are you an Alver?”

Dagny shook her head. “No. I’m a rather talented worrier is all.”

“So, how do you know the Nightrender?” I hoped she didn’t read into my question, because it certainly was meant as a probe into their relationship, but I had no business asking this cheer girl if he had shared her bed.

Unfortunately, Dagny was quick. “What do you mean? Is he a patron?”

I shrugged and tangled my fingers in the lace of my gown.

She grinned as she brushed my hair. “I’ve offered a space next to me for turns as gratitude for his help to me and the other girls and boys when clients get a bit rough. I imagine he’s a sight to see beneath all those battle leathers, don’t you think?”

“I’ve never given it much thought.”

“Right, and I’m the queen of Skítkast.” She nudged my shoulder. “To answer your question, he’s not taken me up on my offer. But the way he’s watching you right now, I suppose I could ask you the same thing.”

I spun in my seat.

Kase wasn’t looking at me at all. He had his back to us, speaking to Vali, but glanced over his shoulder when Dagny squeaked an odd, strangled laugh.

I frowned at the cheer girl. “Funny.”

“Ah, I don’t blame you,” she said wistfully, beginning to add braids to my hair. “I’d think you strange if you didn’t hope for his attention.”

“I don’t hope for it. I detest it.”

“Clearly.” Dagny bit down on her bottom lip, but said nothing more on the subject. “Lift your hands, fingers out.”

I obeyed and spread my fingers while she drew odd runes on each tip with a charcoal pen.

“They’re beautiful,” I said. “What do they mean?”

Dagny’s smile faded as she revealed her own hands. Black tattoos were needled into her skin. “Beautiful shackles are what they are. The mark of a Lark girl.” Dagny waggled one little finger missing its tip. “When you work off pieces of your debt, well, you lose one of your shackles.”

I slapped a hand over my mouth. “The Kryv could take you from here, I’m sure of it.”

“There are reasons to stay.”

“What could possibly keep you here?”

A tear shimmered in her eye. “A story for another day.” Dagny clapped her hands together again. “You need to change.”

The cheer girl held up a white lacy dress with a rip in the hem. I searched for a curtain, but the room offered little by way of privacy.

“Turn around.” I pointed a finger at the men who kept stealing glances our way.

“Come on, lovey,” Raum said.

I pursed my lips. “Turn around now.”

One by one they grumbled and faced the wall. Kase’s eyes burned a tantalizing dark gold, a hundred unspoken words hovered between us until at last he faced the door.

My tunic and trousers were stripped in a few moments, then by shifting my weight side to side, I wriggled into the tight, musky dress. When Dagny fastened the silver clasp behind my neck, the bodice squeezed the last of the breath from my lungs.

I tugged the sleeves falling seductively off my shoulders and kept adjusting the swooping neckline barely covering my breasts.

“No, let it show, girl.” Dagny swatted away my hand and held up a furred scarf fashioned in the likeness of a fox tail. “You need to wear this around your waist.”

She demonstrated, and sure enough, batted the fur as a tail.

“Why would I give myself a tail?”

“It’s the Hunt!” Dagny said, flinging the fur around her neck, her voice shifted dramatically. “You’re to become a lustful, irresistible huldrefolk.”

“You aren’t serious.”

“I am serious,” she said with a frown. “Costume is a selling point during the Hunt, and the patron wants a temptress of the forest.” She brushed my nose with the end of the fur. “To play a proper huldrefolk, tails are a must. Now remove that pouch you wear.”

My hand went to the rune pouch with my memory vials. “No, it stays.”

“It will ruin the entire look.”

“The look will need to be built around it.”

“But—”

“It stays, Dag.” The Nightrender did not need to raise his voice to cut through a room. The rasp of the sound sent a shiver up my arms.

Dagny sighed. “Fine. I’ll try to hide it.”

Once I’d dressed, Kase called to me, and in such a brazen gown, I was rather reluctant to stand so near to him.

He wasn’t as discomposed and pointed to a grungy looking arena across the road. Cheers and the thunder of hooves boomed over rocky roads. At the top of the stands were boxes made of wooden laths capable of holding five men.

“You’ll meet him in one of the top booths,” Kase said.

“How will I get out?”

He backed toward the way we entered. “Don’t worry about getting out.”

“You’re asking a great deal of trust, when I get none in return.”

“Life is rather unfair, isn’t it? Now we’re going. We have another appointment.” He signaled to the others to leave.

“What other appointment?” He was leaving me to do this alone?

Kase glanced once more at me and said nothing more than, “Fight to the end.”

I’d heard the saying pass about the guild and hardly believed he offered the Kryv words to me now.

“Don’t worry, he never tells too much to anyone. Just enough,” Dagny said once the Kryv left. “Come on, then. I’ll take you to meet, Herr Doft.”
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Chapter 22
The Memory Thief


Outside, I couldn’t breathe, and it wasn’t because of the fetid air.

This was becoming too real, too soon.

The Wild Hunt would come to the different regions in different seasons. I’d never been permitted to go, but had watched from afar, and the Skítkast arena was nothing compared to the large game field in Klockglas with its soft grass, red track, and smooth stone benches for the spectators.

Here, clumpy dirt made up the center pit, no grass at all, and the stands were wooden and old. Most looked ready to snap if any more weight settled on the rickety benches. Dirtier, smellier, but the same thrill lived in the sound of pounding hooves, in riders tucked low with great horned helmets atop their heads as they raced for the final prize.

At the end, the grand hunter was awarded baskets of finery; things like spiced meats and sweet wine, silk tunics and woolen doublets, polished horns and steel daggers, and coin—heaps of coin.

The crowd packed in, shoulder to shoulder, cheering for their favorite rider.

Six formidable black stallions thundered around the arena. Posts with ribbons for the riders to snatch as they rode past were staked all along the track to symbolize the All Father, the gods, and underground folk riding away with unsuspecting mortal souls.

Riders were fierce, bulky brutes. How many more began the Hunt but fell out of the games after breaking bones?

In Klockglas, one rider lost his hand. Funny enough, he’d insisted he still wanted to compete and made enough of a fuss when officials wouldn’t allow it, he ended up in the Howl’s north prison for a season to think it over.

The lead rider wore colors like a midnight sky, inky blue with silver banners fluttering like wings from the sides of his horned helmet. His horse snorted. The beast had fire in its eyes.

Like the lead, each rider dressed in diverting costumes. Some had raven feathers on their cloaks; the horns on one helmet curled as if ready to tie in knots. Another rider had his long hair braided into a heavy rope down his back. One risked an eye patch over an eye to honor the father of gods.

He didn’t have favor from any god since he slipped into the third position, his horse foaming and panting.

Dagny nudged me through the sea of sweaty people. I held tightly to the cheer girl as we aimed for the box suites at the top. I’d already dodged at least five wandering hands from the audience, one was a councilman who snatched me by the arm, wanting a cheer girl on his lap. Without Dagny, I would’ve been devoured before reaching this point.

″The Kryv trusted you for a reason; you will be all right.” Dagny patted my cheek. “The Nightrender never does anything at random. He’d find another way if he didn’t think you could do this. Good luck.”

She opened the door, leaving me utterly alone in the shadows.

I dragged in a breath through my nose, balled my fists until my fingers hurt, and scanned the dark suite. It reeked like unwashed skin beneath a cloak of damp wood.

In the far corner, the same man from Mistress Salvisk’s memory rose from a velvet winged chair. The difference from the memory and now was Boswell Doft stood at least two heads taller.

″Let me see you,” he commanded.

I licked my lips, mouth sticky, and forced what I hoped was a sultry grin.

His shaved head reminded me of a pale moon, but Doft had hands capable of snapping my neck without trouble. I wrapped an arm around one of the posts keeping the roof from caving in, puffed out my chest, and stroked the furred tail, trying to lure him in as I imagined a seductive huldrefolk might.

Doft dragged his lustful eyes up my body. “You’ll do nicely.”

Now was the time to prove how well I could play a game. I needed him close, needed him to look at me beyond a warm body.

I bit the tip of my finger, playing rakish to hide how terribly my hands shook. “I can please in other ways, Herr.”

″What ways?” He wrapped his arm around my waist and pulled my back against his body. Doft’s bottom teeth seemed too big for his mouth, and when he grinned white frothed in the corners of his lips. The crook in his nose hinted it had been broken more than once and left him puffing his hot breath through an open mouth.

He pressed a kiss to my neck. I wanted to retch.

″You are the man of mesmer.” His hands paused on my waist. I didn’t know what I was doing, but he auditioned mesmer. If I could throw him off by requesting an audition, maybe I could take control in his distraction. “For the . . . the Masque av Aska?”

Doft dragged in a harsh, labored sniff through his crooked nose. Was he . . . smelling me? Then, he shoved me away. “I should’ve known the instant you stepped into the room. You are rank.”

″I want to perform. For you.”

He chuckled and traced the edge of my jaw. “You’d like to leave this place, wouldn’t you, child?”

″Yes, Herr.”

″What is your Kind?”

″Elixist,” I lied, and tugged on my skirt, pretending to reach for some ingredient for a potion. My hands shook, and I hoped when I returned with one of my twin knives, I’d be able to strike true. All I needed was to get close and take a bit of breath. “I can show you.”

The moment my hand curled around the hilt of one knife, a hot pain spread through my skull, and I was thrown back. Blood coated my tongue. My head spun.

Doft gripped my hair, drawing my face to his. “Auditions are closed. But there are still uses for you.”

I kicked at him, tried to reach the knives, but he straddled me, pinning my arms at my sides. His breath scorched my skin when he pressed his lips to my ear. “Stupid witch. I think I might take you, just to watch you rot at the Black Palace.”

His lips left wet tracks over my shoulder, wetter than I thought kisses should be. He nipped my ear. A bone-chilling cold stole through me. I thrashed and screamed. I bit his palm.

″Bleeding hells!” Doft raised his hand to strike me again but wailed in agony and crumbled to the side.

Floorboards shifted and Ash’s pale face popped into the suite. He stood on the beams below, half in the suite half not. His hands opened wide, and one of Doft’s fingers was now bent at a sickening angle.

Above me, a slat of the rooftop shifted and Isak dropped through, followed by black eyes.

I breathed a little easier, even smiled when Kase dropped in front of me. The way he regarded me with undivided attention for a few moments, he was more Kase than a man lost in shadows.

Doft moaned. I stayed on the ground, quivering with anger, thoughts of his ugly mouth on my skin. Fists clenched, I stood and pressed the heel of my boot on Doft’s neck, holding him there for the guild to destroy.

Kase lifted an eyebrow at the move and crouched next to the man.

When Ash slipped into the suite, I removed my foot, and hugged the boy to me as if he needed protection. Ash was nearly taller than me, but he didn’t pull away.

″You?” Doft muttered at Kase, then laughed. “I always wondered when we’d meet again. Such . . . exquisite talent.”

Kase took the revel master’s chin in his hand. “What’s wrong with you, Boswell? Not interested in the girl? Perhaps she frightened you.”

″I never thought you’d be trading your own kind, boy.”

Kase tilted his gaze to me. “Trading yourself?”

″I improvised.”

He chuckled darkly and looked back to Doft. “You must not be in cooperative mood. Let’s see if we can change that, shall we?”

″Go to the hells,” Doft snapped.”

″I’ve been, many times; terribly ugly this time of season.”

″Crack your sharp tongue all you want. To me you’ll always be nothing but a skinny boy, crying for his girl.”

My chest squeezed hard enough I thought it might snap a rib. His girl.

The way Kase spared the briefest glance over his shoulder, told me what I needed to know. He’d cried out for me, and I never came.

As littles, I had Hagen. But Kase had me. Until he had no one, only the cruelty of men like Boswell Doft. I imagined young Kase, alone and terrified, and I wanted to dig my boot back into Doft’s throat.

Kase turned over his shoulder. “Isak, our friend is refusing. Persuade him.”

There was a flash of recognition over Doft’s face when Isak stepped forward. He knew them. Were Kase, Isak, all the Kryv, forced to showcase their mesmer for this fiend?

Isak did nothing, but in another breath, Doft clawed at his eyes, screaming about blindness.

″Get what you need,” Kase told me.

I released Ash and kneeled. “I didn’t think you’d come so soon.”

″I grew tired of him touching you.”

A frenzied heat filled my cheeks. I blinked away and cleared my throat. “It may take some time. Memories come easier when they’re deliberately thinking of them.”

″Your mesmer knows how to read him,” Kase said. “Trust it does.”

″What exactly am I looking for?”

″Any moments of his business for the Masque av Aska. Anything you can find in the time Isak can give you.”

″Isak,” I said. “What are you doing to him?”

Doft still scraped his face, whimpering as his broken finger bent more at the motion.

″He darkens the mind,” Ash said and flicked his hands. “Makes stupidly stupid folk think they’re blind.”

Despite what Kase said, there wasn’t time to marvel. I steeled myself and pressed my lips to Doft’s sour mouth. His gasps made the entire process easier, but the way he tried to bite back required more than one attempt. Doft groaned, then retched on the floor when I was through.

I clutched the sides of my head, focusing, desperate to find a clue anywhere in this wretched man’s mind. The living who willingly gave up their memories were simple to read, but those with memories taken by force—I’d only cracked a few. Salvisk was an exception, then again, Gunnar had forced her to comply.

Mesmer will know. I repeated Kase’s words until the smoke began to swirl and shapes formed in my head.

As I waded through Doft’s memories, I started to wish my mesmer would’ve left his alone. A brutal, disgusting man who’d spent the last few nights with cheeries. Every time he’d left them sobbing after he’d finished.

The repulsive scenes changed to something simpler. A coach parked outside a cheer house. Doft was dressed much like he was at Mistress Salvisk’s, but he wasn’t alone.

A second man with a fat herb roll in his mouth sat next to him.

″You understand what you’ve been entrusted with, Hans?” Doft said.

Holding up a long tube with a leather strap, Hans nodded. “Yes, My Lord. I will see to it Klaus readjusts these to be rid of any vulnerabilities.”

″I will be at the last ride to finalize the deals with the whores. We’ll meet then.”

Hans nodded and clutched the tube to his chest, ready to die for whatever was in it.

Smoke began to fade. I could dig more, take more breath, but Isak groaned and leaned against the wall.

Energy was fading. What I’d stolen would need to be enough.

I swallowed the bitter taste of Doft, grateful to be rid of his ugliness. “Another man has something important, at a place called Klaus, I think.”

What if we missed our opportunity? I bit my anguish into my bottom lip. Hagen had never felt so far from me than this moment.

″Rest, Isak.” Kase’s voice was wholly the Nightrender.

Isak blinked several times, slumped, then moved aside.

″I don’t know what it is. I couldn’t hold it long enough,” I admitted in a whisper when Kase came close.

He nodded with understanding. “There are other ways to get answers.” Kase turned and gripped Doft’s jaw again. “Why don’t you tell me what you know about this turn’s masque. Anything might help, Boswell.”

″Wanting to return, are you?” Kase struck Doft across the face, but the man only sneered. “Do your worst. I’m no coward.”

Kase laughed darkly. “Then why are you so afraid?”

The words did something to Doft. His eyes widened and he shook his head. Kase squeezed harder around Doft’s jaw. “One more chance. Give me what I want, and you can ravish the cheer houses to your worm-eaten heart’s content.”

″Tell me what you want exactly, and perhaps I’ll be obliged to help.”

Kase chuckled. “Doubtful, but let’s try, shall we? Tell me about the Alver trade set to go on at this turn’s masque.”

Boswell laughed, so a little bloody spittle dribbled over his chin. “You don’t miss anything, do you? Whatever you’re planning, you will fail. Too many measures have been taken to ensure complete security.”

″I think you underestimate me.”

″I think you underestimate the Lord Magnate.”

Kase’s jaw tightened. “There is always a way in, or there would be no event. An invitation of some kind.”

″No.”

″No?” Kase tilted his head, a flash of shadows in his eyes as his temper flared. I’d learned when the Nightrender was discomposed, the shadows came out. “So, the Lord Magnate trades Alvers to himself?”

Boswell laughed again. “Ah, it is satisfying to perplex you, boy.”

″Oh, I’m afraid you’ve mistaken repulsion for perplexity.” Despite his words, Kase began to pace in front of Doft, that curved knife in his hand. “There will be a token given to those welcomed into the trade.” He puzzled out loud. “Likely near the beginning of the masque.”

″You’re wrong.”

Kase came to a stop. “Tell me how I’m wrong, Boswell.”

″I’d rather keep you guessing.”

Kase tapped the point of his knife to his chin and picked up his nervous pacing again. What was he doing? He almost seemed content to appease Doft.

The contrast between this Nightrender and the brutal man who slit a man’s throat at Salvisk’s was stark and unsettling.

″I think it’ll be done the night before. A private party, perhaps?” Kase glanced at Isak. “I’m certain we could find a way in.”

″There will be no private party, you bleeding fool.” Boswell shifted with a heavy sigh. “Release me now, and I might forget to tell the Lord Magnate you were here, boy.”

Kase rubbed his forehead as if his mind hurt. “This is such a challenge. You might’ve gotten the better of me.”

What in the hells? I tilted my head, watching his madness. Did Boswell do something to him to make him so . . . so . . . odiously friendly? Doft’s blood did not reek, but perhaps he had some kind of Elixist potion on hand.

″I think I have it,” Kase said, voice light and airy. “Guests will be selected at the masque if they impress the Lord Magnate.” He laughed and winked—the bleeding Nightrender winked—at Isak. “We can certainly manage such a thing. We’ve plenty of connections to help us look like the prettiest cocks at the fete.”

Now, Boswell clapped in amusement. “And to think folk fear you. I’m afraid your plan is futile, you’re two breasts short of the liking for the Heir Mag . . .”

An eerie chill filled the booth, choking off Boswell’s words. The man paled, no doubt realizing his misspeak.

I shuddered when Kase’s ridiculous, false smile faded, and his eyes blackened like a damp night. Shadows spilled from every lath, every corner, from beneath my feet, darkness shifted and enrobed Doft in a mist of pitch.

″I see,” Kase said, his voice returned to the deadly rasp. “The trade is for the new bride.”

″No. No, you misunderstood.” Doft’s voice was desperate. Frightened.

″I don’t think I did. Our petulant heir will take the lovely, adoring potential bride and allow her into the bid—a way to preen, I suppose. But who gets the Alver, I wonder? The woman who laughs at his jokes? Sucks his tongue? Has her hands in his trousers to see if anything worthwhile is there?”

Boswell grunted in frustration as the shadows coiled tighter around him. “Thank you, Doft. You’ve been most helpful.”

Kase took a step closer.

″Wait!” Doft cried out. “The woman, your Alver, she went in my head. Took part in my thoughts. You and I both know what she is, and what it’d mean. We take her to the Black Palace—split the payout. The Lord Magnate would make you a bleeding nobleman for delivering the likes of her.”

Shadows faded.

Doft, sweaty and breathing heavily, lifted his eyes to Kase who’d gone still.

It took another moment for him to catch his bearings, but soon enough, Boswell laughed. “By the gods. Does she not know? You should tell her; it’s rather unfair not to give her a fighting chance.”

I furrowed my brow. “What is he talking about?”

″He’s a lunatic,” Kase said, but I wasn’t sure I believed him. The man at Salvisk’s had wanted to sell me much the same.

Kase flicked his sleeve and a new stiletto knife slid into his palm.

″A pick knife. Made with bronze,” Ash whispered because he couldn’t help himself. “Quick cuts, but deep. A lot of damage.”

“You should’ve stopped talking, Boswell.” Kase rammed the knife into Doft’s shoulder. As Boswell cried out his agony, Kase hooked his thumbs inside the man’s mouth, gripping the lower jaw. “But you always did run your damn mouth too much.”

Doft tried to move, but Kase didn’t allow it before he made a swift motion with his hands, and a sickening crack of bone echoed against the slat walls.

Doft moaned, his eyes rolled back in his head, and the lower part of his mouth hung slack. Snapped off the hinges.

I swallowed bile. Ash flicked his fingers, and Isak kept stalwart and silent.

“Always muttering and going on about nothing.” Kase ripped the knife free and wiped the blood across Doft’s forehead. “It’s time for silence.”

In the next breath, the Nightrender sliced the knife edge, swifter than a gasp, over Doft’s neck.

Boswell opened and closed his mouth like a fish out of water, wet sounds in his throat. A red stain blossomed down the front of his chest, and soon he crumbled in a puddle of his own blood.

″You killed him,” I said, a little ill at all the mess.

“Yes. Are we going to debate the morality of this again?” When I said nothing, he pulled a hood over his head and sheathed his knife. “It’s time to move or we’re not getting out of here. Now, let’s go.”
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Chapter 23
The Nightrender


Right on his mark, Gunnar pulled back bits of the sod and twigs in the rooftop of the booth and tapped Malin’s head.

She startled and looked up. “Gunnar?”

The nimble Kryv crouched over the dusty eaves and pointed at the narrow aperture in the roof. “I hope you can climb, Mal.”

I straightened from my crouch, hands bloody, and pulled mesmer around my face and eyes.

Malin held my stare, a dozen things to say dancing behind my teeth. Confessions about the sick rage Doft spurred when he’d pinned her with his body. The relief it brought to cut out his tongue for daring to speak about her. She heard, and I could give no answer should she ask more questions.

She broke away first and reached for Gunnar’s hand.

He helped her onto the eaves and through the hole in the booth. Isak and Ash followed. I went last, climbing onto the uneven rooftop without a look back at the gore in our wake. Gunnar took the lead with careful steps to the edge of the roof, then plunged off the side.

″Go,” Ash said with a nudge to the small of Malin’s back when she hesitated.

She cracked her thumb twice. Took a deep breath in, but never released it before she jumped after Gunnar.

It wasn’t a long drop. A pace or two before our feet thudded one after the other onto a narrow ledge where laborers and serfs could walk the length of the stands, making any repairs undetected.

Our next move would unite us with the rest of the guild, then slip out through a back alley to the Falkyn nest. A whimper interrupted my step by step repeat of our plan. Malin stood near Gunnar, her palms on the side of her head, trembling.

″I don’t want to be here anymore,” she said to no one but the night.

Hells, panic was gripping her. All that had gone on tonight, doubtless, was settling in now. At times it happened, even to Kryv. Stun from a great deal of blood or violence would wrap around our minds until the instinct to keep surviving dragged us out of it.

There wasn’t time for panic now.

“Look at me.” I tugged her face close, our breath tangling. Malin’s eyes blinked to mine, and I tightened my hold on her. “Breathe with me. I’ll be here until it passes.”

Malin’s palms covered the backs of my hands and she never looked away as I drew in a long breath through my nose, guiding her through her own, then together we blew them out. Three more times until her body was less rigid.

″Better?”

She nodded; her thumb drew slow circles on my hands.

Before I could think too long the haze in my head, I took her elbow, and led her toward the edge of the platform.

″We’re not out of this yet,” I said, returning to the brisk tone I needed to keep. “Don’t lose your head on us. Now, keep your arms in.”

″Arms in?”

I released my hold on her. Malin tumbled over the edge of the stands. The only sound I caught was a shaky gasp before she landed into the back of a hay cart directly below.

I peered over in time to catch sight of Raum helping her out the back. No broken limbs, no injuries. He muttered something I couldn’t hear, handed her a knife, then laughed when she gave her response.

″Ash,” I said, anxious to keep moving. “You next. Meet us at the gate.”

Too many of us leaping off the edge would draw attention. Gunnar, Isak, and I took a slier route. We scaled the rickety beams of the stands until we worked our way to the muddy streets.

I led us to one of the arched entrances leading into the arena where the rest of the guild waited in the shadows, muttering amongst each other.

The entrance was covered in a stained white canvas with a harsh vomit scent in the threads, but it was secluded and shadowed. To our back, a gate separated us from the game field, locked tight as the last ride roared on.

We’d have a few moments before crowds trampled us as they left the arena.

But something was wrong. The moment I stepped into sight, Dagny dug her fingers into my arm. “The back avenue is blocked. Most streets are.”

Damn the hells.

I stiffened, then cursed myself for reacting at all. “Blocked by what? You said they’d be open.”

My voice was harsh as vinegar and misplaced.

Dagny knew it and returned my venom with a frown. “They were supposed to be, but as it is, two of the Lord Magnate’s councilors are here for the Wild Hunt. The skydguard have flooded the streets with their caravans. They’re a bleeding infestation!”

Think. Pivot. Work a new way out.

″Rooftops?” Tova offered.

I shook my head. “Too many of us.”

″Let’s wait them out at the Lark,” Raum said.

″We do not know how long that will be, and we need to keep moving. There’s more to find in Skítkast before it disappears back to Klockglas.”

Doft’s courier. Whatever Malin saw in the memory was still here. Somewhere.

We could not be seen, but wandering the streets with a swell of new skydguard would be impossible to do so concealed. Unless . . .

″Dag, are there still storm walls surrounding the city square? The ones that block the alleys, I mean.”

Being in the south with warmer seas, Skítkast was known for heavy sea storms, and since the little wealth they had was in the rounded center of the city, naturally any protection would be offered to the area.

″Yes, why?”

A wicked smile curved over my mouth. “We’ll go through there, then.”

Vali snorted. “Like fish in a barrel. We’d be surrounded walking out in the open. The city square has four alleyways leading to and from, and the skydguard will be able to come at us from all sides.”

″Ah, Vali, that’s exactly what I’m counting on,” I said.

″Care to explain?”

They’d protest, but when an idea settled in my head, I was hard pressed to ever shake it. When I knew a step was right, it clung to my chest like an entirely new entity.

I tapped the iron grate over one of the pungent sewer holes. “I never said we’d cross above ground.”

Malin wrinkled her nose much the same as the others. I rolled my eyes. Were the Kryv made of bleeding royals afraid to get their boots dirty?

I ignored them all and slid the grate off the opening. “Tova and Gunnar, you’ll cover us with your bows until we get outside the city center.”

The two Kryv shared a dark grin, and gripped the bows slung over their shoulders.

″Be glad to,” Gunnar said.

″Ash,” I went on. “You and Hanna go with Dagny and make sure the skydguard hear you.” Hanna held the drums, and I pounded the rawhide once. “Make sure they come to the center. Be ready to lock them in. Now, Dagny, explain the tunnels with as much detail as you can.”

″But I don’t know this side of the ducts well,” she insisted.

″Do you wander the sewers regularly?” Malin asked.

I tilted my head, smiling. “Dagny smuggles cheeries out, don’t you Dag?”

Her eyes widened. “Didn’t realize you knew.”

Why wouldn’t I? Dagny knew I always tracked what my connections did. Even friendly ones.

″The tunnels?” I pressed again.

Dagny wrung her fingers together. “As I said, I don’t know this side as well.”

″What do you know?”

Dagny gnawed on one thumbnail and crouched in the mud. I followed. She drew in the dirt, marking the main shape of the square. A rounded center with a fountain, treasury vaults, a small schoolhouse, and tenement homes. There were four covered roads branching off the city square. Those roads were the only ways in and out. Each would be armed in a heavy storm door, cutting the square off from the rest of the township.

I asked few questions as my mind raced with steps, marks, assignments for each member of the guild. I listened with care as Dagny described any detail coming to her mind. Size of the sewer ducts, different manholes along the way, curves, corners, down to how full the bleeding ducts might be.

This would work. I lifted my eyes once I had the mud-map in my head and looked at the Kryv.

″We won’t make it to the nest if guards are roaming the streets, no matter which direction we take,” I said. “We can trick the skydguard into the square, then walk beneath them in the ducts. Then, we’ll use the storm walls to keep the skydguard locked in place and out of the streets until we surface here.” I pointed at a northside mark on the mud map.

″What if you don’t move swift enough and get trapped behind the walls, or the ducts are blocked, and you’re stuck beneath the square?” Dagny curled her fingers in the lace of her dress.

″Tova and Gunnar will be there for cover should we need them,” I explained. “We need to get skydguard out of our path to the nest, right? This is the best way to keep them contained. Even still, this’ll need to move fast. Shutting the guard behind the gates will give us a head start, that’s all.”

I stood, blood racing in anticipation for a new twist in our plan.

″Keep watch on them, Dag.” I nodded at Ash and Hanna, then lowered my legs into the sewer shaft.

Dagny led Ash and Hanna away. Tova and Gunnar waited behind in the archway as one by one the rest of the guild followed me below the streets.

The sewers of Skítkast were wide with bloated caverns, like great halls for rats and vermin.

Isak clapped a hand over his nose, he choked until he stomached the smell. The hot, rank dregs burned my throat, into my lungs, and each step sunk into shin-deep water. In the few raised areas were chairs, even a few makeshift beds where Dagny hid her runaway cheeries until they could make for the coast.

The tunnel rounded a bend, we took five steps down, three up. Every overhead access hole played tricks on my eyes as shadows and light danced in the dark, and it wasn’t long before I had a dagger in my hand.

Something about the leather and steel in my grip calmed my sickeningly fast pulse.

The sewers forked. I held up a fist, stopping those at my back. Above, a foreboding drumbeat filled the cracks and crevices above us.

″It’s working,” Fiske muttered. “They’re coming. Listen.”

Everything stilled, from the slight trickle of water to the soft breaths of the Kryv. No one moved.

Over the drums, shouts spilled into the sewers like the skydguard were there with us. Loud commands. United footsteps. The streets weren’t terribly thick and in places the shuffling boots sounded mere steps away.

″About fifty paces and we’ll be at the final opening on the northside.” I pointed to the left tunnel, rehashing Dagny’s rough map in my head. Shapes, lines, obstacles, I could memorize the lot quickly, but combine those shapes with words, and it only added chaos in my brain. “Be ready to defend yourselves.”

With my free hand, I withdrew my blacksteel sword and quickened the pace of our steps.

Halfway into the new tunnel, Raum cursed. “Bleeding Hells. Kase, wait!”

My stomach twisted, hard and fast, but I reeled back around as Raum took the lead. Brow furrowed, he studied the pitch dark for a few heartbeats before cursing the gods and facing me. “There’s a damn wall over the tunnel, only a small pipe takes the water away. Dag must not have known.”

I despised when plans did not unravel in nice, neat moments the same way they played out in my head. But we would not have survived this long if the Kryv didn’t know the meaning of changing course.

We go back, then we face the same trouble. Too many skydguard, too few open roads to the Falkyn nest. But it left us with going up the manhole above our heads, placing us in the city square, where those drums were currently herding the bastards in one vicious clump.

Still, it was the best chance, the location with the widest roads, and most direct route to the nest.

″We’ll need to surface,” I said. My pulse pounded in my ears. The Kryv, I knew they would be swift, their instincts sharp. There was one person in my head, and I had no idea how she would thrive or fail against a direct battle with skydguard. I cut through the Kryv, stopping at Malin’s pale face. “You know what to do in a battle?”

″What do you think?”

I leaned in, so my lips were against her ear. “Focus on your fight. Leave others to theirs.”

Her tongue swiped over her lips when I pulled back; each breath came faster, but she nodded and tightened her hold on the knife in her hand.

Then, I turned away and began the climb toward our new fight.
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Chapter 24
The Nightrender


I reeled through each step. Surface. Run through the north alley. Close the storm gates on all four alleyways. Lock in the skydguard.

A simple plan. We’d move fast enough. We had to.

I gathered the cold shadows. A hum of mesmer quickened my instincts, added power to my heart. Fear was heady above me. Every whimper, every shudder, every jolt of surprise tasted sharp on my tongue, and I took it for my own strength.

When I breached the surface, already dozens of skydguard had blades drawn, hunched around the large stone fountain of Loki and his children in the center of the square.

There was hardly time to orient before a guard cried out the manhole had opened.

Like a river of black ink, I spread my shadows around the skydguard. The wise ones ran from the dark. The ones stupid enough to be brave stood in its path.

Dark mesmer coiled around ankles and wrists and necks. By the gods, they tried to be fearless, but held a mighty amount of reluctance for death. I could bathe in the potent adrenaline as their hearts raced in panic at the frigid touch of my magic. If I were not in a hurry, I might toy with them, torture them a bit. Use my wickedness against theirs.

But there was no time.

Five guards in my grip, I closed my fists. Mesmer created dark images in my head. Brutal ways to die. Those thoughts burned through the shadows coiling around their necks and bodies. A burn filled my veins. Either I needed to pull back or give my magic a job to do. With a final thought, I commanded the mounting fear to become reality.

Darkness pierced their chests like mist-made darts and the guards fell over, dead.

I climbed the rest of the way out of the sewers and drew my sword. Powerful as mesmer could be, it took a toll. I’d use what was needed but fight the rest with steel.

Tova fired arrows at the fountain, while Gunnar launched his perfect shots at the four alleyways. His arrows herded the skydguard away from the edges of the city center, giving time for Dagny in one alley, Ash in the next, and Hanna at another, to pull levers on the sides of the archways.

When pulled, iron clanked and scraped against stone, and a heavy, wooden storm wall fell into place.

One alley remained open. Our one chance at escape.

Two skydguard rushed me. One swiped his dagger for my leg. I parried and cut across his upper ribs. As he fell, I spun around and cut through the leathers of the second guard. The first tried to scramble back. I allowed him to get three paces away before I lengthened my stride and stabbed my blacksteel through his heart.

I spun around in time to watch Raum pull Malin from the sewers.

″Go,” I shouted at the Kryv on the ground, then to those on the rooftops.

Our timetable was shrinking.

Tova and Gunnar put away their bows, sprinted across the rib of the roof, slid down the slats, then disappeared through the north alley.

More skydguard tested their luck and raced after those who’d emerged from the sewer. My attention on my guild gave room for a tall, sweat-soaked guard to kick at my leg.

Cursed hells.

I tightened my grip on my sword and took my own advice to focus on my own bleeding fight. The guard reeled back for a second strike. I leaned away in time to catch the cool wind from the swipe of his blade on my face.

The missed hit made the guard stumble off balance slightly. Enough of a misstep for me to ram my dagger through his chin.

At my back, Raum laughed, blood on his face, and threw a small knife without a hilt, burying the blade in the chest of a nearby guard.

″Time to go!” he shouted at Malin.

She didn’t hesitate and ran. But no less than six skydguard bit at their heels.

The skydguard were roaches, always there, difficult to kill entirely.

I pulled at the fear soaking the damp cobblestones once again, muscles trembling. Strength would wane after this, no mistake, but I had enough for a few more plays.

The moment my focus homed in on the guards chasing Malin and Raum, all six staggered to an abrupt stop. They choked; their skin raised in oozing boils. Fear of disease was common in the regions when menders had little to work with. Plague and suffering were not far from the minds of the poor.

It allowed for horribly creative deaths.

The guards let out gurgled cries of anguish. My fists closed, and the six men scraped at their faces, their eyes swelled shut. When they coughed, blood and teeth dripped over their lips.

My arms trembled. I tipped my head to one side, and at once the final breath ripped out of each chest as my mesmer pulled away.

Malin gaped at me. Foolish of her to stop. There were blades ready to cut her down.

″Get out of here!” I shouted.

She blinked back to the moment and tried to run. But when she turned, a thick guard broke her retreat, using his fist to level her to the ground.

My heart stopped. Not a pulse. Not a sound. Nothing but silence as my body froze at the sight of Malin falling.

I tried, gods knew I tried, to despise everything about her. Tried to forget her strange breathy laugh when she thought she said something funny. Tried to forget the way she used to practice her braids on my hair. Hells, I tried to forget the peace that came from falling asleep beside her even as a boy.

Now I’d brought her into this bleeding mess. For what? We could’ve gone on to get Hagen without her, but I’d deceived her, convinced her to make a deal with the Guild of Kryv for no other reason than it had grown too hard to stay away.

Malin spit blood onto the cobblestones.

″Another Alver! I smell it!” the guard shrieked. “Bring it here for this one and take her out the back.”

She tried to scramble away as two more guards brought out a wooden bucket. Inside, something sloshed like they’d drawn from the fountain.

My feet were already moving.

One last burst of mesmer. A little longer. I could hold long enough to get her away. I pleaded with my magic as dark mists curled around Malin. With a swipe of my hand, I commanded my fear to pull her back.

Only my own terror had the power to be controlled into something tangible and solid with the strength to lift physical objects.

Wrapped in my darkness, her body flipped out of reach. In her place, I stood beneath the guards and the bucket of pain I knew would come. No doubt some wretched elixir was in the pail.

The guards didn’t stop and poured the bucket over my head.

Boiling heat seeped through every pore. Fire ravished my skin off my bones. A thousand knives cut through muscle and flesh and dropped me to the ground before I could cry out.

Sound faded into oblivion.

All that was left was the agony.

I could not catch a breath. My skin surely had melted off my body now. Doubtless I was nothing but a bleeding pile of innards. Mesmer. I needed magic to break free of this, but I came up empty. Could not form a single command to pull a drop.

Pressure lowered to my chest.

Through a blur it looked as if someone hovered over me. Skydguard? They could take me, kill me. I’d welcome it if it meant the burn would cease.

But the hands touching me were gentle. These hands cared, and I had the urge to recoil.

″Get up, Kase.”

Malin.

What a fool. She’d be wise to leave me. I would be nothing but a curse in her life. But she didn’t. Malin lifted my arm and placed it over her narrow shoulders.

The pain of it blinded my thoughts. Bright, hot anguish filled my head as she tried to get me to stand. Standing would not be worth it. No question, it would be better to lie back and die.

″You must help me.” Malin’s voice cracked.

I wanted to groan, wanted to curse her, but with what I knew of the woman, Malin Strom would remain here until I pulled my ass off the ground and made a staunch refusal to cross the line between life and death.

Hells, she’d die beside me if she didn’t get some bleeding brains and leave.

No matter how callous, how icy I’d been to her, she bore her heart on the outside and would let it die before she left anyone behind.

Somewhere in the haze and desire to slip into darkness, I moved my feet. A stronger, less gentle grip came to my opposite side. Lynx. His bulky arms lurched me forward until I had no choice in the matter and was stumbling on weak legs.

It was an awkward journey to the gates. I was at least half a head shorter than Lynx, and Malin was nearly a head shorter than me. Misaligned, yet somehow, they dragged me forward.

A haze overtook me, but I was vaguely aware the storm wall closed behind us as we fled through the alleyway. All other sound was as though I’d sunk beneath water. I lost my footing and fell forward.

My skin had burned too long in the poison that I hardly felt the fall, merely groaned, and rolled over to meet the Otherworld.

I’d lived a wretched life but had only one regret.

I should’ve found a way to tell Malin Strom the truth.

About everything.
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Chapter 25
The Memory Thief


He would not die. I would go to battle against the All Father himself if the gods tried to take Kase from me.

With the storm wall in place, skydguard trapped behind, I hurried to check the pulse point on his wrist. The beat came uneven. Kase’s shoulder was burned and bleeding; the liquid seared straight through his guarders and tunic. “Tova! Where is Tova?”

″Here,” she said weakly.

I cursed under my breath. She leaned against the wall of the alley, holding a bloody wound in her stomach.

″I’m fine,” she said through a wince. “Truly, it looks worse than it is.” Vali murmured something until she smiled as he helped her to her feet. “I might need help—” she winced again, “in helping him, though.”

I nodded as though she personally gave me the charge of overseeing Kase’s care.

″Malin,” Raum said. “We need to move him.”

Kase snapped up. Blood stained the side of his face. He tried to shove me away, or perhaps he reached for me.

In the end his hand simply fell in mine. I held it and looked to Raum. “Move him where?”

My voice broke. I would not lose him here. Not like this, not when too much had been left unsaid.

″Our way out is just down there, but these gates aren’t going to hold forever.” Raum glanced at the storm gate. The skydguard still pounded on the wood. “Get him up, boys.”

Lynx and Gunnar forced Kase to stand. Around the corner, a man with voluptuous brown hair, toasted skin, and a wickedly playful smile on his face flicked open a gold pocket watch and examined the time.

″Rough night, my friends?” His eyes slid to Kase and Tova. ”Nish, what’s happened?”

″A heavy dose of eldrish,” Lynx said. “And Tova angered the wrong skydguard.”

Tova smiled, but it was more a grimace. “I did my best.”

The man made a face and hurried to Kase’s side. “Dammit. I don’t know if I’ve got anything strong enough whipped up to help eldrish, but Tova, my lovely friend, we’ll get you patched up in no time.”

″He’s not going to make it if I don’t start working on him now,” I said, shoving my way through.

″Mediski?” the stranger asked.

″No, but I know mending well enough.” Truth be told, I wasn’t sure I did. Not with this.

″Come on then. I’ll at least get some herbs.”

Kase had settled against Lynx’s shoulder, and I didn’t think he was entirely conscious. Only once I stepped through the door to the house did I realize the building on the street was a front for a hideout underground. The stairwell rounded two times before the stranger stopped in front of another door with a mat to wipe mud from shoes.

″Junius,” he called out. “We’ve a total mess coming in.”

I expected the underground house to smell earthy, moldy maybe, but inside the air was fresh with a hint of cinnamon. Furnishings with real satin thread decorated the front sitting room, but the breadth of the house went on for lengths under the streets. I steadied Kase from behind, warmth from his skin on my hand; I prayed he stayed warm.

A woman with silk beaded ribbons braided in her dark hair peered around a corner. A delicate gold chain crowned her forehead, and two silver studs pierced her cheeks. She had beautiful dark skin with warm brown eyes.

″Niklas,” she said in a gasp. “What’s happened?”

″Eldrish.” He pressed a kiss to the side of her head. “And Tova will need your steady hands with a needle.”

″Is there a place we can lie him down?” I asked. We’d exchange introductions later.

″Yes, this way.” She led us into a large kitchen space, even larger than the cooking area back home. Junius moved a set of wooden bowls and a half-eaten loaf of bread from a long carving table. “Rest him here.”

With Kase losing strength, then jumping awake the next moment, it was an ordeal of clever maneuvering and leveraging from me, Raum, and Lynx to get him onto the carving block.

″No, don’t touch me,” he muttered and tried to shove us away. Who was he fighting? His voice wasn’t the bold tremble of confidence. To me, he sounded terrified.

″Kase, stop,” I begged.

My voice brought him clarity and his hand covered the side of my face. “Malin?”

″I’m right here.”

His eyes fluttered. “I thought . . .” He winced and shouted his pain.

Lynx stepped between us and rested his hand over Kase’s chest until he went limp, breaths shallow.

″He’s fading,” Lynx said. “But he’ll be calm. Help him, Malin. Please. I know nothing about mending.”

I’d never seen the meaty Kryv so discomposed.

I was no mender, no Mediski, but I’d studied herbs and learned some about fixing wounds from Sasha, Ansel’s wife, back home. I brushed my hair off my face. “Kase, you’re not dying today.” The words came out like a command. “You are not dying, do you hear me?”

I wiped my hand under my nose, unbothered I was crying, and inspected the wet blisters on his skin.

″What did you do, you bleeding fool?” Junius whispered at my side, her eyes on Kase. Her hand fell to my shoulder. “Niklas will be here to help the moment he has something mixed. Until then, what do you need?”

″Clean towels and water. Oh, and shears if you have them.”

Junius nodded and left immediately.

I washed my hands with a soap pearl near one of the basins and offered Junius a quick thanks when she returned holding silver shears and stacks of towels.

″Can you help him?” Lynx asked in an oddly small voice.

″Yes,” I said with confidence, but I didn’t even know what I was mending. Wetting a towel, I rested it over his shoulder to cool the skin and started cutting the neckline of his dark tunic. “This is the same poison that burned Gunnar, yes?”

Lynx nodded. “Blocks mesmer but can kill Alvers from the toxins. It’s what makes magisk collars. Dumped on him in such a way . . .” Lynx shook his head and didn’t say anything more.

″I will help him.”

I tied my hair off my neck and started cutting away the Nightrender’s tunic. Ash peeked his head into the kitchen. Possibly, the boy was paler. “Is he . . .”

″No, Ash,” I said gently. “He’s only sleeping.”

The boy’s chin quivered. At times, Ash showed little emotion, simply factual and knowing, but his dark eyes were wet. “D-Don’t let him hurt.” He scrubbed his hands together and tried to bite back the tears.

″I’ll take care of him, but I need you to go help Tova and stay with Hanna. Will you do that for me?”

Ash’s face brightened in relief at having a task and allowed Lynx to lead him out of the room.

I wiped my clammy hands on my dress and kept cutting Kase’s clothes.

The threads embedded into his skin, and he jolted whenever I picked at the bloody pieces. Twine hung around his neck, and a sob scraped from my throat at the sight of what was on the end. The wooden raven I’d returned, but the second pendant was a terribly shaped rose with rough-cut petals.

My fingertips brushed over the wooden charm. The rose he’d carved for me, then told me he got to wear it to keep a piece of me with him while I kept his raven with me.

No matter how much he fought against it, the truth was the Nightrender had gripped onto the kinder parts of the past the same as me. He hadn’t rejected everything, and the boy I once knew was still there. Locked inside shadows and blood and hate.

I wiped my brow when the shoulder was cleaned and slimed in herb balms Niklas brought while he drifted between Tova and Kase.

He was an Elixist, no mistake, for he said he had nothing whipped up, but soon the carving block was laden in pungent mixes to bring relief to Kase’s burning skin.

Alone now, sweat dripped down the side of my face by the time the blisters stopped oozing. Nudging him onto one shoulder, Kase’s bare back faced me, and all along the planes of his muscle were masses of taut scars. Angry skin spanned the wing of his left shoulder to his hip bone.

I blinked through tears and a rush of violence against those who’d harmed him. Only hatred and torture could have done this. “What happened to you?”

My fingertips touched his face with soft strokes. He wouldn’t die here today. He’d live, and by the gods, if he wanted vengeance against those who’d harmed him, I would be the first to lift a blade on his behalf.
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In many ways the boy I once knew was dead.

Yet, watching him sleep now that his wounds were cleaned, I could see him behind the anger of the Nightrender.

Tova winced as she slipped a clean tunic over her bandaged side.

I bit my thumbnail and waited for her to sit beside me. “Tova, tell me everything. No more secrets. I need to know what happened to him.”

She hung her head and picked up a bowl of potato stew Junius brought. Mine had gone cold. “It’s not my story⁠—”

″His story is your story. Please,” I said with a touch of desperation. “Tell me. I don’t understand what happened. How did he become a Kryv?”

″The same way we all did.” Tova leaned back in her chair. “We met because we were to be trained to be more of the Lord Magnate’s loyal Alvers. But we were placed to protect the youngest son of Ivar.”

″Not Heir Magnate Niall, but⁠—”

″Luca Grym, yes.” Tova scrubbed her face nervously. “We were to serve him, protect him, and I suppose be his friends since he was rarely allowed outdoors. In the meantime, Ivar experimented on us. Mesmer fascinates the Lord Magnate. It’s as if he wants to test every Alver’s limits to know who could be a threat to him or who is simply unique. There is something strange about Ivar and the way Alvers become loyal to him.”

″How did he not gain your loyalty?”

″Because of Luca,” she said. “He made countless appeals that his personal Alvers would be his. Ivar hurt us, but he could never take us for his own.”

I blinked back tears. “You’re not lying?”

″I wish. Ivar likes to begin his manipulation young.”

″No doubt with his mesmer.” Most believed Ivar to be a Hypnotik, but I suspected there was more to the Lord Magnate. No illusion could keep so many Alvers at his right hand side for so long.

″I’m fortunate enough not to know what his mesmer can do. But whatever his Talent is, it does wretched things to the mind, and no one falters in their love for the Lord Magnate,” Tova said. “He’s convinced folk their Alver children will find academia at the Black Palace. Young ones are sent each turn with their families believing it is to be a refuge where they can learn of their mesmer, but it’s all so Ivar can have his puppets. I was nearly too old for his liking at thirteen.”

″Thirteen is young.”

″They preferred younger. Ash and Hanna were born in the Black Palace. Most of the skydguard on watch . . .” Tova squeezed her eyes shut, “took an interest in the female Alvers.”

″Tova,” I whispered, taking her hand.

She sniffed and wiped a hand under her nose. “Ash and Hanna are both children of one of those guards. Their mothers were killed eventually. Ash was four when his died. Hanna, only two. Ivar didn’t want the trouble of any motherly protection while he tried to own them. But both were given to Luca because Kase told him of the little siblings. Ivar must have some affection for his youngest son because he agreed. So, Ash and Hanna have only known us as their family.”

My heart was in shambles. “How did he discover Kase was an Alver? We . . . we snuck into the masque, but we were careful about giving away any hint we had mesmer.”

″I don’t know why he was taken,” she said. “He says neither does he.”

The way she spoke, I had a feeling Tova didn’t believe Kase. The secrets the man kept were not only with me. He hid a great deal from everyone.

After a pause, Tova chuckled. “Kase was different than the rest of us, you know. He was clever, always resisting the Lord Magnate. He and Luca loved causing trouble.”

I wiped away a tear, smiling as I remembered him not so differently. “Sounds like Kase. He always had schemes, but were you really friends with the Lord Magnate’s son?”

I found it impossible to love anything to do with Ivar.

″I’m not sure we knew much about friendship then, but I still say yes. Luca was as much a prisoner as us in some ways.”

″Then how did you escape?”

″When Luca was sent to the academies in Furen to study, the vow Ivar made ended. Kase was set to serve the Lord Magnate instead. Ivar wants no one more than him, the boy he could never break. After Luca was gone, Kase fought back. The short version: we followed his lead. The gods were on our side. Doors opened, few guards were on watch, and we managed to escape.”

Thoughts tumbled in a strange cataclysm. I didn’t wonder why Kase buried his past, how could he not? Becoming the Nightrender was how he survived. “How long ago did you escape?”

″About five turns ago.”

I squeezed Tova’s hand. Her life had been loveless, joyless, yet she still smiled. Still had kindness. “I wish you had not been treated in such a way.”

She leaned her head on my shoulder. “But it has made me who I am, and I will always be grateful for that.”

″It is a good thing to be grateful for.” I smiled. “I should check on his welts until you are well enough.”

″I could do with some sleep,” she told me through a yawn and went to the door. “Thank you for helping him, perhaps you have a bit of Mediski in you.”

″Don’t say that until you see how poorly I mended his shoulder.”

″Will you be all right alone?”

I nodded with a soft smile. “I’m not afraid of Kase Eriksson.
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Chapter 26
The Nightrender


A weight on my face kept my eyes closed. Something cool to the touch, damp, with a sickly amount of rosemary.

Bit by bit my mind drifted from the foggy nothingness to a hard surface on my back, and from head to hip, the same rosemary dampness across my skin. A prickle of unease danced down my spine. Why did my limbs feel too heavy to swing a blade? I did not take well to feeling helpless or trapped. Even without fetters on my wrists my heart sped, and my impulse was to bite at anything—or anyone—who came too close.

I could hardly lift my arm without wincing as skin pulled painfully taut. As best I could, I touched the coolness on my face. A cloth of some kind soaked my skin with the herbs. Gently, I pulled it away.

″Welcome back.”

With the cloth removed, I let my eyes flutter open. My throat had dried, and each word burned as I spoke. “Must all your damn elixirs smell so rotten, Nik?”

Niklas Tjuv, the guild lead of the Falkyn smugglers, grinned. His thick, dark hair was a mess, and his linen shirt was unbuttoned at the neck. Playful in nature, but there was a dark burden in his eyes tonight.

I doubted he’d done much by way of sleep since we’d burst into his nest.

″Be grateful, you bastard,” he said as he stretched out his legs and arms. “That rot is keeping your skin from peeling off your bones.”

″Always over exaggerating.” I sobered and lowered my voice. “Thank you.”

Niklas quirked one corner of his mouth. “You know how I love to take credit, but I’m afraid most of your care was overseen by your guest.”

I groaned, ashamed to admit how that small moment, when I believed the bucket would fall over her head, destroyed one of the walls I’d placed between us.

I could not lose Malin.

Not because she was an Alver. Not because she’d paid the guild her stolen penge.

I could not lose her.

″Tell me about her,” Niklas said. “No, I’ll restate. Tell me the things you’ve kept from me all these turns.”

″She is a dealmaker⁠—”

″Don’t patronize me,” he interrupted. “We’re both too self-important to play such unamusing games. I know what she does, Kase. The others informed me. While you’ve been deciding whether to die or not, I’ve replayed a great many of our past conversations. Mulled over actions you’ve taken, and now I find myself questioning and wondering what ulterior motive my old friend has had all this time?”

″Stop wondering. There is no motive.”

Niklas’s eyes darkened. “You have withheld something that could change the lives of everyone, something that could change the very fate of this land.”

″No.”

″Don’t lie to me,” he said with a calmness, much like the still of night before a storm. “How long have you known of her?”

″Niklas, I have killed men for knowing less.” I swallowed past a burn in my throat. “Leave this alone. Please.”

Guild leads did not plead. Not in Klockglas, Skítkast, not in any region. Especially not to each other.

It was enough to bring him to pause.

Niklas studied me, then sighed, shaking his head. “You cannot stop fate from taking what she wants.”

″I do not believe in fate,” I said. “Our paths are ours to choose.”

He chuckled darkly. “Then allow me to believe in the three Norns for both of us. You go to the masquerade at this woman’s behest. Have you not stopped to wonder if this is exactly what needs to happen?”

″It will be nothing more than our typical scheme.”

″I hope so. If this turns into something more, there is no telling who might live or die.” Niklas stood and removed some of the linens from my chest, inspecting my skin. I would never tell him—his head would puff up too big—but Niklas was the best Elixist I knew. If anyone could have kept me alive, it was him. He rolled the linens and tossed them into a basin. “They poisoned you with eldrish.”

I lifted one brow. “That much and I survived?”

″Barely,” Niklas said. “I was able to concoct a blend to pull the poison out before it went to your heart and spread everywhere. But if the girl had not tended to you immediately, I’m not sure I would have been here in time. It escapes me as to why, but she seems to care for you.”

I turned my face to the wall. “She knew me before . . . this life. We are not the same people anymore.”

″I’m sure you’re not,” Niklas said. “Yet, you leapt in front of her and took a bucket of eldrish in her place. I don’t think it was only because of what she is, either. I think it goes deeper.”

″You’ve been vowed too long to Junius, and have gone soft,” I said, desperate to speak of anything but this.

″Ah, my friend, I could be vowed to the woman for two thousand turns and it would not be long enough.” He laughed and backed toward the door. “I’m going to ask you to rest, and I’ll expect you to heed me. Your guild is alive and well and drinking all my brän. Oh, and take my advice on something for I am wiser than you—don’t be the Nightrender to her. Be Kase. I think you will be glad you did.”

Niklas stepped out, leaving me lost in a haze.

Truth be told, I didn’t know how to be Kase. Not anymore. But for the first time in turns, I wanted to be.

Soon, I lost track of time. Moments spun together when one had nothing to do but stare at the wall.

Somewhere deep in the nest, an odd chime, likely from one of Niklas’s smuggled clocks from some distant kingdom, tolled the hour.

The door opened.

I expected Niklas, possibly Tova, but my blood rushed to my face when Malin peeked around the door. Our eyes met. Unable to calm the storm raging in my chest, I slung an arm over my face, hoping she might leave.

She didn’t.

Malin picked up a towel and cleansing paste Niklas left behind. Her fingers touched my rough skin, and I shirked her away.

″Niklas asked me to do this.”

Bastard. Always meddling.

Her soft hand caressed my shoulder. I stiffened against it. Despicable how a loving touch, one that cared, unsettled me more than knives and blood.

Malin worked in silence until the blisters glistened with a thick layer of balm. I kept my head turned away, afraid to bend to the desire inside. For her sake, for mine. To give in would mean to care, and to care would mean a new way for cruel, wicked folk to exploit us.

She said my name, but I returned nothing.

Malin let out a harsh breath, startling me when her hands trapped the sides of my face. Her fingers dug into my skin. Not so much it upset the wounds, more like she did not want to let go. As if I might disappear.

My eyes closed when Malin pressed her brow to mine.

″Why do you hate me?” Her voice croaked. “Help me understand, then I swear to you if you wish me to leave, I will. I will leave you alone.”

My chest cracked down the middle. Slowly, my hands went to her arms, and I nudged her back.

She resisted my touch, gripping my face tighter, pushing forward. “Please, Kase.”

I let out an exasperated chuckle. “I’m only trying to sit up.”

″Oh.”

Malin kept her eyes on my every move as I adjusted into sitting on the carving block. The surface of my skin was angry and red. Dried blood streaked across my chest and shoulders. At least my head was no longer swimming.

Once I was steady, Malin settled on a chair in front of me, hands clasped in her lap.

″You’re hurt.” Before I could think better of it, my fingertips reached out and brushed over a gash on her brow.

Malin padded her fingers over the spot. She shrugged. “It’s nothing.”

I let my arm drop and turned my scrutiny to the stone floor.

″You have a gentle touch,” she whispered.

″You sound surprised.”

“I did watch you shatter a man’s jaw.”

I lifted my gaze and narrowed my eyes. “Boswell Doft was a tyrant who took frustrations out on his wife, sometimes bringing her to the brink of the Otherworld.”

″How could you know?”

″The wife’s lover—the other appointment we had before meeting with Doft,” I said. “Dagny knew him in a past life, and he was more than forthcoming when she arranged a meet. The lover paid us to finish Doft. You’ll find no remorse for the blood on my hands.”

″You knew him, didn’t you? The way Doft spoke to you⁠—”

″I knew him,” I said. “He was the first to see my mesmer. Have no doubt, knowing him and what he is capable of only adds to my lack of remorse.” My jaw tensed. “Is Boswell who you wished to speak about?”

She scoffed. “You know I don’t.”

″Then ask.” Niklas had better be right. I wasn’t doing a remarkable job at being Kase. Most things I said came out like a poisonous bite.

Malin shifted in her chair. “Why do you hate me one moment, then step in front of danger for my sake?”

″I don’t hate you.”

Malin shook her head. She didn’t believe a word of it.

In the turns we’d been parted I’d become a thing of cruelty and shadows. Darkness was safe. Solitude, a haven. So, it should’ve been no surprise that there was a bit of repulsion at her touch and presence. As if kind things were the blades and hate the shield.

But beyond the surface of disgust was a rush of desire. The race of a pulse, the secret hope Malin would touch me again and again.

She’d been my first love; my only love. All these wicked turns later and she’d found the ability to command me once again and didn’t even know it.

″I despise everything from the past most days,” I said, voice low. “Except you.”

″Your actions have said otherwise.”

″Malin.” Her name rolled off my tongue gently. “Look at me.”

Her pinched stare remained on her lap for a long moment, then she lifted her gaze to mine.

″I know you want to understand,” I said. “But it’s impossible to explain everything. There are things I don’t know how to admit, things I’ve done since we were last together.”

″Then I will start.” She bit her bottom lip between her teeth. “When I thought you might die out there, I can’t remember the last time I was so afraid.” I studied her and those grass green eyes broke a part of my soul before piecing it back together again. She swallowed and went on. “I suppose I was afraid on the day you were taken from me.”

″From you?”

″Once, you were everything to me. I searched for you, became as much a thief as you. There were no lengths to keep me from finding answers. Sometimes I was cruel, all to find out what happened.”

″I know,” I said. “You put yourself at risk not knowing if I was alive. It was stupid.”

″It was,” she agreed. “Because it turns out you’re quite rude.”

Hells, the smile took me from behind, gripping me before I realized I’d even relaxed enough to grin.

″I should’ve stopped you turns back,” I told her. “Rumors of a girl selling memories didn’t escape me.”

″Why did you not come to me?”

″I’m dangerous, Malin. I have dangerous enemies. How could I bring those risks to you?”

″But you knew me when I sought the guild’s help. You knew me when you were Elof. Why now?”

″I don’t entirely know,” I admitted. “Maybe I didn’t want you getting your throat slit by going after Hagen. Or maybe I finally lost the fight to stay away.”

She reached out and placed one hand on my knee. “Then why be so cold to me?”

″When you spend turns becoming someone new, facing the past is like a snag in a tapestry. I thought if you hated what I’d become, we would remain distant, and you would not unravel everything I buried long ago.”

″Did it work?”

″No.” I whispered. “You’ve always been my undoing.”

For a moment, I wasn’t certain how to go on. My stomach backflipped when she curled her hand around mine, her thumb tracing the calluses of my palm.

″At the masque,” she whispered, “how did they know you had mesmer? Why did they take you?”

″Who’s to say,” I grumbled, unable to give up more. I slipped my fingers through hers. “I heard you, you know. I heard you calling my name. When they had me alone in a cage, I called for you too. Until I lost my voice.”

″I should’ve searched harder.”

″It’s not on you.”

″It is,” she said through her teeth. “I never should’ve insisted we go that day. I should’ve⁠—”

Damn the distance. My palms overtook her face; I pulled her closer. My lips nearly brushed hers when I spoke. “Hear this well,” I said in a low warning. “It is not on you.”

My thumb touched the curve of her lip as I pulled back, still too weak to stay off balance in such a way. “What more do you wish to ask?”

Malin’s face was flushed, but she cleared her throat, coming back to the moment. “Are you a Malevolent?”

″I think you already know,” I said. “Yes. A descendant of nightmares.”

″I don’t believe that.”

″You’ll see it differently when you know what I do.” I turned my palms up. “I use fear. Imagine the possibilities, the damage. I create illusions like a Hypnotik, but nothing good or comforting.”

″You created Elof’s face.”

″True, but he had dark intentions.” I didn’t explain that the illusion of another face came from my own fear of her seeing my true features. Clearing my throat, I went on. “I create dark things, like shadows and waking nightmares. I thought I was a Rifter as a boy because I could break skin, but I was wrong. Those who fear physical harm or death, I can cause it.”

She blinked with a bit of astonishment. “Like Raum told me.”

″He fears drowning,” I said. “I can make him feel as if he is being swallowed by the Howl; I can kill him with it. There are Falkyns here who fear being trapped underground, so I could break these walls over them. Whatever it is, death, suffocation, torture, I can create it.”

She was too quiet. No mistake, Malin probably had a bit of fear for me now, and if I were not doused in mesmer-blocking poison, I’d feel it.

But when she tangled her fingers in mine, I was beginning to question her ability to fear anything. Perhaps her sanity. None of the horrid things I ever did or said seemed to impact her opinion of me in the least.

″You were with me in the hayloft at nights. Weren’t you?” she whispered. “I felt the darkness and convinced myself it was a ghost watching over me.”

In a way, she wasn’t wrong. I had been a ghost. When I returned to House Strom to hunt Hagen, I knew there would be glimpses of the girl I could not dislodge from what was left of my stone-cast heart. I simply didn’t expect those glimpses to turn into more.

At first, I could settle for hate. Safe, distant hate. If she hated me, at least I’d still be in her head. What I received was unmistakable need and devotion.

″I was there,” I admitted thickly.

″But you still pretend to be someone you simply aren’t.”

″You think the Nightrender is not who I am?” One brow arched. “I changed. This is the reason I didn’t want you to ever know me again because I learned to hate, Malin. I don’t know love anymore.”

″I think you do,” she said. “You are the one who has done everything to protect the Kryv. Out of love, I’m sure. Tova told me how you saved Ash and Hanna, and you all treat each other like family.”

″It’s a pleasant picture you’ve painted, but perhaps I act out of a need to survive.”

Malin staggered to her feet and stretched the aches out of her spine. “Perhaps. I’ll not deny we have both changed. But I knew you once, Kase. Better than anyone.”

For a moment I said nothing. “I’m not the same as that boy.”

″Maybe not, but you saved me from the skydguard. Sounds heroic to me, not wicked.”

I smiled, unburdened. “Set your heroic standards higher. I survive by darkness, Malin. I keep it close, and it keeps me.”

″We’ll see.”

I took her hand. Now that we’d touched, the craving for more only intensified. “I thought I wouldn’t get there in time. Fiske saw something happening to you, and from the moment we stepped onto Skítkast soil I was on edge, waiting.”

″He saw something?”

″Something unclear, but he felt like it involved you.”

With care, I leveraged off the carving block, standing in front of her. We were close, a minor step, and we’d be chest to chest. Malin’s eyes fluttered closed, and she arched her body closer when I brushed a lock of her hair off her forehead.

″Why did you care so much?” A question I’ve tried to understand for a time now. “Why did you never stop searching for me?”

Her fingertips traced the line of my jaw. “You wouldn’t have stopped had it been me.”

I used one knuckle to tilt her face to mine. “Malin, I can’t be Kase Eriksson, not anymore.”

″Because he has too much humanity?”

I simply shook my head, unsure what to say.

″Fine,” she went on, “but don’t expect me not to see glimpses of the boy I knew. I should go, you need to let those wounds rest.”

Malin drifted toward the door. She paused, tapping the wall with her fingers, and with a soft smile she left me alone once again.

In a game of bribes and ploys, emotions had no place. One wrong look, one twitch of the eye, one move to show who you cared for the most could be the difference between the upper hand and losing it all.

Like a heartsick fool, I’d let her dig back inside.

No mistake, the risk of our game increased tenfold.
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Chapter 27
The Memory Thief


For two nights Kase’s fever came in waves. I was grateful when Tova recovered enough and took over his healing with mesmer. Between her and Niklas, who readily admitted to being an Elixist, the Nightrender was nearly restored.

Niklas and Junius’s home belonged to dozens of other people who came and went as they pleased.

On the third night, a few Kryv slept in corners of the main sitting room. Others sharpened and cleaned their bloody blades. Gunnar smiled at a handful of letters sent to him from the Northern Kingdom. From his mother, he said, and his aunt, wife of the rebel fae king. The woman had a friendship with Junius, so missives were delivered to the Falkyn nest.

I stared at the ewer on the table. Raum kept his end of our bargain and spoke true—Skítkast brӓn was life changing because it was disgusting. Like drinking mold.

Tova slipped away to wash, and Raum sat at my side, dragging the point of his blade lazily over his forearm, tracing a faint scar.

Niklas handed out apple ale to wash down the brӓn and nestled next to Junius on a claw-footed couch. A fine piece, one a member of the exclusive Exchange Guild might have. Perhaps, even a noble house.

He caught my eye over the edge of his drinking horn. “Wondering where we get all this junk?”

″Might’ve crossed my mind.”

Niklas set his drink on the wooden table at his side. “Falkyn is simply a fancy name for smugglers, thieves, and all-around shady folk.”

″You steal things?”

″We take back what was stolen and return it to the needy.”

I laughed sincerely. “So, you’re a hero?”

″Don’t insult me.”

A Falkyn with curly blond hair clapped Niklas on the back. “He’s a regular hero.”

″This is Eero,” Niklas said. “The one in this nest who keeps us from taking too many risks.”

″The Falkyns are the Kryv of Skítkast,” Raum explained, but Niklas waved the idea away. “And Niklas can give you loads of advice on your kiss of death mesmer.”

“True,” Niklas said. “I’ve done an abhorrent amount of reading on mesmer, you see. Drives Junie batty.”

″It’s all he talks about,” Eero agreed and took a cup of brӓn from a tray.

″Well, you would too if you had mesmer.”

″Thank the hells I don’t. I’m too busy keeping you alive to worry about mesmer.”

I grinned. “Junie, are you an Alver?”

″Yes. I’m a Profetik with taste. A favorite of kings and nobles for obvious reasons.”

Niklas’s expression twisted into a dark scowl. “Yes, what is it to a king to poison a few Profetiks? Those with mesmer Talents in taste are used for food samplers, you see.”

I’d never considered such thing.

″That isn’t the best part, Junie,” Raum said.

She grinned rather slyly and looked to me. “I taste the lies of others too.”

″Lies? That would be helpful.” Mesmer was fascinating. Being an Anomali, I always made the mistake of thinking I could not be surprised by it.

″It can be burdensome if I’m surrounded by liars,” Junius said. “But, yes, it has proved useful.”

Niklas beamed at his wife like the world existed merely to have her in it. He kissed her head, and I could not help the way thoughts drifted to Kase. He’d been gentler, touched me with tenderness I did not expect, but he was still the Nightrender. Still trapped in shadows.

″Junie couldn’t taste lies until she vowed with you,” Eero said through a gulp of brän. “Something shifted in her mesmer. You, my friend, have simply grown more insufferable.”

Everyone in the room laughed, but the joke escaped me. “What do marital vows have to do with mesmer?”

″You truly don’t know much about being an Alver, do you?” Niklas regarded me with a bit of confusion. “No matter. Let us have a little chat. To answer your question, mesmer can be used in many vows. Contracts sealed with Alver blood are nigh unbreakable, but when two Alvers take vows with each other, their mesmer unites. Not a small decision, and unless both agree to leave the vow, it’s lifelong.”

A furrow gathered in the center of my brow. “What do you mean mesmer unites?”

″When two Alvers vow, they strengthen their Talents by getting a piece of the other. But even more, if I were injured, Junie would know. And if I died—” He paused. “Well, I don’t know what would happen to her. My best theory is she’d be powerless, maybe sickly. Or perhaps she would be as before we took our vows.”

″I’d never be the same,” Junie said, pressing a kiss to Niklas’s neck.

″Alver vows are meticulously arranged in regions to strengthen defenses,” Niklas said. “But I’ve studied this and when choice is removed, and an Alver is forced to vow, the bond is weaker. Call me a romantic, but I think love is what strengthens the bond.”

″I agree,” Fiske said from where he sat against the wall.

″You and Isak are vowed?” I asked. Fiske nodded and wiggled his brows. The idea of such a connection brought a blossoming warmth to my heart. I looked to Niklas again. “Will you laugh at me if I ask how mesmer works in the basic form? What makes Alvers at all?”

″I will laugh at you for many things, but not for that question,” Niklas said. “To other kingdoms, mesmer is called body magic. Inside the body is a system of pathways which lead to different areas in here.” Niklas tapped the side of his head. “Imagine bolts of lightning constantly sparking along these pathways. These charges carry a language all their own to our minds. The different Kinds of mesmer can speak these different languages, control them, take power from them.”

“You mean each Kind of Alver can speak to different parts of the body?”

Niklas nodded, delighted. “Exactly. For example, Profetiks take from the pathway controlling the senses. They use calm and meditation as visionaries like Fiske, or use basic senses like Junie, Raum, and Vali. They’ll see and hear things others can’t, smell and track with the instincts of a silver wolf. Taste poison before it touches their tongue, or like Junie, taste the changes in demeanor, the uptick of blood, the reflexive responses to a lie.

″Now, Profetiks are unique, though, since they use their own senses. Most mesmer connects to other folk. A Mediski must touch a person. From there mesmer connects to the impulse responsible for initiating the tissues and innards to begin healing. Or an Elixist, like me, must take a blood sample to be most effective.”

″Why a blood sample?”

″Because each body is unique, and my mesmer creates specialized elixirs for individuals.” Niklas crossed one ankle over his knee and laced his fingers across his middle. “One elixir might heal a person perfectly, but for someone else the same elixir may not work at all. I can create generic potions, don’t mistake me, but with a sample of blood, I could create a poison that could connect to a weakness in one body, but would have little impact on someone else. Eldrish poison is an example of generic elixing. Developed over the turns to find weaknesses in all Alver blood.”

″Thank the skies Kase is powerful,” Junius said. “In a weaker Alver, we’d have been scraping them off the street.”

I leaned forward with rapt attention. I wanted to know it all. How mesmer worked, how I used my own. Niklas went on about each Kind. Rifters, their mesmer connected to pain. Not bone as I’d always thought. I learned some folk had high tolerance for anguish and could be quite the challenge for a Rifter. Hypnotiks pulled from conscious thought, manipulating, and creating illusions to trick those thoughts like a dream.

″But remember, each Alver has unique ability within their Kind. Take Lynx,” Niklas said. “He convinces the mind to sleep, while Gunnar alters desire. Both Hypnotiks, but unique. What other questions do you have?”

″I don’t understand Anomali Kinds,” I admitted. “No one seems to know exactly how they work.”

″Then they’re not studying well enough.”

Junie rolled her eyes. “Forgive, Niklas. Elixists are known to be scholarly. He gets rather annoyed when others don’t share his love of the written word.”

″A shame,” Niklas muttered. “If folk would research, they’d know Anomalies feed from emotions instead of physical charges in the body. When we feel things, bursts of chemicals rush through our systems. Happiness, fear, hope, nostalgia even. Anomalies find their power in those moments.”

I shook my head, confused. “Do you know anything about memories, then?”

Niklas hesitated. “I know you work in them.”

He spoke slowly, almost as if he wasn’t certain he should. I wondered what he was thinking, and why even Eero raised a brow, like he was seeing me for the first time.

″I suppose you’re wondering how memories have anything to do with emotion,” Niklas pressed.

I paused to consider the idea. “No, I can see it. Memories are riddled in emotion.”

″Right,” he said. “The same way I use a small bit of blood, you use breath and bone. But I’m not convinced breath is always needed.”

″What do you mean?”

Niklas leaned back on the sofa. “I have read about memory workers. From what I’ve gathered there are two specific Talents among them. An old vein of mesmer. Rare. Powerful.”

The Falkyn paused again. I had the odd feeling he was holding back.

″Because they’re oracles,” Eero blurted out. “They’re the Kind who once ruled this bleeding kingdom.”

Niklas’s face paled. “Legends, my friend. We don’t know if they were memory workers exactly.”

My stomach tightened. “Wait, you believe Alvers who stole memories once ruled here?”

The room went too quiet. Sweat on my palms made my skin balmy and I hurried to wipe it away on my trousers.

A muscle popped in Niklas’s jaw. He took an extended drink from his horn, then leaned onto his elbows over his knees. “The histories our governments would have us forget involve a civil strife with the old throne.”

″Civil? As in family fought against family for the throne?”

″In a way, but more magical. Rumors say the royal family could read the past, the present, and the future through memory.”

″How can the future be read through a memory?” I chuckled nervously. “There would be no memory if it had not yet happened.”

″Unless the future came from an omniscient vein of power,” Niklas deadpanned.

″Meaning?”

″The Norns. Fate itself. The myths say the Norns bestowed one family with a gift, a trinket that would let them see bits and pieces of fate’s sight.”

″The queen’s ring,” Eero said.

My brows shot up. “The ring Ivar uses at the masque?”

Niklas shook his head. “I’m sure it is a replica of a legend.”

“But you’re saying those who could read memories could also read what was to come because of a gift from fate?” It was a strange notion. As Niklas said, no doubt, more myth than true.

″That is what was believed,” Niklas said. “Thousands of turns ago there were two princes. One brother was blessed with many daughters, the other with many sons. The sagas say the Norns blessed the children of these two princes with unique magic. The sons could change memories and were given the charge to use the gift for good. Take away pain, perhaps lessen the blow of trauma.”

″To alter a memory and leave it would be . . . impossible,” I said. “I can take memories, but it does not change them.”

″Because it is not your Talent,” Lynx offered.

″Exactly,” Niklas said, but there was less conviction in his voice, a touch of nervousness hid amongst his bravado and confidence.

″Don’t stop the tale there,” Raum said, taking a sip of his horn, fully invested in the story. “What of the daughters?”

″The daughters—” Niklas cleared a scratch from his throat. “The daughters were given the gift of controlling complete memories. But also, the gift of seeing forward and backward, as I mentioned before.”

″If someone could see the future, they would be impossible to defeat,” I said, hating how discomposed this conversation made me. I didn’t know why.

″I agree,” Niklas said. “But like all mesmer, I have no doubt the foresight had its limitations. I simply don’t know what they were. Did it depend on a ring? Touch? I don’t know. In the sagas, the daughters performed their gifts through the minds of others. They . . . they could take or give memories when needed.”

Raum blew out a whistle. “Lovey, sounds a great deal like you.”

He’d meant to tease, but the hair lifted on my arms.

″They’re sagas, Raum,” I said as playfully as I could manage. “Most are written with only speckles of truth. Go on,” I told Niklas as if this did not send a sharp rush of apprehension down my spine. “What else would these daughters do?”

He scratched his chin. “Well, you can see how their ability could be powerful. To transfer secret military strategy, one could take a memory from an enemy, make them forget, then bring it to their side to use. Or having foresight of what might come to pass would be powerful. Seeing the future, no matter how small a glimpse, is a mighty gift for a ruler to possess.”

″Is it similar t-t-to Fiske?” Isak asked.

″Nearly,” Niklas said. “You don’t see clear events, true? More feelings.”

Fiske nodded. “In my strongest moments I can sense who will be involved, but I never get specific details. Enough to help us decide to take the risk or not.”

″These daughters, according to the legend, could see actual events,” Niklas said, facing me. “However small, such a thing would be coveted mesmer. To ancient folk, the clear rulers were the daughters who could give and take from memories. Their cousins were second in command. It is a tale as old as time. Greed and jealousy came between the two princes and their families were divided.

″In the end, the prince with the daughters won the throne, and the second prince was disgraced. But the daughters had mercy and kept their cousins in power. The oldest daughter was chosen as queen, and the oldest cousin as regent.” Niklas studied me for a long moment before going on. “Together they ruled our miserly kingdom in peace for centuries. Daughter passing on their gifts to their daughters. Until the same greed which divided them before destroyed the throne through civil war and left our kingdom without a true heir.”

I didn’t know what to think. All of it was unsettling. “So, this would mean my mesmer is some descendant of this long-dead family?”

Niklas shrugged and reached for his horn again. “Who is to say?”

Eero scrunched up his face. He looked irritated. “Who is to say? You have left out part of the tale.”

″I did not know you knew it so well, my friend.” Niklas chuckled and nudged Eero in the ribs.

″I read enough to know it was believed the two royal lines never died off. Their descendants live in hiding, waiting for their queen to arise again,” Eero said. “Why the hells do you think the Lord Magnate has his little game at his masquerade? Fate’s ring was said to belong to the first queen. Only an heir will fit it. But should one come close to winning . . .” Eero dragged his thumb across his throat, not needing to explain more.

The way Eero looked at me it was as though he expected me to pull out a bleeding crown and plop it on my head. A heavy sense of dread pressed against my spine until I could not sit straight.

″I assure you I am no hidden descendant of queens.” I rolled my eyes and scoffed. “My mother was a poor fisherman’s widow who found a bit of luck and caught the eye of a nobleman. She took vows to give her daughter a home. There was nothing royal about us.”

″Exactly,” Niklas said. “It is nothing but a story to explain your mesmer. I have no doubt wars did destroy our throne, but if it involved Alver folk like you, it was coincidence.”

I was grateful he changed the topic. Even Eero seemed placated enough to leave it there.

″Tell me about other Anomalies,” I said. “Like Kase.”

″All rare.” Niklas returned to the blithe host. “Hanna—and your brother as I understand—have a strange Talent too. From what I can tell they act like a shock to the system. The pathways go numb around them. I’m curious how far the block could go if they strengthened their mesmer. How many Alvers could go powerless at once?”

An interesting thought. Could Hagen block many Alvers if he tried? When we found him again, I’d tell him to test the theory.

″As for Kase,” Niklas went on. “He taps into fear. But he does have an opposite. Called a Benevolent. One who harnesses power from happiness and hope.”

″Sounds pleasant, right?” Lynx muttered. “It isn’t.”

″Think about it,” Niklas said. “Our hopes teeter along desperation by a hairsbreadth. The same as Kase manipulates fear to create chaos, a Benevolent might manipulate joy and desire to maintain control. Folk are desperate to avoid their fears and keep whatever they hope for alive. To exploit desperation, well, there’s power there.”

The Kryv who were listening made a few bitter-sounding grunts.

″Do you know a Benevolent?” I asked.

″Just one,” Raum said. “A sod, and I’d rather not talk about him.”

I was curious, but as playful as Raum could be, he wasn’t one to lie. When he said he didn’t want to talk about something, I’d learned by now, it meant he didn’t.

Talk turned to other things, and I was glad. At long last, Niklas insisted we all find a room to sleep, and rest.

I fought the urge to visit Kase again. If anyone needed to rest their wounds it was him, and if I went there again, I did not think I’d have the strength to keep my hands off him.

If he would only let me care for him—hells, if he would let me love him as I did—there were a great many things besides touching I would do to Kase Eriksson. But to be denied would cut worse than hot steel.

For now, I would fall asleep to dreams of all those things I would do. Ragged breaths, skin on skin, and a future. One I’d hunted to find since he was taken from me.

With such a small glimpse beneath his hardened outer edges, I’d fight to pluck him out of his own darkness.
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Chapter 28
The Memory Thief


Tova’s breaths were heavy and peaceful in the Falkyn nest. We’d taken a sitting room to sleep, one with a stone stove to keep warm.

Sleep nearly pulled me under when a hand clapped over my mouth.

The twin knives were under my pillow; I reached for them. But once my eyes adjusted to the darkness, stun dissolved into frustration. Gold eyes laughed at me in the dark.

″Too slow,” Kase whispered and tucked a lock of hair behind my ear. “If I’d wanted you dead, by now, you would be.”

I shoved his hand away. He grinned, and I was so unused to it, I didn’t know how to behave.

I pinched my mouth, battling with relief and worry from nearly losing him again. “Are you well enough to be moving about?”

″It would be more dangerous to keep me locked up. I do not like being idle for long and get rather ill-tempered when I am.” His crooked grin gleamed in the darkness. “Come with me. We’re not yet finished with Skítkast.”

Kase rolled off my sleeping mat. His blacksteel sword was missing, replaced by a suit and waistcoat. He’d dressed like someone in the Exchange Guild.

Curious as I was, I hugged my pillow against my chest. “I’m sleeping. And you shouldn’t be moving when your skin is healing.”

″I’m fine, and you are paying me to help, are you not?”

″With memories, yes. You stole my penge.”

″That is a matter of opinion.”

″We should return to not speaking, Nightrender, if speaking means you will wake me at all hours.”

″I think you’re afraid of me.”

″Well, you’d be the one to know,” I said, but sighed, breaking a bit of my armor against him. “You’ve been missing for turns, have hardly said a word to me, so this chatter between us is going to take more than a few nights to catch up.”

The answer must’ve satisfied him because he smirked and tossed a gown with rabbit fur sleeves at me. “Hurry up and get dressed.”

I groaned and untucked my legs from beneath the quilt. The tunic barely struck me at my knees. I cleared my throat. “Turn around if you please.”

A wickedness lived in those eyes. One that spun a web of heated delight low in my stomach. “Twice now you’ve asked me to turn away. There won’t be a third.”

My mouth parted. Those were the words he left me to fumble with in my brain. Friends from childhood, but now—knowing Kase Eriksson as a man—hells, I had a great many imaginings of his body pressed against mine, nothing but sweat, gasps, and flesh between us.

By the gods, I could hardly fasten the clasp over the low neckline of the gown. A long slit ran up one side and it was entirely too diaphanous.

I added my rune pouch filled with my vials to the inside of my thigh. After a few deep breaths, I composed myself, and stepped into the corridor, admittedly anxious to learn what he had planned.

Kase spun the curved knife around his finger again. I tapped on his shoulder, and when he turned, his eyes combed the length of me. For a moment, my skin blazed under his unbroken gaze. From my features to the cleft of my breasts visible under the bodice of the gown, the Nightrender drank me in like fresh brän.

I clasped my hands behind my back. “Are you going to explain why you’ve dressed me this way?”

″You’ll see.” Kase blinked his bright eyes back to mine. “Keep up.”

The streets of Skítkast were thick with brine from the sea and smoke from the torches surrounding the empty Wild Hunt arena. Kase led us in the opposite way of the city square. Good. I didn’t want any reminders of Doft or the battle with the skydguard.

″Where are we going?” I whispered when he paused in a narrow alleyway.

Across the street was one of the few houses built with smooth stones, still leaning slightly, but sturdier than the wooden alehouse next door. The windows were aglow, and laughter from inside floated into the streets.

″This house belongs to a trader named Klaus Krokig,” he said. “Klaus has a particular talent with creating cleverly hidden and wholly illegal trade rings throughout the regions. He was to design and inspect this turn’s masquerade layout. Including a new trade room. This is our way to know where Hagen will be. He has the design plans in his possession, and I plan to take them off his hands.”

″How do you know . . .” I didn’t need to finish the question. He knew because he was the Nightrender, because the Guild of Kryv had ways of learning everything about their marks. Even injured on a carving block, he kept scheming. “Why do you need me?”

He glanced over his shoulder, and I had a feeling I wouldn’t like the answer. “You’re going to take them for me.”

″I don’t understand why we cannot enter the masquerade as mere attendees. Why do we need to know every hidden door? Common folk are welcome this turn.”

Kase lifted one brow. “They are welcome, but will not be favored. Not to mention, common folk are not trying to find a secret trade, then steal one of the Lord Magnate’s Alvers. We need those plans.”

A flutter of unease spread in my chest, but I followed across the street to the side of the house. The Kryv were sly on their feet, and Kase was no exception. He didn’t make a sound. I suspected he gathered darkness when the night thickened around us until I was forced to grip his jacket.

″Go along with whatever I do inside,” he whispered near the curve of my ear.

I was too nervous to argue. Kase pulled a sharp steel pick from his breast pocket and worked the door. After a few clever movements the knob clicked, and he ushered me into a cramped alcove.

The walls of the alcove were lined in iron stew pots, drying herbs on racks, and canvas grain sacks against the wall. Kase turned his attention to the main kitchen, holding out his hand, as though he wanted mine.

My fingertips tingled as I laced our fingers together. With a tug to my hand, he pulled us out of the alcove.

Halfway across the kitchen, Kase swept me off my feet, had my back against the wall, and one hand possessively on my throat before I even knew we were moving.

His other palm tantalized the sensitive skin along my ribs, the curve of my waist.

″What the hells are you doing?” I hissed.

Kase tucked his face into my neck, and I froze. My skin, my pulse, everything was on fire when his mouth brushed against the nape of my throat. “Quiet,” he said.

I could push him away, but in truth, I had no desire to. In the next breath, the kitchen door swung open, tearing me out of my haze. All at once Kase’s rakishness made a degree of sense.

A woman with a white cap over her wiry hair shoved inside, carrying a silver tray. “Oh,” she squeaked when she noted the strange man and woman who did not belong.

Kase pulled away from me, one hand still on my waist, and tossed a copper coin at the woman, as though she was hardly worth his time. “Nothing to gossip about, woman,” he said, the way any nobleman might.

She bowed her head, and tucked the coin inside her apron pocket, and hurried into the pantry.

″Well played,” he whispered when we left the kitchen.

I pulled my arm away. “What were you doing?”

″Trusting you.”

I’d meant to be angrier but was pleased one of the iron walls he kept around his heart had crumbled. Still, I smoothed my dress with a frown. “Next time you could warn me.”

″Maybe I enjoy making you gasp.” Kase slid his arm around my waist, drawing me against him as more maids strode past. His lips were against my head, his breath on my skin. “If you relax, this will be easier to sell.”

Simple, no doubt, for him to say. Every touch sent blood pounding in my head. I didn’t want to dwell too long on what the spice of his skin made me think, or the rough, commanding brush of his fingers on my body.

When this was over, if the Nightrender decided once more to cut off his past, how would I recover?

In a drawing room, noblemen and ladies speckled the fur rugs and sitting area, drinking, and bidding farewell to the Wild Hunt in their own way.

Kase took two glasses from a steward’s outstretched tray and handed one to me. He drank but kept eyes on the levity.

A woman with dark lips and the palest hair I’d seen paused in front of us. She grinned at Kase, ready to devour him. Her brief glance at me was one of insignificance. To her, I wasn’t even a challenge.

What a horrid woman. Giving herself to a man who clearly had arrived with company.

I prepared to dismiss her, but her eyes started to glaze. She staggered, the beads on her gown shivered. Disoriented, she fumbled across the room to the table of sparkling wines. When Kase turned his head, inky filaments faded from his eyes until they were gold again.

″Did you do something to her?”

″She fears hunger and thirst.” He grabbed my hand and led me to a corner. “Going to scold me for stepping into her mind?”

″I’m not going to scold you,” I said. “I was impressed.”

His eyes searched mine. I wanted to ask him what ran through his head in the moment, but breaking the silence seemed wrong. My hand rested over his heart, and I held to the steady beat like a ballast against the fury inside me.

″Malin.”

I blinked away my fog. He was saying my name. “What?”

He dipped his face beside my ear, making our conversation look like more than it was. “Doft’s courier is standing near the window. The man he’s speaking with—” He gestured at a man who looked like he was prepared for battle, not a house fete, “is Klaus. I’m going to distract them. The plans should be in Klaus’s chamber in the back. Find them.”

″And if I don’t find a way in?”

″Not an option.” Kase pinched my chin between his thumb and finger. Demanding, yet tender in one collision of opposites. “You’re capable like the Kryv and don’t see it.”

I fought a smile, even if it was a kind of backhanded praise.

Kase stalked over to the courier, a man with a single brow, and pock scars on his chin. Klaus eyed him suspiciously, one hand atop the silver battle axe tethered to his waist.

Kase removed an herb roll from his pocket and said in a thick accent, ”Herr, trouble you for a light?”

I licked my lips. I could do this.

Slowly, I made my way to the back. At the door a house steward, a gangly man with a beaklike nose, guarded the way.

″My lady,” he said, holding up his hands. “This room is not open to guests.”

I fanned my face and lied easily. “I’m afraid all this herb smoke has made me rather dizzy.” The steward didn’t move, so I hardened my gaze. “Stand aside.”

″I cannot.”

Doubtless we were short on time. Perhaps, the Nightrender could play a polite guest for a moment, but he was certainly not the sort of man who could spin mindlessly with nobility for long without revealing his disdain.

In one swift motion, I withdrew one of the small knives in the sheath above my ankle. The point pressed against the steward’s belly. He gasped, but I dug the point deeper. “Make a sound and I open your liver. Now, open the door. One of your guests has taken something of mine, and I will have it back.”

The steward had less of a spine than I thought and fumbled with a brass key from his pocket.

″Inside. You’ll wait without a sound,” I said in a low hiss.

The man nodded mutely. I was a tyrant.

Inside the room was nothing remarkable. A simple desk strewn in parchment and vellum. A wet inkwell, quills, and a dusty ledger with scratches of sales and purchases over the turns. Klaus was a man of simple tastes. The only other furnishings were a small wooden bench draped in bear skins, and a chair next to a small stove built into the wall.

Design plans. To keep a bit of mystery, Ivar never had the same Masque av Aska. Tents, attractions, locations would constantly shift to different places around the Black Palace.

A long leather tube in the corner caught my eye. Beside the tube was a traveler’s satchel, and a cloak with the symbol of the Black Palace over the left breast. Possibly Doft’s cloak. Did the courier know the man was dead?

I broke the top, and inside the musty tube were rolls and rolls of parchment and vellum. I let out a muffled squeal of delight.

″Those do not belong to you, lady,” the steward said.

I slung the strap over my shoulder and crossed the room. Knife to his chin, I grinned with a touch of wickedness before pressing my lips just over his. Enough to catch his rough, breathy gasps.

Each inhale dragged smoke and outlines of my face to my own mind. What good was I as a memory thief if I did not steal memories of crimes I committed?

A sharp, ashen repeat of the brief interaction with the steward now lived in my head. When I pulled back, swallowing the last of his breath, he stared at me with a weary stun.

″Your mouth on a man is not the way I wanted this night to go.”

I whipped around. Kase leaned over the back of the wooden bench.

″How . . .” The door was still closed. “How did you get in here?”

″Carefully.”

″Ah, the Nightrender is witty tonight.” I glanced at the steward who hunched on the ground, rubbing his head with a befuddled expression. “I figured it would be best if he forgot me.”

Kase scoffed and signaled me to come to him. I crossed the room obediently and handed him the plans. Undeniable satisfaction came from the way his face brightened as he studied the parchment inside.

″Not bad for a memory thief.” He slung the strap on the tube over his shoulder. “Ready to leave?”

″From the moment we walked in.”

Alas, our silent escape was put on hold. The door crashed open.

It was one thing if I startled, but I discovered, in the untimeliest of moments, if Kase jumped in surprise, my stomach clenched to the point I thought I might retch.

″Damn thieves,” Klaus hissed in the doorway, battle axe in his grip.

If he was discomposed before, Kase showed no sign of it now.

″Malin,” he said. “I’ll leave you to take care of him.”

″What!”

Klaus stomped into the room, fists clenched. Kase pulled himself onto the high backed chair. He unlatched a tall window and paused. “We’re in a hurry.”

When this was over, I’d strangle him.

″Come here like a good girl,” the trader said as he swiped a thick hand at me.

Three hells. I clung to my knife and sliced the blade over his wrist before he knew what was happening. Klaus reeled back, murder in his dark eyes when he looked to me again.

All I had was mesmer and a knife. They’d be enough. I’d make them be enough.

I gathered my gown in hand, and reached into the rune pouch, removing one of my vials. The trader took a swift step toward me, axe raised like he planned to cut open my skull.

Kase turned back, shook one arm, and as always, a knife slid from his sleeve. Call it pride, but now I didn’t want his help. This was my mark, my task to see through.

I rushed for Klaus, dipped my shoulder, so it struck his broad chest. He coughed and staggered back on unsteady feet. Already, a heady burn scorched in my veins, as if my mesmer boiled through every pour.

Never had such a fierce rush of magic filled me before. I needed those plans; I needed the Nightrender to leave here unharmed; I needed to live.

All of it collided in a burst of heat in my blood. A new sensation; one I wanted to grow.

I didn’t know if my plan would do anything. All I’d done was steal and deliver memories through breath. But what would happen if I forced one into the head of another?

I popped the cork of a vial with my teeth and pounced on the staggering man before Klaus found his footing. A few quick, frantic movements, and I dumped the ash into his eyes, pressing the burn of my palms against his skull.

At first, I thought I was merely a nuisance. This rush of what I thought was mesmer must’ve been sheer anger and fear for a man I could not bear to lose again.

But it all changed when Klaus’s knees gave out.

Mesmer pulsed in my fingertips. All I wanted was him to see every torturous end the poor sod whose finger bone I’d crushed had experienced before they met the gods.

Was it the captain whose underling had stabbed a dagger through the back of his skull? Or the woman with a peacock mask whose secret lover took her hard in a storage tent, then before he finished, strangled her with a red ribbon, merely for the pleasure of it.

Beneath my palms, Klaus whimpered. He begged me to stop.

I pressed the bone dust into his eyes with more venom, hardly caring this was something I’d made up. A twisted desire I’d hoped might cause a bit of damage, and I was making it come to pass.

The pain it caused was startling and captivating all at once.

I was harming him—burning a memory he never asked for into his brain.

What more could I do?

I removed my hands when Klaus collapsed in heaving sobs. My mouth dropped and I hardly noticed when Kase took my arm.

″I think I forced him to take the memory. It was powerful. Painful. I . . . I’ve never done that.”

Kase cupped his hand beneath my foot and hoisted me up through the open window. “I hate to say I told you so, but I did say you had more power than you knew.”

I doubted he hated it all that much.

Before we’d made it through the window, a gaudy woman strode past the doorway, fanning her face. Her dark eyes dropped to the wounded trader, then swept up to find Kase and me.

She screamed.

″I’d suggest you move faster,” Kase said and practically shoved me outside.

The window was below the roof’s edge. I hooked my arms over the side and tried not to think of the short time my legs dangled over the streets before I leveraged onto the flat spine of the rooftop.

Calls for our capture disrupted the night. I snatched Kase by the hand once he pulled himself onto the wooden tiles.

He ran with me along the edge of the roof, and without a thought to consult me, sprang off the ledge. I must’ve screamed because my throat was raw when I twisted my ankle and stumbled onto the roof of the neighboring alehouse. A slanted shape, steep and narrow. I barely managed to keep from falling off the balcony he’d tossed me upon.

″All right?” Kase asked as he helped me to my feet.

I cut him with a glare as a reply.

On the streets, guests abandoned their merriment in the stone house and risked the sludge of the alleyways and muddy walks. If they weren’t chasing me, I’d laugh because all around the lesser folk watched from windows of alehouses or packed tenement slums, but no one lifted a finger to help their upper counterparts. Some even tossed dirty linens or rotting pomes at the party goers.

Kase sprinted along the gutter of the roof with expert balance. I tried using his hand to steady me, but I fell more than once.

″Jump,” he shouted right before he leapt off the alehouse.

This time I didn’t flail as much and didn’t roll my ankle as I landed in a cloud of dust and loose tiles onto a flat top of a crooked tenement. Folk whose sleep had been disturbed groaned inside, but no one came to investigate.

I gathered my skirts into my arms and hurried back to my feet.

Kase beckoned me to the edge. He pointed across a wider gap between the flat balcony and a sloped rooftop with gabled windows next door. “Go.”

I bit the inside of my cheek. The bunches of fabric in my arms were unnaturally heavy.

″Malin, aim for the window,” he said, his hand holding one side of my face. A smile curled on his lips. “Trust me, I’m plenty afraid.”

I didn’t know how it would help, but there was some comfort knowing the Nightrender had fear pounding through him much the same as me.

The head of a grungy Skítkast patrolman, drunk as the guests, stood on the rung of a ladder, and peeked over the tenement’s edge. He called for me to halt.

I ran.

With my gown still bundled in my hands, I vaulted across the open space. The skirt draped over my feet. The moment I reached the edge, with all the brocade under my shoes, I’d slip all the way down. A horrible thought to have during a freefall through the air.

Too soon, my chest smashed against the eaves of the roof. My ribs ached. Each breath was heavy, and my gown was like a stone in water.

I started sliding back, but shadows surrounded me. The same thick, cold comfort from the city square when Kase’s mesmer knocked me aside buoyed me in the air until a hand snatched my wrist.

Niklas’s white grin broke the dark. Half his body hung out the gabled window with Eero and four more Falkyns holding him steady inside. “Dress looks lovely.”

I freed a breathy laugh and found my footing on the wooden slats as he helped me through the window into a musty attic.

Kase crashed onto the roof after me, and in another breath stumbled inside.

″Want to mess with them a bit?” Niklas asked. “I always enjoy your tricks.”

Kase shook out his hands and looked to the streets where calls for our heads rose to the stars. “Spent what I had left. Still a little off from the eldrish.”

My fear of falling—he’d used it to hold me steady, surely. Or was it his fear that held me up?

It didn’t matter. I understood why he’d given Klaus to me. He didn’t have the strength to do it alone, and all of it made me angrier. Kase should’ve waited before doing something this outrageous.

Eero opened a crawlspace in the floorboards and signaled for us to follow.

″Productive night, then?” Niklas asked.

″Thanks to Malin,” Kase said once I’d slipped halfway through the escape door.

I didn’t know if he saw, but a smile spread over my lips before I dipped out of sight.
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Chapter 29
The Nightrender


Tova hunched at the table, picking at a bowl of fruit, but she only ate the orange and red pieces. Her face was locked in a scowl.

″Let it go, Tova,” I said for the tenth time.

″I ought to kick you in the bits.” Tova had fumed for the last four days, still sour over not being invited to the night running atop the roofs of Skítkast.

″Tov, you were stabbed less than a week ago,” Junius said with a gentle laugh.

″And he bathed in eldrish!”

I tried to keep a straight face and finished packing a roll of weapons, more penge Raum had been clever enough to see lying in the street, and a few days’ worth of food for the journey home.

We’d been delayed long enough. It was time to make our next moves.

″I know what will help you move on,” I said, shouldering the pack. “Our food stores need updating. I have it on good authority those plums from the south are on shelves at the exchange. I vow to get you an entire crate when we return.”

Tova shoved two fruit pieces into her mouth and huffed. “That’ll help.”

Before the noon sun, we gathered with some of the Falkyn Guild at the sea gates.

The breeze whipped sand against my cheeks, burning the healing wounds. Skítkast was different in sunlight. The ashen laths on homes were a little whiter, and the market streets where folk bought wool, jade, or plucked quail were a little quieter. Daylight brought out calmer faces while the wild ones arrived after the sunset.

″Morning and night,” Niklas said as he handed over a small wooden box. “Don’t miss, or you’ll have more scars and get infected, and I don’t feel like coming over to Klockglas to save your ass.”

I took the box of his elixir and clasped his forearm. “Thank you for saving it this time.” I turned to Junius. “You’re sure about the seamstress?”

″Yes,” Junius said with a pinched mouth. “After the Wild Hunt I sent word to our Falkyns in Klockglas as you asked. They first followed the hawker, but when their missive returned with the connection to the seamstress, well, you have uncanny luck. Either fate has plans for you, or you’re in the gods’ favor.”

″I would be if they existed. Your Falkyns, they checked her thoroughly?”

Junius nodded. “She’ll be a good mark to squeeze.”

Unbidden, a rush of anxious blood filled my veins. We would either pull off the greatest ruse in the Masque av Aska or die trying.

Niklas handed me a pouch filled with a crystal powder. “Make sure the threads of the jacket are doused in this.” He handed me a second pouch with powder more like ash and coal dust. “Then, this will coat the beading on the gown.”

″This is the elixir we discussed?” I took the pouch, ensuring it was secured before tucking it into the boiled leather satchel with the healing elixirs.

″The exact dosage. Handle it with care and be sure to oversee the application. This has a tendency to lead to obsession, Kase. We want temporary.”

″It will work?”

″Once the two powders are in the same vicinity, yes, it’ll work.” He gave me a lazy salute. “Never fear, my liege. I know my craft.”

True enough. I was not one to question Niklas, but when it involved the masque and Malin, I needed to be over prepared and confident in each move.

Junius touched my arm, her forehead bunched in worry. “You think this is the best step to take?”

″No,” I admitted. “But it might be the only one we have.”

Niklas offered me a bemused look. “Until we meet again then.”

I dipped my chin. Next time we spoke, doubtless, the world would look a little more dangerous.

Dagny came to see us off, and as I boarded the longboat, she squeezed Malin until it looked as though her spine might pop.

I snorted and pretended to ignore the cinch in my chest knowing Malin Strom had been implanted in our world, and it was as if she were always meant to be there. From Tova to Niklas, she’d won them over and I didn’t know what to think.

This was no life, not for her.

Twenty lengths away from the smell of unwashed skin and old boots, we dug into a meager meal. Malin gnawed mint leaves instead. How she could scale rooftops, take on skydguard, seduce Doft, but suffer on a longboat was laughable.

I leaned over the rail near the stempost, sharpening the point of the knife that had opened Doft’s throat.

Malin came to my side and held out a white bread roll. “You’d better take it now,” she said. “Tova insists she’s ready to eat everything.”

I tucked the knife away and took the bread.

Malin stared out at the expanse of the Howl, breathing in the clean brine. “What do we do next?”

″You mean what do I do? I make the decisions, dännisk.”

″No, I made no mistake. What do we do next?” She challenged my stare. “Don’t forget, without me, you would have no design plans.”

She’d grown bolder and I liked the way it fit on her.

″Or it was another opportunity for practice.” I took a bite of the roll, holding her gaze.

“Admit it, Nightrender. You needed me with Klaus.”

″I saved your neck, and if I didn’t need to keep doing it, all this might go faster.”

Malin balked. “You must be joking. I played as much a role of getting us out last⁠—”

I laughed, a true, deep laugh from somewhere in my chest. I wasn’t certain who was more startled, Malin or me. I couldn’t bleeding stop. Even after I took out the knife again, sharpening the blade to think of violent things, I would lift my eyes, see her wrinkled brow, and begin again.

An amusing lift came to her lip. If I had to guess, I’d say Malin fought mightily hard not to smile herself.

″Listen, Nightrender,” she said after a moment. “I’ve got a score to settle with the masquerade as much as you, so what do we do?”

I took a deep breath, but a half smile remained. “We’ll find Hagen.”

″Good, but not the score I meant. I lost a friend to this wretched festival.” My pulse thundered in my head when she faced me, her expression somber. Malin stepped closer. “I’m going to help rip the masque apart, so what comes next?”

I crowded her, my chest to the back of her shoulder, one hand on her hip. I hadn’t lied—I did enjoy making her gasp. “Do you take pleasure in commanding me?”

″The way you keep all your secrets bottled inside someone must demand you let them out.”

″Mystery holds a bit of power.” My fingertips brushed aside some of her hair, giving room for my lips to touch her ear as I spoke. “Deceit and secrets are how we survive.”

The Kryv were all willing to kill, thieve, and break others. Qualities I depended upon to ensure slimy wretches kept me well informed.

″You’re a little despicable,” Malin said, her voice breathless as her body slumped against my chest.

A strange feeling took hold of me. Hells, it was almost light, almost cheerful. “I’ve been called worse.”

I stepped away. Any closer, and I’d lose what little strength I had left to resist her entirely.

With my eyes on the spray of the sea, I lowered my voice. “What we do next is learn all we can of the layout of the Masque av Aska. Once we know that, then we can plot our marks on the inside.”

″How do we get into the trade, Kase?”

Her voice was frayed and broken. I wanted to take it away, but the answer would only add to the trouble. “Heir Magnate Niall.” The name grew sour on my tongue. “You heard Doft. He is the way folk will get invited in. We need to get close to him.”

″Any idea how?”

I knew how, but I did not share schemes until I was certain it was the step to take. The dance was too delicate to risk. “I’m working on it.”

Laughter at our backs drew Malin’s attention to Gunnar and Lynx. I don’t know what the two Kryv had said, but they both tossed their heads back, laughing at the sky.

Malin slouched wearily. “I wanted to free Hagen for myself. Now, to know he has a family, a lover waiting for him, I want to find him for them. I thought Hagen never wanted a family; he rejected advances from women in town. Now, I realize it was because his heart belongs to someone else.”

I’d met Hagen’s lover during our journey to the North. She was not a woman who was delicate; she was fierce, deadly, and prepared to tear the world apart to protect her family.

″Love is more dangerous than fear,” I said. Yet, the fear of love was what tinged my words now. “It brings vulnerability, distraction, and puts cruel marks on the heads of others should enemies catch wind of those who matter to you.”

″What a grim outlook.”

Experience demanded I view the world in such a way. “We’re here to exist, breathe, then die,” I said. “Humankind is simple, but cruel. I’m not sure if most are evolved enough to love beyond their own selfish interests.”

″Do you see the good in anyone?” she asked in earnest.

You. Naturally, I would not say it out loud. Instead, I said, “The guild.”

″You’re wrong,” Malin said mildly. “I will find Hagen because I love him. And I searched for you all these turns because . . .” She cut off. Never had I wanted someone to finish a thought more than now. Malin didn’t. “All I’m saying is not all things are done because of selfishness.”

She spun around on her heel.

″Where are you going?” I asked.

″To sleep. I need rest after this inspiring conversation.”

″Good,” I said, fighting a smile. “You were starting to get irritating.”

Fiske and Isak chuckled as Malin wheeled on me, the fire I enjoyed so much was alive in her eyes. She pointed one finger at my face. “You know, you are . . . just . . .”

″What am I?” I popped the last bite of roll onto my tongue.

Malin groaned deep in her throat. “Never mind.”

She left me and slumped against Tova near the sternpost.

Malin shot me a glare, but whether she wanted me to see or not, her mouth curved into a faint smile before she closed her eyes.
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Chapter 30
The Memory Thief


On the second dawn, Klockglas came into view. The air was sticky and wet with a coming storm.

At the hidden dock, the Kryv tossed packs of knives and food over; they fumbled off the boat, finding their land legs. I wanted to return to Felstad, curl up on the cot in Tova’s cold room, and sleep for three days.

Kase shattered my grand plans. The last to leave the boat, Kase raised one hand and gathered his guild close.

″Return to Felstad,” he said. “Malin and I will go to the Exchange.”

″Will we? What if I say no?”

″I would like to see you turn down a chance to be involved.” A grin tugged at his lips. As if schemes were afoot. With Kase, no mistake, they always were. “Go on. Give it a go.”

Smug bastard.

Folding my arms over my chest, I turned away, pretending I did not hear the soft, hidden laugh escape his throat.

″Do not forget you promised a full crate,” Tova said, shaping a box with her arms.

To part with the Kryv felt strange, but they faded into the trees like they were part of the night, drifting from one shadow to the next.

Kase hooded his face and supplied me with a cloak from the boat as soft rain started to fall. He opened one arm and gestured toward the opposite path. This direction would wind around the edge of the shore and drop down into the smallest of trade squares in Klockglas.

With the storm rolling over the fjord, the air grew heavy with damp. We walked in silence, and early on, the one who was not a Kryv in our duo became clear. Feather steps were impossible in the mud and damp unless one was the Nightrender. Kase, with his heavy blacksteel sheathed on his waist, prowled through the brush faint as a breeze.

“Care to know why we’re going to a trade square?”

″For Tova’s plums?”

″I do fear her empty stomach, but we have a meet. One I think you’ll find of interest.”

An unwanted ache burned my throat. “A meet? Of interest to me?”

“Now you’re simply repeating what I say.” Kase scoffed and pulled back a dried, overgrown tree branch for me to pass through. “Yes, there is someone who needs to make a deal with the Kryv.”

″A deal they’ve asked for?”

He winked and faded out of view around a bend. Hells. No doubt, he had some wretched Nightrender plan in his head. Now, I was part of it.

The small exchange hub wasn’t far. Two lengths from the shore we arrived under a mist of rain and cold. Kase seemed wholly at ease. He did not lift his hood, but no one minded. If he had penge, he could be a beast from the hells, and they’d welcome him with open arms.

Together we plucked ripe pomes, apples, plums and placed them in a crate he carried. Kase flicked copper penge coins at the soaked exchange merchants. At a corner stand, Kase lifted a sweet stick made of a hardened honey glaze dipped in bitter chocolate. He gave the merchant three penge and purchased the lot.

″Do you remember these?” he asked.

Such a simple phrase, but one that ached to my bones. He’d yet to willingly bring up the past first. Until now.

I grinned and took one of the sweets. “I do. I’m glad to see you’ve begun to pay for them.”

″I’m not as quick footed as I once was. You must admit, the merchant we stole from was a foul-smelling sod.”

″Naturally, he was asking to be robbed because of his hygiene.”

″Glad we see it the same.”

There was an extraordinary lightness about the moment. I swayed as we walked and let out a moan when silky chocolate melted on my tongue, unlocking a hundred memories of days with less knives and hate.

We’d gathered quite a collection to restock Felstad by the time Kase took hold of my elbow, leading us beyond the square into a cluster of homes. The township was small; I didn’t know its name, but it was made of wood and wattle homes with sod rooftops.

Kase stopped at a rounded home. Raised on small stilts to keep out the constant puddles from soaking into the thin wood floor.

″The backdoor,” he said, tucking the crate beneath an unruly shrub.

I didn’t question. A rush of adrenaline flooded my veins. My fingers twitched. There was a heady desire to unravel the way he thought as the Nightrender, to dig up his schemes beside him. Strong enough I forgot to fear.

When we reached the back of the house, Kase’s hand squeezed my hip, drawing me closer. His front to my back, by the gods, I’d never felt such a shock. A bright sensation I’d nearly forgotten. Even as a skinny, lamppost of a boy, I’d always been safe and steady with Kase Eriksson.

The illusion of the Nightrender was fading. The boy he was did not need to return. I could admit it now; I’d rather take Kase Eriksson, the man. Shadows and scars and all.

I only wish I could know if he became lost in the same whirlwind as me.

In the moment, he was unreadable. Back to the side of the house, my body in his arms, he didn’t look at me. All he did was lean one side of his head against the damp wood. In the silence, I finally heard what he did.

Playful laughter, a few groans of pleasure, the scuffle of feet over wood floors, the slap of skin on skin.

″Who are they?” I whispered.

″See for yourself.”

He released my body and a shudder rippled up my arms, like he’d protected me from the wind by his touch.

I had no time to ask another question before Kase used the hard point of his elbow to knock in the waxy parchment cover over the back window. Shadows inked the beautiful gold of his eyes, and the Nightrender, swifter than a single breath, slipped through the hole.

My climb lacked every thread of elegance and nimble motions as his, but I tumbled into the house in time to hear a few shouts and cries as shadows coiled around the small shack.

″By the hells, who⁠—”

The man didn’t finish his words, but it didn’t matter. I knew that voice. “Hob?”

I peeked around Kase’s broad shoulder, then snorted a laugh. Not Kryv-like, but it couldn’t be helped, catching sight of my dear street hawker with his trousers around his ankles, fumbling about in the dark. The woman was in as much disarray. Pulling up her dress bodice, smoothing her skirts, padding at her messy braids.

But even with his nakedness, Hob stopped fumbling at my voice. “Malin?”

His sharp eyes locked on me as Kase pulled back the shadows. Hob’s jaw pulsed. He finished pulling up his trousers, fastening them with a belt, then violently pulled out a chair from the table they’d been desecrating.

He slouched in it, arms folded over his chest, a frown carved deep on his face. “By the hells, woman. We had an arrangement—” He didn’t finish his reprimand before his woman slapped him across the face. “Dammit, Inge. What was that for?”

″Who is she?” Inge snapped. “You have other arrangements, Jakoby?”

My eyes widened. She knew Hob’s first name. Jakoby Hob, but no one, only those he told personally, knew his first name. Those he trusted. Far as I knew, I was the only one to learn it, and only because he’d been rather drunk. Once he’d sobered, he’d demanded I call him Hob.

He cared for this woman. Strange, but it left me feeling envious. A thing I never thought I’d be around the likes of Hob.

″No, I . . .” He let out a growl. “She’s an acquaintance, love.”

Wise of Hob. Like he’d done with his name, I’d warned him of my own secrets. Early in our dealings he was taught to never speak of my mesmer, or I’d show him what it could truly do. At the time, I’d been lying. Now, after what had happened with Klaus, I wondered if I could do a great deal more damage than I thought.

″You’re playing games with the Nightrender now?” Hob almost looked offended.

At the mention of his name, Kase took the lead. “We’re not here to discuss her deals. We’re here to see to yours.”

Hob paled. “I don’t make deals with the likes of you. Not so desperate to sell my bleeding soul just yet.”

″Oh, you misunderstood.” Kase laughed in the rough rasp of the Nightrender and pulled a second chair from the table. “I was speaking to her.”

All attention turned to Inge. I didn’t know her. She wasn’t a grand beauty, but she had a pleasant face. Long, satin black hair, and pink lips still swollen from Hob’s mouth. Beneath Kase’s black gaze she shrunk.

″Me? I don’t know what you mean.”

″No one ever does.” Kase let out a heavy sigh. “We have need of a gown. The finest gown you can make.”

The woman’s shoulders relaxed. “A gown? You’re here for a . . . commission?”

″Good choice, Mal.” Hob clapped with a nod. “Inge is the best in the region. She’s been commissioned for the bleeding Heir Magnate’s masquerade costume.”

It was almost endearing the way his lover fluttered beneath his praise. Who would have thought the street hawker could be called a match?

″Call it a commission if you’d like,” Kase went on. “But I won’t be paying for it.”

To her credit, Inge straightened, hands on her hips. “I don’t care if you’re the All Father himself. I don’t work for nothing.”

″What is this?” Hob paused an herb roll halfway to his lips. “Malin, are you disrespecting her?”

″Was I doing the talking, Hob?”

″Well, I don’t expect a gown to be for the bleeding Nightrender.”

Throughout the exchange, Kase was unmoved. Eerily so. He sat with thin mists of darkness swirling like murky water around his fingers. “I’d like to move this along.”

Inge huffed. “I’m not making a gown for no penge.”

Kase ignored her. His eyes roamed up my body without shame. “I think blue would suit her, perhaps green to match her eyes. I’d like it to be finished by next high moon.”

″You’re mad.” Inge barked a laugh. “That’s barely five days.”

″And I have all the confidence you’ll complete it. Don’t tell me as the most coveted seamstress in Liten that you don’t have materials half shaped.”

″Mere pieces,” Inge argued. “Not fitted to anything. Certainly not a skinny thing like her.”

I frowned and looked away.

″You will,” Kase said.

″I refuse.” Inge smiled a little viciously. “I know you threaten folk to do your bidding, Nightrender. Do your worst, you’ve got nothing on me.”

″So sure?”

My scalp prickled. By the gods, I knew the man beyond the darkness and even still the question shot a flash of fear through my heart.

Inge faltered for half a breath. “Yes. I’m sure.”

Kase flicked his gaze to Hob. The Hawker had the herb roll between his teeth but had yet to light it. He was too raptly attentive to the man across from him.

″In that case, I might as well let your lover in on the game you play with him. I believe he and my Kryv are friendly. She’d want me to tell him.”

I noted how Kase called me one of his Kryv, but I stored the thought away. All thought went to Hob. What did Kase know?

By the way he froze, Hob was in the dark as much as me. “What game?”

″No.” A pitchy squeak escaped from Inge. She covered her mouth with her fists. “No. It is nothing, please.”

Hells, how did Kase do this? Tears glistened on her lashes, and she looked at Hob with such shattered longing my heart split in two. I had an unbearable need to stand beside my villainous street hawker. The pinch in my gut told me the Nightrender was about to deliver one of his bribes and Hob would be caught in the crossfire.

″What game, Inge?” Hob said, voice rough.

She blinked. The tears fell. She shook her head mutely.

Kase kicked his legs out in front of him, crossing his ankles. “Agree to do the gown? Or do I tell the hawker how you use him for information on the underbelly, then bring it to your skydguard brothers? Your eldest, he recently received a handsome imprisonment payment from the Black Palace for all the crooks he’s locked up. True?”

″No!” Inge shrieked, her shoulders shuddering.

Kase did not play his hand fairly. I didn’t understand his move. What did he have to hold against her now?

Hob curled forward as if a fist had lodged into his stomach. He lifted his gaze to Inge.

Lines from tears glistened on the ridges of her cheeks. “Jakoby, please⁠—”

Hob stood abruptly, cutting her off. The chair scraped over the wood floor, then toppled to one side. The pulse of his jaw was rapid like a heartbeat. Without a word, he reached for his canvas coat, and went for the door.

I made a move for him, but he held up a hand. ”Dännisk, should you need me, seems I’ll be in the Jagged Grove slum, hiding from skydguard.”

″Jak . . .” Inge drew in a harsh gasp when he turned his back on her and slammed the door behind him.

Truth be told, I was ashamed. All this time I thought I did not much care for Jakoby Hob. But witnessing his heart shredded in such a way, a fierce defensiveness roared to life inside me.

I pointed my anger at his lover. “You must’ve played him well. Hob trusts no one, yet he gave his heart to you.”

″I believe I said this on the boat,” Kase murmured. “Love is too dangerous.”

″I will not start this argument with you right now,” I snapped back.

″Pity. It would be a marvelous victory on my part.”

I rolled my eyes and glared at a sobbing Inge. “Why did you sell him out? Why use him at all?”

Inge curled forward. “You don’t understand.”

“And we don’t need to,” Kase said. “The gown, or should I go after him and tell him the rest?”

Ah, there it was. The little dagger twist, enough leverage to continue to get what he wanted. This was the Nightrender in his truest form.

Inge’s body sagged. “I will have a gown ready by the high moon.”

A harsh silence filled Inge’s small house as she guided me through measurements. I could not be certain, but I had every belief this gown would be worn to the masque. Though, I hadn’t figured why I was the only one in the guild being fitted for anything extravagant.

Inge spent time with a parchment pad and charcoal pen, sketching out a design. Without a word she held out the concept for approval. A remarkable gown. Full, no sleeves, and an intricate corset made of ribbons over the bodice.

″Fit for a future queen,” Kase said. “Do you agree?”

What was this about? “It is beautiful, but I am no queen.”

″No. Although, I do hope we can make it so those who don’t know the truth are still convinced you hold a throne somewhere.”

He had a plan, and I was not invited into the whole of it yet. Before I could press him, Kase rose, his eyes on Inge.

“Malin,” he said. “Would you see to it that we’re clear to leave?”

″If you want to threaten her in private, simply say so,” I said. “I do not mind it. Not after what she did to Hob.”

Perhaps I was more like the Nightrender than I thought.

He grinned and removed a leather pouch from beneath his tunic, one I’d noticed Niklas handed him before we’d left Skítkast. “I have a few more instructions for our seamstress. I won’t be long.”

I hoped he terrified her. Once outside, I tugged the cloak’s hood over my head now that a heavy, dreary rain fell.

Hells.

Now we would make the trek to Felstad in the dark and cold and wet.

I startled, when the door swung open. Kase’s hand caught me, steadying me against him before I stumbled off the raised stoop.

His eyes cut through the night like a new blaze of sunrise. I swallowed with more effort. “All finished?”

″Finished.”

He took my hand and quickened his step until we were hidden in the surrounding trees.

″How can we trust her not to tell those skydguard brothers we have plans for the masque?”

″She won’t.”

″How did you know about her ploy?”

″Kryv have eyes in every grimy corner of the region.” He paused, pulling the hood over his head. “As do the Falkyns.”

Ah. So, while the Nightrender teased the Otherworld in Skítkast, he’d still been up to tricks along with the Falkyn guild. I did not know whether to be frightened or marvel at what he’d become.

I tugged on his arm, drawing us to a stop. “What else do you have on her?”

″I don’t give up my secrets, dännisk.”

He was the stubbornest fool about his secrets. Giving some but keeping more.

″Then, pray tell, why did you fit me for a gown, and no one else?”

The wickedly seductive grin twisted his mouth again. “Because no one else will be the woman to win the heart of the Heir Magnate at the Masque av Aska.”
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Chapter 31
The Memory Thief


Four days after the one-sided deal with Inge, stained bandages wrapped my shoulders.

The Kryv took to heart preparing for the viciousness of the Masque av Aska and sparred mercilessly. Tomorrow, I’d have a ghastly bruise under my eye where Lynx knocked me with his elbow, but Gunnar would have a swollen jaw. Fiske might have a new scar over his brow to always remember me by.

Hip joints, shoulders, and the small of my back protested on my sleeping mat. I rubbed my swollen eyes, exhausted as I strode into the washroom. Without a soothing balm or herb of some kind, I wouldn’t be sleeping.

At night, Felstad was magical. Sconces cast ghostly figures across the weathered stones, and the mugginess outdoors left mists and damp on the windows. Light wasn’t gilded or white as in the day, but bluer with a touch of violet, as if shadows stood watch over the haven when the sun faded. Galleys and arcades crossed with hallways and stairwells in a scope I hadn’t explored entirely.

Wet stone on my tongue, the chill of my bare feet, brought comfort and a sense of home.

Using my shoulder, I shoved out of the washroom, yawning, and rubbing the minty balm on my elbows and the back of my neck.

Light crossed in an adjoining hall one bend from my shared room. Behind the door, parchment rustled. Gods, did Kryv ever sleep?

The old study was small and oblong with shelves of dusty leather books and old vellum, few chairs, and wiry pelt rugs.

And the Nightrender.

My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. Injury hadn’t hindered Kase from molding into a force of strength and power. I studied the planes of his bare, scarred back, unashamed.

He leaned over a long center table, staring at something sprawled over the surface. One hand covered his left eye, then he switched and placed his right hand over his right eye.

″Couldn’t sleep?” I asked.

Kase turned, his face discomposed, and he hurriedly slipped the tunic he’d draped on the back of a chair over his head.

He began rolling up the sheets of thin parchment. “You are getting rather sly.”

He was distressed, and soon I understood—I had distressed him.

I buried my own unease beneath a grin. “I’ll take that as a compliment. Something pressing keeping you up?”

″No, just going over a few things.”

″Don’t stop because of me. I can’t sleep, for I think I’ve bruised every bone in my body,” I said, holding up the jar of balm. “I would very much like a feather bed right now.”

″Ah, perhaps in the morning we can see who owes the Kryv a favor and get one.”

I snickered and scanned the table.

″What’s all this?” I reached for the gauzy paper. Sketches bled through and eventually pieced together layers of intricate drawings of partitions, full rooms, structures of canopies and walking paths through the transparent sheets.

Kase rubbed the back of his neck. “These are your masquerade plans.”

″I like how you call them my plans.”

″You did the work. The masquerade will be held in the back courtyard of the palace. I was trying to get an idea of any changes to the land and architecture.”

Newly added drawings for a fifth tower were plotted on the south side. The building had two main entrances, one facing the sunrise, the other the sunset. But on a second sheet were dozens of webbed corridors and passages built underneath the tents and removable ballroom where the guests of the masquerade danced into the dawn.

″Bleeding skies,” I said and held up another sheet. “There is an underground boathouse.” Kase didn’t answer. I tried again. “Did you see this? It’s only been added this last turn.” I pointed at the dimensions. “It leads from beneath the palace to the river. Must’ve taken expert planning to carve out without toppling the entire building. Here, look.”

Surely an entire river system under the mansion would be useful, but he frowned and rolled the sheet. “It’s late. I’ll look at them later.”

″I can’t look?” My face flushed in annoyance. “Or do you want me to leave because you still aren’t comfortable with me being here?”

Kase glowered, then tossed the designs across the table. “Be my guest. Look.”

″I’d rather know your thoughts. Out of the people in this room, I’m the least experienced at scheming.”

″I’m not sure about that.”

His stance barred against me, as though I were an icy storm beating him down. Perhaps I should’ve felt foolish for thinking Kase might drop his walls and step out of his armor. Instead, I was angry. A delirious kind. I slammed one hand on the table. “Fine. I understand. I’ll leave.”

″What are you going on about?”

″You obviously don’t want me to be here. I thought we’d stepped beyond some things, but I was wrong. Goodnight.”

He followed me with his eyes. “Are you always so sensitive?”

I chuckled grimly. “When I’m this exhausted, this sore, and this furious at life, yes, I get rather sensitive.”

″Sit down.” He took a deep breath and braced against the table. When I didn’t budge, he urged me to sit with a jerk to his head and waited until I complied. His voice lowered to a dark whisper. “I didn’t notice the boathouse.”

I crossed my arms over my chest, even more irritated. “Forgive me. Next time, I’ll let you scan all the pages before I take a look, so you can know everything first.”

″That’s not what I meant, and if you’d still that temper of yours for a damn moment, perhaps I could explain.” His tone was different, vulnerable, and he wouldn’t look at me. “I’ve already checked every page twice, and I still don’t know how many tents there will be, or that a boathouse existed.”

At least seven sheets of new and old design drawings were scattered across the table. The Nightrender was the dark fae of the land, a ghost, slier than any fox in the brush. And he’d missed a glaring opportunity.

″What are you trying to say?”

Kase tapped one finger on the edge of the table, opened his mouth a few times, then changed his mind as if gathering his thoughts. Finally, he looked at me directly. “I don’t . . . read.” He quickly recanted. “I mean, I can read, just not well. Something is different with my eyes.”

I reeled through my memories of reading with Kase. As children, I told him stories. At Salvisk’s he’d tossed the ledger of cheeries at me. “Different in what way?”

The Nightrender shifted on his feet. I couldn’t recall ever seeing him so out of sorts. At last, he sighed. “Everything moves about. I’ll blink and a term or measurement will flip or jump to the top of the page. Takes me hours to read a sheet. I’ve always struggled.”

For as long as I’d known Kase Eriksson, I never knew this. “You could’ve just said something. Did you think I’d taunt you?”

″I don’t know. I’ve never told anyone.” He cleared his throat and stared at the sheets.

″But you’re telling me?”

″Because you stick your nose in everyone’s bleeding business, and you have this annoying habit of getting me to talk.”

I grinned but heat stung my cheeks. “Someone needs to.

He covered an eye again. “This helps.”

I watched him squint at the boathouse dimensions for a time before I blurted out my own confession. “The memories I steal terrify me.”

Kase looked up, and I wished I’d kept my mouth shut. He seemed intent to hear more. Didn’t he split a piece of his armor, giving me a peek inside? I could do the same.

I scooted to the edge of my chair, fiddling with the corner of one sheet of paper. “I hated stealing them because I knew I’d witness something horrible. Sometimes I would cry, then when I sold them, I would pretend as if they hardly mattered. As if I enjoyed the brutality. Eventually, I started to believe I did.”

″There is nothing shameful about despising brutal things.”

″Nor is there shame if the written word is difficult to understand.” I challenged him with a raised brow. He frowned and glanced back at the parchment, but I had a feeling I was winning the argument. I nudged his hand with mine. “If you’d like me to help, I’d like to stay.”

Kase considered me for a moment before turning over the designs to my side of the table. He sat next to me until our thighs pressed against the other, and asked about specific things: ledges with spikes or smooth surfaces, tent sizes and shapes, what would be inside, and how many folk could squeeze in. He asked how windows on the palace were latched, how many stairwells, serf quarters, barracks for skydguard.

Like he did with Dagny’s mud drawing, I circled important areas with a charcoal pen, even doodled things like water for the boathouse, or a crown for Ivar’s chambers.

Kase rubbed his eyes after the candle melted to nothing more than a bulge of wax. I sipped a pungent tea I’d brewed to keep us awake, and still, my eyes were heavy.

″What do you think?” I asked.

″We’re facing a challenge, but I’d expect nothing less.”

″We will not have long to pull this off.” My fingers drummed over the passage at the top of one page, a sort of schedule of events. There was a single line that’d caught my attention: slutet av handeln. Trade end.

We took ‘trade’ to mean the hidden Alver barter for Niall’s future bride.

″Until the twelfth toll,” Kase said soberly. He pointed to a vast circle of chambers under the central rooms of the palace, all connected with crisscrossed corridors and passages built around a center room. “How you described this, I’ve no doubt this will be where they hold the trade.”

″Then that is where you will put me.”

″You’ll put yourself there.”

I didn’t care for this plan. To seduce Doft had been different—he’d been there for pleasure, and to be clear, I did not do an exceptional job at seduction. To convince the Heir Magnate I should be his choice, to pose as some exotic, mysterious woman at the masque, frankly, Tova ought to be the one to go in.

Kase seemed to think Tova would wind up slitting Niall’s throat too soon.

That, and the Kryv were once kept at the Black Palace. Odds were, Niall would recognize Tova, even if illusions were in place.

I hugged a musky blanket around my shoulders. “When Hagen was taken, this moment could not come soon enough. Now, it seems as if we are not prepared at all, and it is nearly here.”

″We’ll be ready,” he said.

″Sometimes I wonder if you say things to convince yourself.”

″We’ll be ready,” Kase repeated. “We’ve no choice. If Hagen is bartered away, finding him again will take turns.”

″But you’d never stop.”

The ferocity in his stare was answer enough, but he said, “I’d never stop.” A collision of fury, pain, and grit darkened his face. He stepped closer. “You were right. If you would’ve been the one taken, I would’ve never stopped fighting. I won’t now.”

″Fight to the end. That’s what it means, right?”

″Yes. A reminder to never give up, and never give in to those who delight in breaking others. Who’ve tried to break us. We refused long ago to let them, and whenever we meet, we will fight until the end of them—or us.”

″Maybe after this, we’ll find a way to fight for more Alvers. Not only at the masquerade.”

″You should live your life,” he said softly. “Away from here, Malin. You should leave and be happy far from Klockglas.”

″Without you?”

Would the Nightrender remain a man the desperate folk made deals with, a killer defined by dark mesmer?

I turned back to the table and started gathering our horns, but Kase curled his hand in mine. He urged me to leave the mess and turned me around. Those eyes were dark when I faced him, not from mesmer, but something else. Something that sent my blood rushing.

He drew gentle circles over my palm with his thumb. “You would be better off without me.”

″You would be better off not assuming you know what is best for me. Or what I want.”

Kase locked me in the satin black of his eyes, then pulled my wrist, smashing my body against his. One hand held the small of my back, each fingertip moved agonizingly slow up every divot of my spine.

I prayed he would not notice how my pulse raced, how my fingers trembled as I touched the sharp edge of his jaw.

″You would be better off listening to me.” The way he touched me, slow, sensual, needy, I had little control in the way my body arched into him.

″If you said better things, I might listen.”

A dark groan rumbled against my body. Kase pressed my back to the wall. Hips, chest, hands, he had them all against me, heating my skin and heart. In this moment, whatever he asked of me I would do. I wanted to scream at him to command me, to take the whole of me.

For a killer, a thief, for a man enrobed in darkness, he touched with a scorching gentility that drew out ragged breaths and embarrassing moans I could not stop if I tried.

″Malin.” My name off his tongue came like a plea. As if he were begging me to stop him, to keep him from crossing the line between us.

I would do no such thing.

He’d stolen my heart when we were young, and I’d never asked for it back.

When he lifted his eyes, only brilliant, beautiful gold stared back. He studied me, commanded me. Ansel had warned me the Nightrender would own my soul. Oh, how little my friend understood. I owned nothing, for everything I had to give had always belonged to the Nightrender.

″Damn you.” A harsh curse. It was all I was given before Kase kissed me.

Where his touch had been gentle, his kiss was desperate. Fingers tangled in my hair, he pulled me closer.

I clawed at his shoulders, gripped his tunic in fistfuls, circled his neck to allow me to lose myself in the feeling of his hard body.

Kissing the Nightrender was more exciting than lightning on the Howl, drew more sensation than the bite of a winter wind. For a moment, smoke fluttered through my head. I absorbed the memory of his discomfort, then his relief when I discovered his secret challenge with words. Tension from worry about the guild, about me, about Hagen absorbed into my consciousness. Kase felt a great deal he never showed, and I was intruding.

I begged mesmer to leave me, to let me have this moment in its rawest form.

When I gave into him, thinking only of the now, giving and taking my breath with his, the smoky memories slowly faded.

His sly mouth parted my lips. The warmth of his tongue against mine set me aflame. He tasted like sweet heat. A fierce collision that tilted the ground beneath me.

My fingertips slipped beneath his tunic. I took a great deal of pleasure the way the Nightrender groaned, as if he’d begun to unravel as much as me. As if one spark of touch caused him to lose control.

I memorized the hard planes of his chest, his overheated skin. Kase gripped my thigh, lifting my leg, all to grant his hips space to press into mine.

I gasped. The kiss broke as my head fell against the wall. His mouth, tongue, and teeth scraped down the front of my throat. Desire trembled through me, and if he did not keep his hands on me, I would not be able to remain standing.

Kase explored my neck, my jaw; he kissed me and claimed me.

When he returned his gaze to mine, those eyes were rife in a greedy flash of desire. With slow tugs, he lifted the hem of my tunic. The chill of his calluses raised the skin of my bare stomach. Beneath my top, his grip was demanding as he dragged his hand up the curve of my waist.

Kase grinned against my mouth when I choked on my own breath as he touched me. The tips of his fingers teased the curve of my breast, learning the shape of me and destroying me all at once.

A sob trembled when Kase pressed his thumb against my nipple, swirling and flicking.

My knees shuddered, my core throbbed. “Kase, gods.”

Slowly, he finished lifting the bottom of my tunic, tucking the edges over the tops of my breasts, baring me to him.

My shoulders heaved. Never had I been so exposed, never had I been looked at with such heady desire.

Kase’s eyes shadowed with his mesmer. “Malin. You . . .” His jaw tightened, as though he could not find the proper words. In the next breath, Kase ducked his head and covered one breast with his mouth.

I sagged against the wall, my leg still wrapped around his waist, tightening as though he were my strength in a storm. One palm splayed out on the wall, seeking purchase. The other cupped the back of his head, holding his greedy lips to my skin.

Kase nipped and sucked, giving both breasts equal attention.

I bowed my spine, wanting him to take in more, to devour me whole.

How much had changed since that first deal with the Nightrender. I had feared him, hated him in some ways. Now all I could think was how badly I wanted him to crawl into me. How his touch would be the memory I’d never give up. One I’d recall again and again, with the hope of many more.

My hand went to his belt. Kase freed a rough breath, pulling off one nipple with a pop of his lips. His desire strained against his trousers. I palmed his length, grinning when his forehead fell to mine. On the wall, he flattened his palms beside my head, stance wide, offering me freedom to do as I pleased.

I made plans to do just that.

Until the door clattered against the wall and brought us to an abrupt stop.

″What are you doing?” Ash stood in the doorway, rubbing sleep from his eyes.

Great hells.

Kase scrambled to return my tunic in place to hide my bare chest, then fumbled back as if I’d burned him.

“Ash.” He cleared his throat, and maneuvered in front of me, concealing the way he’d left me breathless against the wall. “What . . . what is it?”

″Hanna,” Ash said, as if he hardly cared about the scene he’d stumbled upon. There was a delightful innocence about the boy. Enough I could hardly find the will to be irritated he’d interrupted.

″Another nightmare,” Ash went on, “she’s asking for you.”

The moment would end here. I knew the instant Kase turned his eyes to me. He was many things, but even the Nightrender did not have the strength to ignore the call of little Hanna.

His gaze said a hundred things. Regret, need, desire.

Kase dragged his fingers through his tousled hair and followed Ash. He was unsettled, and I knew there would be enough time for him to overanalyze what happened in here.

Enough time for him to build those walls he thought protected me. Time for me to realize if he did, I would be more broken for it.
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Chapter 32
The Nightrender


“You needed to know, so you could prepare,” Fiske said, his hands clasped behind his back.

My shoulders tensed and I nodded. “We’ll watch our backs.”

His brows pulled together. “Do more than that, Kase. Do a great deal more than that. I will not go if I do not have your assurance you will do everything to return with us.”

″Fiske,” I said, trying to keep my voice light. “I have no plans to sleep at the Black Palace tomorrow evening.”

He didn’t look appeased, but Fiske rarely did when it came to these things. He didn’t argue more and left me with a tight smile.

The worst part about Fiske’s premonitions came when they involved you. What was I to do with his twisted, ugly feeling that something would take an unexpected turn for me? There was no time to readjust.

We were to leave in the morning.

More than worry for me, how was I to do this for Malin?

How would I deliver her to the place where cruel men would tear her apart if they discovered her mesmer?

I stood at the precipice of a battle I never wanted. Deep, unforgiving dread climbed my shoulders.

If I refused to take this step, Malin would go without me. She would not leave Hagen. There was no other choice but to remain at her side as we either succeeded in a heist, common for Kryv, or began a war.

My eyes fell to the wrapped gown hanging near the window of my upper room.

Inge had delivered on her promise. This morning Tova and Lynx had gone to pick up the gown, but also oversee the application of the crystal powder to Lord Niall’s fine coat.

If ever Niklas’s elixirs needed to work, it would be that powder.

Our dealings with the seamstress were officially closed, and now the rest would be in our hands. If we could hit our marks, maybe we would leave victorious and unscathed.

Unless I continued the dangerous game I’d started within our own walls.

I’d lost my head, given into desire, and touched Malin. Kissed her. Tasted her. Gods, I would die to taste more of her.

When I was taken at the masquerade, I’d barely hit thirteen turns. Hardly a little boy, and by then I’d noticed my hayloft companion was a girl who did strange things to my body when I looked at her too long.

She’d caused a stir in my feckless boyish heart then, and now had dug into what blackened, shriveled thing I had left. It was not a kind heart, not giving, not warm. But it was hers. No mistake, it would cloud my mind, and put us all at risk. Better to return to the protective distance between us. I’d done well for the last day and night.

Some might call hiding in one’s room cowardly, I preferred the word wise.

I should’ve realized it would be a matter of time before my luck ran out.

A soft knock at my doorframe interrupted my solitude. My body flinched at her voice.

″Tova said you would have a sheath for the leg.” Malin stood in my doorway, holding up a pair of silver-tipped knives.

I clenched one fist at my side, afraid I might grab her and pin her to the wall again if I did not. With a dismissive hand, I pointed at a set of drawers near my narrow bed. “Should be something there.”

I turned away before I could meet her eye.

″I look forward to seeing Hagen again,” she said. “It will be good to have him home. For Gunnar too.”

Bitter laughter spilled out. “Klockglas is no place to call home.”

″What’s wrong?”

″Nothing is wrong.”

She snorted. “I know enough about you, Kase Eriksson, to know you build walls with anger, indifference, and shadows.”

She was angry with me. Good. It would be better if she were, then we could continue as if nothing had happened between us.

But Malin did not retreat. The woman took it upon herself to touch me, wrecking the fragile pieces of any shield I put between us.

Her slender fingers rested over mine, forcing me to lift my gaze. She smiled—bleeding smiled—when I was biting back.

″You are trying to goad me into leaving,” she said.

My teeth ground together. “You think you know so much about me because we were children together?”

″I wish I knew why you do this sometimes,” she admitted. “Why you try to push me away after you’ve drawn me in. Don’t you know by now, I am here for you as much as I am for Hagen?”

″This is who I am,” I said briskly. “Accept it or let me be.”

″No, you hide being Kase, and I don’t know why being him is so terrifying to you.”

I cursed under my breath. “You can’t understand.”

″I can’t?” Her voice was strained. Raw. “You think I don’t understand what losing everyone you love feels like?” With my ire turned against the window, Malin stepped to my side. “What keeps you behind your mask, Kase?”

The last shield broke.

I seized her face in my palms. “You want to know why I create illusions? Where to begin? Perhaps when Ivar used his Alvers to rift my skin, and I wished to hide my shame, the tears in my eyes.” I lifted my top, took her hand, and forced her palm over the ridges of the scars on my back.

Malin closed her eyes. I thought she might pull away in disgust, fear perhaps, but fear wasn’t there. Whatever she felt was something my mesmer could not sense.

″I became a monster to survive,” I told her. “You want me as some stupid boy from your past, and the worst part is, for you, I wish I could be. I told you I hate everything about my past except you, and it’s true. At nights, when I was finally left alone for a few moments of peace, I thought of you. Thought of how it always was together. Thoughts of you kept me alive many times, Mallie.”

A sob came from her throat. She dug her fingers into my back, pulling me closer. “You are still him.”

″No, he’s dead.” I slid one hand to her waist. “Do you want to hear what I did to Ash and Hanna’s father when we escaped, Malin? How I stuffed his throat with his own blade.”

″Kase . . .”

″Or when we broke free, would you want to know how I hunted the skydguard who guarded our cages? I tortured them with fear until they pissed themselves and begged for death. I wear the Nightrender’s darkness because I am not Kase Eriksson, no matter how much you wish me to be.”

My voice trembled in rage, but my hands traveled over her face and body gently. When a tear fell to her cheek, I wiped it away with my thumb.

″I wish what happened to you hadn’t,” she said, her hand traveled to the wing of my shoulder. The touch caused a shudder to run through me. Malin rested one palm to my cheek, waiting for me to look at her. “But I am not sorry to know the man you are now.”

″How can you say that?”

″It’s the truth.”

I closed my eyes when she slipped her other hand beneath my tunic. First to my chest, then around again to my back; her fingers caressed my scars.

I was weak.

I could not resist the spell she had cast over me long ago.

Desire clenched in my chest. Being so near, it was a small thing for me to pull her mouth to mine.

I kissed her. Fiercely.

My hand held the back of her neck; her fingers tangled in my hair. We fumbled against the wall. Even more than the last kiss, this was feral. Unguarded. I did not waste time and pulled at the bottom of her top, slipping it over her head.

Hells, she was a sight. One I’d wanted and denied myself for too long.

I wanted to devour her.

Malin was as greedy, and in the next breath my chest was bare, her mouth on my skin.

She paused only long enough to remove the raven charm from my neck. She kissed the rose against my heart, smiling as she slid her twine necklace on. “I want it back.”

″It’s yours.”

″Don’t think Asger escaped my notice on your bed.” She flicked her eyes to that ugly stuffed horse I’d secretly loved so much as a boy.

I laughed and buried my face in the soft, sweet warmth of her neck. Our playfulness faded again into heated kisses and wandering hands. I cupped her breasts, her hips, the pressure of my touch drew out soft gasps from her throat.

“Malin.” I tugged at her trousers, my fingers sliding beneath the waistline. “Everything I want is all that you are.”

Frenzied desire caused my hands to shake. I could not unfasten the damn pants. Pulling back, I lowered to my knees in front of her.

Malin hummed her satisfaction. “The Nightrender on his knees, I never knew such a thing of beauty existed.”

I rolled my eyes to her, grinning a little wickedly as I finally succeeded in the clasp. I pressed a kiss to her stomach, the bones of her hips. “I only bow to you.”

My kisses heated. Malin’s voice cut off, replaced by heavy breaths. She tangled her fingers in my hair as I granted myself permission to claim every inch of her with my kisses, my hands, my tongue. I licked and sucked; I tasted the wet heat of her entrance until she panted my name.

I pressed two fingers into her drenched core, curling and claiming until her cries echoed against the walls of my chamber. Doubtless, I would hear of it from the Kryv.

I hardly cared.

She was stunning. Her taste, her body. Her. She was my perfection and always had been.

Malin shuddered and dug her fingernails into my scalp with one hand and braced against the wall with the other as I draped her leg over my shoulder.

“Gods, Kase.”

My name said in such a way unlocked a rush of need within me. I left her trembling and rose to my feet. In one swift motion, I scooped her up beneath her thighs, carrying her to my bed.

She arched into me as each kiss blended into the next.

The room spun in a haze when she smiled as I yanked her hands over her head, caging her beneath me. It wasn’t long before Malin broke one hand free and went to my belt. With more finesse than me, she pulled away the last barrier between us.

I forgot to breathe. Skin to skin knocked my mind into a blazing flame for a few heartbeats. I kissed her, sweet and raw, then went to her neck, aching to keep her hands on my body.

Malin hooked a leg around my waist, holding me as I rocked between her legs. She let out a sharp gasp once we slid together.

I went still. “Did I hurt you?”

She shook her head, feverish and breathless.

Time didn’t matter as we gave more of ourselves to each other. Pleasure blurred out conscious thought. All I could focus on was her body, the soft way she whispered my name, the burn of her touch on my skin.

I didn’t look away from her steady gaze, hypnotized. She was patient; I was frantic.

She met my quickened pace, adding friction and longing between us. Malin’s eyes rolled back in her head as she cried out, falling apart in my hands. I burrowed my face in the sweet glisten of sweat on her neck, and with another frenzied thrust, I spilled into her.

Words choked in my throat as my body collapsed over hers. Only the sound of our ragged breaths filled the darkness.

Malin Strom was my beautiful downfall. And I would take any pain if it meant more of her. Ruin me. Brutalize me. Just give me her.
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In the moonlight, with the patter of rain on the battered wooden roof, we laid on the quilts, her head cradled to my chest. She traced a scar running from my middle around to my ribs.

″I could take some, you know,” she whispered.

I tilted my head. “Take what?”

″A memory. Many. If they hurt you, I could take them.”

″As your burden?”

″If it eases yours.”

I pressed a kiss to her head. “I don’t want to forget. Those memories remind me why I fight.”

″But they chain you to this place.”

I cupped her face. “After this is over, I would leave with you.”

She closed her eyes and overtook my hand. “How can we walk away when we know what happens here?”

What I would do to get her free of this place. There were no lengths I would not go. No man I would not kill. I would burn the world to the ground to keep her breathing and in my arms.

But she was too good, too bold to fade into the shadows when so many suffered in the east.

″I wish you would say something different but knew you wouldn’t.” I lifted my hand to my hair. “My fear, what pulls the darkest mesmer from me now, is believing you will die trying to stop what cannot be stopped. The Lord Magnate will not give up his seat without a great deal of death.”

She drew small circles over my chest. “We share a similar fear, then. But for me it is sending you back to the place you were lost before. I won’t survive should it happen a second time.”

″I would hope I had more brains than I did ten turns ago.” I kissed the tops of her knuckles as my smile faded. “I am not the boy from the past, Malin. Do you want him, or⁠—”

She silenced me with her fingers to my lips and propped onto her elbow. “I don’t want him. I want you. The scars, the anger, the pain, all of it. But you can’t ask me to stop trying to break the chains locking you behind the mask you wear.”

I scoffed. “Then you will be fighting another impossible war. There is a hate inside me that holds me here, like a cruel master.”

″Maybe so, but it’s my choice to fight for you.” A grin spread over her lips. “And you can’t stop me, Nightrender.”

My laugh was low and deep. “Being demanding will get your tongue cut out of your head, dännisk Strom.”

She rolled her eyes, then touched my jaw. “Be a brute as you please, be wicked if you like, but be Kase in these moments with me.”

Then, she kissed me.

I pulled her into a straddle over my hips. Before we were frenzied, this was different. Malin rode me, slowly, lovingly. We moved like a gentle lap of the tides, taking time to explore each other, to kiss each scar.

Every thrust was long, controlled, deep. Malin drew my hand to her center, guiding my fingers to press on the sensitive places to draw out her most breathless cries.

I could taste every surface of her body and still never have enough of this woman.

Dawn was fast approaching, so I kissed her deeper, memorizing every sensation of her body beneath my hands. When the sun came, this night would be the sweetest memory.

I planned to keep it always.

For there was no way to know what became of us at sunrise.
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Chapter 33
The Memory Thief


The shoreline nearest to the Black Palace was packed with ships. Black laths with blue sails, whitewood decks with green and red flags. Longships with a hundred oarsmen. Cutters, barges, and skiffs with ratty flags of Skítkast. At each dock, near each vessel, phaetons, stagecoaches, and boxy road coaches awaited to take those guests, common and noble alike, to the Masque av Aska.

Lampposts were heavy with silver words on thick parchment. A simple phrase:

Come one, come all.

Welcome to the dark ball.

The Guild of Kryv gathered on the edge of slate-gray cliffs rising like dark sentinels above the Howl. Up here, the wind was angry, but I didn’t feel the cold. I only watched ahead where Kase studied the arrivals. Blacksteel in one hand, hood over his head.

I’d spent the morning braiding the sides of his hair off his face. Tova braided and twisted mine on one half of my head, so it looked as though one side was shaved like hers. Next, she’d painted my face to hide my freckles. My lips were stained in a dark blood red, and kohl darkened my lashes and eyes.

I looked like a noblewoman and felt terribly out of place in my own skin.

The others had helped one another paint runes on their faces in green as dark as black moss. Ash and Hanna added streaks across eyes and cheeks. The one rune on my body was from Kase. He’d drawn a symbol of protection on the inside of my wrist when no one was near, sealed with his kiss on the pulse point.

From me, his wrist had one of strength and power.

More than ever, tonight, I needed the Nightrender to be ruthless.

I went to his side. “This feels like a fantasy. Like a night we’ve talked about for so long but was never going to happen.”

Kase looked at me, the blackness of his eyes drinking me in. “Tomorrow will look different. You’ll have Hagen back.”

I’d have both Kase and Hagen. I refused to see it any other way.

Kase sheathed his sword and led the guild into the thick of the trees. Underfoot the soil thrummed with energy, as though the forest knew what was about to happen.

Our first mark of the night would be in play before the sun finished setting over the Howl.

Down the slope one of the many raked roads led to the Black Palace. There we waited. My pulse raced with all the skittering noises from creatures in the brush, and birds in the trees, the trickle of a shallow creek over rocks and logs, the rustle of damp leaves.

The sound of footsteps approaching.

A sharp whistle broke the night, and I breathed a little easier.

Kase stepped into the moonlight at the same moment as Niklas, Junie, Eero, and the Falkyns.

Most Falkyns dressed in black like the Kryv, but instead of hoods they wore caps, instead of swords they used throwing knives, pouches of potions and elixirs, and brass knuckles or rings on their fingers.

Kase and Niklas clasped forearms, diving into the plans of the night with hardly a word of hello.

Eero winked at me. “We meet again.”

I offered a nervous nod, unable to find a steady voice to answer.

Niklas tugged on the sleeve of his jacket. “Shouldn’t be too long now before our friends arrive.”

Kase silently gestured to the trees, and the two guilds faded as though stepping from one shadow only to get lost in the next.

I startled when someone pinched my arm from behind. “Dagny? You’re here.”

″I told you we’d meet again,” Dagny said.

″How did you get out?”

″Niklas is quite the smuggler,” she said.

″As I told you.” Niklas helped Junius adjust a black veil over her mouth, so she disappeared into the night.

″I’m glad you’re out.”

″I must ask you something.” Dagny’s eyes pierced me. “You are not a stranger to searching for someone who was lost to you, true?”

I found Kase in the dark. “Yes,” I said. “I know what endless searching feels like.”

″You asked me why I stayed in Skítkast. I, too, am searching for someone who was taken from me. I have a son.”

″A son?”

″Still a tiny thing but lost to me. His father used me, then sold me, and took my boy somewhere.”

″How? He’d be charged for rape, abandonment, illegal trading, or something.”

She closed her eyes. “Not Niall Grym.”

″The Heir Magnate?” My voice was rough.

″I was a serf in the Black Palace once.” Dagny shook her head. “It doesn’t matter who he is. I stayed at the Lark for my son. Traders fill the rooms like flies in a hog pen. I remained there, hoping to hear of anything. Even with a serf for a mother, a child of the Grym bloodline will have worth. The Kryv and Falkyns have helped, but when I heard you were taking your own fight to the masque, especially this one, I decided it was time to take the fight to Niall. Perhaps take the chance to cut off his favorite appendage.”

I chuckled bitterly. “You are helping me tonight, and I swear to you after this, I will help you search. As you said, I’m no stranger to it.”

Dagny rested a hand on my shoulder. “You are quite a Kryv. Don’t doubt it.”

Two Falkyns materialized behind a wall of aspen trees. With them was a grain wagon, pulled by a mule with jutting ribs and hips.

″Nightrender,” said Eero. “Time to move.”

Kase lowered to one knee in front of Ash and Hanna. “Ash⁠—”

″No,” the boy snapped right away. His voice squeaked. “I can come. I can fight.”

″Inside the masque is not the role the guild needs you to play,” Kase said sternly, but still calm. “You and Hanna are our way to freedom. The most important role.”

Hanna waved her hands. Kase watched her, but quickly shook his head.

″No,” he said. “I’m not just saying it. Without you two at your post, there is no point going in at all.”

″We’re small is why,” Ash said to his sister.

″It is why,” Kase agreed. “You both are the exact ages the Lord Magnate wants. The most at risk, and I’m not willing to put you in such a spot, understand me?”

″But Hanna can block, I can rift⁠—”

″Yes, and it would be useful,” Kase told him. “But not worth the risk of losing you both.”

The two children hung their heads.

Kase placed a hand on Ash’s shoulder. “Can we count on you to hit your mark?”

″Yes,” said Ash.

“You are alone out there,” Kase said. “You are the leader outside the gates. Lead well.”

Kase took out his favored karambit and handed it to Ash.

″Good for slicing,” Ash whispered.

The boy lifted his chin with a bit of pride as he tucked the blade through his belt. Hanna hugged my waist, then rushed about the rest of the guild bidding a tearful farewell. The Kryv were all she knew.

I understood what it was like to be young and lose those you loved most.

The two Falkyns helped the young ones into the back of the wagon. Raum slapped the driver’s seat. “Take them to get something warm at the Ruse alehouse. The aleman is with us. Knock four long, three short and he’ll let you in.”

The Falkyn handling the reins nodded and cracked the leather straps over the mule. I watched them fade into the misty night.

Raum tapped my shoulder, jerking his head at the others. I blinked through heavy breaths as if it would stop the spinning in my stomach and followed. Tensions were high. Slowly, the guilds faced one another, drawing into a tight circle.

“We said we’d never go back,” Kase said, meeting the eyes of many. “But we’re ready to face it. We are ready.”

The rumble of wheels on the road broke us apart. Kase lifted a fist. This was happening too quickly. I should’ve said something to him, told him I wanted to leave after this. I didn’t want to risk losing him again. I should’ve said it all, but I kept quiet and pulled my woolen hood over my head.

A Black Palace coach rumbled into view, followed by another. Two footmen, two drivers, and a few heads inside each coach.

No one moved. No one breathed.

Then, Kase lowered his fist and we lunged through the trees.

Our cries rose to the stars. With Ash and Hanna gone, two Falkyns pounded ominous drums. My feet kept time with the steady beat. At our noise, the drivers scrambled with their reins, unsure if they should pull back or speed forward.

The coach at the rear was taken before the coachmen had a chance to decide, but the one in the lead had a driver who thought on his feet. He snapped the reins and charged down the road. With the heavy load of the coach, the confusion of the horses, it gave us the delay we needed.

Half the crew handled the stalled coach. The rest of us raced after the lead.

I sprinted on the edge of the road, head whipping back and forth to keep an eye out for a perfect opening to jump.

Ahead of me, Kase, Raum, and Isak were already at the doors.

An arrow flew from the trees, struck a footman, and sent the man stumbling off the back. I flew past the tree branch where Gunnar perched. As I sprinted past, he grinned.

Kase reached out and gripped the handle on the door, and I couldn’t look anywhere else. I wished he would use mesmer. He could tear the coach in two if he wanted. But every ounce of energy from mesmer needed to be saved for the masquerade.

Kase heaved his body onto the wobbling coach. In two pulls, he was on the roof. Raum used the luggage rack to pull himself onto the rear. One leg dragged on the ground until he steadied his footing. The last footman tried to kick him off, but Raum gripped him by the collar and tossed him to the ground.

Isak was the fastest runner and took hold of the harnesses. Dangerous, but the redhead gripped a bridle, took a leap, and tangled his legs in the harnesses around the heaving belly of the horse. He clung to the beast like a web weaver on its silken strands.

My lungs were ready to burst. Gunnar abandoned his branch and had already caught up to me.

″Now, Mal!” he shouted.

I focused on the footstep, the handle of the door. I jumped.

My foot slipped and I smacked my head against the window. Before I could be pulled beneath the wheels, I hooked my arm into the handle.

On the roof of the coach Kase was down on one knee. One of the drivers sliced a dagger at him. The Nightrender bent back in time for the blade to swipe a hairsbreadth over his chest. With the driver thrown off balance, Kase kicked out his knee. The man grappled for the edge, but fell over the side, forcing me to smash against the door to avoid being hit.

My stomach lurched when the wheels crushed him. His body rolled for a few paces before it stilled in the road.

Raum took the reins from the second coachman. Only once the blacksteel of Kase’s sword was at the coachman’s throat did he surrender.

When the horses came to an easy trot, I wrenched open the door and slipped inside. A woman screamed and pulled her two serfs in front of her. On her head was a mask in the shape of a fish painted gold with blue sapphires for the eyes. On the opposite bench an enormous man sat beside two manservants in red cloaks. His cheeks were like round apples poking out the sides of his black and white troll mask.

The only thing slender about the nobleman was the skinny nose of the mask.

Squeezed between the door and the nobleman’s plump hips was a fragile young woman in a gown sewn in midnight blue scales. Her mask was more a headdress. A curled shape covered her soil brown hair. Meant to look like the sea snake, jörmungandr, the mask part was nothing but a thin bit of black lace over her eyes.

On her pale lips she wore the slightest grin.

″Who are you?” The man puffed and clutched his chest when I stepped inside. The answer he was given came by the point of my knife in the folded skin of his neck. “Th-the coin purse is in m-my pocket.”

″Good to know,” I snarled. “But this is where your ride ends.”

One serf choked out a sob when Raum’s head appeared in the window. He hung upside down from the rooftop.

″Beautifully ominous, lovey.” He swung off and ripped open the door. “Well, you heard her. Get your pampered asses out.”

The noblewoman whimpered when Raum dragged her from the seat, then he carefully reached for the two maids. One girl had a glass eye, and the other, like Dagny, was missing a few fingertips. The nobleman proved harder to persuade. Raum pulled him by the waistcoat, but it took Isak kicking him from behind to finally get him out.

The young woman went on her own accord, huddling among the serfs instead of her noble folk.

Kase leaped from the top of the coach, landing in a crouch. With the hood darkening his already mesmer-shadowed face, he appeared like a wraith of the Otherworld.

″We’re in need of your coaches and summons, Lord Hakan.”

The lord spluttered at the mention of his name. “You will regret this, thief.”

″Thief is such a broad word,” Kase said dryly. He hardly moved before the cutting edge of his blacksteel was steadied beneath the lord’s chin. “We’re more than thieves, and we’re losing patience. The summons.”

″No. My niece is a pitiful creature, but has enough of a dowry to tempt the Heir Magnate. She will have this chance.”

The young woman stiffened, her needle-like fingernails dug into her palms.

Kase chuckled darkly. “She does not wish it. In fact, she will no longer be your burden.”

The girl’s eyes widened beneath the black lace as a man wearing a dark cap and ratty trousers stepped from the trees, surrounded by a few of Niklas’s men.

The girl tore off her mask. “Ulrik!”

Hakan’s niece raced into the arms of the weary man. He clung to her, holding her tighter as her sobs came against his coat.

″Freya!” Hakan shouted. “You will stop this. Now.”

Kase took a fistful of Hakan’s dusty hair and jerked the man’s head back. “Forget her from your thoughts, or I will use other means to erase her from your head.”

The way he glanced at me it was almost as if he dared me to step forward and kiss the odious man until his thoughts of his niece were long gone.

There wasn’t a need. From the trees Fiske, Junius, and the Falkyns who’d brought Ulrik joined our group, slapping their knives against the brass knuckles on their fingers. With every side surrounded, the lord’s shoulders slumped. He reached inside his coat and removed a royal blue card, edged in silver.

Raum plucked it from his fingers like a weed.

″You think you’re sly,” the lord muttered. “You bastards won’t survive inside the Masque av Aska.”

″We’ll see.” Kase took the knife sheathed across his lower back and handed it to one of the servants. Eero, Fiske, and Isak did the same until each servant was armed.

″Do with your masters what you will,” Kase said, then faced Ulrik. “We delivered on our agreement, speak of this to no one and our dealings are at an end.”

I grinned. Kase told me before we’d left Felstad that Ulrik had approached the Kryv a turn ago, desperate to free his secret noble lover from the clutches of her guardians. Kase turned him away. The desperation was not potent enough. Until Hakan planned to offer his niece at the masquerade for the Heir Magnate’s bed, desperate to have a child born of the Grym line. Even if his niece was destroyed in the process.

Today everyone received the wish they’d desired most. The Kryv received their coaches and noble name as our guise.

Ulrik and Freya would be given forged travel papers to the Western Kingdoms to live their lives far from here.

Kase signaled the guilds to take the coach. Junius snatched the fish mask off the noblewoman as the two maids lunged and pinned their glamorous lady to the dirt, a knife at her neck.

I dreaded this part and hugged my middle, watching as Isak kissed Fiske with meaning. Fiske smiled with the ache of goodbye and brushed his thumb over smudged paint near Isak’s mouth.

″Junius,” Kase said in a low voice. “Watch after the Kryv going with you.”

She nodded curtly. “And you, the Falkyns. We’ll meet soon.”

We were to separate, and I hated it. The others had a precarious route. Through the aqueducts underneath the courtyards and manors of the Black Palace.

″Don’t look so despondent, Malin,” Niklas said as he gathered most of our weapons. “I am the greatest smuggler in Skítkast. If you want your knives and blades, we’ll need to go underground.”

″Be careful.” I spoke with firmness before hugging both Junius and Niklas.

Kase reluctantly handed Fiske his blacksteel. They took our largest weapons, but no one was entirely unarmed except me. Kase would hold my two small knives and rune pouch until the right moment.

By the time they left, the Falkyns, Fiske, and Junius were armed in totes and satchels filled with our supplies. We kept one bag inside the carriage with masks and costumes needed before we met at the festival.

When they were gone, Lynx emerged from the trees. He stared at Lord Hakan with contempt. “This is the one?”

Kase nodded and jabbed his knee into Hakan’s back, so the lord fell forward. The Nightrender pinned him with a heavy boot on his head.

″Get dressed. Another coach is coming,” Kase said. The distant rumble of wheels sent a trill through my stomach.

Lynx hurried and slid into Hakan’s oversized coat and took his troll mask.

Kase glanced at Hakan’s serf. “We’ll be needing your cloaks.”

″Don’t you dare, Philip.” Hakan still argued, even pinned down.

The servant hesitated. “He’ll pursue us.”

″He won’t. His coffers are empty without his niece’s dowry.” Kase pressed on Hakan’s neck with more force. “My Lord, your brother left his daughter plenty to live a grand life. There is nothing left for you but a disgraced name filled with gambling debts and rotten investments.”

″Philip,” Freya said, her fingers tangled with Ulrik’s. “Join us. All of you. We’ll live simply, but we’ll be free.”

″My Lady Freya, we need no more urging than that,” Philip said, gesturing at the other serfs.

Freya grinned. “Good. But no more, My Lady’s. I am to be a dock worker’s wife.”

She kissed Ulrik. No mistake, the freedom, the relief they felt, knotted a tangle of envy in my chest. Perhaps after this, I would kiss the Nightrender in such a way.

Kase turned to me. “Are you ready?”

″If I say no, will you tease me?”

He caressed my cheek with his knuckles. “Never.”

From the trees Tova and Gunnar appeared with Inge’s gown.

″Time to become hopeful mistress of the Black Palace, Malin,” Tova said with a laugh in her voice. She found this part delightful. No doubt since no one here knew how to be noble and Tova expected it to be entertaining to watch us try.

The gown was stunning. Delicate blue lace. Silver beads. Dashes of rich green ribbon across the bodice. I’d never worn such a gown.

As I pulled off my clothes, Kase’s prophecy came true. I did not ask him to turn away a third time. In fact, the Nightrender was the one who helped me step into the endless pleats of fabric. Unlike the rough, angry man he tried to be at the beginning, now he tormented me with a cruel grin by intentionally allowing his hands to wander as he helped secure the laces and beading of the bodice.

When he’d fastened the silver clasp behind my neck, he turned me around and trapped my face in his hands. He kissed me softly and it ended too soon.

There wasn’t a need to say anything. The game was in motion, and we needed to keep moving.

″Enjoy yourselves,” Raum said to Ulrik. “Keep to the trees until you get to the alehouse written here.” He handed over a crumpled piece of parchment. “There will be people there who can give you passage to your new lives. We need to be going. Isak, I’m driving.”

Raum took the driver’s spot in the coach next to Isak. A Falkyn handled the remaining driver, dragging him into the trees as Gunnar took on the role of footman with Eero. Tova would be a lady’s maid in the second coach behind us with Vali and more of the Falkyn Guild.

Kase helped me step into the coach with Lynx. He would put me forward tonight as his cousin from the Hakan estate. Once Kase was inside, tugging on a black jacket from one of the satchels, he waved a hand over his face. Elof reappeared. The steward of our false noble house.

I grabbed his hand. His new smile was still comforting, and he squeezed my palm in return.

″Let us be off,” Lynx said in a pompous tone that didn’t fit.

The coach jolted forward. For the first time in ten turns, Kase and I would return to the Masque av Aska.
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Chapter 34
The Nightrender


Clouds formed rings around frosted peaks and cliff sides. Roads carved through tunnels and bridges from all directions. Watchtowers manned with six skydguard loomed over each entrance.

To escape them, a criminal or runaway would need to know the overgrown trails through the thick forests, or, for the more daring sort, place pouches of powdered elixirs which would turn into pungent mists by the twelfth toll. Mists capable of causing dozens of skydguard to fall into a deep sleep until dawn.

We happened to be prepared to do both when the time to escape arrived.

On cue, the second coach behind us skidded to a stop.

″Damn harnesses are twisted,” Vali’s voice grumbled, loud enough any patrolling guards might hear.

To us, it was a verbal signal. I counted the next moments with my fingers. Slow. Even. I held my breath until his voice came again.

″There.” Vali huffed. “Untangled. Let us be off.”

At my side, Malin let out a breath. She gave me a quick look. I squeezed the tips of her fingers. One mark done.

While Vali had stopped, Tova would’ve slipped into the shadows, placed the powders beneath the watchtower, then returned unseen. They’d done it. We could expect the skydguard of the southeast tower to be numb to their world by midnight.

Hakan’s coach rumbled forward through the heavy wooden portcullis of the Black Palace.

Not built in the traditional sense, the wooden walls grew to four levels, and the tops were spiked in carved wolfish heads of Sköll and Hati, as if the two mystical beasts were already chasing the sun and the moon at that height. Windows were made of stained-glass lancets, and exotic wooden doors opened to balconies across all four levels.

We drove past a black carriage. Crossed swords and thorny vines were painted in gold on the back, and a dozen skydguard surrounded it.

″Ivar,” Malin whispered.

Don’t let him take you. I took hold of her hand as if to prove she was still here, with me, not in danger. Yet.

I had to release her eventually. Servants did not touch their noble ladies, but more than that I needed to be the Nightrender, not a man right now. Certainly not a man in love.

″Welcome to the Masque av Aska,” a masked skydguard said through the window of our coach once we arrived at the main entrance. He took the personal summons of House Hakan and inspected it in a onceover. “My Lord, noble folk will be led to upper sections.”

Lynx waved dismissively at the guard with his sapphire beringed fingers. “Then hurry us along.”

Lynx was too damned skilled at giving orders.

The skydguard bowed. “Your coachman may take hold at the stables, just there. And the lady, will she be presented?”

The guard turned his eyes to Malin. She played her part well, lifting her chin, but using a paper fan to hide the tremble.

″My cousin,” Lynx informed him. “While my father tends to business in the isles of the South, I shall put Lady Freya forward as a potential match for the Heir Magnate.”

The skydguard dipped his chin respectfully. “Lady suitors will enter the masquerade through the staircase into the courtyard. There she will be presented to the Heir Magnate. Should he wish to dance—” The skydguard grinned. “The lady should be prepared.”

Lynx waved them away dismissively and Raum drove the coach to the wide stables, large enough to house at least forty draft horses. Skydguard at the doors directed Raum and Isak around the back to a stall.

The second coach pulled into the stall behind us. Tova burst out, already masked in the golden fish with a matching shimmering robe.

″This comes off the second I’m atop the roof.” She lifted the mask to scratch her forehead.

″Do as you please, so long as you hit your mark.”

Vali emerged with a few Falkyns and blocked off the doors to the stables. He pressed his ear to the door, standing watch while we worked through the next step.

My hands were cold with nerves when Raum hopped off the seat and met with two guards in front of the stall. Three days was all it took to learn exactly which guards would be in the stables.

This was the moment of truth to prove if my threats had bought us loyalty or not.

Raum came to my side. “We’re on time. Three tolls before midnight.”

″Then we better show our faces.” I crossed the space to the two skydguard, voice low. “You don’t let anyone in this stall. You don’t speak a word about us, and when our folk return for the coaches, you let them go. Remember our deal?” They hung their heads, as if looking at me was too painful. “I have the missives at the ready should you decide to betray us.”

I backed up my word. Always. From inside the breast of the jacket, I produced the addressed parchments. One to a high general in the skydguard explaining why his grandchild looked nothing like his worthless son-in-law and a great deal like one of his warriors. The other to a game den with an outstanding, unpaid debt and a missing debtor.

″Do we have an understanding?” I pressed once more.

They nodded, still unwilling to look me in the eye. One guard produced a folded set of fatigues worn by lower ranked skydguard and handed them to Raum.

Their hands trembled. Hells, their fear was potent. It was all the proof I needed to take them at their word for silence.

″Did you bribe them?” Malin asked.

A subtle grin played over my mouth. “Threatened. They understand they have nothing I want, but I have the power to ruin them. It is the best sort of deal to make.”

I helped secure the dainty black lace mask over her features. Instead of the sea serpent headdress worn by the real Freya, Inge supplied a mask to fit the gown.

On one side was a yellow diamond pinning smooth raven feathers to the mask. With the sapphire blue of her gown, her loveliness took me from behind. Even without our schemes in place to ensure Niall found her in the crowd, Malin Strom would catch every eye at the masque.

″Raum,” I said as I tied a long, satin cape around my shoulders. “Watch yourselves. Units can be close; you might be found out if they get a good look at you.”

″Ah, but I have Isak,” Raum said with a grin and began to strip and dress in the fatigues.

″They w-won’t doubt us, Kase,” Isak said. “And if they do, they w-won’t see much.”

I needed to merely look at Tova and Vali. They both nodded and went their separate ways. Vali would be our ears. A backup. He’d listen to the walls, acting like a drunkard. If he caught a hint of any way into the chambers below the palace, if Niall did not behave how we hoped, at least we would have another shot at getting into the trade.

Tova would be our watch from above with her arrows.

Eero hopped off the back of the coach, securing a wolf mask over his face. “I’ll head to the lower courtyard. Let us pray Niklas didn’t dawdle or I will be caught out of place and unarmed.”

He laughed. I didn’t see the humor.

″You understand the importance of being there to open the hatch for them? The mark cannot be missed.”

Eero grinned smugly. “I know my part well. Never fear, Nightrender.”

There was a great deal to fear. “She will need us armed.”

″Understood.” Eero tipped his head and looked to Gunnar. “Coming?”

Gunnar shouldered a bow we’d smuggled in beneath the benches in the coach. He’d reel back around to see that the watchtower guards were fighting to stay awake, then join with Tova on the rooftops.

I gripped his shoulder. “This is the night we’ve worked toward. By dawn you will have good news to send your mother.”

Gunnar’s hazel eyes brightened. “I will never be able to repay what you’ve done.”

″It is a good thing you won’t have to. Go. We have marks to hit.”

Gunnar surprised me and took Malin in an embrace, whispered something in her ear, then hurried after Eero to fade into the revelry.

I removed an elixir pouch from my pocket. The same as the crystal powder used for Niall’s jacket but darker. The coal dust powder breathed a hint of honey into the air. Before I opened the pouch, I kissed Malin. Slowly.

The kiss had meaning and spoke words I could not—I loved her. I had always loved her.

Malin’s eyes glistened knowingly when she pulled back. She sniffed and wiped some of the stain off my lower lip.

Without a word, I dusted the powder over the dark beading across the neckline of Malin’s gown and mask.

Her eyes stayed with me all the while. “You will stay close?”

I quickly wiped off any powder residue and held her cheek. “I will always be close. Even if you do not see me.”

″Cousin,” Lynx said, smoothing the feather eyebrows across the troll mask. He’d draped a blue mantle around his shoulders as part of his costume and looked regal when he held out one arm for Malin to take. “Shall we go meet your future husband?”

Malin snickered, but fear, dread, all of it surrounded her in a dark aura my mesmer devoured.

Before Lynx walked away with her, I gripped her hand. “You are stronger than you know, Mallie.”

She gave me a trembling smile. “We leave here together this time.”

I kissed her knuckles, then let her lead with Lynx three paces ahead of me. I removed the black raven mask from the satchel we’d brought, placed it over my face, and lowered my gaze. A signal I was nothing more than a servant overseeing his master’s wellbeing.

Once more, I walked into the colors and ribbons and glitter of this wretched place.
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Chapter 35
The Nightrender


Come one, come all. Here, the weak run for cover, but the fools stand tall.

Stewards chirped the same message in shrill voices as they weaved through the sea of glittering folk. Dressed as imps, fae, and underground nyks, the flexible entertainers hopped about the tabletops, smashing wine glasses, kicking drinking horns, but always drawing laughter.

Lynx led Malin through the crowds of folk behaving as stupidly and merrily as the slums of Skítkast.

A steward dressed as a troll, clambered up one of the towering posts draped in blood red sashes and tossed handfuls of false penge coins at the delighted guests below. When unwrapped, either a chocolate treat would be found or a dare of sorts the guest could accomplish for a prize.

Tents of all shapes reached for the velvet sky like jagged teeth.

A blue tent with glittering stars hosted children and their guardians, all clapping gleefully as Hypnotiks, dressed in their Kind’s shimmering currant shade, created illusions of the night sky.

A wide tent with stripes held fortune tellers and their runes of fate. The largest white canopy in the center hosted the ball, where couples danced and waltzed until their toes bled.

In the narrow corridors and alleyways between tents, Alvers were greeted with wonderment as folk begged for something magical. An illusion. A prediction. They tipped hats, batted fans, and obliged. What other choice did Black Palace Alvers have?

The festival was rife with sweetness. Candied pomes dipped in thick, sugar sauce. Breads and rolls oozing in glazes and icings of all sorts: sweet cream, vanilla, cocoa, and butter.

A vendor strode past with a tray of honey cakes topped in lingberry cream and tart jelly. Popped corn with pink salt, and sugar blown into delicate curls. Roasting pigeons with savory gravies over open flames, and endless glasses of cherry wine and hard brӓn kept guests full and lightheaded.

I weaved through the streams of beautiful folk. My black robe tangled with fine gowns spun in white silk from Furen or heavy cloaks hemmed in crystals and bells from Hemlig. Those from Klockglas were easy to spot—elaborate masks with peacock feathers out the tops and hoop skirts impossible to sit in, or quite the opposite—a hideous creature on their faces with skin tight suits.

I was devoured by it all. Memories of a different masque, of the fiercest fear I’d experienced, tightened my chest in a strange sort of panic.

No time to lose my head.

I stretched my hands once, twice. Each breath had purpose, and I drew them in deeply beneath my mask until my pulse settled to a manageable thrum.

In the daze, I’d fallen behind. Already, Malin and Lynx rounded a corner that would lead them to the head of the staircase.

I quickened my pace, cutting around lyres, drums, and horn players and their endless melodies. Dodged performers on stilts and black cloaks. From underneath the stilt walkers, a second masked face burst out and tossed glittering silver and crimson dust, simply to make guests scream in delight.

Everywhere was filled with spinning, dancing, and drinking, until at last I arrived at the top of the stone steps.

Lynx cast me a quick look, his mouth in a hard line.

Although he could not see me beneath my raven head, I glared back. I didn’t need him questioning, about my delay, didn’t need anyone knowing how the very scent of this horrid place was burrowed deep in my skin.

In the courtyard below us, couples were well into the masquerade ball. Brilliant costumes sparkled beneath torches and tall lantern posts with flames made larger, more colorful, through Hypnotik illusion.

″Name, My Lord,” a pious palace steward said, his voice so contrived I had a heady desire to strike him in the mouth.

″House Hakan presents Lady Freya Hakan for Heir Magnate Niall.”

The steward gave a slight nod, then faced the ball. On the stones, he clapped a carved wooden cane with Huginn and Muninn as the pommel. “House Hakan presents for Our Honored Lord, Lady Freya Hakan.”

I held my breath, waited to the count of ten, then followed behind Lynx as he descended the staircase.

A few curious people turned their heads. Most of the announcing was done as a formality. I took a guess that many were losing interest in the potential brides. Already tucked off to one side was a growing crowd of ladies in expensive gowns, looking rather dejected.

If only they knew how blessed they were not to win the favor of Niall Grym.

My eyes scanned the crowd. We had roles to play, and everyone should be in their places. If not, something had already gone wrong. I flicked a finger as I took in each mark point without turning my head.

The east wall.

Seated in a wooden chair, a man with an owl mask laughed loudly. At his side was a woman wearing a gown hemmed in bells and a golden sparrow mask on her face. Between them a broad man, masked in a checkered bear face, poured another horn of sweet wine. Junie, Niklas, and Fiske.

I grinned beneath the raven. They’d made it through the water ducts and through the opening provided us by the two spineless skydguard. A grimy journey, but they’d done it. Our weapons would be accessible.

The southeast corridor.

Two skydguard trudged the edges of the courtyard. Their faces familiar. Isak had covered his red hair, and scanned the crowd, no doubt searching for a sign of Fiske. Raum pointed toward the east wall. In half a breath, Isak nodded, then turned his focus back to marching.

The Lady’s estate.

The rooftop of a massive manor for the Lady Magnate’s use. Difficult to see without looking behind me, but I tilted my head enough to catch the gleam of something shiny. A signal from Gunnar. He and Tova were in position.

I lifted one hand and gave a quick tug to my left ear.

The gleam disappeared.

How many dancing guests were Falkyns? I couldn’t say, but it was an intoxicating bit of relief to know we were in place.

″All is well, My Lord,” I said.

Lynx nodded. “Good report, Philip.”

″The night is bright,” Malin said, her signal phrase.

My eyes shot ahead the palace dais. Her code was meant to signal we’d caught the attention of the Heir Magnate.

Now was the time to find out if the crystal powder threaded throughout the Heir Magnate’s festival jacket connected to the dark dust on Malin’s gown.

I’d either praise Niklas’s name or be forced to kill a friend.

Niall sat atop the platform with his family in gaudy thrones as if they were truly kings and queens. There was the Lady Magnate on his right hand. A stern woman who loved Ivar’s power, not the man.

I’d been privy to her strong hand for discipline before. Still, the woman did have a heart for her sons.

Behind the lady were consorts of Ivar, and also the lovers of his wife. Never ones to be afraid of sharing with the world they were together to breed heirs, nothing more. House Grym fed their pleasure elsewhere.

The youngest son slouched in his seat, bored and disinterested. I scoffed. Bleeding Luca. For once could he behave as a Grym, not the man who’d rather be nose-deep in a book beneath a tree, or somewhere else his family would not be?

Luca cast his blue eyes about as if he sensed my watch. He couldn’t see me, but he paused for the slightest moment, I almost believed he knew exactly who was beneath the raven mask.

Ivar, with his coal-black eyes, sat beside Luca instead of in the center chair. Tonight was for Niall after all. Ivar had a silver fool’s mask with vibrant white ribbons sprouting out the top; he’d laid it over his lap and muttered something to Niall.

Niall was desired by many women throughout the regions. Hard to see why. I hated the bastard.

He was cruel and loved to exert his power on those beneath him. Dagny had been harmed by the man, but she was not alone. He’d meet an end worthy of his viciousness, no mistake. I simply hadn’t decided how to do it yet.

Now, I would be placing the one who brought my soul to life in his path.

We’d reached the dais and I lowered to my knee. Ivar kept speaking to his son, but his heir was not listening.

The way Niall tore back his trickster mask and drank Malin up, head to foot, a bit of fear receded off my chest. With the crystal powder connected to the coal powder, desire and passion would be insatiable at his first glance. If his stun were any clue, the elixir was working.

With his mask removed it was easy to see how much he’d changed since I saw him last as a wicked younger man.

The Heir Magnate stood tall with dark stubble on his chin. He’d shaved the sides of his skull like most noblemen, and inked runes across his head.

He looked like a younger Ivar while Luca favored the lady with paler hair and sharper features.

″What is your name?” Niall asked, his voice strangely breathless.

″Freya,” Malin said, billowing the impressive skirts around her as she kneeled, head bowed. “An honor, My Lord.”

Niall stomped down the steps of the dais. Couples stopped twirling, intrigued. Even the minstrels ceased their lutes and drums, watching as the Heir Magnate abandoned his seat. Niall stood before Malin and Lynx, his mask tucked in his arm, head canted to one side.

″My Lady, you are . . .” Niall wore a foolish grin on his face. His eyes were glazed. “Breathtaking.”

Instinct demanded I step between Niall and Malin while schemes and ploys held me in my place.

She knew her part. Without a personal invitation there were no guarantees we’d find our way in. Even with Vali’s ears. Without getting in, we would never see Hagen. The heir lusting after Malin was needed. Still, it did not mean I had to be glad about it.

″Perhaps your escort may permit me to take you for a dance.” Niall held out his hand.

Lynx pressed a hand to his heart. “Of course, Heir Magnate. My cousin would be delighted.”

Niall paid Lynx no mind and took Malin’s hand in his, tugging her back to standing.

My fists clenched at the sight of him pawing at her back, holding her close. He kissed her knuckles, the same as I had not long ago. Maybe we needed to pivot and cut him down where he stood. Start a bleeding war in the courtyard of the masque.

Should she ask it of me, I would take to battle for her, without question.

Niall snapped his fingers and the music spilled across the courtyard once again.

Ivar watched curiously as his heir abandoned the women who’d come before us and took to the center of the yard with Malin in his hands. His wife beamed. Luca took another drink from a horn, rolling his eyes.

″So it begins, Philip,” Lynx muttered to me.

″Yes,” I said through my teeth. “So it begins.”

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 36
The Memory Thief


The Heir Magnate held my hand tightly in his and led me to the center of the courtyard.

My smile was not my own. This smile was pretty, so grateful to be blessed with Niall’s attention. If he could see the hate inside, he would not hold me so close to his body.

″Freya,” he said, holding my hand out, and guiding me in a twirl around him. “I have never seen a woman so lovely as you.”

It was the elixir speaking, but I wanted to vomit all the same. “I have heard a great many things of you, My Lord. All do not do you justice.”

Gods. I disgusted myself.

Niall was a cock preening his feathers. He grinned and guided me to the spritely beat of the tune. His body was broad, strong. A warrior’s shape, and his eyes reminded me of tilled soil. If he were not so wicked, he might be handsome.

″Tell me what brought you to the Masque av Aska,” he said.

I fluttered my lashes. The lace mask on my face was intentionally thin and revealing. Others would need to be convinced Niall saw enough of my face to be knocked off his feet by my miraculous beauty, after all.

″Why, because of you, My Lord,” I said shyly. He spun me once more, the layers of fabric curled around my legs, then back again when he pulled me into his chest. “I could not miss an opportunity to meet you.”

″Then I shall thank the gods tonight, Lady Freya.”

I giggled stupidly, stroking his pride as well as I could. All around, even with masks, I could feel every cut of envy from the other girls who’d come to be the next Lady Magnate. They may not know it, but we had certainly granted them a mercy by saving them from a life of the hells being vowed to a man like Niall Grym.

As he held me, I thought of Dagny. The horror he’d caused in her life. I thought of the ways we could make him pay for it.

For three more dances, Niall did not take his hands off me. My arms were raw from the countless times he’d dragged his fingernails over my skin.

By the gods, once or twice could prove rather seductive. Dozens of times was just painful. It was no wonder Ivar needed to dedicate an entire Masque av Aska to his heir. Niall did not know how to handle a woman in the least.

When we stopped at the end of the tune, Niall took my hands in his, smiling like I lit up the sun. “Lady Freya, I wonder if you might join me at a special event of the masque. It is exclusive and designed to honor a lady of my choosing.”

I gasped, hand to my chest. “My Lord, you wish me to join you?”

He chuckled and tucked my arm through his elbow, leading me back to the dais. “The most beautiful woman at the masque, yes. She deserves the attention of the Black Palace heir.”

By the gods. Was he complimenting me, or himself?

″I’d be honored, My Lord.”

Niall made a sound of approval and stood me in front of Ivar’s seat. I’d never met the Lord Magnate. From a distance I’d witnessed him step foot inside House Strom many times. I was always banished to the stables.

Up close, his harsh, black gaze cut down to my bones.

I took a bit of solace when Lynx and Kase stepped in beside me. My protective cousin and loyal steward.

″Father,” Niall said. “I’ve invited Lady Freya to attend our trade.”

Ivar was unmasked. Like most highly ranked men his hair was braided in a ridge down his skull. Across his shoulders were thick pelts and furs. Kohl lined his eyes, making him look formidable, and the three blades visibly strapped to his body were strategically placed to intimidate others.

He studied me with a touch of suspicion. “There are more women coming to see you.”

″I want none of them,” Niall bit out. “This was my choice, was it not?”

″It was.” Ivar’s lip curled. “Very well. We shall begin the trade, but the lady will need to be searched.”

Kase shifted on his feet at my side. We knew this would happen, the reason I came in unarmed. Ivar obsessed over the notion of losing his power, and he took few risks.

Niall nodded and gestured to a place behind the dais. “It will be swift, Lady Freya, and I shall be beside you.”

I shivered against the hungry tone of his voice. His eyes held no shame as they dropped to the cleft between my breasts, then remained there too long.

″My steward will stand with my cousin as an overseer,” Lynx demanded. “The woman has not been with a man, and it is customary in the south for unwed ladies not to be alone with unwed men.”

Did we know if the Southern Kingdom had such laws? No, but I breathed a sigh of relief when Ivar gestured to his personal steward and Kase to follow through the curtain behind the dais.

Niall clung to me like an insect looking for a proper bite. I fought the urge to roll my eyes when he brushed a hand over my shoulder, as if trying to console me for the embarrassment I would face.

The man I wanted was dressed in a raven mask, stiff and tense, ready to lunge at the Heir Magnate should he touch me again.

″The lady is to undress, and I will inspect her,” said Ivar’s steward.

I stood straight, hoping to hide the sick tension in my belly. My gaze locked with Kase as I slid the fine gown off my body. The Nightrender’s fists tightened when my nakedness was exposed, and Niall groaned.

The bleeding heir was a sod and grabbed between his legs, turning away to readjust.

He behaved like a boy who’d gotten his first glimpse at a bit of feminine skin.

The steward padded at my body. Kase’s frown deepened. I did not breathe until the steward cleared me of sneaking in weapons and permitted me to dress again.

Once the dress was on, Niall forced me against his overheated chest. I choked on bile when his tongue glided over the curve of my ear. “Forgive my boldness, but I would take you now if possible. Later, My Lady. We shall get to know each other later.”

Niklas warned the powders could cause a bit of obsession. We needed to be done with this before the Heir Magnate lost the last grip of his mind and tried to claim me in front of everyone. Should it happen, a bleeding war would begin when the Nightrender cut off Niall’s hands in front of Ivar.

The small space darkened.

″My Lord,” Kase’s voice broke Niall’s possessive hold on me. “Did you not have somewhere you wished to take the lady?”

I shot him a stern look, silently urging him to pull back his bleeding shadows and contain his rage a little longer.

A bit of the glaze pulled away from Niall’s eyes. “Yes. My gift. This way, my love.”

Back at the front of the dais, the steward gave his report. Ivar seemed reluctant, but gave his approval for us to continue.

″Your escorts may accompany us for now,” Niall said with almost a giddy excitement. “This way, Lady Freya.”

I fell into step, but fear dominated my body. Kase likely choked on every bit of it. Pressure gathered like a slow knife inching toward my heart. If I took one wrong step, it would land a killing blow. But I fissured my emotions. Kase knew how to detach during a fight, and I’d need to do the same.

With his lead, we’d get through the night.

Niall led us through arched doors at the lower level of the Black Palace. The corridor was musty and cold.

″It will be rather dim where we’re going, My Lady,” Niall said. “Hold tightly to me.”

I obliged, tightening my grip on his arm. A little longer, that was all, then I could cease the charade of enjoying this fool’s company.

We descended a spiral staircase one full level beneath the palace. Tunnels crisscrossed where serfs were to keep out of sight as they traveled to different rooms, but there was a wider corridor which broke from the rest. The corridor coiled around the center circle where the trade would be held.

Niall guided me through a narrow door that opened into a large suite. It was lit with only a single tallow candle. A plush chaise and twig chairs furnished the space.

″Sit,” Niall said.

″What is all this, My Lord?”

He sneered at me. I thought he might’ve been trying to smile with a touch of passion, but it only looked demented and ugly. “This, My Lady, is your trade.”

″My trade?”

″Yes.” Niall sat beside me on the chaise, one hand tastelessly high on my thigh. Perhaps a trick of my mind, but I was certain shadows, once again, darkened the space. Niall leaned back. “A gift from me to the woman I plan to claim as mine.”

″My Lord.” I gasped again.

″You’ve captivated me, Freya. I did not believe such a thing possible so quickly.”

Not without mesmer. And in truth we did not have long before the effects of Niklas’s powder wore thin.

″You are to pick a dedicated servant,” Niall said. “An Alver for your own. When we are vowed, you will be given the best servants, and you will find the best in Alver folk.”

″My Lord, are you not Alver folk yourself?” Ivar was an Alver, it was well known, though no one knew what he could do exactly. It was common knowledge his sons were as well.

″Yes. A Mediski,” Niall said, missing my tone completely.

I wanted to howl with laughter. What a twisted sense of humor the Norns had. To give a man such as him the gift of healing. He did not deserve it.

While he lived in his palace, trading his own folk, Alvers fought and clawed in the streets, all to survive.

Niall pulled on a frayed rope. Straightaway a door opened at the back of the trade circle. My heart stilled in my chest. The Master of Ceremonies stepped through. Donned in a loud violet cloak and a fool’s mask with gold and black checkered squares over the brow.

The things he must do to ensure this festival entertained and robbed folk of their freedom at the same time was a feat all its own.

His insides must’ve been blackened and dim.

Behind the Master of Ceremonies, a line of people was ushered in. They were dressed in plain robes in a bright shade of red. One girl had ghastly welts where her wrists were bound. A small boy with hair like the deepest midnight and a childish roundness to his cheeks bore an ugly gash from brow to jaw.

I held my breath as the last, the tallest, was led inside.

Hagen.

His body was thinner. His face had been shaved, and his dirty golden hair had been trimmed close to his scalp. I gripped the lace of the gown to keep from reacting. From where he stood near the door, Kase tilted his head side to side. To Niall it would be a simple gesture, but to Lynx it was a signal our mark—my stepbrother—was there.

Bandages threaded under Hagen’s arm and shoulder, brown with dried blood and a swollen lump had turned green on the side of his head.

″What do you think, Freya?” Niall said with clear expectations for praise.

″It’s . . . it’s remarkable, My Lord.”

Niall grinned. “The choice is yours.”

I had my choice made, but my heart ached. Hagen stood among others. What would become of them? Did I have the freedom to even care? We could not save everyone. Like the advice Sigurd gave me—a time that felt so long ago—sometimes cruel things happened.

I lifted my eyes to Kase. As if he knew the storm brewing within me, he gave me a nod. Silent permission to do what needed to be done.

We could not right all the wrongs in one night.

″My Lord,” I said, gently resting my hand on Niall’s arm. He seemed rather delighted by it, so I added a squeeze of pressure. “The tall Alver. The one on the end. What do you think of him?”

″Ah, a disgraced nobleman, My Lady. He is accustomed to the life we lead, and with his brutish size, no doubt would make a fair watchdog.”

I grinned. “I couldn’t agree more.”

″Although,” Niall went on. “The girl on the end has remarkable skill as a Rifter.”

″They’re terrifying.”

Niall seemed to enjoy the way I leaned into him like the Rifter girl might attack any moment. “I assure you, Freya. I would not let a single Alver in your sight without the proper shackles. Besides me, of course. We have ways of taming magic.”

Brutal, vicious ways.

″The boy,” I asked, playing the part of curiosity well. I did not want to select Hagen too hastily, in fear it might cause suspicion. “What does he do?”

″I was told he is a Hypnotik. Skilled for his young age. He would grow to be loyal, but I do not think such a frail child would suit as a guard for a Lady Magnate.”

″Yes,” I said, nodding. “You’re right. It is such a difficult choice.”

″Choose well, cousin,” Lynx muttered. “This is for your protection.”

I tilted my head side to side, my hand stroked Niall’s arm. “A nobleman would know the blade. He’d be a fair guard, I should think.”

″Have you made your choice, then?”

″This is so remarkable, I’m not sure I know how to choose.” Play a part. Don’t seem too eager. Convince him he is the only fine thing in the world in your eyes. A dozen little pieces of advice had been thrown at me from the Kryv the last two nights. They served me well in the moment. I faced Niall squarely. “I can hardly believe you’re offering this to someone like me.”

Niall used his fingertip to lift my chin. “Someone like you will be the mistress of this palace.”

″You honor me, My Lord. After so short a time, I am flattered to even be considered.”

″Yes. It is strange.” Niall slumped back, a bemused furrow to his brow. “I would not normally be captivated so swiftly.”

Blood rushed to my head. The elixir—it must’ve been wearing off.

One look at Kase, I knew he agreed. His hands twitched at his side. Lynx rolled his shoulders. What did they expect? If Niall broke free of the potion, would they fight him? Kill him?

I didn’t want to find out what would become of us if we fought our way out of this place.

″I choose the tall Alver, My Lord. If it pleases you,” I tacked on.

″Wise choice.” Niall stood and stepped into the center. He snapped his fingers at the Master of Ceremonies. “The lady has made her choice. This one.”

It sickened me the way the Heir Magnate dismissed them all as if they were nothing. The Master of Ceremonies hesitated, even cast a glance at Hagen.

Odd. But it was over quickly before he dipped his head. “It will be arranged, Heir Magnate.” His voice was altered. Too low. Too broken to be a true voice. No doubt some type of Hypnotik illusion was to blame.

Niall returned to the dim suite, smiling. “Lord Hakan, your steward can see to your cousin’s choice.”

Lynx smirked. “Philip. See to the man. Bring him to us.”

I hated this part most of all. The moment I’d separate from Kase until our next mark. He behaved as a steward, but I caught his eye through the mask over his face. To give us away now would be foolish, so I dismissed him as a spoiled noblewoman might.

We’d done it. I should have a bit of gladness, and I did. Kase would go to Hagen. He’d be free of here.

I tried to breathe easier, but the hair stood up on my arms as if some deep sense inside me knew something would go wrong.

Once we were up the spiral staircase, back to the main level of the Black Palace, Niall took my hand and led me toward the door that would return us to the masque. But when he reached for the handle, the doors flew open as someone came in.

″Oh, Heir Magnate, you were just who I was seeking out. If you’ll permit me, My Lord, I’ve come to barter for the release of—” The man cut off his voice when his eyes fell to me.

My heart sank to the pit of my stomach.

His mouth turned down in an angry grimace. “Malin?”

I didn’t know what move to take, what step came next. We had not planned for Bard Strom to step in the way of our plans.
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Chapter 37
The Memory Thief


“Malin?”

My name hung between us. I froze. Bard looked murderous. But I had to wonder why he was here. He’d been speaking of bartering for the release of . . . he could only mean Hagen.

Bard cared?

Out of my two stepbrothers, Bard Strom was not a man I would consider caring. Doubtless he had more affection for Hagen than he ever had for me, but enough to come and try to buy him back? In all the different ways this night could shift, a sudden appearance by my stepbrother was not one.

Lynx cleared his throat. “I’m afraid you’re mistaken. This is my cousin, Freya Hakan. Come along, Freya.”

″Lord Strom,” Niall said, his voice lest wistful, less filled with longing as he darted his gaze between Bard and me. “I am in no mood for business tonight. Your brother has been purchased anyway.”

″Purchased?” Bard’s face flushed. “By whom?”

″My Lady,” was all Niall offered before he dragged me to the door.

″Malin.” Bard snapped. “What are you doing?”

I turned over my shoulder. ”Herr, forgive me, but I am not this Malin.”

Bard’s eyes flashed dangerously. “I’ll figure it out, little mouse.”

″Strom.” Niall’s voice could be commanding, almost frightening. It was enough to shut Bard up. “You will respect the lady and step back. Or you will join your brother in chains.”

Bard had no time to respond before another familiar face joined the circle. Eero bowed his head, looking a great deal like a Black Palace servant in his blue coat and black trousers.

This was not his mark. He was to aid Niklas at the walls, then the boathouse for our escape.

″My Lord,” Eero said. “The Lord Magnate would have a word with you and the lady’s cousin.”

Lynx gave a subtle shake to his head which Eero returned with a subtle nod.

Plans were shifting.

″I will not leave Freya to fend for herself in this crowd,” Niall protested.

″Yes, My Lord. I am here to escort the lady to the dais to speak with your mother until you return.”

Niall seemed ready to protest, but repulsive as he was, no one would gainsay the Lord Magnate. Not even his son.

The same reason Lynx would be expected to leave without question. He would need to find a way to escape the Heir Magnate without too much suspicion.

″Until we see each other again, My Lord,” I said, shrinking beneath Bard’s glare. I took a step toward Eero.

Niall kissed the top of my hand. “I look forward to it, My Lady.”

Lynx left me with a sharp glance. A silent warning that I better keep myself alive until the Kryv could regroup.

″Malin,” Bard hissed.

″Leave. Do not say another word,” I snapped in a harsh, raw voice. “Do not interfere.”

I must’ve stunned him. His mouth clamped shut.

In truth, I was almost positive that was the most Bard had heard me speak to him at one time and in such a way. Even when he’d abandoned me to the skydguard at House Strom, I had not snarled at him.

Eero took us outdoors. We avoided the crowds. I knew we would not head for the dais. What was the point when we had Hagen? At least, I hoped all had gone well. It would be time to prepare our exit.

″Eero, what’s happening? Is all well with the Falkyns? The Kryv?”

″Yes,” he said, picking up his steps to a near run. “Everyone is where they should be, but we had to adjust. I’m to lead us to the boathouse by another route.”

″But what of Lynx?”

″He’ll find another way.”

It didn’t seem so simple. Kase meticulously planned this night to the very step we would all take. Such a fast change, when I was not even certain Kase knew Bard had unraveled pieces, seemed odd.

He would not take the shift well, and I had a feeling he would not want to do such a change without eyes on each other. Right now, I had no idea where Kase was.

″Malin, in here,” Eero said, holding back the flap of a gold tent.

I should’ve questioned. Should’ve paused. But I simply followed.

My mind spent less than three heartbeats taking in the scene. Filled with glamorous gilded ribbons, velvet tapestries, and a runner made of woven lace. In the center was a polished wooden box without a lid. On a satin pillow within was a glass ring, black runes embossed on the edges. By the gods, this was the tent for the queen’s ring.

Surrounding the box—five skydguard.

Their eyes were not on protecting the precious ring that would never fit anyone. No. Their eyes were pinned to me.

″This the one?”

I startled at Eero’s forceful hand. The Falkyn gripped my arm, digging his fingers into my skin until I winced. “This is her.”

″Bring her here.”

″Eero.” I resisted. “No. What are you doing?”

Eero was unrelenting. Where I resisted, he dug in deeper, dragging me forward. I tried to drop to the ground, hoping to break his hold, but two skydguard added their hands to my body.

I fought, clawed, bit. Panic seized my heart with cruel hands. Eero had turned me over to skydguard. Why? Why would he betray his guild, why risk betraying the Nightrender? Whatever plan he had must be worth the risk.

I scratched one of the guards across the face. His blood and flesh lodged beneath my fingernails. The skydguard cursed me, then struck my face with his closed fist. My head spun. The cloying fetid taste of my own blood burned my tongue.

The next move had me slammed against the ring box. A bright spark of heat filled my veins. As if mesmer churned inside me, begging me to fight back. How, I didn’t know, but I would fight until my last breath. I would not be another casualty of the Masque av Aska.

″Gods, look at that.” The skydguard who’d struck me said, aghast.

″What did I tell you,” Eero said. “You want to be honored by the Lord Magnate? Get a noble title in front of your name? Tell me this has never happened. He will honor you until your last breath.”

I cracked one eye. They’d bent me over the pillow, and below my nose the black runes along the ring were no longer black. They’d transformed into a fiery burn.

If the strange heat that had come to my veins had a color, it would be the burning runes.

What was this? The ring was a myth, a twisted game for the Lord Magnate to give folk hope they might be able to take his seat in the palace. All my life, I’d believed Ivar had forged the ring himself, but called it ancient.

If it was not of his making, why keep it? Could he not dispose of it? Did he use it truly to find potential challengers to his power? A hundred questions wheeled through my head as the skydguard ripped me back and tossed me to the ground.

″It’s real,” he said.

″As I said.” Eero sounded irritated the guard held any sort of stun. “Put that ring on her finger and Ivar is ruined. Imagine what he’ll pay to wipe her from existence.”

″You coward,” I snapped at Eero. “You betrayed your people, your family.”

Eero shrugged. “Some things are worth it, Malin.”

″I am not a threat to Ivar’s throne!” I shouted. A lie. I had mighty plans to bring down the cruel rule of the Black Palace. But not to claim it for myself.

″The penge,” Eero said.

″There,” another guard pointed to a satchel near the back of the room. “Come with us and the Lord Magnate will stop hunting you. Give you position at the palace.”

Eero inspected the stacks of paper penge in the satchel and shrugged. “Perhaps I will.”

″Get her up,” said a guard. “Ivar will want to meet her.”

Before they could take a step, the tent flap flew open again. My heated blood went cold.

The Master of Ceremonies, still in his fool’s mask, stepped forward. “I will take this from here.”

The skydguard hesitated, they dipped their chins in respect. The one who’d struck me stepped forward. “My Lord, this woman is a threat to our Lord Magnate.”

″Yes, I’ve been made aware.” He lifted the box with the queen’s ring, then tilted his masked face at the guards. His altered voice crawled up my arms like a frigid wind. “Give me your names, your position, and the Lord Magnate will be made aware of your service, but you will be unable to speak the truth to anyone of the girl’s name, nor her connections.”

There was a spark in the air. Like a flare of heat. The skydguard, even Eero stared at the master with a touch of confusion. The Master of Ceremonies studied them from beneath his mask for a few breaths. What had he done to them?

With the skydguard and traitor befuddled, the master curled his gloved hand around my wrist and lifted me back to my feet.

I was as ice. Numb. Unfeeling. I moved with stiff, jerky steps as the Master of Ceremonies dragged me away to my fate.
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Chapter 38
The Nightrender


One of the Black Palace servants took me to a small room on the main level. The room reeked of herbs and dried lavender from hanging bunches of seasonings over the door.

I looked out one window to the sky. The position of the moon hinted we were down to the last toll. At the stroke of midnight, the masquerade would fade away for another turn.

Not to mention the elixir keeping Niall in a bit of a dreamy haze would be wearing off.

I needed to retrieve Hagen and find Malin or I would start drawing blood.

What was taking so bleeding long? To bring a purchased Alver should not take half my life.

I shook out my hands. Paced the room. It felt like turns before the click snapped and the same servant who’d brought me returned, a thin, magisk-chained Hagen at his back.

″Your lady’s serf,” said the servant. He bowed his head and slipped out the room.

I’d played this moment out in my head. It was meant to be strategic. Take the mark to the boathouse, get him to freedom, take the penge and satisfaction Gunnar had his family restored.

But like a thief, emotion stole my indifference and replaced it with pain, relief, and—gods—something hopeful. My head was not right. This was not strategic. This was personal.

Hagen had not lifted his eyes. He looked defeated. “Where shall I go, Herr?”

I scoffed. “I expected a little more fight in you.”

A muscle popped in Hagen’s jaw, but his eyes remained trained on the ground. “There are consequences for fighting, Herr.”

″Yes. Consequences that might fall back on your family in the north, no doubt.”

Ah, that was what spurred Hagen to life.

He lifted his eyes, darkness in his glare. “I do not know how you know of them, but do not threaten them again. Unless you do wish for a fight, Herr.”

″I would never threaten them. Don’t tell them, for it would ruin my hard-fought reputation, but I like them too much.”

Hagen’s face paled. “You pretend to know them to taunt me. It will not work.”

″Why? Because you think your family is still imprisoned? So, how could I possibly be acquainted with them? Is that what you’re thinking?”

Hagen shifted on his feet, eyes narrowed. “Who are you?”

Time for pretenses to end. I did not anticipate the tightness of nerves to take hold. But as I lifted the raven mask, my heart raced in my chest. My tongue stuck to the top of my mouth.

It had been ten turns. I looked different and wasn’t surprised when he studied me as if he could still not place my face in his memory.

″Time to go, Hagen. Your freedom is waiting.” I turned for the door.

″Who are you?” he asked again.

″Just a man keeping a boy’s promise to always look after her. You were purchased by your sister.”

A rough breath scraped out of his throat. “Malin is here? No. No, she can’t be.” He hurried to my side. This close, it was not long before his eyes widened in recognition. “By the hells. Kase.”

The knot in my throat was unwelcome. I cleared it away and blinked shadows over my eyes. “We need to go. Our time is short.”

″Kase—”

″Hagen,” I snapped. “We can embrace and tell each other all about our wretched lives later. We need to go. You’ll need to wait to remove your magisk shackles but take this.” I handed him a dagger sheathed to my ribs. “Be ready to fight.”

I hoped it wouldn’t come to that. We’d had little disruptions so far, and I’d like to keep it that way. In as a whisper, out like a shadow.

The layout plans Malin had recited to me reeled in my head. Make our way to the next floor up. Find the third chamber on the left. Climb down the trellis out the window. We’d slip out through the back gate, take a two-level staircase into the underground boathouse. Cross the river. Done. Survival.

Fate had little affection for me. I suspected it was because I often spread nonbelief for the Norns. We’d hardly made it out of our room before a door slammed open and a bloodied Lynx, Niklas, and Fiske appeared, blades in hand.

″Kase,” Lynx shouted. “They knew we were here.”

My stomach turned. He was supposed to be with Malin. Niklas handed me my blacksteel in the next breath. “Where is she?”

Lynx shook his head. “Eero came, said there was a change, and he went with Malin.”

″And you bleeding left her?”

″Malin is gone?” Hagen said in a rough voice.

Lynx ignored him and looked to me. “The Lord Magnate called me. I could not refuse and keep our façade. She was with Eero, but⁠—”

″The bastard betrayed us.” Niklas wiped blood off his nose with his sleeve. “He told them our marks. Kase, he told them where Junie was taking the rest of those Alvers from the trade.”

″How?” I gripped his arm. “No one but us three knew we’d smuggle them out.”

Niklas held the sides of his head. “I don’t know. Dammit. I don’t know how he knew anything. How did he hide his lies? Junie would’ve tasted them.”

If Eero had planned on deceit tonight, no doubt he took precautions around Junius. Niklas had dozens of Elixirs that hid intentions, concealed thoughts, for all I knew, Eero could’ve used the Falkyn’s own mesmer against his guild.

The Alvers in the trade with Hagen would’ve been met with Falkyns after they were not selected. It was not out of goodness that we made plans to free them on the side. More to cause Ivar discomfort. I had expected Malin to give me grief about being a good person when she found out. But if she was gone . . .

I wouldn’t allow the thought to form and focused again on Niklas.

″Eero told them,” he raged. “A unit went for the canals, and I tried to chase them, but more came. They blocked us off. I won’t lose her again. I won’t.”

I gripped the side of his neck. Niklas was spiraling in memories of a time his wife had been captured and shipped to the Northern Kingdom. Junie’s connection to the distant kingdom was how we came to know Gunnar’s folk. How we all ended up here.

My voice darkened. “Where is Eero?”

I’d peel his skin off his bones. Slowly.

″He took her into a tent,” Lynx told me. “But we’ll be hard pressed to reach it without fighting through Black Palace guards.”

Fiske looked at me. “Remember what I said.”

Dammit. I’d nearly forgotten his bleeding premonition about the night not going to plan. If a traitor had Malin, not even fate would stop me from reaching her and burning Eero where he stood.

I turned my dark glare to Hagen. “As I said. Be ready to fight. Niklas, release him.”

The Falkyn didn’t hesitate and tossed a stone at Hagen, directing him to rub the mesmerized rune stone against the collar. Hagen drew a breath of relief when the eldrish poison inside the silver band absorbed into Niklas’s tricky stone.

Without another word I shoved through them and raced out the doors of the palace.

Wild yells already rose from the courtyard, the sweet aromas of the masquerade were buried under the scent of smoke and blood.

I bit the inside of my cheek, heart throbbing, and entered the festival, overturned by mesmer and blades.

Bitter smoke burned my throat. One tent was set aflame, the rainbow ribbon pole too. Every ribbon hissed and cracked as the vibrant colors scorched black. At the east gates, a few Falkyns forced out young ones screaming in the arms of ammas and their mothers.

We came for blood, but not the innocent kind.

I had only stepped outside when a frenzied skydguard chopped his blade against my blacksteel. Pressure burned. I jabbed at his side, missed, but a different dagger took the guard from behind.

Hagen wrenched the blade from the neck of the skydguard. He spun the dagger in hand, a fierceness in his gaunt face he hadn’t had before.

Blades sliced and stabbed in the courtyard. I took it in. Kryv and Falkyn battled skydguard and inner palace warriors. Raum and Vali fought nearby like an underwater dance. It was how we usually survived. Together in pairs, playing off the skills of another.

When a guard made a swipe for Vali’s face, Raum jumped in front and rammed his dagger up through the man’s chin.

A breathy ffftt, ffftt brushed past my head. Two arrow points gouged the chest of a skydguard in my path. On the roof, Gunnar raised his bow for a new round. He fired, loaded, repeated, Tova at his side acting as a mirror.

″Kase.” Hagen noticed. His face turned to steel. “Kase Eriksson is that my bleeding son?”

″Yes.” I wouldn’t explain more and jumped into the fray. Steel met steel as a guard was tossed into my path. He dodged my strike, kicked at my knee. He stumbled, and I slammed the pommel of my sword against his skull.

I made quick work of running him through and moving onto the next.

The two guilds chased back the skydguard; calls for evacuations of the noble folk rose over the screams. The common people in attendance were scattered. No guards cared if they lived or died.

Near the back gates, Isak and Fiske fought together. Isak bent forward, Fiske rolled over his back, slitting an exchanger’s throat as he went. Lynx worked with Niklas. The Falkyn was a fine Elixist, a brilliant smuggler, and a deadly fighter. Those who came too close, didn’t live long.

″I’ll kill you!” Dagny’s screams drew me into the hue and cry. I squinted through the smoke. A Falkyn dragged her by the waist to the stables where the coaches better have been waiting for half our people to escape. She kicked and flailed; rage pointed at a group of skydguard. “Give him to me!”

Between the guard, Niall, who no longer was locked in a wistful trance, laughed a wicked sort, and disappeared into the protection of an armored coach.

I’d found nearly everyone but Malin Strom. This festival would burn to the ground until I did.

Like a bloody waltz, I dropped men at my feet. A daring guard grabbed my arm. I cracked my forehead into the soldier’s nose, then opened his chest. Blacksteel in one hand, my palm opened at my side.

Three men in front of me, donned in simple, feathered masks fell to their knees. They grasped for their throats. The fear of death opened the doors for creativity, but tonight they would simply break.

One wave of my hand and their necks snapped.

Skydguard with pelts and animal heads over their skulls emerged through the iron gates in boxy units. The Lord Magnate’s personal armies.

But I wasn’t looking at the new guards. My gaze trained at a covered podium near the front wall. As if no one else stood between us, I stared unblinking at the Lord Magnate.

The flames tinted the blackness of Ivar’s eyes eerily red.

Walls of inky filaments erupted from the soil. I pulled mesmer from every crevice. Hatred boiled inside and it made everything simpler.

Shadows devoured the courtyard. Guards were pummeled, others swallowed by darkness. Ivar hissed at his forces to keep steady and signaled to someone over his back.

Bleeding gods.

A familiar face split the darkness with glimmers of precious gold and ribbons of light spilling from his fingers. He stepped forward in his pearl-white robes.

A staggering violence overtook me as I raised my hands. “Sabain!”

The Benevolent of the Black Palace. My opposite. There was something off in his head. I’d never met a soul so dark who could create such light.

Sabain matched my stance. He spread his palms. A shocking white shimmer was all I saw before our destruction collided. His brightness tangled with the shadows. With ropes of gold, Sabain flung the destruction we’d caused back at the guilds. Where they stepped, they would stumble over tent poles and broken stones until skydguard moved in, ready to strike them down.

I took the fire. The fear of burning alive filled the courtyard, and was easily spread as I tossed ashes and embers throughout the skydguard lines, shoving them back from the Kryv and Falkyns.

Matched in power, I stumbled when Sabain tossed his misty light at me. But I flung darkness back in the next breath.

Hope and fear twisted across the burning masquerade.

My heart burned in exhaustion. A little more. I needed to find Malin. To find her meant staying alive. A little more.

Darkness grew. Sabain gasped, but narrowed his glare at me. With furious cries, we reeled our opposing magicks once more.

In a flash of gold and pitch, the two veins of mesmer erupted in a deafening boom that rattled the cobblestones at our feet. I was knocked back, coughing against the rotten taste of Alver blood between my teeth. I reached for my blacksteel.

″Take him!” Ivar shrieked, pointing at me. “Take him, damn you!”

I wouldn’t go. I’d send myself to the hells before I left without seeing Malin and my guild to safety.

Like his had done to me, my mesmer had pummeled Sabain to the ground. But he stood first, raised a hand to deliver what I expected was a killing blow. In the next breath, Hagen lunged in front of me. His hands out, muscles tense.

At once, Sabain’s light died.

″Go, Kase!” Hagen shouted. “They spotted her near the ring tent. She’s being led away by the Master of Ceremonies.”

He gave me a significant look. My heart pounded. Would she be safe then? Or what was the master planning?

″I can’t leave you here. You were the mark, the job.”

″Go get my sister.” He gripped my shoulder. “For all our sakes.”

Sabain unsheathed a blade. He would fight Hagen. Perhaps he’d win and I would fail to finish the job successfully. But choices needed to be made, and Hagen had made one. Sabain would fight our mark, but he’d do it without mesmer. Hagen would make sure his power was numb and deadened.

Arrows spilled over our heads, aimed at Sabain. The Benevolent dodged, and he was fortunate he was just out of range of Gunnar’s shot.

Hagen would have defenses, and he was right—Malin needed to be taken from here more than anyone.

In the distance, from the Black Palace, the great bell tower boomed the twelfth hour.

Time was up.

At the sound, the guilds folded their weapons, and joined the rush of those fleeing through the stone walls.

Ivar roared commands, but even his personal guards tugged him and the Lady Magnate off the dais, dragging them to safety. I didn’t see Luca. Hopefully, he’d disappeared before the fighting broke out.

I had to trust the others would get Hagen to the boathouse. That the rest would hit their marks of escape. We all couldn’t go by boat. Some would leave through the gates with sleeping guards, or the canals if Eero had not destroyed our plans there too.

I winced with each step. Bruises and open wounds were across my body from Sabain’s attack. None of it mattered.

I sprinted for the back tents. I’d get Malin back.

Not even the gods could stop me.
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Chapter 39
The Memory Thief


The Master of Ceremonies kept a wicked pace. Smoke and screams rose over the spires of the Black Palace. Dry tears burned behind my eyes. All thought spun to Kase, the Kryv, to Hagen. Eero had betrayed us and there was no telling what damage he’d done to the plan of the Nightrender.

″In here.” The master stopped in front of a black tent. He shoved me inside first, then looked over his shoulder before sliding in after me.

All around the dark room were mirrors, taller than me, and placed in an orderly glass maze. A tent for folk to get lost in illusions and confusion as they wandered amongst their own distorted reflections.

″Malin.”

My heart squeezed. That was not the altered voice of before. I held my breath and turned over my shoulder.

The Master of Ceremonies tucked his thumb beneath the chin of the mask and removed it. Jens Strom stared back at me.

″Malin,” he said, desperately. Almost gentle. I’m not sure what unnerved me more, Jens as the Master of Ceremonies or the way he looked as if he might fear for me. He reached for my arm again.

I ripped it back. “You . . . you were there. With Hagen.” Hot, blinding anger replaced fear. “You were going to watch him be sold!”

″You do not understand the precarious position we are in. Bard told me you were here⁠—”

“Bard?” An ache bloomed behind my eyes. My stepbrother went to my stepfather—the Master of Ceremonies—and told him I was in distress? Or did he go to rage that his stupid little mouse had slipped into the masque once again?

″Malin,” Jens said, drawing me back to the moment. “I have overseen the Masque av Aska for no other reason than to protect the children in my care.”

″Protect?” I was spinning in a heady sort of madness. “Protection would mean saving your son from an evil trade.”

″I did! There were arrangements in place,” he roared in my face. “I am not here to defend my position to you. I am here to get you out alive. You will leave Klockglas, Malin. You’ve gone too far and meddled in dangerous things you do not understand. I promised your mother I would always protect you, and by the gods, that is what I will do.”

I pulled back again when he reached for me. “I am here with the Nightrender. If anyone would protect me, it is him. Not a man who would sell his own son.”

Jens’s face deepened into an angry purple, as if he held his breath and forgot to release it. “The boy has led you straight into danger. He knew better, and yet⁠—”

″The boy?” My fingertips tingled. “All gods, you know the Nightrender is Kase.” A flurry of rage boiled beneath my skin. In the next breath, my fists swung, striking Jens in the chest over and over. “You got rid of him, you bastard! You’re the Master of Ceremonies. You knew he was an Alver and you traded him!”

Jens gripped my wrists, forcing me to stop my attack. “I would have guarded the boy as I guarded the rest of you. He made his choice.”

″What choice?” My voice broke, but no tears fell. I was too angry to cry. Too murderous to sob.

″To keep you from the curse of this.” Jens held up the glowing glass ring.

I blinked. “Why is it doing that?”

″Because of you. It is yours, Malin. Yours.”

″No. That is a game, a jest, a legend, and⁠—”

″It is real.” Jens slammed the ring in my palm. A blast of heat, something warm, strong, and comforting rushed through my veins. He curled my fingers around the glass. “You are the heir of the Eastern Kingdom. Malin, your mother was the last heir and murdered for it. She was not my wife.”

″What?”

“She’d lived her life in hiding but was discovered. Still, she managed to find me, knowing the fates had called me to protect the royal lines with their gifts. I made a vow to protect you from the curse that comes from the greed for that ring.”

″My mother did not die from plague?”

“No. She died two days after arriving to my home from a knife wound. But I was known to those who needed refuge, having already taken two children.” He paused. “You, Bard, and Hagen are from the royal lines, but you are the one born of the last heirs.”

“But Hagen and Bard, they don’t work in memories.”

“Not everyone born of the royal bloodlines shares the same mesmer. But your mother came from the line of the first prince, your father from the line of the second. They are both dead, but between them was born the true claim to the throne. Like your parents, such a claim is a death sentence. I have made it my duty to ensure the lines live on and never fully die.”

This made no sense. Bard and Hagen were not his sons? He was not my mother’s husband?

″If this is true, why hide us? What does it matter to keep me here, if not to put me on the throne?”

″To let you live,” he said with a heavy sadness.

″You’ve kept me in a stable, working until my bones ached. You do not care for me.”

Jens closed his eyes. “You were to be no one. A little mouse no one looked twice at. Perhaps, I did not do this right, but everything was to keep you hidden and alive. I’ve seen such slaughter in my life.

″Ivar, and many before him, have hunted anyone with a drop of blood from the royal lines, killing them off as children, as infants, Malin. Your parents were the few who were grown, but even they were destroyed. If the bloodlines died off, what would become of us?”

I said nothing. Simply paced, heart racing.

″Anyone who suspected the truth of what I was doing, I twisted their tongues,” he said. “I am a Profetik with spoken word, but my Talent resides in the truths and lies we speak. I can force folk not to speak the truth. Should they try, only lies will spill out. Now, please. We must go. I will pay for your passage away from Klockglas, but you must promise to never return.”

″No!” I held up a hand. “I want to know what you did to Kase. Why you took him from me.”

Jens sighed, closing his eyes for a few breaths. He dug beneath his fine, pressed shirt and pulled out two vials on silver chains. “Never did I think I’d give these to you, but after Bard came to me, I knew these were no longer mine to keep. I am glad I have them.”

Bone dust.

Jens held up one in a black capped vial. “The last thoughts of your mother. Her request was to store her memory for you. She taught me how it was done.” He tucked it into my trembling hand, then held up a vial with a red cap. “I created only one other in my life. One I felt would have importance for you someday. Taken from a masquerade ten turns ago.”

I ought to feel ashamed for choosing the red first over the dying thoughts of the woman who gave me life. But my heart was the Nightrender’s, and I burned to know it all.

″Whose memory is it?”

″My former steward. You remember Jarlborg? How he tailed me like a shadow.”

″You killed him?”

Jens winced. “Necessary. This was too important.”

Oh, the villainous lengths we all took. Truth be told, we all were a little monstrous in our own ways.

I snatched the vial of the old memory, counting on it being weak, but when I tipped the crushed bone onto my tongue, the smoke came sharp, smells were pungent, everything was bright and in color.

The first scene was familiar because I had the same memory. The only difference was the vantage point. My own childish laughter echoed. Two children ran around the bright ribbon pole, teasing each other. My red braids slapped my cheeks, and Kase’s dark messy hair fell into his eyes.

My stepfather had been near us. I never knew.

″She shouldn’t be here.”

“She snuck out. They’re too clever for their own bleeding good,” came another familiar voice.

Hagen stood beside Jens.

Jens, in the memory, let out a long sigh. “He knows of her. We must take her from here now.”

″He only knows you have a powerful Alver in your house,” Hagen said. “It could be me. I will take the blow.”

″And abandon your boy? Your woman who carries your second child?” Jens pressed. Hagen’s eyes shadowed as he looked to the ground.

″He’s coming for her,” Jens went on. “I’ve failed. They’re going to take Malin and kill her. I know it.”

″Who’s taking Mallie?”

My heart fluttered as I observed Hagen and Jens whip around. Jarlborg’s sight followed to a skinny boy with tousled hair and bright golden eyes.

Eyes so alive back then, so innocent.

″Kase,” Jens said, straightening his shoulders. “You and Malin should not have come here. You’ll be disciplined when we return.”

Young Kase shuffled his feet, head down. “Yes, Lord Strom. But—” He hesitated, gaining his nerve. “But who’s taking Mallie?”

″No one, Kase,” Hagen said.

″You said they’re going to kill her. I heard you.” He grew bolder. I desperately wished I could reach into the memory and touch the boy, warn him to run and never look back.

When no one answered him, Kase stepped forward. “It’s the Lord Magnate, isn’t it? Tell me the truth, Lord Strom. I know he likes to cut throats, and if he’s going after Mallie, I won’t let him. I won’t.”

Jens looked at the boy with a tormented shadow in his eyes. “We have a bit of trouble, but it isn’t for you to fret over.”

″They know she’s a creepy Alver.”

I almost smiled at his innocence, but tears came instead as I watched it all unfold.

″They know strong mesmer is in our household,” Jens said firmly. “Now, both you and Malin get on home. It is not safe here.”

″They don’t know it’s her?” Kase kept pressing. His damn stubbornness would not allow him to let up easily. “But they know mesmer comes from someone and they’re going to start killing folk at House Strom to find it?”

In the memory Jens looked to Jarlborg, as if he hesitated to speak so openly in front of the steward.

″I’m not a little,” Kase snapped, then sobered when my stepfather shot him a narrowed look. “With all respect, Lord Strom. I’m not a little. Tell me if they’re going to take Mallie and test her mesmer.”

″Daj,” Hagen warned when Jens lowered into a crouch, so he could meet Kase in the eye.

″Yes,” Jens said, ignoring Hagen, and leveling with his stable boy. “Yes, they will start testing mesmer, and will start with Malin since she is a girl.”

″Girls make the Lord Magnate nervous,” Kase said more to himself. He scratched his head, voice trembling. “But what if they had a different Alver? What if they thought the one with creepy mesmer was . . . someone else?”

″Kase, I know you care for Malin,” Hagen said. “But a Rifter isn’t going to be enough to convince them we don’t have Anomali mesmer at House Strom.”

″But it is an answer.” Kase kicked a pebble and looked to Jens. “Isn’t it, Lord Strom? I listened to you, you know? I’ve not shown anyone what I can really do.”

Hagen furrowed his brow. “What you can really do? Daj?”

Jens was conflicted. Written in every line of his face, he battled with his next steps. Protect the girl or the boy. “You love Mal, don’t you boy?”

″I don’t ever want to stop being friends,” Kase said. “I don’t want her dead. Makes me sick in my stomach to think it. Does that mean I love her?”

″I say that is love,” Jens told him.

It was so unnerving to witness such kindness in the man, such a soft demeanor. I hardly knew what to think.

Kase clenched his fists the same way he did now. “Put me forward then, Lord Strom. Send me; tell them I’m the one they’re after.”

″Kase,” Hagen stepped forward. ’Don’t. We’ll find a way to get you both safe. All of us.”

″Where Hagen?” Jens snapped. “To the north? You know better than anyone how vicious that kingdom is to magic folk. Do you truly think any wretched place in this world would not sell back the heir to a broken throne to the tyrant who holds it? If Ivar thinks she exists, he will not rest.”

Kase’s eyes widened. “Mallie is the heir?”

″Daj, Kase will not appease Ivar forever,” Hagen said. “He’ll begin his obsession again once he catches wind of some rumor that an heir exists. This is a cruel solution for a problem that won’t end.”

My stepfather sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose.

Kase gripped my father’s arm, the way children reach for something soft and warm when they’re afraid. “But it might give time to think of a different plan, right, Lord Strom?”

Jens lifted his eyes to the boy.

Kase didn’t blink away. “He can’t have her. I won’t let him.”

″If you’re telling me to put you forward in her place, be certain,” Jens said.

Kase blinked a few times, then nodded. “I am, Lord Strom.”

″Kase, no,” Hagen said, but stopped when Jens held up a hand.

“You realize the dangers of this?” Jens asked. “You understand it will be hard to ever be free of Ivar?”

Kase swallowed. “I know.”

″Daj.” Hagen looked ready to tear his hair out. “No.”

Jarlborg had a nauseous turmoil, and I thought I might retch if the steward did in the memory.

″The boy is right,” Jens said, a little more tortured than before. “He is not a child. He can make his choices.”

Hagen cursed under his breath and paced.

″Will I die?” Kase asked, voice soft.

The question drew my stepfather to pause. “I will be around the Black Palace, Kase. I will do all I can to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

″It’s just, if I die, I want someone to tell Mallie not to be sad,” he said, tears in his eyes. “Tell her I was brave.”

A bloom of reluctance shadowed my stepfather’s face. A chill danced up my spine.

″You’re certain?” Jens asked.

″I am.”

Hagen gritted his teeth. But he did not stop the boy. No doubt if Gunnar had not existed, my brother would not have allowed this. He would’ve gone instead. The torment of being torn between two worlds cut deep grooves into his face when he gripped Kase’s shoulder.

″You are brave, Kase,” Hagen said. “You promised me you’d always look after her, and you have honored that promise.”

Hagen tugged the boy against his chest. Kase shuddered when he let out a gasp of air.

No. I couldn’t see this. The pain, the fear, it breathed through every thought in the steward’s mind as he watched my stepfather tie Kase’s tongue to never speak the truth of me, to never speak of what happened that day. Jens did the same to Hagen.

It was no wonder the Nightrender insisted he could not explain how he came to be at the Black Palace.

From there I witnessed Jens facing Ivar’s personal armies. My heart skipped at the sight of Boswell Doft standing in the doorway of the Black Palace, grinning. In mere moments the future Nightrender was surrounded by skydguard.

Somewhere in the distance, still in the memory, my voice called for Kase, happily oblivious to what was about to happen. The boy’s lip trembled as the guards took him by the arms. My young voice grew louder, more frantic as I searched for him.

″W-Will you tell Mallie,” Kase stammered through streaks of tears now. “Will you tell her I didn’t leave her because she was a bad friend? She isn’t. She’ll cry. I don’t . . .” He hiccupped. “I don’t want her to cry.”

Jarlborg’s heart raced, the thrum flowed into my own heartbeat as his memory deepened in my own mind.

Jens’s voice croaked. “I’ll tell her.”

He did. I recalled the night Jens explained Kase would always want me to know I was his dearest friend, and I should take solace for being a lucky one to experience such a friendship. One of the few moments of softness the man had given me as a girl.

The smoke faded at the last word. My stepfather must’ve ended Jarlborg soon after. The man never did return to our longhouse, and now I knew why.

I slumped over my knees. Hot tears blurred my sight.

″It was his choice, Malin.”

I clutched the sides of my head. “You should’ve saved him, protected him.”

″Who do you think made certain their escape was unhindered? Who do you think suggested the boy be the Alver of the kind son? I did all I could.”

My breath caught in my throat. Truth could be a curse. I’d come to the masquerade believing a great many things, and I would leave with a burden I could not bear. The weight of it already crushed every piece of me.

Something pounded outside the tent. My stepfather’s eyes jumped to one corner, then back to me. “You must leave.”

I shook my head. I was drowning, unable to draw breath.

When a loud snap of tent poles bending echoed through our silence, I jumped back. The canvas blocking us from sight, shredded as a blacksteel blade dug into the threads. I let out a cry of relief, of devotion, of love, and scrambled toward him the moment the Nightrender shoved inside.

Shadows enrobed his shoulders like a misty cloak. Kase held his blacksteel so tightly, his knuckles were white. The gold of his eyes deepened to hot, coal black. He took in the tent—me, crying on the ground, my stepfather locked in a stunned glare.

It lasted only a moment before Jens shook his head. “No! Kase, don’t.”

Kase didn’t listen. He lifted a hand and a whirlwind of dark mesmer swallowed me whole. Within moments I was in Kase’s arms, his shadows dragging us away.

I screamed against his chest as stone and canvas split. My feet lifted, my stomach lurched, and soon I was thrown onto the ground outside. The clink of glass on stone echoed in my ears as the ring spilled out of my hand, rolling a dozen paces away.

″Malin!” Kase picked himself up from his knees and ran to me. He’d broken us out of the tent and crumbled it. Jens Strom was alive but lost in a sea of canvas and poles. Kase lifted me to my feet, his hands slid over my arms tenderly. “Hurry. We need to go to the boathouse.”

″You took my place,” I said in a gasp. “I saw the truth Kase. I was supposed to be taken and⁠—”

He silenced me with a fierce kiss. It hurt more than it was sweet. Teeth and lips cut against each other, and it ended too soon. “I would again a thousand times over.”

″Kase . . . the ring.” I pointed at the glowing runes on the glass.

″Don’t.” He pulled me in the opposite direction. “Leave it. Please Mallie, do not touch it. It brings misery and death. Now, hurry. The Lord Magnate is coming, and we are well past the twelfth hour.”
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Chapter 40
The Nightrender


I kept slipping on the stairwell to the boathouse, every step was covered in dirty ribbons and bits of fabric. Damp air wet my mouth with a hint of mold and dirt. The stairs coiled around a small tower lit by torches, and the end of the staircase opened to a few small skiffs tethered to docks. Brown water, thick with twigs and leaves from the riverbank, lapped at the wooden walks, and ugly black moss climbed the walls.

Tova and Niklas were in a black skiff next to Raum, Lynx, and Isak, who readied the oars. Behind them sat Hagen.

Relief twisted in my chest. Either Hagen had slipped from Sabain, or the Benevolent was dead. One could hope.

Hagen whipped around as we approached. “Mal.”

In two swift motions he was out of the skiff and had her in his arms.

″You bleeding fool,” he said against her hair.

″I have a great many questions to demand of you,” she murmured back.

″I’m sure,” he said. “But let’s get out of here. I don’t know why the Nightrender did not put my son on the same path as me.”

Hagen glared at me. Let him. It was a simple answer. Gunnar’s escape was safer to go through the gates, then through the short passages and bridges leading to the opposite side of the river. I did not need to defend any choice to keep a member of the guild safe.

Raum’s eyes were red and exhausted. Niklas trembled with barely managed fury; his hard eyes glared at the bottom of the skiff. I had few doubts he was plotting violent ways to destroy Eero.

I slipped my fingers into Malin’s and squeezed her hand. “It’s time. Get in the boat.”

She released me as Lynx helped her over the edge. Soon we would be free of the Masque av Aska for good. I could almost breathe the freshness of the trees across the river.

″There!” A shout rattled in the night.

″Kase!” Malin screamed as a flood of skydguard filled the boathouse.

Guards came from doors unseen. Bits of wall shifted, revealing passages that were not written on the plans stolen from Klaus. We’d stepped wrong, missed something crucial. In the back of the guard Lord Magnate Ivar stepped into the boathouse. At his side was Eero, whose smirk was enough to seal his death in my mind.

″You bastard!” Niklas shouted. He ran for the dock, but Lynx held him back.

″Sorry, brother,” Eero said with a wink. “I’m tired of living in the dirt. Besides, the pay’s better here.”

Rage blinded me. I reached for my blacksteel, but guards hidden in the eaves dropped on me without mercy. They pinned me face down on the stones. My mesmer was nearly spent. The thought of using too much too soon ached in my limbs and chest.

Malin shouted my name. The Kryv scrambled with raised weapons, but everyone halted when the guards forced me to my knees, swords trained on my neck.

″Another move, and he dies,” Ivar said in his silky voice.

Raum and Lynx paced like wolves on the prowl, searching for a way around this.

″This girl is the thief who tried to rob the Heir Magnate?” Ivar clasped his hands behind his back, glaring at Malin.

Eero seemed rather frustrated, as if he could not find the right words, but nodded stiffly. “She’s the one.”

Ivar tilted his head.

″Lady Freya, I presume, is not your name. I do hope you’ll tell me what it is and the meaning of your interest in Lord Strom.” Ivar glanced at Hagen, then curled his long fingers around my chin. “Tell me or your Malevolent pays the price. I have missed him.”

I’d kill him. A thousand ways to open his throat reeled through my head.

″Fight back, Kase!” Malin’s voice quivered.

She couldn’t be discovered, not by Ivar. Why Eero had not given her name, I didn’t understand, but I would not slap the hand of good fortune away. One more threat from Ivar and that reckless woman would give up her name. Hells, I loved her for it, but she wouldn’t get the chance.

I despised this place, but the thought of a world without Malin, without the Guild of Kryv was a thing I despised more.

There was no choice to make. I already knew what to do.

One glance at Malin, and I swear to the gods she knew. Her eyes filled with fierce panic. She shook her head and gripped the edge of the skiff, struggling against Lynx and Hagen as they pulled her back.

The girl who first saw me cry, who stayed up with me if nightmares burdened my dreams. She was the first girl to tell me I was brave and strong. Malin was the first, she was the only one, to hold my heart and soul in her hands.

I would always choose her life over mine.

The fear came too heady from my guild, from Malin. It overpowered that of any guard. Any mesmer I had to give would go to the Kryv. It would go to save Malin.

One more act. One more step in the dance. I could pull off one more.

I held her gaze, a wide smile filled with madness spread over my face. “I’m afraid!”

″Kase, no!”

She lunged for the side of the boat in the same moment my eyes closed, and I commanded my darkness to swallow the skiff whole. Like daggers to my chest, mesmer took from the fear bleeding through me, the fear of being trapped here, it took from the pain of being without her.

Dark emotions danced in my heart, creating mesmer powerful enough to command something to move, something like a skiff across the water and out of reach.

When my shadows faded, the skiff had landed nearly into the center of the river.

Raum, Tova, Lynx, they all cursed me. Niklas and Isak looked more stunned than anything. Malin was half out of the skiff; Hagen was the only thing keeping her from spilling into the water.

She raged, slapping at her brother’s arms, screaming my name.

I slumped back, energy spent.

The skydguard took hold of my arms and in a few breaths a burning magisk collar was slapped around my neck. It scorched the skin much like the eldrish did in Skítkast, but what did it matter?

I could not even think of mesmer without spinning in my head.

Skydguard forced me to my feet. The gates barring the boathouse from the river clanged to a close. I looked once, allowing myself a final glance of her face. Malin sagged against the edge of the skiff, defeated, and sobbing as the river current pulled them out of sight.

I smiled.

The plan had not unfolded right. We’d trusted the wrong people, but in the end, it would be worth it if she lived another day.

I could die for all I cared.

I’d loved her, and had loved her well. For me, it was enough.

Ivar’s eyes narrowed into dark slits when I was forced to kneel in front of him.

″Welcome back, boy,” he said, those spindly fingers curled around my chin once again. Ivar lifted his eyes to the skydguard. “Bring him to the council room. I won’t be taking chances with this one. Not again.”

Ivar spun on his heel and was followed out by two guards.

″I hope penge was worth your soul, Eero.” I laughed a little maniacally as the skydguard dragged me past the Falkyn.

″You did something to me,” he growled. “I don’t know what, but I will find a way to tell the truth of her.”

″You can try.” I tugged against the guards. Perhaps they were curious enough to see how a confrontation played out. They stopped, allowing me to lean close to Eero. “But remember, I have marked you now. I never lose sight of my marks.”

I clung to the way Eero blanched at my not-so-subtle vow. The pleasure of drawing out his fear would buoy me against what was to come.
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Chapter 41
The Memory Thief


The ache in my skull was as if fire cracked the bone down the middle. I retched over the side of the skiff as Lynx pulled the boat out of the river. Groaning, I wiped my mouth and gathered my bearings in the velvet night. The riverbed was rank and burned my nose.

″They’re here.” From the shadows of the surrounding forest Ash and Hanna appeared.

I slumped onto the bank, indescribably relieved to see the youngest Kryv at their mark. Despite Ash’s protests at being told to stay out of the masquerade, Kase hadn’t lied to the boy about the importance of their task. Their job had been to go to rogues awaiting the signal in the trees and bring them here to help us disappear.

″Hurry, the ride’s here,” Ash said. “Where is he?”

I knew exactly who the boy meant. With Ash’s scrunched face, Hanna’s frantic search, a sob broke out. I curled forward as the other Kryv took hold of the youngest among us, gently explaining that plans went awry.

″No!” Ash screamed, racing for the bank of the river. Raum had to catch the boy and pull him back. “No. We don’t leave Kryv! We don’t leave Kryv!”

I hugged my middle, weak and broken. The slightest breath seemed too great a feat to take.

Soft hands lifted me gently off the damp earth. Hagen pulled me against him. “Malin,” he whispered, “we must keep going. We’re too close to the palace.”

″I can’t leave him,” I muttered.

″We’ll regroup. We’ll plan.” It was Niklas. He came up behind us, face as stone. “It is what Kase would do, and it is what we will do. Ash spoke out of emotion, but it is no less true. We do not leave Kryv, we do not leave Falkyns, we do not leave our folk behind. Today is not the day we start.”

Without another word, Niklas wheeled into the trees. He had a gift. The proclamation struck me to my core, and I believed him. I had to believe every word, or I would bend and break under the pain.

Tova walked beside me, silent tears on her cheeks. I squeezed her hand. She gripped mine back.

When we broke through the thorn hedges, there on the edge of an overgrown road a wagon and horse waited. A man and woman with beautifully familiar faces sat on the driver’s bench.

″Ansel?”

The grounds master released a long breath, hopped from the seat, and wrapped me, then Hagen in his arms.

″I promised we’d see you again,” he whispered.

His wife, Sasha, stepped down from the wagon, and we traded weak hugs until Lynx cleared his throat and nodded at the cart. Lynx sat at the front with Ansel and Ash, who was horridly quiet. Not even a curiosity about the wagon, or Ansel’s knife.

The rest of us filled out the back of the wagon, lost in our own thoughts and silence. Ansel snapped the reins, and it wasn’t long before the blood of the masquerade faded into nothing but a memory.

The ride to Jagged Grove took through the night and into the dawn. By morning, my shoulders slumped, and my eyes drooped. Lynx picked at black seeds in his palm. Ash slept on Raum’s lap, Hanna on mine.

″We’re here,” Sasha said wearily.

Ansel stopped the wagon between two mammoth trees with leaves as large as my head. Jagged Grove was made of bowers, tents, and slat houses. Some were new, and others were built turns ago.

Fires burned every few paces, most with big pots of boiling ragged clothes, savory stews, or spits of rodents sizzling over the flames. A few burly men dressed in wiry pelts and axes on their waists walked to a tent where a pretty woman handed out tin cups of brӓn.

The Grove had grown its scruffy population in recent turns and looked like a small township beneath the thick canopy of trees. Folk dressed simply, some littles ran around naked as could be, but there was laughter.

At a kettle of simmering tea, I caught sight of a familiar face. “Hob?”

Hob lifted his eyes. “Ah, hello again.”

My brow furrowed when Inge leaned forward scooping out hot water for tea. “Made up with your liar, I see?”

I did not want anyone untrustworthy here, not after a traitor had ripped Kase from me a second time.

Hob took Inge’s hand. “Don’t act like you’re going to cut her. Misunderstandings have been cleared away.”

Inge’s chin quivered. “I sold secrets to my brothers to keep Jakoby safe, dännisk. They backed my shop with penge, and said I owed them. I’ve been scrimping and saving to buy my debt off, but sold out crooks on the side. If I did not, they would’ve gone after Jakoby, locked him away, and . . . if they discovered I was to have his little one, they’d have killed him. I was planning to leave as soon as I could buy them out.”

My eyes widened when Hob pressed a kiss to her middle.

He winked at me. “Speaking of paying debts. Where is the Nightrender? The bastard thinks he’s sly. I know what he did.”

″What—” I cleared my throat. “What do you mean?”

Hob chuckled. “Don’t tell me he didn’t have something to do with the noble lady who commissioned Inge’s work in the exact amount she had left to pay off those sods of brothers.”

″And the wagon parked outside the morning after his guild retrieved your gown, packed and ready to bring me here,” Inge said, smiling at Hob like he lit up her skies.

My jaw tightened. Bleeding Kase. I loved him. Fiercely. Enough I thought I might hate him for all those wicked things he tried to do to hide the good man inside.

″He is not here,” I said.

My tone was rough, sharp, and violent. Hob’s smile faded, but I did not wait around to answer any more questions. I spun away, moving deeper into the huts and shanties.

A few strides away from the edge of the grove, Gunnar erupted through the trees, still wearing his clothes from the masquerade.

″Daj!” His voice cracked.

″Gods,” Hagen breathed out and raced for his son.

My heart wanted to soar at the sight of it, but I wasn’t certain there was anything left of my heart remaining.

Hagen swallowed Gunnar in his arms. They were close to the same height, but in the moment, Gunnar looked less Kryv and more like a boy. He buried his face against Hagen’s shoulder. My brother kissed the side of his head, pulling him back to look at him. He’d laugh, then embrace him all over again.

I made my way toward them, not wanting to break the moment.

″How are you here?” Hagen asked, a quiver in his voice.

Gunnar tightened his arms around his father’s waist. “My uncle won their kingdom; the Kryv helped, so Kase vowed to find you for Maj. I came with him.”

″Uncle?” Hagen’s mouth parted in stun, but he blinked it away, gripping Gunnar behind his neck. “Your sister, your mother, they’re⁠—”

″Waiting for you, Daj.” Gunnar beamed.

Hagen’s face twisted with emotion. He hugged Gunnar again as if he might never let him go.

″Where is Kase?” Gunnar said. “We owe him everything.”

The somberness returned.

″The Nightrender was taken,” was all Lynx offered his fellow Kryv before falling deeper into Jagged Grove.

″What?” Gunnar flashed his eyes at me, then Hagen. “No. No, he can’t go back there.”

Vali broke through the trees, a drinking horn in hand. His eyes were shadowed. No mistake, he heard the news. Dagny followed, her dress torn. Next came Junius and Fiske. Everyone but the Nightrender had made it to freedom from the Masque av Aska.

In one breath, Niklas had his wife in his arms, her back against a tree. He took her mouth hard and desperate. Isak held Fiske’s face, laughing softly before kissing him much the same.

″When do we make plans to return, then?” Dagny asked.

It was a welcome relief to know I was not the only one who would demand a swift, brutal scheme be made to retrieve the Nightrender before Ivar could destroy him. I’d only gotten him back, and I would not lose him again.

I would never stop.

My fist gripped what was left of my shredded gown. Around my neck hung the two vials Jens proffered me. I clasped them in my palm. My mother had been the heir and had died because of it. I’d look into her final moments soon, take what knowledge she could give, because I would not be hiding like others before me.

I took in the haggard group. Exhaustion, rage, fear, it all lived in the eyes of the guilds. But there was a flame too. Our battle was not over.

And I knew how it would be won. The Nightrender would need to forgive me. “I am the heir of the Black Palace.”

The words hovered in the trees like a whisper, no one was sure if they heard or not.

Gunnar broke the silence first. “You’re the heir? As in the . . . what?”

″As in, the queen’s ring will fit me. An item we should retrieve since I, unfortunately, dropped it and ran. If we have any luck, the Master of Ceremonies will have found it.”

″Why is that lucky?” Raum asked.

″Because he is also my stepfather.”

″There is more to this than all that,” Hagen interjected. “Our father—” He gestured to me. “Is not our father by blood. He is an Alver who can twist the tongues of those who know truths that should not be spread. Like the true heir to the queen’s ring.

″It is what Jens Strom does. Protects those of the royal lines from Ivar’s assassins.” Hagen gave me a swift glare. “Malin, that ring is a curse. They will hunt you, kill you, and destroy anyone who knew the truth.”

″But we have allies,” I argued. “Jens being one. He has concealed the truth of all of us for turns. He is an enemy to Ivar in plain sight.”

″Yes, but they will know you belong to him, right?” Lynx asked.

Hagen tilted his head side to side. “We don’t know. Jens has worked tirelessly, perhaps cruelly, to make Malin someone invisible.”

My brother offered me a tender look. All those turns of sleeping outside House Strom, of being dismissed, were all to keep eyes turned off the forgotten stepdaughter in the hayloft.

″Even if Ivar learned I am his stepdaughter, Jens could act as if he disowned me,” I said. “He could keep his rank and demand my head as a ruse.”

″And he will,” Hagen said. “If it will help keep you alive, he will play whatever part he must play.”

I did not know if the warmth in my chest was affection for my stepfather, but it was new and strange. I shook my head, focusing on other ways to get to Kase. He was what mattered here. “What about the second son of Ivar?”

″Luca,” Tova said. “He can be considered an ally. There is little love between father and son.”

I took in the group. “We are not utterly alone. We have hands to play.”

Kase had begged me not to touch the ring, but he was not here. Once again, he’d stepped into harm’s way for me, and it was long overdue for me to take the fight to the ones who kept stealing him from my life.

″I do not know what exact steps to take,” I admitted. “What I know is this is a move we can play, and if we succeed?” I grinned with a touch of venom. “It will be the thread to unravel Ivar’s rule.”

″Malin,” Niklas said, “it will unravel our world. With that ring, you will see what more your mesmer can do. It will change everything.”

He’d known about me. Whether it be instinct, or the way he looked at me now with lack of astonishment, Niklas Tjuv knew what my mesmer meant when we’d visited the Falkyn nest.

With a deep breath, I faced sunrise, a cruel grin on my face. “Then I will learn exactly what I can do with it. There are no lengths I would not go to get Kase Eriksson. He would do the same. He would not stop. Nor will we.”
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Chapter 42
The Nightrender


The Black Palace was made of narrow corridors, sitting chambers, long ballrooms where Ivar spent endless penge entertaining the richest in Klockglas, or foreign dignitaries. He boasted his power. He reveled in it since the technicality of not officially having a king left the four regions with a weakness. Civil strife could shred the land apart, but Ivar took a great deal of vicious pride in knowing no one would dare stand against him.

Of course, power was easier to keep when he could change the very thoughts of others.

I straightened my spine as the skydguard led me into the large council room. I would not bow in front of Ivar. To crumble like some weak thing he’d conquered, I would rather cut out my own heart.

Heavy wooden benches with beautifully carved symbols of the gods were lined in a large square in the center of the room. Covering the stone slab floor were thick, wiry bear pelts. Tables were adorned in horns and ewers of brän and sweet wine. Cakes with honey sauce and berry custards as if what was left of the Masque av Aska was simply brought into the palace to carry on the festival indoors.

Gathered on the benches were members of Ivar’s inner council. A few generals and captains of the skydguard. I cared little about them. My gaze went to the high-backed chairs at the head of the room.

If Ivar were a king, this would be his throne room. Even without the title he’d created quite a show of looking like a royal. The Lord Magnate claimed the widest chair. He looked at me with a rage that simmered below the surface. Beside him Niall sharpened a curved knife with the head of a wolf as the pommel.

The weapon was used in ceremony, and for my ten turns in this place I’d avoided that knife. I clenched my jaw to keep from giving away how the sight of it burst through boyhood fears of that wolf pommel.

The Lady Magnate was seated on a bench between two of her lovers. Then, leaning against one of the posts holding the arched doorway in the back, Luca Grym had his nose in a book.

He lifted his gaze, mouth tight. He’d kill me for getting caught, but the way he rolled his eyes, I had few doubts the second son of Ivar was already scheming something horridly dramatic to try to fix this. A Hypnotik with mesmer, a trickster by nature. Luca would be planning.

At least that was another hope to cling to.

″Malevolent.” Ivar stopped drumming his fingers. Dread coated the room, every fiber on the rugs, every page of every book on the shelves was thick with it.

I lifted my chin, grinning. “That is not my name.”

″Malevolent, you will not speak unless invited to do so.” Ivar rose from his chair. He never used my name. To him I was the missing piece of his precious set of light and darkness. His pristine balance of power. He would not rest until it was complete. The Lord Magnate took the steps off the raised floor and crossed the space to me. “Tell me who the girl is.”

″No.”

The strike to my face didn’t surprise me. I did not groan. Did not wince. I took the hit, spat the blood, and returned my attention to the Lord Magnate as if nothing had happened.

″Tell me who the girl is.”

″A thief in the Guild of Kryv.”

Ivar chuckled and glared at his oldest son. “Duped by a thief. Are you so desperate for a woman to fill your bed?”

″There was mesmer at play,” Niall snapped back.

″And as the Lord Magnate you must be keen to tricks of magic.” Ivar’s voice rang out across the room. It was powerful, cruel, it silenced every breath. His eyes narrowed. “You disappoint me.”

Niall’s cheek twitched, but he had the brains to keep quiet.

Ivar circled me, a hawk on the hunt. “Why does she matter to you? Don’t deny it. Your mistake was made the moment you looked to her first when we arrived.”

″Everyone matters in my guild.”

″I’ll find out the truth, Malevolent,” Ivar said like a promise.

I had nothing more to say.

Ivar held out a hand for the knife. Niall hesitated for half a breath, then handed it over. I steeled against what would come. To finally grant Ivar what he’d always wanted was worse than the hells.

″Since you insist on telling us nothing about the girl, I will make her nothing to you.” He grinned viciously and grabbed my arm, forcing my hand out. I clenched against the cut of his blade. Deep and swift, enough blood Ivar could fill the bottom of a mortar bowl. He leaned close; his brow nearly touched mine. “She’ll be nothing but a nightmare in your head, Malevolent. I’ll make you fear her, despise her, wish a torturous death for the girl.”

I looked past Ivar. If he met my eye, he’d see the fear in there.

Ivar chuckled like he’d already won. “I know there are some who believe there are still memory oracles among us, but I rather like the gift of memory manipulation. It makes the world a great deal more interesting.”

Ivar dipped his fingers into the bowl, soaking the tips in my blood. How many times had I observed this very thing? When new Alvers came to the Black Palace, through trade, through the masque, through foreign routes, he would ruin their memories. Twist them until the Alver boiled with recollections of unwavering loyalty to the Lord Magnate.

All other thoughts, faces, and loved ones were destroyed. Only Ivar and his palace remained.

Malin took breath or bone to steal a memory. Ivar used blood to alter thought. The same as legends of old, one line would use thoughts to see, and the second would change the mind to believe something else entirely.

The things Malin did not know, things I’d wanted to tell her time and again, were startling.

All I could do was hope the Guild of Kryv, the Falkyns, and Hagen would protect her from it all.

Ivar’s inner circle watched with a bit of twisted awe as he swirled my blood around, no doubt concocting horrid images he’d use to replace the few tender moments. I brought a hand to the rose over my heart.

With two fingers, Ivar drew the runes he’d use to cast Malin’s face from my mind on my forehead.

My grip tightened on the rose. I closed my eyes.

He could warp her face, my thoughts, but I prayed to the fates—if they existed at all—that he would not touch where she lived in my heart. Even if it was hidden from my mind, let my heart hold tight to her.

I loved Malin Strom.

I’d lived my life loving her. If asked, I’d die loving her.
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Game of Hate and Lies
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The Past


There were nights when a poor boy and a forgotten girl dreamed aloud of the new lives they’d live far across the sea. Of good kings and gods’ magic. Nights where they were not hunted, where they were unafraid.

They told the sort of tales where heroes never died, and pain did not exist.

Those were nights when the girl told the boy he was valiant and steady like a raven, and he said she looked as pretty as a rose. The boy whittled them, a raven and rose, then tied the raven to her neck, the rose to his, and told her he’d always keep her secrets. Always.

Those were the nights that littles could be little, and first loves could be safe and kind and wanted.

But in those grand adventures, love stories, and far-reaching kingdoms, no one ever told the boy and girl how the stories ended.

No one ever said wicked men would tear them apart.

No one mentioned how a killer would be lost to the one who held his heart.

Or how a thief would someday become a queen in the shadows.
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Chapter 1
The Memory Thief


Morning light warmed my face, but I had no desire to turn and greet the day.

In truth, I had no desire to keep breathing.

My body ached with bruises and welts from the Masque av Aska, but it was nothing compared to the slow-burning agony ripping my chest in two. When the shock of what had truly happened faded, when I’d declared a miserly war against the Black Palace, the mere notion of walking became too great.

Hagen and Gunnar had practically dragged me to a shack near the edge of Jagged Grove, then Niklas supplied me with an elixir to help me sleep.

I’d slipped into dreamless numbness. By the gods, I wished to remain in such a state. The morning was too cruel, reality too harsh.

I rolled over on the rope cot. There was space enough for another body, but it was empty. My face pinched. He should be sleeping peacefully beside me. The place had gone cold. Tears blurred my vision as I swiped my palm over the burlap quilt, holding the emptiness as if my touch might fill it with the face I wished to see, the warm body I wanted to hold.

Kase was in the grasp of Lord Magnate Ivar.

No one told me exactly what it meant, but it did not take much of an imagination to guess.

The way Hanna had silently sobbed, how Ash had yet to speak to anyone, was enough of a sign to know Kase would be tortured. He’d be brutalized, all because he had to gain a damn heart at the wrong moment and push us to safety.

He should’ve used his mesmer to slaughter the guards.

Junius assured me he could not kill them with fear if they had not feared him in the moment. Kase’s power over fear was finicky, and I cursed the fates for playing such cruel games.

A soft knock came to the door.

“Malin.” Tova’s voice was hoarse. No mistake, the Kryv had sobbed herself to sleep much the same as me. “Are you awake?”

“Unfortunately,” was all I could manage to mutter in return.

A click and squeak of hinges broke the silence of the hovel. Tova’s feathery steps scuffed over the floorboards. I closed my eyes when the weight of her body shifted the cot, and she sprawled out over the spot where I wished to see Kase sleeping.

She rolled on her shoulder, so she faced me. The bright green of her cat eyes was glassy, and the whites had gone red.

“We take the next step, Mal,” she whispered. “We . . . we fight to . . .” Her voice broke.

Good. I didn’t want her to finish the Kryv promise, for I could not think of any end at the moment. Kase could not end, he could not.

“How do I take a step when I cannot find the strength to stand?” My fists curled around the tattered quilt and tugged the rough hem under my nose.

Tova reached over my shoulder to the small shelf beside the bed and removed the two vials. One marked in red, the other in black. My pulse quickened as she studied the black-capped vial.

“Have you looked yet?”

I took the red-capped vial, clutching it to my heart, then gently eased the black vial out of her fingers, shaking my head. “No. My thoughts have been elsewhere.”

“Yes, I know, but what if it helps?”

I looked at the vials. Two bone-dust memories. One told the truth that the man I loved had been saving me since he was a boy. The other, the final memory of the woman who risked it all to keep me alive, and to hide me away from the wretched burden of the blood in my veins.

All these turns my stepfather, Jens Strom, had kept them close. Tried to make me nothing to the world and the Lord Magnate.

Perhaps I understood his reasons. Perhaps I resented him. What did it matter? I could hardly spin a thought that did not lead back to the cruel reality of Kase being a prisoner of the Black Palace once again.

But Tova’s point had merit. No one knew the truth of the bloodlines better than my mother. If there was even a chance I could learn more of my mesmer, if it could somehow help bring Kase back to us again, I would claw out the will to keep living. Even if it left me battered and bloody to do it.

“You’re right,” I said in nothing more than a hoarse whisper.

Tova propped onto one elbow, the dark curls she kept on one half of her head spilled over her shoulder. “I’ll leave you to see⁠—”

“No.” I took hold of her hand. “Please. Stay. I don’t want to be alone with it.”

Tova licked her bottom lip and nodded.

One hand clasped with hers, I used the other to unstop the vial and tipped the edge to my lips. The ashy dryness of the bone dust inside settled over my tongue. With a long breath, I took it in. Some said I ate the memory, but in truth it was as if I inhaled it into my system until it lodged into my mind.

Familiar smoke swirled in my skull. Shapes and points shifted until shadows became solid, until the cold of nothing filled with the warmth of a fire, of soft blankets, and herbal teas.

The face of a much younger Jens filled my sights. To know I was peering at my stepfather through the eyes of my mother sent a shiver dancing down my spine. I gripped Tova’s fingers tighter, and waited as the memory drifted from silence to hushed, weak voices.

“When . . . when I am with the gods, a bit of bone, Herr. That is all it takes.”

Jens’s jaw pulsed. He only had one rune inked across his cheekbone back then, and the braid down his scalp was darker, like the red clay deep in the soil. “I’ll see it done.”

A breath of relief warmed me through my mind, down to my heart. My mother had been at peace knowing Jens would trap these moments in dust. A sting of emotion burned behind my eyes. Hells, I wish I could see her face. Study her, remember her for myself.

“You . . . you will keep her invisible. Keep her away from . . . from it until the right . . .until it calls for her.”

“Until what calls for her?” Jens leaned forward. “I don’t know what you speak of.”

“Have you heard . . . heard the tale of four queens, Herr?”

“My Lady, I don’t⁠—”

“Four queens, chosen by fate.” My mother laughed, but it fell into a cough. Jens quickly helped tip a horn of water into her mouth until the coughing eased. From my position in the memory, I made out a slender hand reaching for Jens.

“The Norns have . . . they have blessed the world with gifts. Selfish folk have tried to take their . . . power. But it is said the gifts will be restored. She . . . she could be a queen, Herr.”

“My Lady, I do not take stock in legends and fables. I know what is real,” Jens said. “And what is real is your girl is the last true heir. What would you have me do?”

A fog entered my head. The memory began to fade as my mother’s life faded into the Otherworld.

“Keep her safe, until . . . until it calls to her. Help her rise.”

“My Lady.” Jens wore a burdened expression. “I do not know if it will ever be possible. Your folk are slaughtered, hunted. I will keep her from it. To expose her would be a death sentence. She will be unknown.”

My mother let out a shaky breath. “Shadows and light. Do you not think they are a . . . remarkable balance, Herr?”

“I suppose. Lady Sig, you should rest.”

“I bore her in the dark . . . kept her there. Perhaps it is a sign of her fate, for I see her rise through . . . shadows.” My mother took a long, shuddering breath in the memory. “The queen of shadows, Herr. I wonder . . . I wonder why I see them all around her. A gift from the Norns. A chance . . . to see her when I . . . will not have the pleasure.”

“You see her in shadows?” Jens whispered, taking her hand.

“They follow her.”

“A curse of darkness?”

Though it was not my own, my face twitched as a soft smile form my mother’s memory spread over her face.

“No, Herr. Darkness will be her strength.” My mother hacked another cough. It was wet, a tang of fetid mesmer blood filled my senses. She was dying. Her voice softened, nothing but a whisper on a breeze. “A queen of shadows. When it . . . calls to her . . . she will take back what is ours. She must. She⁠—”

When my mother went silent, Jens leaned forward. “My Lady?”

A choked gasp came from my throat, but it was not mine. “She will live . . . survive with . . . shadows. Tell her we . . . we loved her.”

Ashy smoke filled my head, swirling around the warmth of the room until my skin raised in chills. Herbs and teas were no longer there, and the damp, smoky hint of Jagged Grove overtook the air.

I blinked through the filaments of smoke until Tova’s face came into focus. Her bright eyes held mine, unblinking.

“Well?”

“She was delirious, but . . . she kept saying I was a queen of shadows, and darkness would be my strength.”

Was I meant to be wicked and monstrous?

Tova arched one brow. “All right. We can make sense of that later, I suppose. Anything else?”

“She was insistent something would call to me when the time was right. She wanted Jens to keep me alive until the right moment. What moment?”

Tova’s chin quivered. “I can’t say, but . . . what if she could see? Wasn’t that a gift of the ancient memory workers? They could see things before they began.”

“Niklas believes the sight came from the ring, but no one knows for certain if they could actually see. Anyway, this was more she believed I’d been chosen for something. Like she knew fate had a plan for me. She kept mentioning four queens.”

Tova shrugged. “There are many myths and legends about queens.”

“I’ve never read any.”

“No doubt because Jens Strom kept such things from you.”

True enough. Jens did not permit me to read the same tales as Hagen and Bard had as children. I was left to imagine faraway lands with Kase in the hayloft.

“It is interesting she mentions shadows,” Tova went on. “For if anyone is a king of shadows, it is Kase. It could be your path. To live in shadows with him.”

She was reaching. I understood, and felt much the same. Any nudge that would give us hope the gods, the Norns, that anything put us on the path of rescuing the Nightrender, I’d build it in my head until I believed it to my core.

“I don’t know what she meant through much of it, but she seemed to believe I had a part to play in this kingdom.” I hugged my knees to my chest. “But how am I to do it? I feel as though I am made of ice, growing colder with every passing moment.”

Tova dug through the quilt and took hold of my hand, giving it a weak squeeze. “You have the belief of your mother now at your back. Take strength from it. But there is more. I came here for a purpose. I might’ve found someone who can help you thaw. At least for a short time.”

“Who is it?”

Tova sat up. “Come see for yourself. You need to move, breathe new air, maybe eat and drink. Basic things to keep you living.”

“He does not have such a luxury in whatever dank cell they are keeping him.” I rolled over, putting Tova at my back.

She let out a gruff sigh and shoved my hip with her elbow. “Get up. You may bend, but you cannot break. Not when he is counting on you.”

Hells, the woman knew how to drive a knife into the heart.

It was made worse since Tova was right. I could not waste away. To lie here and die would do nothing to help Kase; it would not solve the problem of retrieving the queen’s ring. If what Jens Strom told me was true, that ring would prove I was the true heir of the Eastern Kingdom.

A bleeding death sentence in this gods-awful place.

But if claiming the ring and unlocking whatever mesmer lived in it saved Kase Eriksson, I would do it. I would not think twice.
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Chapter 2
The Memory Thief


With slow movements I crept out from beneath the quilt, shuffling about the shack until I was properly dressed in a loose-fitting tunic, trousers with holes in the knees, and leather shoes. I didn’t know whose they were.

Tova gave me a nod of approval and opened the door. I tangled my fingers through the knots in my hair as she led us toward a firepit at the edge of Jagged Grove.

Seated on stones or logs was the entire Guild of Kryv. Hagen sat beside Gunnar. In the light of day, my brother looked healthier. Perhaps it was being reunited with his son, or perhaps it was breathing freedom after so many turns locked in a cell.

Ash and Hanna held hands on a log. Hanna watched as Ash poked at the embers with a long stick. The boy had puffy eyes and streaks of crusty, dried tears on his pale face.

My heart wanted to crumble at the sight of the two youngest Kryv.

I blinked away from the children. There was no time to crumble. As Tova said, bend, but do not break. Not yet.

Raum paced behind Ash and Hanna’s log. His face was twisted in a scowl, and he kept shaking out his hands with each step. The rest of the Kryv stared at the flames with a heavy somberness. No one spoke.

Some of the Falkyn Guild scattered themselves among the Kryv. Niklas and Junie sat close to Vali and Lynx. The Falkyn guild lead looked weary and disheveled. Junius stroked the curve of his ear, her other hand on his leg.

Maybe her touch had power. The more she soothed him, the more Niklas relaxed against his wife.

When Tova and I stepped into view a few eyes lifted. Raum paused his steps for half a breath before picking up his pacing again.

Hagen scooted over, a broken smile on his face as he patted the spot next to him.

I sank against my brother, torn between the relief of having him free of the Masque av Aska, and the pain of replacing one captive with another.

Movement across the pit drew my eyes through the smoke.

My heart stilled in my chest. I’d not noticed the one face which did not belong here.

“What the hells?”

“Luca Grym.” The man rose from where he sat beside Fiske and Isak. He was tall, clearly strong enough to wield a blade, and had eyes the color of a clear summer sky.

Unlike his brother, the Lord Magnate’s second son had not inked his scalp in runes, and instead had marked his throat in rows of symbols. He’d forgone shaving the sides of his head like most nobles, and left his dark hair tousled to his shoulders with a few pieces pulled back in a strip of leather.

My fists clenched over the tops of my knees. “What are you doing here?”

“The same as you, I imagine.”

A rush of anger shot through my veins as I stood. “You do not come here for the Nightrender. If you cared for him, you would be at the palace where you are welcomed. You would be doing all you could to free him.”

Luca did not flinch; he did not frown. No, the bastard smirked. Like I was a ridiculous child.

“What is it you think I am doing here? If you believe it is so simple as to stroll out with my father’s prized Alver, then you do not understand how Ivar works.”

“So, you simply sit back without trying and let him be tortured?” I shouted. “The Kryv once told me they considered you their friend.”

“Luca’s a friend,” Ash mumbled, never taking his eyes off the flame.

Luca rounded the pit toward me, his scrutiny growing harsher with each stride. “Think what you will, Memory Thief, but I would not be here if these people did not matter to me.”

“Malin,” Tova said. “Luca comes with a report. He is our first step in getting Kase back, our eyes in the Black Palace.”

I didn’t want to believe it, but clamped my mouth shut, folding my arms over my chest.

At my silence, the Lord Magnate’s son tugged on the cuff of his sleeve and faced the fire pit. “I walk a fine line, dännisk Strom. My role is to be the incompetent second son who does nothing of note, so attention is never drawn to me. But I cannot be a spectator now. My father has taken no risks when it comes to the Nightrender. Last night, I’m afraid he completed a förvirring.”

“Dammit.” Raum sank into a crouch, his fingers in his hair.

Blood rushed from my face when every Kryv, every Falkyn stared back at Luca with a bit of horror.

“What?” I said, terrified to hear the truth. “What does that mean?”

Luca turned his gaze back to me. “Dännisk Strom, like you, Ivar possesses mesmer from the ancient royal lines. You steal memories and share them; my father alters them. He can warp any memory into something horrible, or grand, or whatever he wishes you to see. Why do you think his Alvers are so loyal? They only have memories of his graciousness lifting them from squalor and pain.”

I tugged on the ends of my hair. “Did Kase know?”

Luca’s mouth tightened. “Yes. Although, your stepfather manipulated his tongue as a boy to never speak of it, thinking it would protect you better. He’s never mentioned my father’s mesmer out loud, not even to me who spoke of it often. I doubt he could. My father has returned his Malevolent to his fold.”

“How did he explain his absence these last five turns since we broke out?” Vali asked, his voice dark, like spoken violence.

“No doubt others have had their minds manipulated, but for most, the Malevolent did not ever abandon the Black Palace, he has merely been posted elsewhere at Ivar’s command,” Luca said bitterly.”

I balked. “And folk simply believe it?”

“I do not think they worry themselves much with details.” Luca frowned. “So long as Ivar’s terrifying Alvers serve them, they are content. Similar mesmer or not, no one knows him as the Nightrender but for those in the underbelly. To townsfolk, he is the Malevolent.”

“And he believes this?” I asked, stunned, angry. I could not hide the quiver in my voice and gave up trying.

“He does. As far as I know, Kase believes he has only recently returned to Klockglas. Just in time for the attack on the Masque av Aska. But, in truth, his manipulation isn’t the most crucial worry.”

“How could anything be worse?” Breaths came sharp and jagged. My head spun. I blinked to the ground, unable to meet the eye of anyone.

“Unlike your Talent, Ivar’s mesmer leaves the old memories behind, but traps them in the dark. But some Alvers resist the altered thoughts.” Luca rubbed the back of his neck. “When they are in a constant conflict, I’ve . . . well, I’ve seen many Alvers whither into a shell.

“Ivar becomes a sort of puppet master. If they resist, he can pull on them until they fall deeper into his grand charade.” Luca hesitated. “The more he drowns them in his mesmer—I don’t understand it all—but something about the spell cast makes them grow ill and weak. They go mad. Most who put up any fight die because they simply lose the will to live.”

“And if anyone would fight manipulation, Kase will,” Niklas muttered, raking his fingers through his hair.

“Exactly.” Luca folded his arms over his chest. “He’ll be fighting whether he knows he is or not. We won’t have long before it starts eating him alive.”

Bile scorched the back of my throat. “So . . . Kase’s memories are⁠—”

“Changed,” Luca interjected. He shifted on his feet and gave a gentle smile toward Hanna and Ash. “For now, he will not know the Kryv.”

Hanna’s eyes welled in tears. The girl covered her face and leaned into Ash’s shoulder, her skinny body shuddering in quiet sobs.

“But what is worse,” Luca went on slowly, “is you, Malin Strom.”

“What about me?” My voice came in nothing more than a dry rasp.

“Kase would not give you up after he was captured, so my father took it to mean you mattered a great deal to the Nightrender. Ivar took particular care with his spell to ensure your face incites fierce hatred.”

Each word rammed into my middle like a dull, hot knife point. I trembled, and hardly noticed when Hagen’s big hand steadied me by gripping my shoulder.

“You’re telling me Kase hates me?”

“Fears you, despises you, wishes to kill you—I cannot say how deeply his disdain will go until the förvirring settles.”

I couldn’t breathe. I pressed a hand to my chest until I gathered enough air to speak. “He . . . he doesn’t know me?”

“No, dännisk Strom.” Luca wrung his hands for a few heartbeats, then stepped close to me. “In truth, not knowing you will give you a slight advantage. No one, not even Kase, realizes what your mesmer can do. Ivar assumes you are a thief, but not—” Luca cleared his throat and flicked his gaze to my fingers. “Not the heir of the kingdom.”

Silence shrouded the campfire, but inside my skull was chaos. Thoughts began but found no end. Hatred boiled like a fever through my veins. A collision of wanting to cease existing, and desiring to burn the gates at the Black Palace rolled over my body in a violent shudder.

I took a step closer to the Lord Magnate’s son. “Could I steal the false memories?”

“I think so. I’ve spent the night reading all I have on the ancient gifts, and I don’t see why you couldn’t take a false memory similarly to the way you take others.”

A flicker of something like hope burned in my chest. I’d clear Kase of every soiled thought. The trouble was if the Nightrender wanted to cut out my insides, getting close enough to put my mouth on his would prove difficult.

“You and Hagen should know, your stepfather has done what was needed to be done,” Luca went on.

Hagen rose from his log, concern written in every line of his face. “What has he said?”

“He has made the unknown woman—you, Malin—to be a mysterious guild lead. Hagen devised the attack after meeting one of the woman’s thieves in prison.”

“What reason did he give for my devising such an attack,” Hagen said, almost as if such a tale were expected.

“An act of revenge against Jens for never freeing your Northern family. He has made it seem as if you knew you would be sold, so you and this thief plotted to hire the woman’s guild and attack.”

I shook my head. “But⁠—”

Luca held up a hand, silencing me. “The story gets worse and much more violent. According to Jens, Hagen hired the guild to destroy not only the masque, but House Strom. Starting with Jens’s only daughter. This morning it was reported that Malin Strom was found dead. Her throat slit in the hayloft of House Strom. She was dead long before her wicked stepbrother’s hired thieves had attacked the Masque av Aska.”

Blood drained from my face. “Jens said this? Why would he say I was gone?”

“Because my father knows he has a stepdaughter, yes?” Luca arched one brow. “Even if Jens fought to keep you faceless and a nobody all these turns, Ivar knew of your existence. This way, my father will have no reason to connect Malin Strom to the woman who nearly destroyed my brother at the Masque av Aska.”

It made a bit of sense, turning Ivar’s attention away from me, but a sick knot grew tighter in my chest knowing Hagen would bear the brunt of the blame. Skydguard would destroy him should he be caught again.

“Does Kase think Malin is dead?” Hagen asked. “He would be more distraught than anyone. Surely he would remember his childhood with us.”

Luca shifted on his feet, as if uncertain how to answer. “As I said, since the förvirring he. . . he doesn’t seem to know how connected he has been to House Strom. I doubt he remembers his hayloft girl at all.”

I was like cold stone. Frozen. Hardened. I was shattered into a thousand different pieces inside, screaming and spinning off my foundation while my exterior remained unmoving and stoic.

“But if Kase sees her face . . .” Hagen’s words died as he made a weak gesture to me.

“His memories are altered,” Niklas said, a bite of irritation in his voice. “Do you all not realize what Luca is telling us? True memories might remain, but they are shrouded. Buried. Warped. Look at it as you please, but he will not recognize any of us. He’d slaughter Malin before she could get close enough to even try to steal a false memory.”

“So, there is no hope.” The words slid between my teeth in a low, dangerous rasp. I glared at Niklas, not truly angry at the Falkyn, more murderous toward the whole of the kingdom for the life it had dealt the Nightrender. “There is no unraveling what has been done, so we turn our backs on him.”

“No one is saying that, Malin,” Niklas said, his voice nearly as vicious as my own.

“Luca, why not just tell him what was done?” Raum asked. “If he recognizes you, he’ll trust you.”

“It can’t be that simple,” Niklas muttered, his mood souring with each passing moment.

“Unfortunately, Niklas is right,” Luca said. “I’m afraid the Norns when they blessed the first bloodlines with memory gifts were in a particularly cruel disposition. An attempt to shatter Ivar’s spell by telling the Nightrender he is trapped with mesmer, would have the opposite outcome. He wouldn’t believe us, and any doubt he builds for his true memories only strengthens the förvirring magic.

“If we go shout at him, tell him he attacked the Masque av Aska, if we tell him Ivar manipulated his mind, I fear it will only draw him closer to my father, and leave him viewing us as traitors and enemies.”

Hagen snorted in frustration. “So, we are faced with limited time before he quite possibly loses his mind, yet we cannot tell him the truth, or he will be locked in an unbreakable spell cast.”

Luca’s jaw pulsed. “That is what we face, yes. His false memories are strong, but from what I’ve read they can be broken. Enough that it may earn us some trust, so he might let Malin get close.”

“How are we supposed to do this? If he looks at us—at Malin—with murder, how are we ever going to get close enough?” Raum snapped, quickening his endless pacing. He looked ready to cut a throat should someone come near.

“Raum,” Vali clapped a hand on Raum’s shoulder and squeezed. “Do we shy away from the impossible?”

A muscle twitched beneath Raum’s eye. He held Vali’s dark gaze for at least five breaths before he shirked him off with a bitter grin. “No, but we bleeding better get paid to do it. And I don’t want penge this time. I want blood.”

“Good. This is where the cleverness of the Kryv and Falkyns will shine brightest,” Luca said.

“We should be there,” Niklas said, rising from his seat and pacing, “to keep watch on him, see if we can stir any memories by interacting with him.”

Luca shook his head. “Too much and, as I said, it could⁠—”

“No, I know,” said Niklas. “We would play a part, as we often do. Go in under guise, let him interact with familiar faces even if he does not know they are familiar.”

Luca considered the idea. “It could help. But you must play the part. No whispering he’s been taken by the Lord Magnate.”

“One problem,” Tova said in a raspy tone. “We all could be recognized.”

“We’ll work something out.” Niklas waved a hand dismissively. “We are not amateurs at hiding in plain sight, Tov.”

“Good,” I said. “Then send me in, and⁠—”

“No,” Luca said abruptly. “You have been targeted by Ivar’s curse, so hiding you from Kase will be nigh impossible. Likely the same can be said for Niklas and most of the Falkyns.”

“Why?” Junius asked.

Luca’s jaw tightened. “Not to mention the man who betrayed you has already described you in great detail to my father. Without a plan and clear way inside, you would be recognized straightaway.”

Niklas cursed but insisted sending in a few Kryv could be enough. My mouth kept silent, but inside I screamed and raged, desperate to be tossed in Kase’s path this instant. I would take the pain; I’d take him home.

“A new game is underfoot, my friends, and we must plan our steps,” Luca said when discussion slowed. “But this scheme is not only to steal back the Nightrender. We will be stealing a kingdom.”

He softened his gaze when he glanced at me. I wished he wouldn’t be soft. I wanted hardness. Jagged, sharp rage. I wanted all the reasons to hate House Grym, even him. Perhaps he was helping, but I would keep Ivar’s son at a distance, untrusted, and watched carefully.

With a low voice, Luca went on. “I expect to know how much Kase truly has been affected by sunset or tomorrow’s dawn. It is no small feat to overshadow a good memory and change it to something wretched. But for now, be careful. He has you marked in his mind.”

A thousand questions battered my skull, but I lost my voice to each one. How powerful was Ivar? How could he be stopped? If I went to rescue Kase, how would it be possible if he wanted to slit my throat?

By the gods. I yearned for his touch. Those brutal hands killed, stole, and caused pain. But with me, in quiet moments, I’d never been touched so gently.

“I wish I brought better news,” Luca said when I remained silent.

Niklas clapped his hands. “We have no time to waste. Luca, any written word you can provide on mesmer, I will need to study it.” The Falkyn guild lead stared back at me with a new ferocity in his eyes. “All mesmer has weak points, a thread to pull to unravel whatever power it conjured. Memory mesmer may be one of the strongest, but it also fights the largest battles to remain strong.”

“Meaning?” Hagen asked.

“A person’s own will. Kase has protected Malin for turns,” Niklas said. “That will not be easy to erase.”

“But I am his enemy.”

“In a false memory, Malin. We will make him question it as Luca said.” Niklas placed his hands on his hips, staring at the fire. “I’ll find a way.”

As the gathering around the fire pit murmured and plotted with Luca, I faced the rising sun over the trees.

If it came down to willpower, no one in this awful kingdom had more will to defy the Lord Magnate than the Nightrender.

I pressed my fingertips to my lips, closed my eyes, and held onto the thought of the bright sunrise gold of his eyes. “Fight, Kase. Fight, and be ready. I will tear this kingdom apart to get to you.”
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Chapter 3
The Nightrender


There was a hate inside me.

For him. For her? I could not say. Each cold dawn was the same. Sweat on my brow, a race to my pulse, and a torrential pressure in my lungs, until it grew difficult to breathe. Only to have the whole of the turmoil fade as the sun rose.

But for those moments, when the city was coated in dreary mists from the Howl, I was locked in a darkness I could not escape. A darkness which brought little comfort to me.

To whittle down where the hot spark of rage came from grew tiresome. It seemed as if sleep brought clarity, only to be washed away when I woke.

Through the open window a bite of frosty air burned against my face. I tore my gaze off the eaves of the rounded tower room and turned my stare to the haze of sunrise.

The upper chamber of the skydguard tower rose above all the others of the Black Palace. Here, the Lord Magnate kept his favored ones. The Alvers who would give their service and lives for the Grym bloodline.

I was a favored one returned home.

After turns of service overseas . . . somewhere. Hells, my mind was slipping, and it sparked a rush of anxious blood to my head. For weeks, I could hardly recall a night beyond the masquerade, and I did not know how to stop the holes in my thoughts from spreading.

I was the Malevolent of the Black Palace. A dark Alver who frightened folk with one glimpse into the inky black of my eyes. I would not be brought down by a broken mind.

I’d devoted my existence to defending my Lord Magnate and his position as the highest law in the regions of the East. With each steady thrum of my heart, I knew this as truth. Then why, when the shadows of night came, did I despise him so?

In dreams her face was there, haunting, beautiful. A torturous reminder I was not worthy of such a favored position in the Black Palace. How could I call myself loyal when the woman who had tried to assassinate the Heir Magnate lived inside my head? In my most impure thoughts.

Another night of tumultuous, wretched dreams.

They always began the same. The thief in my grasp, a chance to rid the regions of her cunning and violence, but instead of ending her, I kiss her. Hard. Greedy. I strip her bare. We claw at each other until we’re raw and ragged, sated and panting.

It seemed with each passing night, the dreams grew more vivid, more horrifying. How was it a woman could haunt my mind so much when I had never spoken a word to her, never touched her, merely survived the night she’d come to attack?

I deserved a knife to the throat, not a place of honor.

When her face filled my head, Ivar’s was blotted out by pure, wretched disdain.

Hells, in darkness I dreamed a thousand ways to take my blade to his heart. In sunlight the assassin was still hunted by the Black Palace, and Lord Magnate Ivar was the merciful benefactor to lift me from a life of squalor.

I tossed the quilt off my legs and sat on the edge of the bed. Why did I question? I slept atop a goose-feather bed while folk slept in hog piss below me. I was fed from the cooking rooms of the Black Palace while waif littles begged for blood apple cores in compost bins.

But the gods—gods I was not certain existed—tormented me.

A heavy-handed knock came to the door of the chamber. “Malevolent.”

My grip on the edge of the bed tightened at the sound. My temper flared from the mere notion he stood close.

“I’m awake, Sabain.”

He addressed me as Malevolent, my true title, but I could not bring myself to call him Benevolent. Seemed wrong. Even in our shared devotion to the Lord Magnate, there was a darkness inside Sabain Lura that was anything but benevolent.

“The Lady Magnate wishes to have a meet with you, then we are to search the grounds for the young lord,” Sabain said.

My jaw pulsed. Lady Magnate had sent the missive at the evening meal last night that I was to meet her in her bed chamber. My stomach tossed in sick waves. She was not a woman a man should take on without a witness.

But to ignore the Lady Grym, I might as well cut off the tips of my fingers and swallow them whole.

At least Sabain had given us an excuse to seek out Luca. No doubt he’d be loitering around the grounds, but I hoped to be present when Sabain called him young lord to his face. It would be enough to push Luca over a ledge and we could plot and scheme ways to sneak a boil-causing elixir into Sabain’s brän.

Schemes. Tricks. Manipulation. They all came naturally to me, and I hated it. Such things placed me in the leagues with the thieves who’d attacked the Masque av Aska and their wretchedly beautiful guild lead who had a death wish.

“Malevolent!”

“All hells, I’m coming, Sabain!” I rose from the bed, tugged a black tunic over my head, and secured a dark gambeson over the top.

I secured a boiled leather baldric over my shoulder and peered down at the bustle of the Black Palace courtyard. Serfs and grounds keepers worked to keep the stones clear of brambles. They pruned and trimmed, clipped and swept.

A ribbon, woven with starlight silver thread, billowed from a tree branch below.

The Masque av Aska had ended not two weeks back, but since the night of the festival, there had been a shift in Klockglas, in all the regions. Ivar was staking more power, more of a voice. Some suspected he planned to claim the throne. It had been empty too long, and he was already revered as the sounding authority.

The Lord Magnate needed the power of strong mesmer at his back should he make a move for a crown.

I would be the one to defend it.

I sheathed a skydguard seax blade behind my back and abandoned the room.

Sabain stood against the wall. His clothing challenged the pitch of mine with silver and gold threads over a pearl tunic and gambeson. The only darkness on him was his belt and blade. A blacksteel sword.

I envied the weapon, and did not believe his story about how he found it in the armory and Ivar insisted he take it for his own use.

Such a weapon would be given to the Lord Magnate, or one of his heirs. Somehow this bastard held it.

Sabain glared at me. He stood half a head taller, but his body was narrow and thin. A slight, tapered point tipped his ears, and I suspected he had a bit of fae blood running in his veins. Made him more powerful and much trickier. Made me hate him a little more.

He was not intimidating by stature. Next to me, he’d be seen as the weakest.

But those eyes were always doused in a pale gleam, like starlight. A bit of mesmer to hide the darkness of his true nature.

“You overslept,” Sabain said, his voice contrived and rough.

“Perhaps you rose early.” I rolled my shoulders back and glanced down the corridor leading to the spiral staircase.

“You think it wise to keep the lady waiting?” He scoffed, thinking things in that twisted head, no doubt.

“Do you think it wise to keep your hair the way you do?” I rubbed a hand over the cropped top of his head. Absent the braids and knots common for the Alvers and skydguard style. “Makes you look a bit like an infant pushed straight from between your maj’s legs.”

I picked up my pace and took a stride ahead of him, all to hide my grin.

“You would be wise to show respect.” Sabain quickened his step and pressed his lips close to my ear, his hot breath on my neck. “Even if you bed the lady behind the Lord Magnate’s back, you will not always be protected, Malevolent. One might think your lack of respect is bordering on treasonous.”

If only he knew how much I despised this place. The folk in it. If only he knew how much I could not explain why, he would toss me onto Ivar’s blade without question.

I stopped at a thick, polished door and flipped the latch. With a smug grin, I faced him before stepping inside. “Jealousy is rather unbecoming, Sabain. I cannot help if the Lady Magnate finds me more . . . desirable. Tell Luca I might be some time. I have excellent stamina.”

I chuckled darkly and slammed the door in his face.

To torment Sabain was a bit of light in the sea of chaos and shadows I could not clear from my head.

The Lady Magnate’s chambers always reeked with too much saffron and burning sage. She was a superstitious woman who depended too much on seers who spoke to the imaginary gods and stars, who then reported back to the lady all the dreary things that would become of her.

Perched on a three-legged stool near a washbasin was one of the seers. Hooded in a black cowl, all I could make out was his kohl-painted lips. They glistened in damp spittle since the horrifying fool kept licking his fat bottom lip. Like I was a meal who’d strolled into his trap.

Hells, all these witchy seer folk sent harsh prickles of fear down my back.

In the main chamber was a small stone inglenook, a floor covered in rough carpets of fur and rope rugs. The lady had several wicker benches and chairs, but she had created a small, raised dais in the center, facing the fire, and an ostentatious chair which she claimed like a bleeding queen.

At the sound of my arrival, she whipped around, facing me. Britta Grym was younger than Ivar by several turns. She had dark hair with a few strands of frost woven throughout her head. The woman had the same sharp blue eyes as Luca, and might be lovely if not for her endless fits of worry, and her lashing temper.

Seated on the bench off to the side of her dais were two men dressed in fine tunics. Two more of her lovers, no doubt.

“Malevolent,” she said, a little breathless. With the snap of her fingers, she gestured for the lovers to leave her space. They complied, each touching her in their own way. A brush through her hair, a kiss to her fingertips, but they looked at me with envy. As if I’d staked a claim on what was theirs.

Once we were alone, the Lady Magnate pointed at the bench for her lovers. “Sit.”

I didn’t want to sit. Every instinct within me resisted anything demanded of me in the Black Palace. Like a petulant child, or as Sabain preferred, a traitor. The more I tried to resist, though, the more pain gripped my skull until bits of black dotted the corners of my eyes.

I sat on the edge of the bench, hand on the hilt of my seax.

For a long, tense moment Britta studied me. A smile broke over her lips, and she stroked the curve of my ear. “You’ve become so . . . formidable, Malevolent.”

Her touch was a knife to my skin, sharp and painful. All my focus turned into not recoiling. With careful movements, I eased away and squared my shoulders in her direction. “What can I do to serve you, My Lady?”

“I can think of many ways.” She huffed. “But I assume you have had no change of heart since the last request?”

Bile lined my throat. “With respect, I cannot. The Lord Magnate is my master, and it would be an act of betrayal.”

Every meet with the Lady Magnate turned into a request to join her in bed. No mistake, most believed as Sabain and suspected I had my way with her. Let them. Truth be told, Ivar had nothing to do with my refusal, but I was beginning to believe I was defective when it came to women.

I had no other explanation.

When Alvers found pleasure with each other, when skydguard went to cheer houses, I could not find a desire without feeling ill. Without seeing the face of a bleeding thief whose throat I wanted to slit and kiss in the same breath.

Britta sighed and sat deeper into her chair. “Alas, I have not summoned you here for pleasure, Malevolent. It is under the direst of circumstances in which I’ve asked for this meet. And I must command your discretion. Should you breathe a word of what I am going to tell you to anyone, I shall inform the Lord Magnate of all the ways you’ve forced yourself upon me. As you said, he may have little affection for me, but I am still his. He will see it as a betrayal of the highest degree.”

My blood chilled. What the hells? This woman had always been a nuisance, but a manageable one.

All at once she’d become the most dangerous part of my day.

I cleared my throat and took the sour ice of fear pulsing in her veins and blackened my eyes. To intimidate, perhaps to hide my own disquiet, but something had her on edge, and I used it to silently remind her I was not made of simple, light things. I was here to bend fear, to kill with it.

Her eyes widened at the sight of mine, but she made no move to recant her threat.

“Should I betray anyone in House Grym . . .” A fist curled over my knee as I fought to shape the words. I wanted to betray them like I wanted to breathe. But there was a respect for the position of Lord Magnate I could not shake. “Should I betray you, I would offer you my own blade to cut me down, Lady Magnate.”

“Good.” She shifted in her seat and held my gaze. “You have been a good companion for my youngest son.”

“As he has been for me,” I said.

“Yes.” She made a noise in the back of her throat and studied a clay bowl filled with water and floating blossoms. “He is different than us. Naturally, we give him free reign to do as he pleases since he has little interest in matters of politics and power.”

In truth, House Grym gave Luca little notice at all. He could raise up an army against them and they would never see it coming.

Britta went on. “You can help my son continue to live in bliss as his family reigns over this land.”

“Is there a reason he would not be able to do so, My Lady?”

“Our lives are soon to change, Malevolent, and I require your help to see that it is done as painlessly as possible. It does not escape my attention that you have a particular skill with folk. In getting information from them, I mean.”

My jaw tightened. I hadn’t realized she’d noticed my proclivity to manipulate others to my will. I’d been subtle, I’d thought. Learning crooked pasts about a few Alvers in the skydguard towers, so they kept out of my way in my rise as the lead of the Lord Magnate’s Alvers. I twisted a few townsfolk with threats of telling wives and husbands about game debts, secret lovers, or skimming extra penge from their trade tables.

To bend and twist and crush others was a second nature. I didn’t waste time trying to puzzle out if it made me wicked or wise.

“Well?” The lady pressed when I went silent. “Am I correct, or have I made an error of judgment?”

“I have ways of finding out information, Lady Magnate.”

“Good. For there is something I must tell you, a place you must find, and . . . lives you must take.”

“You wish me to kill someone?”

“Two someones,” she said. “They are a great threat to our future kingdom, Malevolent.”

“Future kingdom?”

She fiddled with her skirts. “What I am to tell you has the potential to destroy us should the wrong folk learn of it. You understand?”

“I understand. I’ll tell no one, My Lady.”

She nodded and looked at her lap for a few breaths before locking me in her icy stare. “Ivar is dying, Malevolent.”

The words hung between us like a rush of bad air. Poisonous. Rancid.

“How, how do you know this?” Ivar was a man of power. A Hypnotik—at least, I thought—who could cause such great illusions, folk believed what he told them to be true. I’d witnessed his strength, and he was not so aged that the Otherworld should be calling him yet.

The lady sighed. “The fool trusted the wrong Elixist it seems. The bitch poisoned him, slowly. By the time the effects took hold, it was too late. His blood is destroying his insides and no elixir, no Mediski can stop it now. Ivar, you, and I are the only ones who know. Speak nothing of it to my sons.”

Luca did not hold much affection for his father, but Ivar was still his father. It could be a blow he did not know was coming.

“Why have you told me this, My Lady?”

“Because when the Lord Magnate enters the hall of the gods, the kingdom will need a new ruler. A king. Ivar is already arranging the first ascent to the throne since wars of old. Naturally, the honor will be given to my eldest son, Niall.”

“A king? But the prophecies of a queen⁠—”

“Yes, I know what the old myths say,” she said bitterly. “It will be Niall. Ivar and I will see to it that the House Grym becomes the royal house. Still, those prophecies are troublesome; there are secrets burdening our household that could weaken us. I wish you to rid us of those briars in our garden.”

I did not follow her analogy, but the hair raised on the back of my neck. “If there are threats to House Grym, I will rid you of them.”

A cruel grin played on her pink lips. “I hoped you would say that. Use your talents with finding information, Malevolent, and you shall be rewarded.”

“What information will I be finding?”

“The location of a boy and a young woman. All I know is they are hidden somewhere in the region of Hemlig. These two have blood that could likely give them a claim to the throne.”

Then the prophecies were true. I swallowed through a wave of apprehension as I waited for her to continue.

“Find them, Malevolent. And when you do,” she said, voice low and dark, “I want you to kill them.”
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Chapter 4
The Memory Thief


“When is Luca going back?” I grunted as I lifted the end of a heavy trunk filled with old wooden ewers.

To put ourselves a mere five lengths away from the gates of the Black Palace was a risk. We’d taken refuge in the Ruse alehouse; the aleman, Dryck, was an old dealmaker of the Guild of Kryv. One of their friendlier connections. A man with few morals and a proclivity to make deals of the seediest nature.

I suspected he enjoyed watching the Kryv work.

Still, he did not take the news well that the Lord Magnate had imprisoned the Nightrender and would use him as a weapon against the folk of the East.

“He’s a bleeding weapon of the underbelly,” Dryck had muttered no less than a dozen times since we’d arrived last night.

The Nightrender was not a weapon. He was the whole of my heart.

Dryck allowed the guilds to stay in his alehouse on the border of the Black Palace township, but he expected us to pull our weight.

Tova winced as she gathered the other end. “For the fifth time, he’ll be leaving within the clock toll.”

Dagny snickered from across the room where she tried to polish the grimy front window. I shot her a glare, but it did nothing to change her smile. Ash and Hanna helped Gunnar and Hagen lift tables and chairs, scrubbing the ale and vomit-stained floors.

All around, Kryv had turned in blades and bows for soap and scrubbing.

Tova and I dropped the trunk, gasping, behind the alehouse counter. A thick cloud of dust plumed around our ankles.

Tova stretched out her shoulder, then leveled me in a narrowed glare. “Mal, I’m rather fond of you. Not just because you’re an exiled queen—because that makes you rather fascinating on its own—but because you’re a damn Kryv. But I swear to the gods if you ask me one more time about the plan, I might sew your lips shut.”

I frowned. “Forgive me for feeling a few nerves about today. Without this move, we cannot make another.”

“Yes, I know,” Tova said. “But you are making yourself ill with those nerves. We’ve prepared, we’re in place, and he is in our sights.”

I bit my bottom lip, hesitating. “Do you ever fear seeing him, knowing he will not be the same?”

“Yes,” she said. “But I also have the hope he will be more like him than we think.”

“He’s too bleeding stubborn not to be.”

Tova snorted a laugh, but it ended abruptly when Niklas, Raum, Vali, and Luca stomped into the main aleroom. Luca and Niklas muttered back and forth to each other as Niklas handed Luca a package of parchment.

Raum fastened a skin with deer antlers over his head, skydguard leathers over his chest. Vali looked much the same, but he had raven feathers tied with rune beads in his hair instead of antlers.

Both Kryv adjusted elixir soaked masks from their noses to mouths. A strange, rapidly made potion coated the threads. Niklas explained that when the masks were pulled up, it would alter their voices and eye color.

“We need something to change our faces,” Raum had muttered once Niklas proffered them the masks.

“Oh, you need an illusion elixir that changes your whole damn face, huh? Hells, why didn’t I think of that,” Niklas snapped back. “Did you know an elixir powerful enough to alter an entire face in the mind of others takes no less than nineteen sunrises to be stewed, and boiled, and measured in just the right amounts? And if you haven’t noticed we’ve been stuck in the damn forest with limited supplies.”

“I think Niklas needs sleep,” Raum had muttered to Vali with the full intention of allowing the Falkyn to hear.

Niklas’s eyes had burned like a wild flame. “Yes, Niklas does need sleep! And he needs all you bastards to stop your complaining that he is not elixing swift enough. I work with what I bleeding have.”

No one said another word of complaint over the voice-altering masks. It would be enough if Raum and Vali avoided those enemies at the Black Palace who would notice them the most.

It had to be enough.

“I still don’t understand why I cannot use one of those masks and sneak in myself,” I pouted as Raum let his fall under his chin.

Raum grinned. “Too risky, lovey. The whole palace is looking for someone just your shape.”

His reassurance did nothing to stop the pounding anxiety pulsing through my veins since the masque. I should be going after the Nightrender, not standing idle in an alehouse watching the others make their moves.

Behind Vali and Raum, Inge fussed over their attire, trying to place patches and emblems in the exact spots on their body.

“Hells, woman,” Vali snapped when she tried to readjust the guarder over his forearm. “It’s fine.”

Inge puffed out a breath, blowing a bit of hair off her face, and propped her fists over her hips. “Out of anyone in this place, I know the skydguard most. They’re meticulous in their bleeding leathers. Do it right, or do not go.”

I almost found the desire to smile, almost grinned at her tone. Inge had a tongue that could be sweet as new blossoms and sharp as a barbed lash.

“Don’t disrespect.” Hob stumbled over the lip on the step into the aleroom. He tugged a woolen cap over his mussed dark hair and cursed the stoop before glaring at Vali. “She knows what she’s talking about.”

Vali rolled his eyes but held out his arm so Inge could adjust the guarder properly.

I went to Raum and handed him one of the stolen skydguard seax blades we’d snatched after Raum and Isak had posed as guards at the Masque av Aska.

“Should you see him⁠—”

“I know, Mal,” Raum interrupted, taking the blade from my hands. “I’ll do all I can to stir up his doubts.”

“He is close to you,” I whispered. “He’s spoken with you already.”

I bit down on my cheek to hide the dripping envy tightening the back of my throat. For nearly thirteen days, Raum and Vali had posed as skydguard at the palace. They’d perfected their marks to avoid sights of Eero and Ivar, but they’d also had several conversations with the Nightrender.

I could not help but hate them a little for being able to stand beside him, laugh with him—hells—to simply look at him.

“Mal,” Raum said softly. “He and I are close, but you will be the one to bring him back. Of that I am certain. Your turn will come.”

Raum could see impossible distances, but I was certain the man could see into hearts too. For the last two weeks I’d watched Kryv and Falkyn, anyone but me, step into Kase’s path. Even if he did not realize it.

I’d become the worthless ornament gathering dust on a mantle.

“All right.” Niklas’s voice carried over the ale room. Everyone stopped working and faced the Falkyn. Niklas lifted his napless cap and scratched his forehead, meeting my eyes first. “We’re ready to drop our first call to the past.”

“He’s curious,” Luca said. “Tormented. But he’s naturally taken to Raum, to Vali. Even to Lynx in their various roles. Not to mention, he has everyone in the palace terrified of his very presence because he still manages to find out their deepest secrets and fears. He’s beginning to use it against everyone.”

Gunnar chuckled. “Sounds like he’ll be the Nightrender again by week’s end if we did nothing.”

Luca grinned, but there was a heavy sadness there. “I wish it were true. His instincts remain, but he is still lost and horribly convinced he must be loyal to the Black Palace.”

“Today is our first attempt to crack a bit of that loyalty,” Niklas said. “Hob, this is your moment to shine.”

Hob straightened his oversized canvas coat and tipped his chin. Inge laced his fingers in hers and stared at him like this would be the last time they met. I supposed there was a bit of risk for Jakoby Hob. More because we still did not know if Inge’s skydguard brothers patrolled the Black Palace, or if they remained in the townships of lower Klockglas.

Hob kissed Inge’s forehead as he readied to leave. Luca stole a look at Dagny, who seemed rather intent to keep her glare pinned to the window and nowhere near the man.

I did not know their story, but the thick bitterness from Dagny and longing from Luca boiled my blood. Made me ache for Kase. Even if he hated me because a damn spell told him so, to see him, to smell him, to hear his voice, I would give it all.

No question.

“Fight to the end,” Ash shouted as Luca gave up on Dagny and opened the door.

“Hob,” I said, gripping his arm as he passed. With all eyes following Luca, I handed my hawker companion a thinly folded piece of parchment. “He’ll want to know what we’re planning today.”

Hob dropped his eyes to the parchment, then he slipped it into his pocket with a nod. “I’ll see it is delivered to him. You ought to tell the others you’re speaking.”

“Not yet. It’s too dangerous for everyone.”

Hob popped one shoulder in a dramatic shrug, then made a condescending bow to irritate me, and followed Luca.

I stared at the empty doorway long after they’d gone. Wait. All I could do was wait to know if Kase might remember even the smallest piece of the hayloft girl who loved him.
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Chapter 5
The Nightrender


“You’re certain, Canute?” I studied the young serf with a bit of reluctance.

The boy served on the grounds crew of the palace and in the last weeks, I’d caught him stealing from the root cellar no less than five times. Our deal was, he could pick out the ripest blood apples, but his knowledge of the underbelly in the township would be mine.

With a ravenous bite into his apple, the boy nodded. “Yes, Malevolent.” He used his dirty sleeve to wipe away the juices, leaving a smudge across his chin. “If you’re looking for someone tricky who knows Hemlig, it’ll be him.”

“He’s a crook?”

Canute raised one shoulder and held it in his shrug until he took another bite. “Never been caught, but I know he’s got tricky fingers. Plus, he’s fae. Aren’t they naturally tricky?”

Couldn’t disagree with the boy’s logic. Canute offered a few more bits and pieces before I sent him on his way with an extra apple, and made my way back into the main levels of the palace.

The moment I’d left the Lady Magnate’s chambers, my mind set to work trying to devise a way to find these marks she knew so little about. It was a reach, and I did not revel in the idea of adding assassin to my list of skills, but her desperation had left me . . . curious.

Truth be told, I wasn’t certain if I planned to find this place in Hemlig for Britta Grym’s sake, or to satisfy my own questions.

“Gods, it’s about time.” I fought the urge to groan when Sabain rounded the corner. He glared at me. “We have grounds to search.”

“No sign of Luca?”

Sabain pulled air through his teeth, a snarl in his expression. “The young lord has not been seen since last night.”

I refused to call Luca the young lord for a number of reasons. First, it irritated Sabain. Second, Luca Grym would split my lip if I did. Third, the second son of the Lord Magnate was nearly twenty-five turns. Older than me and Sabain.

“And you have not gone to look for him?” My skin still rolled in unease since leaving the Lady Magnate’s chambers and I wanted to be anywhere but here. I quickened my step as hatred for myself, for the Lady Magnate, for the whole of this wretched kingdom burned like dying embers in the pit of my stomach. “What have you been doing while I was otherwise occupied?”

“I am to keep you supervised.”

“One of your imagined rules, Sabain. The Lady Magnate already supervised me.” I leaned closer, voice low. “Thoroughly.”

The lie was worth every line of his frown until Sabain gripped my shoulder.

In an instant my eyes blackened. From rage or fear, I didn’t know. I was beginning to lose the ability to tell the difference.

“Get. Your hands. Off me.” Each word dripped in poison.

Sabain ignored me. “You would do well to remember who leads here. You claw your way to approval with the Lord Magnate, while I already have it. One slip, Malevolent, and I will see you tossed into an illusion tent at the next masque, taking copper penge from littles as they point at you and taunt you.”

A piece of my sanity slipped. Anger, hatred, fear, all of it collided and spurred my actions without a thought for the consequences. I took hold of Sabain’s wrist on my shoulder and wrenched it back. In a swift twist, I had the man slumped over with his arm bent high up his back. With one hand, I unsheathed the knife from my baldric, rolled it until it was blade down, then curved it against his throat.

“Have you lost your bleeding mind?” Sabain coughed, some of his golden mesmer coated his palms.

Enough fear bled through him, I easily squashed it with shadows.

“Never touch me again, Sabain.” I pressed my lips close to his ear. “My loyalty does not run so deeply that I will not gut you. Understand?”

“You’ll never change. I knew it. You’re nothing but a bastard villain who roams our streets.”

I shoved him away and watched him scramble for the sheathed blacksteel sword like a bumbling fool.

“Leave it, Sabain. We both know you are no master with a blade.” A smug grin on my face, I smoothed the front of my gambeson. “And you’re right. I favor darkness like the villains in those fables you read at night. Do not provoke me. Now, help me find Luca, or leave me in peace, I have somewhere I must be in town.”

“Where?”

“Somewhere that does not include you.”

“You are not allowed to leave without⁠—”

“Yes,” I interrupted. “You seem to think I must keep you as a bleeding tail, but today is different. Today I go on behalf of the Lady Magnate. Perhaps you would like to explain to her how you do not trust her judgment and must follow me to deal with her private matters.”

From Canute’s instruction, I’d find the fae at a place in the aspen grove. He would be sly, but if he was the creature of habit the boy seemed to think he was, the fae would be there. An odd thrill pulsed in my veins. I reveled in the idea of schemes, tricks, and manipulation. Just like the bleeding beautiful thief.

Sabain clenched his fists, but he said nothing as he took the lead to the outer doors of the palace. He moved with a bit of a sway to each step, and took a great deal of care to hide the twitch to his lip whenever he used the right leg.

“You ought to see a Mediski,” I told him, not truly concerned, but perhaps it would give me a day without him. “About the limp. You never did tell me where it came from.”

“It is none of your concern, Malevolent.”

I shrugged in indifference as he led us into the great hall of the Black Palace. Here, Ivar took council. Here, he welcomed new Alvers who came to take an honored position with the palace. I spared a glance at a stone bowl, stained a bright pink on the bottom as if blood had once been in it, then scrubbed clean. A shiver danced down my spine at the sight of it.

I didn’t know why.

The whole bleeding room raised the hair on the back of my neck. I clenched my jaw and buried the unease until we were outdoors.

A sea wind blew in from the Howl, but the peaks surrounding the Black Palace added a layer of bitterness to the air. With the frost season approaching, soon the cliffsides would be hardly tolerable without thick furs.

“Then I offered her my damn coat.” A familiar voice lifted over the gardens. “With my mother’s bleeding jade bangle inside. Gods, I’m not certain what disappoints me more—that my favorite coat is gone, or the beauty will not give me another go now that she has what she truly wanted from me.”

At the final gate two boisterous skydguard laughed with a third man.

My shoulders slumped in relief. Luca stood between them, looking like he’d rolled out of bed. His tunic was half untucked from his belt, hair tousled, and he staggered like he might still be recovering from the evening drink.

Luca kept a dark stubble on his chin, but he never let his beard grow out like his older brother’s and father’s. No doubt to agitate Ivar. In each ear a stud made of black, polished stone pierced the lobes, and his face was clear of nobleman runes inked into his skin.

Instead, he’d inked lines of runes down his throat and neck. One from the hinge of his left jaw to the top of the shoulder. The same was inked on the right side, but he had a double track of runes tattooed down the middle of his throat.

A subtle attempt to forever be seen at the outcast of House Grym by permanently inking his skin differently than his brother or father.

“Young Lord,” Sabain called out with a new cheerfulness in his voice. The way he yearned for Luca’s attention was pathetic. I had few doubts half the resentment he held for me was because I got on so easily with Luca Grym.

Luca faced us, and grinned. “Ah, my favorite Alver.”

I wanted to pluck out Sabain’s eyes the way he brightened. What a bleeding fool.

“Malevolent, you missed a grand night.” Luca took a few paces away from the two skydguard and approached us. “Someday I will get you to disobey your pointless curfew and you shall join me.”

I laughed, more because of Sabain’s fallen face than what Luca said. “If it leaves me staggering like you, My Lord, I’ll pass.”

“The Malevolent will always have a curfew,” Sabain added, like he simply couldn’t help himself.

Luca snorted. “Oh, will he? Can you see the future, Sabain?”

“Young Lord, I must insist you address us by our Alver titles.”

“And I must insist you cease speaking so loudly. Go fetch me some herbs for my head, Sabain.” Luca said, contrived like a spoiled nobleman.

Sabain frowned, but tipped his chin, then hurried toward the cooking wings for Luca’s herbs.

Luca rolled his gaze back to me once we were alone. “Did you fret for me all night?”

“Not in the least,” I said. We returned to the two guards at the gate. I gave them both a nod. “Raum. Vali.”

The two guards nodded back, shifting and adjusting their uniforms as though they did not quite fit correctly. They were new to the rotation, and I was glad for it. In truth, they were the only skydguard I liked.

Raum winked, his silver eyes big and hardly stern enough to be a skydguard. “Good of you to step into the light, Shadow Prince.”

Anyone else, I might take a finger for giving me such a ridiculous name, but there was something about the guards that brought the chaos inside to a calm.

“Any trouble besides the drunken lord?” I asked.

Vali smirked. “None. The gates are odiously quiet.”

“Yes,” said Raum, “what I’d give for a bit of action.”

“They are being bleeding fools today,” Luca said. “I only wish to attend the trade square.”

“You just returned,” I said. “Already you wish to go back?”

“I have an inkling to buy something lovely.” Luca sighed and dramatically pressed a hand to his chest. “For the girl who holds my whole heart.”

I chuckled. “Ah, but the thing is cheer girls don’t expect more than your penge and your manhood.”

“All the same, I wish to leave, and these sods will not let me go alone. Like I’m a damn little.”

“Wise. For once,” Sabain’s voice grumbled behind us.

In an instant, Raum and Vali tugged half-masks over their chins and hoods over their heads.

“Your herbs, Young Lord,” Sabain said, handing Luca rolled bit of cloth filled with pungent, mind-numbing herbs. “I urge you to heed the guards and never be unaccompanied.”

“Ah, I have longed for your praise, Benevolent. All damn morning. Now my day can truly begin,” Raum grumbled. His voice was low and sharp. It was different.

When I looked back at him, I tilted my head. The silver in his eyes had shifted to something more like sapphire blue. That was madness. Surely, they’d always been blue. I was seeing things, no mistake.

Luca barked a laugh and stumbled against Vali’s shoulder.

“We did not think it appropriate to send him out there in this state,” Vali said, glancing at me.

Hells, he sounded different too. I needed more bleeding sleep.

“True,” Raum went on, “he’d get snatched by thieves, or end up vowed to some goat farmer’s daughter.”

Luca patted Raum’s face. “What is your prejudice against goat farmers? She could be a delight.”

“I can accompany him,” I said, unsure how I would handle a private meet with a particular Hemlish fae if Luca stayed close by.

Luca’s bright eyes widened in delight. “Wonderful. See—” He shoved Raum’s shoulder. “I will be well guarded by our breaker of night and fear.”

A chill danced over my shoulders. The way he’d described my mesmer settled strangely in my head. Almost as if a shadow of a memory of someone describing me the same way existed.

“The young lord should see to the Lord and Lady Magnate first,” Sabain said.

“Should I, Sabain? Is that what I should do?” Luca narrowed his eyes. “When did you become my wet nurse, Benevolent? Gods, let me be and make yourself useful elsewhere.”

Raum and Vali shared a look, one that said a hundred secret things, but before I could press either guard, Luca made a move for the gate.

“Enjoy the lovely day youngest, bravest, handsomest Lord,” Raum said, contrived and mocking, but in a way that left Luca grinning. Vali and Raum bent at the waist like Luca was a bleeding king and opened their arms wide.

“If I may suggest replacing these two guards, Young Lord,” Sabain said, following despite Luca’s dismissal.

“Why would I do such a thing?”

“It is unwise to have such feckless guards about,” Sabain said. “And I cannot place it, but . . . something is off about them.”

“Well, I rather like them, don’t you, Malevolent?” Luca asked.

I glanced back at the two guards, unnerved by how much I’d like to spend the morning talking nonsense with them. “They are entertaining.”

“There you have it,” Luca said. “If they entertain, then they stay.”

Sabain glared at me but said nothing as we trekked into the town. “I will accompany you as well, then.”

“No. I have need of only one nursemaid, thank you, Sabain. No mistake, my father will put you to good use.”

I winked at the Benevolent, reveling too much in the disappointment on Sabain’s twisted face as he had not choice but to return to the palace.

Twenty paces from the entrance to the trade square, I leaned closer to Luca. “You look like you rolled with goats all night. I take it this desire to leave so soon is because you desperately don’t wish to return to the palace.”

“Ah, perceptive, my friend. But I beg to differ on my appearance.” He inspected his wrinkled tunic. “For all you know it could be a cunning plan to attract a lovely companion to warm my bed.”

“Do women find goat-pen attractive?”

Luca waved a hand down his body as if putting himself on display. “They look at me and suspect I’ve spent the night giving another lover a memory that will never be forgotten. So, naturally, another will want to experience all this for herself with the hope of stealing my heart by the time it is over.”

I shook my head. “A fool’s dream.”

“Yes. My heart is as stone, you see. It cannot be won.”

To hear words unsaid was another tricky talent I was fortunate to possess. Luca tried to hide the lull in his voice, the dip of pain, beneath brevity and laughter. He’d never admitted it, but there had been someone who’d stolen his heart once.

I knew it. Somewhere in my hazy brain I could almost recall her face.

Like most things, the woman who’d likely destroyed Luca Grym was nothing but a shadow in my mind.

Streets bustled with hawkers, foreign traders, and craftsman pushing their goods. Whenever their eyes looked to me over Luca’s shoulder, their fear was potent like vinegar on my tongue.

I kept my face frozen as cold iron, blackened my eyes, and kept a hand on the hilt of my blade. The more folk feared the Alvers at Luca’s back, the better.

The people here were unsettled the Malevolent had returned, and I reveled in their disquiet.

But there were those who looked at me with a different scrutiny. Foreheads scrunched, heads tilted, as if they were confused at the sight of me, as if they saw me as someone who did not belong here. Those were the folk I avoided. They caused the instinct that something was horribly wrong to grow like a disease.

By the time the sun had chased away the cold gray of the early morning, Luca had been greeted by half the upper trade square, tossed in front of no less than a dozen eligible women, propositioned to invest in a new fleet of longships, and he’d purchased two sugared blood apples for us to enjoy as we walked.

“Where do you wish to go, My Lord?”

Luca groaned. “Hells, Kase. Stop with the titles. I can hardly stomach it another day.”

“It is what I’ve always called you in public.”

“So you think.” Luca’s voice was nothing more than a rumble of a whisper. I wasn’t sure I’d heard him right but had no time to press before Luca moved on to a ratty trade cart. “Is there somewhere you need to be? You keep glancing over your shoulder.”

Luca wasn’t a man to pry. I could finagle a way to deposit him back to the palace and still make it to my mark. “Actually, I do have a meet with a particular trader for the Lord Magnate. I’ll see you to the gates, then⁠—”

“A meet?” Luca’s eyes brightened and I had an instant wash of regret for opening my bleeding mouth. “You have a meet? With someone in the shadows?”

“No, I never said that, and⁠—”

“Ah, my friend, you don’t need to say it. There is that conniving twinkle in your eye.” Luca laughed and clasped his fingers together. “Show me some kindness and let me join you. Tell me you are bartering for shipments again. Hells, I enjoy watching you scare the piss out of those cunning river captains.”

Luca couldn’t know what his mother had told me, even if it was enjoyable to barter with him there for added intimidation. “Apologies, My Lord⁠—”

“I will kill you if you call me that again.”

I snorted. “This meet is more of a private nature.”

Luca stopped walking. He faced me, one of his dark brows lifted high enough I thought he might get it to touch the hairline. My palms grew damp with sweat. Would he demand I tell him? I had at least three lies at the ready, but Luca seemed to know whenever I stretched the truth.

But, like his brow, his lip started to twitch in a curve until he was practically beaming at me. “Kase Eriksson, are you scheming?”

“No.”

Luca’s grin widened. “You are. Damn you.” He chuckled and spun around, glancing in all directions. “Who’s the mark? A skyd? An Alver? A crooked trader?”

The trouble with having an odd sort of friendship with a man as observant as Luca meant he knew my draw to schemes and manipulation.

“Let me accompany you,” he said.

“No. Go find one of those women who love a goat-pen man.”

“You can’t dismiss me,” he said through a laugh. “I am an heir to the Black Palace.”

I glanced over my shoulder to ensure no one was near enough to hear what I planned to say next, then leaned in. “Since when has that mattered to you? Don’t begin playing your status like a lucky hand. It’s unbecoming.”

Luca only seemed more pleased. “It’s been so long since we’ve pulled a trick. I’ll be silent as a wraith, swear to the gods.”

“They won’t be there to hear it,” I said.

Luca spoke of schemes and ploys we often pulled as littles, but what would he think if I told him I could hardly recall anything beyond the bleeding masquerade?

“Hells, Kase.” He scrubbed his face nervously. “I’m practically begging for a bit of fun. Do it as a favor to me for saving you from Sabain.”

After a pause, I sighed. “Fine. I’m only observing this morning anyway. But you’re much too excited for this.”

“You’ve been off lately, it’s simply nice to see a bit of the old wretch I know and love bleeding through.” Luca clapped my shoulder. “Well, my friend, lead the way to the poor, unfortunate bastard in your sights.”
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Chapter 6
The Nightrender


The mark wasn’t hard to find. The fae had relocated from the Southern Kingdom to Hemlig turns ago. He was loud, tricky, and often boasted his talent of never losing at the game tables. The skydguard had kept the fae in their sights for turns. He slipped in and out of regions often, Klockglas being his favorite to frequent before slithering back to the Hemlish shores.

If the Lady Magnate wanted information on the location of her marks hidden away in Hemlig, doubtless Nidhug would know.

The trouble was the man was easy to spot out in the open, but when he wanted to disappear, he slipped into the shadows until he wished to be seen again.

Once I spotted him bowing to a mineral trader—who looked displeased with whatever deal they’d finished—I stuck with him all the way to a stone building folk used for worship.

Luca knew how to keep light and swift on his feet. He’d kept his head low to avoid being stopped by more townsfolk, but when I knew it wouldn’t be enough, I paused at a bench along the path to the worship house. A drunken man slept off a night of revelry.

“Wait for a moment.”

“Kase, no—” Luca protested as I nudged the man awake.

The drunk cracked his weary eyes slowly, groaning through disturbed sleep, but at the sight of my inky eyes he let out a cry of fear.

“How much for your coat and hat?” I asked, voice low.

“M-My what?”

I leaned forward and snatched all the fear oozing from his pours until my gaze was so lost in pitch he was shaded gray to my sights. “Your hat and coat. We have need of them. How. Much.”

The man trembled, didn’t give me a price, and hurriedly stripped his sweaty coat and ratty hat. I took them, enjoying that they reeked of old ale and a bit of vomit. Served Luca right for being nosy. I flicked three copper penge at the man and shoved Luca into a grove of skinny aspen trees along the path.

“Hide yourself.”

“Kase, these smell like he wiped his⁠—”

“I don’t care. You can’t be recognized. If you want to join me, you put them on.”

Luca frowned. “You’re rather annoying when no one is around to see.” He grumbled, but slid the pungent jacket over his shoulder, tousled his hair, and pulled the hat far over his brow.

I grabbed handfuls of dirt and smashed it over his face.

“Hells, what are you doing?” Luca spat out a clod of dirt.

“You can’t be recognized,” I repeated blithely.

“I hate you.”

A grin spread over my face as we drifted back to the path and finished the trek to the hidden worship house. Hidden only because it was coated in ivy vines and overgrown hedges in the middle of the aspen tree grove.

I paused at the door when Luca waved his hand. Almost like he was signaling someone to stay away.

“What?” I asked, glancing back to the trees. No one was there.

“Nothing, uh, one of those yellow stingers was flying around.”

I shrugged and stepped into the house. At once, my pulse quickened in my skull. A rush of adrenaline captivated me, like I was made for marking men until I knew their weaknesses.

Where altars and offering basins would be were now lined in narrow game tables. The runes on the mighty posts that once told the sagas of the gods were covered by hooks for satchels, coats, and caps.

Around the tables men and women smoked herb rolls and tossed wooden rune chips for bets and games. It was clever of them, hosting their illegal games in daylight. Less skydguard, and by all accounts, patrons strolling in and out would look like worshipers, not gamblers.

At a far table, Nidhug lit an old cork pipe, smoking his herbs, and grinning with smugness at his fellow players.

“Hundred penge,” a smoke-worn voice rasped behind us.

A woman dressed in a black gown hemmed in silver thread leaned over a countertop built into the wall. Her hair was speckled in gray, and her face had the lines of a life spent laboring in the sun. On her hip, the woman propped a wooden pallet with a small ewer and two flat-bottomed drinking horns on top. Her forehead bunched when we didn’t respond. “Hundred penge or get out.”

“Hundred penge for what?”

The furrow between her brows deepened. “To play.” With a tilt of her chin, she gestured to a few of the tables. “Comes with a fee.”

Luca shifted at my side. Doubtless he was thinking the same as me. These tables were illegal and laid out in plain sight. Gambling dens were common across Klockglas, but to charge playing fees was not authorized. Winnings were taxed before players could leave, then those taxes were sent to the Black Palace for Ivar’s use.

Play fees, however, those never made it to the Black Palace. That penge would land in the pocket of the host of the game.

With my back to the tables, I leaned into the woman, and lowered my voice. “Here’s how it goes, woman: we skip our fee, you set us at the far table to the left, and we don’t tell Ivar what you’re running here.”

“You’re . . . you’re the Malevolent. Heard . . . heard you were back.”

“You heard correctly.”

The door swung open before I answered, and a drunken couple stumbled in behind us. The man had dark hair stuffed beneath a cap. His woman clung to his waist, laughing so the two silver piercings in her dimples caught the gleam of sunlight from the windows.

The man lifted his dark eyes to mine and winked.

“You have withheld something that could change the lives of everyone, something that could change the very fate of this land. Don’t lie to me.”

“Niklas, I have killed men for knowing less. Leave this alone. Please.”

Like a vise to my chest, I could not draw a deep breath. Words, a memory, something took hold as if the sight of this man spurred some recollection of a conversation I did not understand. There and gone by the time the man had his mouth on his woman’s lips, oblivious to Luca and me again.

I was losing my damn mind.

“Don’t rat us out, Malevolent,” the woman’s rough voice shook me from my stun. She cupped her hands like a supplicant. “Couldn’t feed ourselves with all the penge we lost to the Black Palace.”

“Costs money to keep Klockglas running.” I cared little if she paid a piece of her earnings to Ivar, but it would serve us well if she believed I did.

The woman’s chin quivered. “Take the table, Malevolent. T’would be our honor to have you sit.”

A better man would feel a bit of guilt for bringing tears to a woman’s eyes. I never pretended to be a good man. Tender feelings I might crush along the way meant nothing to me when I needed information. No mistake, the woman wasn’t innocent. She skimmed from the Black Palace coffers and made an illegal living doing it.

I clicked my tongue with a touch of arrogance and took up a seat at the Hemlish fae’s table. Luca took the seat at my shoulder, his head still low.

The man leading the game tipped his chin at me and Luca once we were settled with game pieces in our hands.

“Välkomna vänner.” Welcome friends. “You chose the wrong table. We’ve got Nidhug today.”

I flicked my eyes to the fae. Rare to see a full fae in the East. His eyes reminded me of a goat, golden with a blocky black slit down the center. Two nubbed horns rose out of his thick, red curls. The color reminded me of a young flame. Not the deep, rich burn of a sunset over the Howl like . . .

I shook my head. Bleeding hells. The damn thief slipped into my head at the worst times.

I trained my gaze back to Nidhug and watched as he laid out his pieces. Careful movements, careful pauses. He was skilled at his game. But everyone had demons in their wake. The skill came in pulling them out and using those dreary pieces of humanity to get what you wanted.

When I’d developed such a vile opinion of folk, I didn’t know.

In the front of the game den the drunken man argued with the woman over the price of entry. He cursed and ranted but paid the price.

I almost turned back to the game when a flick of his hand caught my attention.

I scoffed. His woman asked the game hostess a question, and during the distraction, the man deftly slipped his hand into the side apron pocket of the hostess and took back the coin purse he’d slipped in moments ago. To balance the weight, he managed to replace the purse with a pebble all in one sleight of hand.

As if he sensed my stare, the man looked across the game floor. He winked again, then pocketed his coin purse.

If I truly had any honor for my position at the palace, I’d report the thief. But I said nothing, and turned my watch back to Nidhug, choosing to actively ignore the man and his pretty companion. They unnerved me, and I wanted to be free of them swiftly.

For three hands Luca and I played. Luca never lifted his head enough for anyone at the table to catch a glimpse of his face.

If he were a typical Hypnotik, he might be able to create an illusion to hide his face and be rid of the smelly jacket. But Luca’s mesmer would be of little use here. He bordered on an Anomali Kind of Hypnotik since his mesmer took illusions of others. Almost like he borrowed a memory folk had of themselves, then he could create the whole bleeding image even from lengths away.

Didn’t matter now. I’d observed what I needed and could free him of sitting in a constant hunch. With my elbow I jabbed his ribs, then dropped my game chips onto the table. “I’ve had all I can take.”

Nidhug laughed from a place deep in his belly, rolling a silver penge between his thumb and finger. “Lasted longer than most new faces. Come back when you’ve licked your wounds, my friends.”

I rose and took a longer route from the game den to avoid another accidental glance at the unsettling thief and his woman.

Outside, Luca tossed the hat, jacket, and stretched his neck. “Well? See what you needed to see?”

There wasn’t a point in lying. He knew I was searching for leverage I could use against the fae. “He cheats.”

Luca lifted his brows. “Didn’t notice. How can you be sure?”

“It’s swift and hardly noticeable unless one is looking for it.” I demonstrated what I’d seen the fae do at the table.

By the end, Luca barked a laugh. “Hells, Kase. If you wanted to, I think you could make a fine thief.”

I was not like the lowest slime of the kingdom, like the woman or Hagen Strom. But there was a heady desire that wished I was.

“What now?” Luca asked.

“Nothing. I’ve done what I set out to do.”

It was not all I’d do, but the next step couldn’t be done with Luca. I anticipated him to question me, but he shrugged and went in the direction of the trade square.

“Come on then,” he said. “Let us look around a bit. For my absence I ought to buy my maj something pretty. Maybe then she won’t squawk at me like I’m still pissing in my pants.”

We maneuvered around the trade carts. I kept a step back, quietly watching for sight of the fae leaving the game den early. If I’d judged the stains on his fingertips from the ink on the rune pieces correctly, Nidhug was a frequenter of the hall until at least dusk.

Luca stopped at a woodcarver’s cart and praised his work on a new model of longship with a narrower keel. Through the haze in my head, I did recall Luca Grym had a mighty fascination with anything nautical.

While they spoke, my gaze drifted over the neighboring carts. Two carts down, a hawker rang a little silver bell, drawing my attention to his cart. Once I noticed him, he propped one foot on his stool, grinned, and lit an herb roll.

There was nothing particularly intriguing about his cart, but a strange desire to go to the man took hold. I left Luca with the woodcarver and drifted toward the cart.

On my approach, the hawker tossed his herb roll and smoothed his tunic. Another man stood beside his space, inspecting rows of charms on leather chains, or copper medallions on burnished metal bands. I avoided the other customer and studied the charms.

While I perused, the street hawker waved away the lingering smoke from his herb roll and adjusted his oversized canvas jacket.

“Good quality,” he said when I lifted a white necklace. “Beaded from the shells of Furen beaches.”

I doubted any of the ratty pieces of jewelry were imported from an oversea region.

The hawker kept peeling his pale eyes off his cart to me. A sharp tang of fear teased my tongue, but not fear of me. His fear grew on my behalf, as if he feared for me.

What in the hells?

Worse still, the more I studied the hawker, the more his face grated on my brain. As if we’d interacted before, but I could not drag the memory from the haze.

“This is an interesting piece, Herr Hob,” the first customer said as he turned around.

My heart jolted, and I tipped my chin in respect at once. “Lord Strom. I did not recognize you.”

Jens Strom was a trusted nobleman. Runes marked his cheekbones, and a thick ridge of intricate braids carved down the center of his skull.

Many folk didn’t understand why House Strom remained in such favored position with the Black Palace.

I did not think it fair to dismiss a strong force as House Strom merely because the eldest son was born rotten. Jens remained loyal, even if his son, Hagen, had been the cause of all the strife at the masquerade. In truth, Jens had been the one to give up his son’s name, to admit his daughter had been slaughtered, and to demand his son be brought to justice.

His eyes brightened at the sight of me. “Kase, pleasant surprise finding you out here.”

The hawker snorted, as if he knew something, but he went quiet when Jens flashed him a swift glare.

Strange for a nobleman like Jens to use the given names of any servant, Alver or not, but since the Masque av Aska I could not recall a time when Jens Strom called me anything different.

“There you are.” Luca appeared at my side. “I’d been planning on showing you this cart, but you found it on your own.”

“Yes. Was nearly going to close since I expected more to do a bit earlier than now,” the Hawker said with a bite to his tone.

Luca chuckled. “Glad you were patient then, Herr Hob. Oh, Lord Strom—” Luca paused, eyes wide, as if the sight of Jens Strom had stunned him silent. Odd. They interacted enough through councils at the Black Palace.

Jens Strom held a high position, one most folk didn’t know. He was the Master of Ceremonies for the Masque av Aska.

I only knew because . . . well, I didn’t know how I knew, but I did.

“What brings you to the trade square?” Luca asked.

“Business,” Jens said. “Perhaps a touch of curiosity. I was just telling Hob these pieces have intrigued me.”

Jens held up two twine necklaces, each with a wooden charm on the end. One appeared to be a crude bird. A raven perhaps. The other, a weathered rose bud. The edges were chipped on some ridges, and smooth on others. Hardly expert craftsmanship, and it made little sense why Jens would find either piece interesting, yet I could not look away either.

“Ah, yes. One of a kind.” Hob cleared his throat. His words sounded too rote. Almost rehearsed, and I did not trust him for it. “Only one of each made. Hand carved. A gods’ raven and a mountain rose.”

Jens released the rose charm and studied the raven.

My gaze followed the rose. The sight of it stirred a hot spark of desire deep in my chest. Hells. Never had I wanted something more. To merely touch it, study it.

“You seem taken with the rose, Kase,” Jens said.

“Yes,” Luca said, smirking. “You no longer look so dreary.”

I blinked through the stun and stepped away from the cursed rose. Such an ugly, poorly crafted thing.

I clasped my hands behind my back and lifted my chin. “No, My Lords. Merely inspecting the . . . unusual quality.”

I pierced the hawker in a glare as though my suffocating desire to claim the rose was his fault alone.

By the hells, my hands trembled in a fight not to reach for the damn thing. It was nothing but a chip of wood, carved by someone without skill, and tied to a rough piece of twine that looked like it’d been found in a waste pile.

My teeth ground together. “We ought to continue on.”

“Right. Perhaps we’ll return later, Hob,” Luca said as we walked away.

I’d be wise to keep walking. It was nothing but a horrid attempt at wood carving. It was not my place to⁠—

“How much for it?” My voice came out sharp as jagged glass.

Hob startled and looked over his shoulder. I waited for the stun, the fear, the hate, but he—hells—he smiled.

“For the mountain rose?” Hob clicked his tongue. “Two copper pieces.”

“Two? For that?”

He lifted one shoulder and let it drop with a sigh. “If you don’t want it, let it go.”

I wanted it. Damn the hells, I wanted the wretched thing terribly, and it made little sense to me. Despite all rationale, I dipped my fingers into the drawstring pouch on my belt and removed two copper penge, tossing them onto the cart.

Jens grinned. “I think I’ll take the second piece. The raven. My grounds master’s son has a fascination with ravens.”

A swift nod was my only acknowledgement.

My stomach had tangled in heavy knots. I gripped the rose charm tightly in my fist as sweat beaded my brow. This was not the first time my world began to spin. Most episodes began when a strange instinct took hold, like the draw to an ugly wooden rose, or when I first woke in the mornings after a sunset-haired thief overtook my dreams.

Here, in the trade square, surrounded by nobility, I would not give up the strange reaction to the rose.

Hob lifted the coppers and tapped them to his forehead. “A pleasure trading with you, My Lord.” He bent a bit at the waist toward Jens, then looked to me. “And with you, Nightrender.”

Like a hot barb, the word struck me in the center of the chest. My jaw tightened, so each word to follow came out dark and low. “That is not my title, you fool.”

“My sincerest apologies. I must’ve been thinking of someone else.”

Luca gripped my shoulder. “We should be going. I’m afraid I’ve been absent from the palace too long, and Kase has a long night ahead.”

Dammit. Nidhug. The bleeding rose charm had distracted me from waiting for the fae to abandon his game. Sunset would be a few clock tolls away still, but I would be waiting.

I’d settled on the idea until it struck me that I’d never told Luca my plans. How did he know I would return later that night? I wanted to question him, but all my focus was spent on keeping my head straight.

“Pleasant morning, Lord Strom. Hob, until next time.” Luca tipped his head and strode away from the cart.

I was lost in a fog, so I might have imagined the look the two men shared. The sort of look folk gave when they both knew something and did not wish anyone else to know.

“Do you know him?” I asked Luca. My skin prickled. Something was strange about the entire greeting in the square.

“Only in passing. We’ve spoken a few times about gems and jewelry.”

I had no reason not to believe him, but part of me . . . didn’t. The rose, the hawker, the name Nightrender—all of it pummeled against my skull like a beast trying to break free. Each day seemed to bring something new that set off the storm inside. My thumb dragged over the rough surface of the rose charm. The mere touch seemed to tug on the end of what little control I had left.

I flicked my eyes to Luca. He was turned away, but it seemed intentional, like he didn’t want to meet my gaze.

My fists clenched and unclenched more than once, and I forced the idea that Luca Grym might be lying to me far back in my head.

For now.

I could not go on living in such a way where every memory made little sense, where every day I despised the folk I was supposed to serve to the end.

I was unraveling; the hate inside grew potent, heady, almost dangerous.

And I was bleeding helpless to stop it.
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Chapter 7
The Memory Thief


“Gnawing off your own thumb will not make him arrive sooner.” Raum laughed and folded his arms over his chest. “Already told you we saw him. He’s with Luca, still bright and shiny.”

I lowered my eyes to the thumbnail between my teeth. True enough, I’d bitten off nearly half the nail, and was close to drawing blood.

“It’s well after midday,” I said, shielding my eyes as I glanced to the sky. Already evening shadows were covering a few of the carts and cottages at the base of the peaks.

“He said he would be back by now,” I said, pacing on the back stoop of Dryck’s alehouse.

“Have a little faith, lovey.” Raum inspected his fingernails as if bored. “You’re experiencing what we call action nerves. Happens whenever we finally put a plan in motion. It’ll pass, and soon you will realize all the fretting and gnawing off thumbs was for nothing.”

I hugged my middle, hardly as confident as Raum.

This was more than the first step. Somewhere deep inside I knew—today was a pivotal mark. The moment I’d learn if there was a chance to see his face again, to hear his guarded laugh, to feel his touch again, or if he’d slipped out of reach entirely.

My face scrunched into a tight grimace against the burn of tears. Dammit. I could not fall apart. I could not lose my head. Too much was at stake, and tears would not bring Kase Eriksson back to me.

Action. Cunning. Schemes. Those would give the Nightrender his only chance to be free of the Black Palace.

“You’ll tell me if you see him coming?”

Raum lifted his frosty eyes, a gentle twist of a grin in the corner of his mouth. “Mal, I will tell you.”

He gave me a reassuring smile before he returned to his place to keep watch. I stepped back, ashamed for giving up the desperation I could not dampen. On the final step, I struck a broad chest.

Gunnar. The Kryv was younger by a handful of turns, and towered over me much like his father.

My brother’s son had transformed since Kase’s capture. He’d suffered in his young life, but being born into captivity in the Northern Kingdom had left a severe distaste for chains and manipulation in Gunnar Strom.

Out of the Kryv, it seemed Gunnar fought the hardest to find solutions in finding the Nightrender. He hardly rested. Read every piece of parchment alongside Niklas. Sparred until midnight, and practiced his growing mesmer on anyone who was willing to give up their free will for a time.

To know at a mere sixteen turns, he’d fought beside the Kryv and his Northern folk to gain freedom, well, Gunnar had become a constant ballast in my storm.

“Mal, you’re trembling,” he whispered.

“Gunnar,” I said. His name was heavy on my tongue. The same as every breath, every blink, every bleeding movement was like dragging stones by my ankles and wrists. “How am I to do this? Each day gets worse, like I am drowning. I spoke big words the night of the masque, but how am I to lead us through this?”

“That’s the thing, Mal. You’re not alone here.”

“You should lead. You know what it is to be a royal.”

“Hardly.”

“Your mother was raised a princess, true?”

He nodded with a pinched smile. “Yes, that’s true.”

“I am no royal, and I could use one I trust with my life. Will you stand with me, help me? You’ve seen folk rise against unmatched armies, you’ve fought beside them. I’m ashamed to admit it, but I’ve become weak. Thoughts of him consume me, to the point I cannot think straight. Let alone plot and take a kingdom.”

Gunnar listened without a twitch to his face.

I pressed a hand to my heart, rubbing a new boiling ache, and closed my eyes when he rested his hands on the tops of my shoulders.

“I am with you,” he said. “We are family, after all, Queen.”

I snorted. “You should talk, Prince. I am certain you have more sway with your connections than the thief who unfortunately fits a glass ring.”

Gunnar surprised me by pulling me into his chest, holding me in an embrace. My face scrunched in the pain I refused to release, and I held him back.

His head dropped beside mine. “My favorite thing about you is that you are a queen of thieves. But should you need guidance, I am here. I will share with you what I know, help you plan from what I learned in the North.” He tightened his hold around my shoulders and lowered his voice to a whisper. “He would not allow you to give up, you know he wouldn’t. And if you need me to straighten your spine in his absence, I will do so.”

I nodded and pulled back, wiping my eyes.

“Good?” Gunnar asked.

“Good.”

“Your resolve comes with good timing,” Raum shouted over his shoulder. I didn’t realize he’d heard. He winked, the silver of his eyes catching the sunlight. “Our friend is returning.”

My heart flipped upside down in my chest.

I did not wait another breath before I darted into the street. I flicked dingy tunics and drying trousers hanging from rope between cottages and tenements. At the bend in the road, I stumbled over a raised cobblestone, and was caught by a pair of strong hands.

His tunic was curled tightly in my grip before the sweet air of his hickory herb rolls hit my nose. “Hob. What happened? Did you see him?”

Jakoby Hob snorted and shoved my hands off his body. “I’ve been walking all morning with this cart. May I have a moment before you start pawing at me?”

“Hob!” My voice went too shrill. “What happened?”

The bastard had the nerve to pause and light one of his herb rolls. In the weeks since the masque, Hob looked less like a crook, and more like a warrior. He’d braided the sides of his head in silver beads and inked runes on the tops of his hands and forehead.

A subtle nudge, whether he wanted me to notice or not, that he was taking up arms for a queen who did not have a crown.

Hells, the man infuriated me, but I could admit I loved Hob like I loved the Kryv. Well, I did until he decided to return and be a bleeding, tedious bastard.

Hob paused, flicking his storm cloud eyes in my direction as he drew in a long breath. My fists curled at my sides. Inge, his lover, would still love him with one eye. I was sure of it. She already carried his little in her belly. He didn’t need two eyes to be a father and a lover.

When Hob glanced at my face he laughed. “Hells, Malin. You look ready to carve out my throat.”

“I’m simply looking for the best spot.”

A gentle hand came to my shoulder. With a start, I wheeled around. Hagen gave me a wink and pulled me back. To keep me from skinning the man, or to give us room to speak, I wasn’t sure.

“She doesn’t mean it,” Hagen said.

My brother’s face was fuller with improved health, and the russet color of his beard was glossy instead of dull and dead as it had been when he’d been imprisoned at the Masque av Aska. He was nearly all of himself again. But there remained a somber pain in his eyes.

I had no doubt he ached for his lover and daughter who remained across the Fate’s Ocean, unaware of his freedom. A request made by Hagen to Gunnar and me.

I could understand his reasons to keep them in ignorance. Gunnar had made it clear if his mother learned of Hagen’s freedom, she would rush to him. It was all Hagen could do to keep at least two more people he loved out of harm’s way.

Gunnar did not agree, but thus far, he’d obeyed his father’s request.

Hob grinned at my brother. “I’m sure Malin means every threat to kill me. But I think I’m safe since she is looking for my report.”

My jaw clenched as Hagen and Hob began the walk up the back hill to the alehouse. They chatted about nothing important, and I was beginning to think these fools were sent to torment me through every day of my existence.

“I’m waiting to report to everyone, Mal,” Hob said once we’d arrived near the hog pens and trees at the back of Dryck’s place. “I can feel your venom in the back of my head, but I hate repeating myself.”

Raum was still at the watchpoint, and Gunnar and Lynx stood at his back.

“Well, you’re here now, with enough of us to hear,” I said. “So, give the bleeding report.”

A smile played at the corner of Hob’s mouth. “As planned, I saw him. Although, Luca was terribly late. Didn’t matter, I suppose, since the best part is he came to me without the princeling’s guidance. I rang Inge’s bell, and he sauntered over. Almost like he recognized me.”

My chest tightened. “And?”

“And he purchased a particular piece from my cart. A wooden rose.”

To keep from crying out in relief, in hope, in something more than the thick dread I’d worn for weeks, I clamped my teeth until I thought my mouth might start to bleed.

“He chose it himself?” Hagen asked.

“He did.” Hob pinched the herb roll between his teeth and grinned.

“You played the part? Said what needed to be said?” Gunnar twirled one of his arrows between his fingers, eyes narrowed.

“Called him the Nightrender, as I was told,” Hob said. “Thought he was going to piss himself, that or strangle me. Seemed rather conflicted on which way to go.”

“So, what does this mean?” I asked, my voice too breathless, too wispy. “Is it working?”

“It means there is conflict in him.” Niklas stepped out of the alehouse, joining the gathering around the back stoop.

“Nik,” I said. “You’re back already?”

Niklas and Junius had gone to follow Luca if the plan to get Kase into the trade square was successful. They would be watchers, protectors, since we hadn’t known how Kase would react when his rose necklace was tossed back in his face.

The Falkyn pushed through the group. His thick, dark hair was tousled and on end. The top clasps on his shirt were open, and his playful eyes were a bit sunken. I doubted Niklas had slept more than four tolls each night since the masquerade.

“He did something I didn’t expect. Luca will likely be able to give more details when he returns tonight, but I had to tell you.” A devious grin pulled up one corner of Niklas’s mouth. “He’s working a scheme. I swear to the gods, it was as if the Nightrender had returned the way he studied his bleeding mark.”

Niklas dove into a rapid retelling of the hidden game hall. The calm, cruel demeanor of Kase the entire time. Niklas said Kase caught him picking a pocket and said nothing.

“The Nightrender was the only one attentive enough to catch my brilliant fingers at work,” Niklas said, laughing as he slumped against the back of the alehouse.

“What’s the scheme?” Gunnar asked.

“Don’t know. We’ll need to ask Luca.” Niklas turned back to me. “Malin, we need to keep this going. Keep pushing. He needs to see you.”

“This is what I’ve been saying!” I held my hands out, exasperated.

“A rose charm is lengths away from tossing Malin into his sights when we damn well know he has been twisted to hate her,” Hagen argued.

“There are ways to do it without putting her in harm’s way and you know it. Luca is willing, and Malin is practically gnashing her teeth. It’ll take time anyway.”

“I think it’s dangerous.”

“No time to have cold feet, big brother,” Niklas said. “We do this, or we don’t. Simple as that.”

“We’re doing this,” I said before Hagen could protest. “Whatever it takes.”

“His truth is at war with the manipulation in his head,” Niklas insisted. “Now is the time to keep adding pressure until the shield between truth and lies cracks.”

I gave a stiff nod. For the last two weeks, Niklas had poured over bound parchment books, vellum scrolls, all delivered by Luca from the impressive repository at the Black Palace.

Memory mesmer like Ivar’s was horridly strong, but if we could build on the natural conflict between Kase’s true memories and the manipulation, according to the writings, we might have a chance to pull him back enough for me to step in and steal the false memories from his mind.

I had to hope stealing the memories was possible. Niklas said it seemed as though pieces of that particular part were missing in the sagas and poems, but he kept searching and assuring me that he saw no reason it wouldn’t work.

“So, we keep creating the conflict by tossing bits of the past in his face?” Hagen asked.

“Yes,” said Niklas. “We’ve already waited too long if you ask me, but the bleeding Lord Magnate has been so damn protective of him. Now that Kase is allowed beyond the gates, we must work swiftly and fiercely. We make the moves that’ll cause the most upset to his emotions.”

I held Niklas’s stare. What hope I dared let into my heart wanted nothing more than to believe every word. But there was a heavy doubt creeping up the back of my neck about the entire scheme.

Perhaps I’d lived in this wretched place too long, but when relief came, I was quick to squash it back down with all the reasons Kase might’ve questioned Hob. As if my heart would not allow me to dare hope too much, not until he was returned to me, not until my hands were on him.

I started to pace. “It is all well and good, but is it enough?”

“It will be,” Niklas said. “We need to prepare and be ready to be aggressive.”

I hugged my middle, writhing in nerves and anticipation, as I stayed outside once the others filtered into the alehouse.

A tap to my shoulder startled me from the tension clouding my head. Hob held out a small, rolled bit of parchment.

“The response.” He folded his arms as I took the parchment, eyes narrowed. “I didn’t say this out loud, but in truth, it was your bleeding daj who finally convinced him to pick up the rose.”

“Jens was there?”

“He wanted to stick around after he read your missive.” Hob shuddered. “The man’s bleeding intimidating.”

I scoffed. “Yes, he is talented at alarming others.”

An unsettling wash of affection for Jens Strom settled in my chest. For so long he’d been the antagonist in my story. Now that the truth was out, how he’d devoted his life to protecting the children of the lost bloodlines, a deep-rooted trust shaped for the man.

The same as he’d protected Hagen, Bard, and me, he was now protecting Kase.

“Thank you for fighting for him. I know I do not always show how much it matters, but it does.” I rested a calmer hand on Hob’s arm. “What a life we have found for ourselves.”

He grinned. “What a life. Some days I almost miss stealing memories. Seems so simple now.”

Yes, days when I searched for the ghost of a boy by stealing a few memories seemed rather bland now.

If all went right, we might walk out of this game with the Nightrender, and a kingdom.
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Chapter 8
The Nightrender


The skydguard tower was packed with guards returning to drink and sleep off their duties, while the night watch yawned and moaned, taking their places at the towers until the dawn.

I used the crowd to my advantage and slipped through the front doors of the tower, head down, merely another body ready to begin a watch shift. Luca mocked Sabain for mentioning my freedom to move about freely, but in truth, Ivar had imposed strict regulations. For protection, he’d said. But I seemed to be the only Alver who had regulations at all.

I was not to leave the tower after sunset unless I was accompanied by no less than three skydguard or Sabain. Rules I had every intention of breaking tonight.

I needed to move swiftly and needed more bodies. To add more than me to the meet would mean more blades and intimidation. It would mean a better outcome. Beyond Luca there were only two I had an inkling of trust for, and who could wield a blade. The risk would come if I’d misjudged their affection for honor and compliance.

Fear was an emotion always simmering beneath the surface in even the bravest souls. Tonight, I was grateful. Night brought cool winds off the Howl and filled the air with a heavy hint of pine smoke from fires skydguard lit to keep warm. A group of eight guards huddled around one of the fires, and proffered an opportunity to take bits and pieces of their fears—death, failure, darkness—and turn those into shadows until I faded into the night.

Out of sight, I hurried down the curved path to the back gates. An undesirable position for skydguard, but one of low action. The only intruders to strike at the back gates of the palace were rodents and sometimes feral cats from the township. The sharp drop off into a jagged ravine ten paces away helped secure the back courtyards greater than any blade.

A few torches lit the back lawns and stone pathways through rose gardens. I used the hedges and brambles to keep low until their voices broke the silence. For a moment I simply listened.

“Why do we need to stand here all bleeding night?”

A groan of irritation followed. “To be here in the bleeding morning. We do this every shift.”

“Doesn’t make sense. And Junie cooked up a whole damn pheasant for the others, while Ash was given the honor of packing our meal pouches. Go on, look and see what he sent with us.”

A pause, then a breathy laugh followed.

“Raw oats and fish, Val. Not fish jerky, not pickled herring, just a sliced fish.”

“Ah, give him grace. He’s desperate to be involved.”

The way they went on it was as if they lived in a compound of other people.

Skydguard Tower was not the main residence for most of the guards. Merely a place to refresh and give the skyds a place to rest during their watch duties. Most took up post for three nights, then returned to their homes beyond the gates for two.

I took a deliberate step over a twig to force the crack. Vali and Raum whipped around. The two guards held little fear. Truth be told, I suspected the bit of fear I took to shroud my eyes in black came from Raum’s aversion to the meal pouch in his hand, nothing more.

At the sight of me, their faces twisted into grins, nearly identical in their cunning.

“Pleasant night to lurk in the shadows, My Liege,” Raum said, bending at the waist in a mocking bow.

Sabain would demand I cut off his thumbs, but I rather liked the brevity. When my mesmer devoured fear and terror, at times it was all I felt. There were few who could behave like I breathed and bled the same as anyone else, and it mattered.

“I had the same thought,” I said. “Tell me, whose brän did you piss in to get the back gate post?”

Vali frowned. “Seems the Benevolent has some pull with the skydguard lord.”

“Ah, and since Lord Luca would not dismiss you⁠—”

“Bastard—I mean, the Benevolent—had us placed here,” Raum said. “Not that we mind. So long as we’re here to keep watch on things.”

“And if you weren’t here to keep watch on things for, let’s say, a clock toll, how disappointed would you be?”

Raum and Vali shared a look with each other, then almost in synchronized motions stared at me.

“Is there, uh, is there a place you’d rather us be for said clock toll?” Raum flicked each finger one by one.

“It would depend.”

Vali arched a brow. “On what?”

“On your aversion to disobeying your guard orders.” I paused, gauging their expressions. When they revealed no aversions, I went on. “I have need of extra bodies and blades to stand with me during a . . . meet with a new acquaintance, I suppose you could say.”

“Great gods.” Raum’s eyes brightened. “Are you taking us on a scheme?”

For a moment I worried the man might fidget straight through his skin the way he trembled with anticipation.

“Everyone uses the word scheme,” I said. “No scheme, merely a conversation.”

“A controlled conversation though?” Vali winked. “One you lead to give you a desired outcome?”

I tilted my head to one side. “One way to put it. If you would rather not leave your post⁠—”

“We’d rather,” Raum said, tossing the skin with antlers he wore on his head in a breath. “Hells, we’d rather. Come on, Val.”

In truth, it was simpler than I thought to convince the two skydguard. Even the most indolent guards held enough respect for Ivar’s word they would hesitate to abandon their duty.

I held up a hand. “Before you follow, know this: if you speak of this to anyone, I will kill you.”

Raum let out a blissful moan. “By the gods, I’ve missed the threats. Like a sweet melody to my bleeding ears.”

He grunted when Vali rammed his elbow into his ribs. I scrutinized both men for a long pause. They had to be a bit mad, a little lost in their heads. The way they spoke it was as if they didn’t realize they were actually skydguard.

No mistake, tonight a few lunatic guards were exactly what I needed.

[image: ]


Only one tallow candle brightened the entrance to the hidden gambling den. Behind a shrub, thick with thorny branches, I crouched with Raum and Vali.

In the short distance into the township, I’d discovered Vali moved like a summer breeze, soundlessly drifting from shadow to shadow.

With Raum, the man found any excuse to move. If we stopped to cover, he’d stretch his arms, rock on his toes, or crack his knuckles until we were on our way again. His long strides were deliberate, and even if he did not glide the same as Vali, his steps were silent, confident. Like they’d both been designed for darkness.

In such a confined place behind the shrub, he was still but for his tongue, and every few breaths he’d make a clicking noise behind his teeth.

“What’s the move?” Vali asked as patrons filtered out of the gambling den. Folk had transformed from illegal game players to worshippers in dark cloaks and charms with symbols used to call upon the gods. Each man or woman would pause and kiss a post of runes as a sign of respect to the deities.

All a ruse, no doubt, to keep curious skydguard from taking a harder look inside.

“We wait,” I said.

Raum crouched beside me. “But are we picking a pocket, bribing, threatening, possibly slitting a throat?”

I locked him in a narrowed stare. “What kind of skydguard are you? Hells, we’re not damn thieves and cutthroats.”

“Obviously. Thieves—they’re wretches, the lot of them.” Raum’s lip twitched as he cleared his throat. “I’d like to cut the crooks at the knees, then hang them by the wrists over the walls of the Black Palace because I hate them so much.”

“Raum,” Vali snapped, voice rough and low. “Shut. Up.”

“Right.” He hit my shoulder with the back of his hand, like we were boon companions. “We’ll follow your lead.”

Bringing them might’ve been a poor decision. “Just stay back and let me do the talking.”

Raum almost looked disappointed at the notion we might do nothing but talk. I had plans to do a lot more but made no effort to explain. Our meet was beginning.

The door of the gambling den opened once more and Nidhug staggered out. A throaty hiccup crawled from the back of his mouth as he offered the rune post a lazy salute, then laughed.

Hells, if any honorable skydguard were close, the fae would give away the entire illegal operation by his fumbling feet and the slurred tune rolling off his tongue.

I tossed a small stone, so it landed a pace in front of the fae. Nidhug paused, studied the pebble, then glanced at the trees and shrubs. His goat-eyes widened as he drank up the darkness, searching.

The quick jolt of adrenaline from the surprise was enough. Mesmer chilled in my veins as I reached for his slice of fear and took it for myself. After Nidhug had looked up at the trees the thick darkness of the forest trails had unnerved him. Soon his fear bled into a cloak of shadows over my shoulders, my palms; it drank up the whites of my eyes.

Raum squeaked in delight and shook Vali’s shoulders. Clearly, the sight of my mesmer thrilled him. His white grin broke through the night, but he managed to keep his mouth shut.

I stepped through the branches, intentionally snapping twigs and causing a stir. Nidhug’s fear deepened to the silky rush of terror.

When the skin prickled and hair lifted on the arms, when the pulse quickened to the point it deafened any other sound but the swift thud, thud in the skull, those moments were when mesmer flowed through me as naturally as blood in my veins.

I deepened the black over my eyes. The man was terrified of a knife to the chest. A slight tilt to my head and I urged the darkness to pierce his chest, simulating the bite of a blade.

Nidhug cried out and stumbled to his knees.

I chuckled darkly, pleased when Vali and Raum fell into step on either shoulder like we’d done this together a thousand times. The fae pressed a hand to his chest, wincing against the pain, and whimpered.

My fingers curled around his red hair. I wrenched his head back and took a great deal of pleasure at the bright shock in his gaze when he met the blackness of mine.

“Hello, Nidhug.”

“Wh-Who are you?”

“Who I am entirely depends on you,” I said. A simple flick of my finger and mesmer dug deeper into his chest.

Nidhug cried out and tried to shake free of my grip. I only tightened my fist around his greasy braids.

“I can be a friend.” I darkened my tone. “Or foe. The choice is yours.”

“What, what do you want?”

“Did you think your scam would go on with no one taking notice?”

“I don’t know what you’re—” Nidhug cried out again when I yanked on his hair.

I dug my fingernails into his scalp as I drew my lips close to his ear. “You know exactly what I’m talking about. Skimming game chips with those clever fingers. I wonder what the master of the den would do if he knew you’d been cheating his coffers. We both know he does not abide the law. No doubt your debt would be paid in blood.”

With my free hand, I locked one of his fingers in a grip between my thumb and first finger. One swift tug to either side and the bone would snap.

“They might take your fingers.” I wrenched his finger until a distinct crack overpowered his whimpers. Nidhug sobbed and doubled over. I released the bent finger and withdrew a knife from my baldric strap. In slow strokes I dragged the point along the bridge of his cheek, up the sharp tapered point of his ear. “Then again, a fae without his ears would be a sight to see. Perhaps they’d take the tips, boil them down, and sell them to Elixists for their magical properties. Fae skin is magic, yes?”

“No!” he cried when the cool edge of the knife pressed against the tip of his ear. “No, please. I’ll stop skimming the chips, swear it. I’ll never show my bleeding face here again.”

Raum and Vali chuckled to each other. I couldn’t keep a grin from spreading over my lips when the two skydguard crowded Nidhug from behind, keeping him close to me, and breaking him down a little more.

I gripped Nidhug’s narrow chin, forcing him to look at me. “In truth, my friend, I care little if you’re skimming chips. I’m fascinated with how it’s done, though. Quite a trick the way you take two chips and manage to flick one up the cuff of your sleeve. Takes thinking like a thief to pull it off.”

“I swear it, I don’t steal anything else. Swear it.”

“We’ll pretend to believe that,” Raum said.

I grinned. “Skimming chips takes sly fingers, so I wonder what other uses you might find for such a skill.”

I closed my fist and ended the sharp jab of mesmer against his heart. Nidhug gasped in relief and slumped forward.

When he lifted his eyes again, they were red and wet. “What are . . . what are you saying?”

“I have need of a sly fae who knows the Hemlish hillsides.”

Nidhug blinked several times before he croaked out a single word. “You . . . you wish me to find something in Hemlig?”

“What do you know of protected children? They’d be hidden away, likely well-guarded, and have some importance to the Black Palace.”

From the corner of my eye, Raum and Vali shared another one of their looks. I was beginning to think they could speak with each other through their minds.

Nidhug dragged his slender fingers through the mess of hair I’d pulled free of the pleats. “Children?”

“Two to be precise.”

“I-I-I there are so many children in Hemlig, how could I begin to narrow down to two?”

“Disappointing,” I said with a sigh. “Not even an attempt to try. I did not take you for a man who gave up so easily.” I flicked my eyes to Vali. “You’ll inform the mistress of the worship house gambling den this fae is skimming⁠—”

“Wait!” Nidhug dug his fingers into my forearm. “Give me a bleeding moment to think. Hidden littles, you say?”

I didn’t know anything about these targets I was to assassinate beyond what the Lady Magnate had said, which amounted to nothing. But I could make wise assumptions.

“With importance to the Black Palace. Naturally they would be protected.”

Nidhug licked his lips and nodded. “All right, all right.” He staggered to his feet and began to pace. “There . . . there is a skydguard camp in the high valleys. Say they’re protecting the mountain passes from smugglers, but no one really believes it. There are a few historic estates in the valleys with rumors of fae—my Southern folk—being locked up there.”

“Fae? Not children?” My stomach twisted.

“Never seen any, but last turn there . . . there was a star shower.”

“Why would a star shower matter to me?”

“Because it wasn’t an average star shower. Seemed very . . . faeish.”

“He’s talking nonsense,” said Raum.

“I’m not,” Nidhug insisted. “What d’you know about fae, skyd? In the Southern Kingdom we’re masters of sun and moon glamour.”

“That’s your mesmer?” Vali asked.

“Aye. The South is divided into courts based on glamour ability. The Court of Stars—they’re masters of divination and astrology. Some even say the royals of the courts can send signals through the night sky, like a magical star shower.”

By the hells. I schooled my expression into something flat. “You think one of your star fae is locked away in this valley?”

“Not saying that. Could be littles, could be both for all I know,” Nidhug grumbled. “But the Court of Stars lost a princess last turn. Niece to the High Queen. She was said to have taken a pilgrimage after reading a message from the Norns in the sky. She never returned. Lost to the Fate’s Ocean. Dead. Unless . . .”

The knot in my stomach added pressure against my ribs. “You think a region would take a foreign royal prisoner?”

Nidhug laughed with bitterness. “Of course. It has happened in the North, the South. The West is full of magicians and dark magic; they’d simply slaughter anyone who crossed their borders. Why not this bleeding kingdom?”

The idea seemed too outlandish to consider, but I did have an interest in the valley skydguard camp. An entire camp to guard backroad trade routes seemed excessive.

“You’ll find out what you can about this skydguard camp, and you will investigate if there are two littles and, if so, where they are located.”

“I can’t just stroll into a skydguard camp and start asking questions.”

“No imagination,” Raum pouted.

I took a handful of Nidhug’s tunic in my grip, pulling the fae against my chest. Nidhug let out a quivering breath when he stared into the deadened black of my eyes. “You were clever enough to skim from the gambling den, I have all the faith in the world that you will be clever enough to find out what I want to know. Meet back right here by the next full moon.”

“That’s in a fortnight!”

“Yes.”

“I’ll need to go to Hemlig. That takes time.”

“A day and a half with good wind. Plenty of time to sniff out information and return.” I released him with an added shove, so the fae fell backward onto the dirt pathway. Before he gathered himself and stood, I lowered to my haunches. “If you try to disappear, I swear to you, I will find you. One letter signed by Ivar will be sent in every direction, to every kingdom, and leave you without a home. A wanted fae across the Fate’s Ocean.”

“There he is,” Vali whispered.

I didn’t know what he meant, nor did I care, my next words came as naturally as the air in my lungs. “I have marked you now, Nidhug, and I never lose sight of my marks.”

Nidhug cradled his broken finger and shifted on his feet. “And if I bring you what you want?”

“Our deal will be done, and your skimming will go with me to the Otherworld.”

“How can I trust you to keep your bargain? You’re favored at the Black Palace, and you’re here with two skyds. You won’t think twice about tossing me into a cell.”

“Consider yourself a lucky man. We care more about this information than we do a few stolen game chips at an illegal den,” I said, taking a step back. “Until the full moon, Nidhug.”

I turned to leave. Raum and Vali made a move to follow, but both pointed at the fae, silently threatening him in their own way.

My mind reeled in questions. Was there a connection to the fae princess and the littles Britta Grym wanted dead? Did Ivar know her ploy? The back of my skull burned in a spreading ache by the time we made it to the back walls. As if they sensed my need for silence, Raum and Vali had said nothing the entire journey.

“I do not need to remind you both, should I hear of you speaking of this meet to anyone, I will kill you, and I doubt anyone would miss you much.”

“Hurtful,” Raum said, hand to his heart. “You would miss us greatly. I assure you.”

“We know how to keep quiet,” Vali said. “But I hope you’ll consider keeping us in your scheme should the fae have the balls to return.”

I smirked. “I’ll consider it.”

“Where in the hells have you two been?” A hoarse voice rang out behind the gates.

Once again, Raum and Vali promptly covered their chins with their half-masks, as if anyone taking note of their mouths was a shared fear.

As soon as the thought hit my skull, the icy trickle of their fear sank into my chest. I gave each guard a look to figure what had put them on edge.

By the gods. The sapphire blue had altered the brightness in Raum’s eyes, and Vali’s looked more like a glowing lavender than the dark warm brown.

I hardly made sense of my days, but this was too strange. There was something to the differences to their damn eyes. Something intentional. I wanted to press them, but held my tongue as a man wearing a gray wolf mantle over his broad shoulders stomped down the path from the back gates watch point. It was not until he closed a bit of distance that I recognized him. Eero, lord of the inner tower skydguard.

He boasted nobleman runes high on his cheeks, and his pale hair had been shorn on the sides, but it did not change the truth. The man was a former thief who now guided the Lord Magnate’s guards in defenses against the unregistered mesmer users of underbelly guilds.

Eero was one bit of pleasure I found in dark days.

Not because I liked the man. No. I enjoyed his presence due to the heady, suffocating shock of fear radiating from him whenever I met his eye. Naturally, in moments as this I held his gaze, and allowed misty black to coat my eyes, saying nothing.

He fought desperately to keep those shoulders square, that spine straight, but in the end, Eero always bent. Always fled from me like I might cut out his tongue in front of everyone.

I stepped in front of Raum and Vali, unable to hide my grin when Eero skidded to a stop at the sight of me. “Ah, Lord Eero.”

The two guards at my back shifted. Raum clenched and unclenched his fists. A vein popped in the side of Vali’s head. Clearly, they despised their commanding lord.

“M-Malevolent,” Eero said, a quiver in his voice just focused enough I could catch it. He drifted his attention to the two guards. “What are you doing out here?”

“I could ask the same for you.”

“They were not at their post.” He pointed at Raum and Vali without looking at them.

“Under direction from me.”

“You?” Eero straightened his shoulders. “You do not command skydguard.”

“No, but I serve the Lord Magnate, and he requested his favored Alver have the protection of his guard. Do you naysay Ivar?”

Eero fumbled with his words for a few breaths. “I did not realize the Lord Magnate had an order.”

“Why would you? He does not answer to you, nor do I. So, you will not punish either Raum or Vali for doing their duty.”

“Dammit.” Raum cursed under his breath.

I glanced at the two skydguard. Their attention was firmly locked on Eero. Truth be told, his demeanor had changed. Like cold stone, not a muscle twitched in his face.

“Raum and Vali?” He spoke their names in a cruel reverence. Hushed and frigid.

Bad blood between them perhaps? But if he knew them before, he would’ve recognized them. What was it about their names that brought Eero to pause?

I had no reason to harbor loyalty to the guards, yet deep in my gut I felt an unwavering protectiveness for both.

For the sheer enjoyment of tormenting the man, I butted my chest with Eero’s. A heady fear of my presence caused a swell of creative ways to torment him. Fear of my appearance helped blacken my eyes, added a sunken look to my face, and darkened my voice. “Leave them be. They have my protection tonight. Now, I’m sure there are duties you ought to tend to, and I fear if you do not step away from me, you may forget to breathe, My Lord.”

So simple.

The man was about to piss himself.

Eero cleared his throat and glared at the two guards. “See to your post, and I must say, I am so glad to know your names.”

The itch festered like an infection in the back of my head. A blackened memory, a thought on the tip of my tongue, and I could not bleeding reach it. There was a piece where each man—Vali, Raum, even Eero—fit within the shadow in my head.

As always, the bile and sick burned the longer I tried to break it apart.

“Your help was appreciated,” I muttered to the guards once Eero stormed away. “I’ll see to it that fool does not place you on stable duty.”

Raum tugged down his mask, and the light shifted in his gaze until his blue eyes looked closer to silver again. “Well, if we do not meet again anytime soon, it was an honor to stand with you tonight.”

I offered him a bemused look. “Unless you plan to die in the next two nights before your next watch, I’ve no doubt we’ll meet again.”

Raum and Vali smiled, but it wasn’t filled with the same easiness as they had before, and I had the sinking feeling they were right—they would not be at their posts again.
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Chapter 9
The Memory Thief


The Ruse had grown dim. I preferred the silence and stoked the fire pit behind the house with a broken branch.

A slight hint of cooked onions still hung in the air from the stew Dryck had served. More laughter than before had filled the alehouse tonight, as if the Kryv and Falkyns had been freed of a burden. To know the Nightrender had taken the rose left the others singing folk songs, recalling memories from journeys in the Northern Kingdom, of schemes and ploys.

They’d bantered as though we did not have death and blood ahead of us.

I tried to get lost in the revelry, in hope, but until Kase Eriksson was brooding and scheming at my side, the hate inside me for those who took him would grow.

“Sleep would be wise. Encouraged, even.” Luca Grym stepped into my solitude.

I narrowed my eyes as he drifted around the fire pit, aimed at the spot beside me on the log. Most folk would slink back into the shadows if they were met with the same venomous glare. Luca seemed to take a bit of pleasure in it.

The second son was pompous, too confident in each bit of this plan, and behaved as if stealing Kase was all a wonderful game for his entertainment. If he considered Kase a true friend, he would do well to show a little unease.

“You look at me like you dream of all the ways I might meet a bloody end.” Luca paused two paces from the fallen log. “What is it that brings you to hate me? My name alone cannot be the only thing. If it is, well, you are a rather petty queen.”

“Don’t call me queen.” I stabbed the embers, pointing my glare at the flames.

“Is that not the end of all this? Should you bring this fight to my father’s gates, you’d better have reason to convince the folk that Ivar does not deserve his power.”

“Then I will reign long enough to get the Nightrender and abdicate the throne to you at the end. Take all the power, I want none of it.”

Luca’s arrogance shifted into something almost pained. His voice lowered as he took the liberty of sitting beside me on the log. This close, I could see the similarities between him and his wretched brother. Both had strong, sharp features, but Luca’s eyes held an intensity like pale fire blazing in the night.

“What?” I snapped when he would not speak, merely gawked like I’d muddled his thoughts.

“Is that why you think I’m here? For power? You think I want the Black Palace as mine?”

I threw my stick into the flames. “I can’t say why you’re truly here.”

“I am here for the same reason as you.”

“Oh, really?” I spun on the log and squared my body to Luca’s. “You expect me to believe you care for him the same as anyone else here? He was your pet as boys. Forced to serve you⁠—”

“No, that⁠—”

“I know,” I interrupted. “The Kryv have told me they were bought and sold to be the guardians of the second son, the forced playmates. You did nothing to help them; they freed themselves. Now, you return to play the hero while you watch him suffer every day, and⁠—”

“Shut up!” Luca’s voice rang through the darkness. Hurt, rough, broken. His eyes simmered in a spark of heat. For a few breaths we allowed silence to surround us. Luca broke his glare and turned his rage to the flames, jaw tight. “With respect, you don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Correct me then.”

Luca scoffed and closed his eyes for a few moments before meeting my bitterness with his own. “Yes, my friends were traded Alvers. You think I don’t know that? But the way we met does not change how I feel about them. You must realize that we all are prisoners of our own circumstances at times.”

“Now I suppose you’re going to tell me how you treated them kindly and did what you could to protect them.”

“No. I will never tell you I protected them. Look around, any effort I have made to keep them safe has failed. I’ve failed to protect many and must live with it. I was naïve, too trusting when I made an Alver vow with my father to keep them as mine.”

Luca shot to his feet, hands in his hair. I stared at him, confused. I’d distressed him, and he seemed to be teetering on the brink of control and mania.

“I know he was your friend first,” Luca went on, voice rough. “But he was mine too. He is my greatest, most terrifying friend, and I hope I was one for him much the same. When my father let his Rifters hurt him, I was there day and night aiding the Mediskis. When my brother and his bastard playmates pummeled me, Kase was there to frighten them off. When . . . when dreams of his girl in the hayloft woke him, I’d be there to listen. I bleeding knew you before I met you because of all the times he spoke of you.”

I bit the inside of my cheek and turned back to the fire. I didn’t want to hear it, not any of it. But Luca Grym was bleeding relentless.

He stood in front of me, blocking my connection to the fire, and waited until I lifted my gaze to his. “I am not here because I want power, Malin Strom. I am here because my friend needs me. But I will do this under Niklas’s guidance. I will do all I can to bring Kase back to reality naturally, the way Nik told us to do. He is the one who has studied the most on this mesmer, and if he says we must move with care, that is how I will move.”

The snap of a branch stirred us from the thick, horribly tense silence between us.

Tree limbs parted as the night watch returned to the back of the alehouse. Morning watch would take their posts. Last night’s watch was made up of mostly Falkyns, but Ash was with them, looking rather proud of himself as he rattled on about the karambit knife given to him from the Nightrender.

He spoke to the only other face not in the Falkyn guild. Dagny. Once sold into the life of a cheer girl, Dagny had become one of the most devoted when it came to retrieving Kase from the Black Palace.

She’d been harmed there, brutalized, and left to suffer in a cheer brothel by the hands of the Heir Magnate. But she was still kind, and now listened to Ash ramble with a weary smile on her face.

Until she caught sight of Luca.

“What are you doing here?” Dagny’s voice was sharp as barbs.

Luca drew in a sharp breath. “I am always here, Dag.”

“Dagny to you,” she said. Her eyes narrowed, hard and hateful. “You were not due until later.”

Luca shifted on his feet. One finger hooked over his thumb, cracking the bone. “Needed to work out a few things with Nik first. I’m just here for the next move.”

“Surprised they trust you.” Dagny snorted. “You’re not one to keep promises, after all.”

At her word, Luca’s blue eyes snapped in a dangerous fury. His voice turned to ice and slipped out in a sharp, brisk tone. “If you think I’ve ever stopped looking, you’re wrong.”

“I stopped believing anything mentioned or said from the Black Palace long ago. Nothing from there has anything redeemable to think about.” She looked to me and gave me a curt nod. “Malin. I’ll be sleeping but wake me before the move is made.”

Without another word, Dagny stomped into the alehouse.

Luca closed his eyes and let out a long breath.

“Care to tell me what animosity lives between you two? I’ve been watching it for weeks, and if Dagny doesn’t trust you, why should I?”

“Because her disdain for me has nothing to do with retrieving Kase, and everything to do with my failure to protect those who mattered. A flaw we’ve already established, but we can keep bringing up my shortcomings if you would like.”

I almost felt sorry for the bastard. He looked a little more broken with Dagny’s quick dismissal, and I had an itch of curiosity about their relationship. Not enough to press, but an itch all the same.

Luca shook his head through a sigh. “He is in there, dännisk Strom. We will get him back.”

I opened my mouth to respond, but stopped when the back door of the Ruse slammed against the wooden lath walls, nearly popping off the old hinges.

Fiske filled the doorway, chest heaving. “We have a problem.”

My feet were moving before he finished the thought. Luca right behind me. We rushed into the back office of the alehouse. Gunnar and Lynx were there, along with Niklas and Junius. But it was the two gasping men, tipping back large horns of water that caught my attention.

“Raum, Vali.” I dropped to my knees in front of them. Their faces were coated in sweat and grime. “What is it? You’re supposed to be on watch.”

“We had to . . . get the hells . . . out of there,” Raum said through deep breaths and a few drinks of his horn.

“Eero.”

I turned around at Niklas’s voice. The Falkyn rubbed his chin. Junie held his free hand, looking at an oil stain on the floorboards with pure venom.

“What?” I whipped my eyes back to Raum and Vali. “What about Eero?”

“Our names were given up,” Raum said. “Eero might not have recognized our faces, but hells, he snapped to attention at our names. Val and I are blown.”

“Dammit,” Niklas muttered. “Took a great deal of effort to manipulate the bleeding guard rotation to get you both there in the first place.”

“Yes,” Gunnar said. “Had a bleeding headache for two days after that, you sods.”

“I know. Apologies, my friends, but until Niklas mixes us some miraculous face-changing mesmer, we’re in hiding.”

“Wait.” I held up a hand. “Who gave him your damn names?”

“Oh.” Raum lifted a finger to signal his pause and took a long drink from the horn. “That’d be Kase.”

Like a fist to the chest, I coughed on a rough breath. “Kase gave you up?”

Vali stretched his neck side to side. “Not intentionally. You know we’ve all been using our real names, and when we snuck back from his scheme, Eero was there pissing about our absence, and somewhere in the chatter Kase mentioned our given names.”

“Wait. What the hells are you talking about? He took you on a scheme?”

“He went without me?” Luca crossed his arms over his chest, a deep groove between his brows.

“Don’t be sour,” Niklas said. “He won’t risk you, and we need you here anyway.”

“It’s the bleeding thought of being included that matters.”

“Didn’t know you needed to be loved so much, Princeling.” Gunnar laughed and nudged Luca’s foot with his toe.

Luca snorted. “I require affection at least once a clock toll, Princeling.”

At the nickname Gunnar frowned. He could say it all he wanted, but he did not accept it back with the same grace.

“We’ll back up to the beginning of the night,” Raum said. “There we were, stationed at the back gates because of Sabain’s tender feelings, then the next thing we know black eyes are there asking if we want to do some thieving.”

Vali rolled his eyes. “Kase had a meet with the fae he and Luca marked earlier. We stole nothing.”

“Broke a bone though.” Raum slouched and let out a satisfied sigh. “Gods, felt like old times watching our boy threaten and break someone. Ivar can change his damn memories, but he can’t take the Nightrender out of his soul.”

I winced against the sharp pang of longing burning my heart to ashes. What I would give to trade places with Raum and Vali, to merely stand beside Kase again.

“So, what was it?” Luca pressed. “What did Kase need from him?”

“Can’t tell you,” said Raum.

“Are you bleeding serious?”

“Quite. Mostly because we don’t really know. Something in Hemlig has his attention. He’s sent the fae on a quest to find information on missing littles or a skydguard camp of some kind.”

“Missing . . . littles?” One of Luca’s dark brows arched, while the other furrowed, as if he’d slipped deep into a treacherous thought.

“Like I said, we don’t know.” Raum stretched out his legs in front of him and clasped his fingers over his middle. “What we do know is Kase has not lost his touch. Had the poor fae running scared in a few moments.”

Vali and Raum laughed and lifted their horns in a salute of agreement.

“What he was after isn’t what matters right now,” Junie snapped. “What matters is now Eero knows we’re involved. He’ll be on guard, and surely Kase will be less accessible once Ivar is made aware.”

“Junie’s right,” Niklas said. “From what we’ve all seen, the real Kase is just beneath the surface, and we must keep drawing him out. He has connected naturally with Raum and Vali and Luca. We need to see what he does with the one who will upset his world the most.”

All eyes turned to me. Blood surged through my veins, spinning my head, but on the outside, I held steady and unruffled.

“I’m ready. Beyond ready. I’ve told you this.”

“Then I need to prepare you.” Luca blew out a long breath and came to my side. “My mesmer takes some getting used to, we’ll need to practice. Give me a few days⁠—”

“A few days?”

“We do this right, or it is not worth the attempt to do it at all,” Luca said. “Trust me, when I use my mesmer on another it is disorienting. I am like you, in a way. I steal your memory, or your perception of yourself. I’ll project the illusion, but you must keep the connection in your head, using your own mind, like a dream you control. It takes practice to get accustomed to my mesmer, and if you want to hold the illusion long enough, you will need the practice.”

I ground my teeth, torn between impatience, and wanting to do this right at each step. “Fine, but we take few breaks.”

“I am yours for as long as it takes, dännisk.”

“How will you hide your involvement if he knows what you can do?”

Luca hesitated. “I won’t. Kase will know I helped you. All I can do is hope he keeps the truth from my father, or my connection to the Black Palace will be ended too soon. That, or I’ll be executed.”

It was a strike to the face. A notion I’d not taken proper time to consider. Luca Grym would be revealing his unique Hypnotik Talent. In all my anger, I’d not considered the risk he took the same as us.

“We’ll begin in the morning.”

“I’ll make sure Hanna is ready for her part,” Vali said. “She may need the time to wrap her head around what she must do.”

Luca held out his hand for mine. “If we’re doing this, I must demand you get some rest. Come on. Or did my wonderous declaration of self-sacrifice stun you too greatly?”

A rogue twitch grew at the corner of my mouth. A smile. The first in weeks. There was nothing impressive about it, and truth be told, it was more a grimace than anything.

“I assure you, Lord Grym, stun is not the word I’d use when I look at you.”

Luca chuckled and led me toward the front of the alehouse.
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Chapter 10
The Nightrender


For eight sunrises the Black Palace had been quiet. Oddly so. The only hushed whispers I’d caught were that Ivar had invited dignitaries from foreign kingdoms for a feast in the coming days.

The notion proved true when a strange energy thrummed through the Black Palace on the tenth dawn since the meet with the fae.

Mists coated the cobbled paths in the courtyards, and I watched from a lower floor window as folk filled the Black Palace courtyards. Serfs and stewards darted about the corridors preparing for a gathering no one, it seemed, but Ivar knew about.

I turned away and strode down the lower corridor while Sabain took the upper levels and Ivar’s Rifters took the outer gates. I’d hardly been given time to dream. As much as I despised the torment, the confusion, the desire she caused, I could not help but feel a bite of disappointment the fiery haired thief had spent such a short time in my head.

“Southern folk,” a skinny serf woman whispered to her companion as they polished a wooden carving of Fenrir’s wolfish head.

“Ack, it’s Northern Folk. Saw the bleeding flag on the ship,” mumbled the second serf.

The skinny woman shrugged. “Don’t matter much. There are curious things afoot today. Mark me.”

I quickened my step and hurried past the two serfs. I’d ask Luca if I knew where the bleeding man was. He disappeared each morning and did not return until long after sunset most days. I had the strange sense he was avoiding me.

With Ivar’s demands to secure the palace, though, I’d had little time to press him on it. In truth, no one but me seemed to notice. Luca’s lot in life, I supposed. Not the heir apparent, so why fret over his presence too much?

Once I finished securing the lower palace, I’d look for him.

With so many powerful men gathered on the grounds, the risk of another attack had grown. No sign of the guild of thieves, nor Hagen Strom had been found since the Masque av Aska, and it was my duty to see to it we did not fail the Lord Magnate again.

At the smallest hint of strangeness, the Alvers of the Black Palace were to move in.

I stepped out of one of the herb closets in the kitchen, finding nothing, and took a quick drink of harsh brän from a horn on a cutting board. The burn lodged my senses free of fatigue.

With the back of my sleeve, I wiped my mouth as a kitchen woman shuffled in.

She squeaked at the sight of me, but quickly blinked away her stun. “Malevolent, thank gods. I coulda sworn someone was rustling down in the root storage.”

Once she finished speaking, she backed away. Her fear was enough to shroud the entire room.

The serf snatched the horn and hurried it to the basin to be cleaned, her back turning away from me.

I kept a wide berth and entered one of the dry storage pantries at the far end of the kitchen. A few muddy roots were toppled out of a crate, but no sign of anything. Likely a rat.

No sooner had the thought entered my head than a crash came in the back side of the kitchens, followed by the rise of angry voices. The woman clung to the horn and her drying cloth like they were a lifeline. When I darted through the door, the same fearful squeak slipped out of her throat.

Two serfs gathered broken pieces of clay from a broken grain pot. The tallest, a redhead, smacked his partner’s shoulder until the broad man turned around.

“Oh, Nigh—Malevolent,” the second serf said. “A thief just tore through here. Isak here saw her, tried to catch her.”

A thief. Shadows coated my eyes as I went to the man. “Where did she go?”

“Fiske saw her go in that d-d-direction.” Isak pointed toward the gardens. “A b-bleeding little. She ran into the garden, that w-w-way.”

He stammered. Interesting, and I didn’t know why it was, why it mattered. I shook the thought away and hurried toward the lush flowering walls of the courtyard.

“Down there!” Fiske shouted at my back.

Hells. The two serfs had bleeding followed me. I readied to tell them to get their asses back, but when I rounded the corner, I nearly tripped over a bony girl with a red shine over her pale hair.

As I found my footing, the girl scooted back at least ten paces.

The thief was a bleeding child with a burlap sack of whatever she’d stolen from the kitchens in her hand.

Bold little thing to steal from the Black Palace.

I drew my sword, anticipating the girl to bolt or shriek in fear, but she—gods—she dropped the sack and narrowed her pale eyes into slits.

There was not a drop of fear bleeding for me from her little heart. I could not even summon shadows to coat my eyes. Truth be told, even if fear was there, I wasn’t sure I could use mesmer. The idea of it was heavy in my mind. As if pulling magic would drain any energy I had to give.

“Girl, thieving from⁠—”

Words suffocated when the child started moving her hands. Her hatred for me darkened on her face as she tangled her fingers in the air.

“A mute, that’s what she is,” Fiske said through a gasp as he leaned over his knees to catch his breath. “Won’t be the sort Ivar’d want.”

He spoke like he was trying to convince me not to take her into the palace. There was no need. Inner palace skydguard wouldn’t touch the girl. I could be flayed for the defiance, but it didn’t matter. This girl was not going to meet Ivar’s fury, that I knew. The desire to see her safely free of these grounds was potent enough to taste. A heady need, as if the child mattered.

“Girl, I do not wish to harm you, but⁠—”

You lied.

My heart skipped in my chest. Did I . . . no, I didn’t understand finger speaking.

You lied. The girl wove her fingers.

Bleeding hells. I knew what she was saying.

The girl grew frantic. Her pale auburn braids shook as a single tear fell onto her cheek. Her fingers spun furiously.

You promised, and you lied.

“What . . .” I hesitated. “What did I lie about?”

Another tear fell from her lashes. Dammit. I hated tears.

You promised you’d never fight against us. The girl let out a soft hiccup. She sobbed in silent tears. I miss you.

I did not take to children. Most noble littles who entered the Black Palace were irritating, wretched weasels who tormented the serfs. But this girl left me with a fierce urge to draw her close and console her until the tears dried.

I wouldn’t get the chance.

The thief spun around, abandoning her sack, and darted down the steps.

The moment she left, the sense of exhaustion coating my mesmer faded.

I shook out the tingle of fear from the serfs and followed her mad dash toward the town square. “Wait! Stop!”

“Go get her, Malevolent,” the serfs shouted, as if it was some sort of game.

I chased after the child, not at a serf’s command, in truth not even because she’d stolen from Ivar. The girl spoke to me—in a language I should not know—like she knew me.

Perhaps I was spinning into a dark madness, but I knew as sure as I knew to breathe, there was a piece of reality missing.

The wooden rose. By the hells, I’d stroked the rough-cut petals until sleep took me into wretched dreams of a naked woman I should want to slaughter, not take to my bed. Now a child who thieved like a seasoned criminal told me she missed me. Cried for me.

Fog gathered in my head. The way it always did when I questioned my standing here, my purpose. Like a flush of fever, I could not think too long on the strangeness of each day, or I broke into a sweat.

I rounded a corner, expecting to find the thief, but slammed into a wooden goat pen.

“Bleeding gods, watch it.” A young man in a thick fur coat grunted inside the pen, shoveling feed for the animals. He sniffed, meeting my gaze. I squinted. Hells, he looked familiar.

My grip curled around one of the posts. “Did you see a girl come by here? A little?”

The goat keeper shrugged and kept his head down.

“Answer me.”

“Answer the man, Gunnar.”

A woman appeared with another feed sack slung over her shoulder. I paid her little notice at first but did a double take at the sight of her eyes. Like a cat in the night. Black slits carved through poisonous green.

Gunnar scoffed. “Mind your business, Tova.”

“Let it go, Tova.”

“I ought to kick you in the bits.”

I fought a laugh when her eyes narrowed. Green, cat eyes.

A sharp breath ripped through my throat as the image faded from my head faster than it came. What the hells?

“You all right there?” The goat herder grunted again.

I blinked, forcing what little bit of fear was in the air to shade my eyes black. “A child. Did you see a bleeding child run by?”

“Aye,” said Gunnar, his voice heavily accented. I was certain the woman rolled her eyes. Gunnar pointed at the shed behind us. “Saw a little burst in there not long ago.”

The hair on the back of my neck stood on end. I tossed a few copper penge at the goat herders and unfastened the seax on my back, pressing a palm against the shed door. A child was no threat, but a child used as bait was a great deal more dangerous.

I toed the shed door open and eased into the space. Dust soaked the air along with a heavy scent of damp straw. Casks of corn and oats lined the walls. Old axes and spades hung on rusted hooks.

I rolled the seax in my grip, sniffing out any fear, searching for the child. There was nothing. As if she’d faded like morning mist, the shed was empty.

The blade dropped to my side. What sort of formidable Alver was I to be duped by a bleeding little? I took a step to the door, but paused, eyes locked on a cask against the far wall. A burlap stuffed horse sat on the top.

My grip tightened on the hilt of the blade. I glanced side to side, then went to the cask.

The horse was battered, perhaps well-loved by a child. One button eye was missing, and it was frayed on the seam of one leg, as if it had been resewn more than once.

I’d not noticed anything in the girl’s hands, but who would leave such a thing behind but a child?

A cinch tightened in my chest the moment my fingertips curled around the scratchy twine of its mane. Shadows played in my mind. Childish laughter echoed in a memory. Unclear, as if I was underwater.

The pad of my thumb rubbed the lone eye of the horse. Heat twisted in my stomach, and⁠—

“I knew you always loved Asger.”

The horse dropped out of my hands when I wheeled around, blade out.

Laughter—a woman’s—rolled around the shed like it rode on swift wings.

My eyes peeled to the rafters. A hooded figure leaned forward, her legs dangling off the edge of one beam.

“Show yourself,” I snapped and pointed the seax toward the beam.

She laughed again. “Put your little sword away and maybe I will.”

Her voice grated down my spine, and like every bleeding person this morning, the tang of fear was absent.

I sheathed the sword and took a step back. The woman hooked an arm around the beam she’d been using as a perch and swung her legs off the edge. For a few breaths she dangled there before dropping into a crouch.

My fingers twitched at my sides. Anticipation to draw my blade grew heady as she rose and took a few cautious steps toward me.

“Gods,” she said, breathless. “I’ve both prayed and feared for this moment.”

“Speak your name,” I demanded. “Did you send the child thief?”

The woman took a step to the right, I stepped left. We began a slow prowl around each other, but she did not show her face.

“I did. Hanna was anxious to catch a glimpse of you.”

Hanna. A hot, sharp ache pierced the place between my eyes. There and gone in a breath, but it was as if the mention of the child’s name rammed through my skull. The weight of it added a burn of sick to the back of my throat. Had I been alone, I might’ve curled over my knees until I retched.

“You look unwell,” the woman whispered. “It’s beginning, isn’t it? It’s hurting you.”

“Woman, you will return with me to the Black Palace and face a tribunal for your part in the theft⁠—”

“I could take the pain.” Her voice stopped me from taking another step while she came a pace nearer to me. Then two, three, the woman paused one stride away, the fullness of her lips visible from beneath her cowl. “I’d take this pain for you. I’d pull you through this.”

“Get on your knees,” I demanded, a prickle of unease on the back of my neck. “You will be bound and returned to the Black Palace.”

“No,” she said softly. “I won’t.”

With her long fingers, the woman pulled back her woolen hood.

My body froze. Stone still with hatred. Or desire. Both? I couldn’t be certain.

Tight opposition gathered in the pit of my stomach when her eyes lifted to mine. Like wet grass after a rain. Her hair was like a blood red sunset, all fire and vibrance. That hair had draped around my face as she rocked over my body in bleeding dreams not more than a few tolls ago.

All the pleasure knitted into pain and hate as her face sank deeper into my mind.

In the next breath, I drew the seax, and made a wild cut at her. She dodged and leapt behind a thick beam. Too swift to be natural. I cursed under my breath and spun the blade in my hand.

“Thief.”

She tilted her head out from behind the beam. “Nightrender.”

“That is not my name.” My blade chopped against the wood, shooting slivers across the straw on the floor.

She snickered at my back.

I wheeled around. The woman must’ve been from the hells to drift like a shadow.

“You hesitated,” she said, a taunt in her voice. “When you first saw me, you hesitated. Use your head and think. Why did you not strike straightaway?”

Red heat filled my face. A longing to spill her blood if only to spare me from another odious thought of her pinned in my bed. I was a traitor, a weakling, and shamed the position I held.

“I do not hesitate now,” I said through a grunt and swiped the blade at her middle.

The woman scurried out of reach, a pained expression on her face. “You hesitate because the world around you makes little sense. Admit it. You’re conflicted and don’t know why.”

My heart quickened. How did . . . how did she know? “You murder without thought, thief. I will take you for judgment or end you here. It does not matter to me, but either way you will be finished.”

Where I thought she might try to run, the woman faced me instead. Her shoulders heaved in deep breaths. There was pain in her eyes, a flush to her freckled cheeks.

“You’re right. I would murder any man, steal any item, burn any city to set you free.” Her voice cracked.

She made little sense. I was no prisoner, but her words burrowed into my bones, digging out the disquiet I tried to ignore. Why did she face me here? Why speak to me at all? Ivar told me horrid things about the woman. Insisted she was a wicked sort of fae creature with the power to seduce men to do her bidding.

Perhaps Hagen Strom had fallen under a spell to destroy his family. She was dangerous, wicked, and captivating.

I despised her.

Even with my blade threatening her, the thief crossed the space between us in three strides. She knocked the sword to the side, and I did little to stop her until her body was a hairsbreadth from mine.

How simple it would be to dig the steel point into her chest.

How simple it would be to reach out and touch her, to see if the warmth of her body was the same in reality as it was in my head.

“I’ve stolen nothing today,” she whispered. “I merely wish to return what is yours.”

She gestured at the stuffed horse, then turned those pleading eyes back to me.

Kill her. End her.

I didn’t move.

The thief studied my face, her body arched to mine, lips parted. I shamed myself by sparing a glance at that mouth, imagining the taste of her on my tongue. Passion danced along a thin line between want and hate, and the whole of it clouded all reason. All purpose.

“You feel it, don’t you?” Her voice was soft. The thief lifted one hand; her fingertips hovered over the line of my jaw as if she fought the urge to touch me as much as I fought her.

“Feel what?”

“The draw to me.”

“You disgust me.”

A twitch came to the corner of her mouth. The start of a grin. “That is not disgust in your eyes. Let me take the pain. I could help you see clearly, you need only let me.”

My grip twisted around the hilt of my sword. I held her stare, ashamed I could not keep my mouth shut. “And how would you do that?”

“I will help you see clearly,” she repeated. Her mouth inched nearer; the heat of her breath teased my skin.

Damn the hells, I wanted her and hated myself for it.

I closed my eyes against what I planned to do, what needed to be done.

“No.” The word gritted out through my teeth, and before I thought longer on it, I thrust the seax blade through the center of the thief’s stomach.

She let out a small whimper. My heart twisted in my chest. Heady, piercing regret shattered through all the hatred and pain.

My hand trembled around the hilt; our gazes locked once more.

A furrow gathered between her brows, not from the pain of the blade, more that she was pained I’d betrayed her in such a way.

“Kase.”

All gods, she knew my name. The softness of it on her tongue was the last sound before her flesh and bone faded into nothing but mist and shadow.

In a single heartbeat, the sword was lodged through nothing but air. No blood on the steel, no flesh on the tip.

The thief had disappeared into nothing as if she were never there at all. My pulse raced as I spun around, looking at all angles. She was gone.

Stun burned into fury.

An illusion. She’d been a damn illusion the entire time.

Jaw tight, I seethed in the lonely shed. Hypnotik mesmer. And there was only one Hypnotik I knew who had the power to project a lifelike version of another breathing soul.

Luca Grym.
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Chapter 11
The Memory Thief


A sharp gasp wrapped around the empty thicket.

I did not realize it came from my throat until my eyes snapped open, and my knees fumbled under my own weight.

Strong arms caught me when I stumbled.

“It’ll pass.” The deep rumble of Luca’s voice filled my senses. “It can take a moment to right yourself after you leave the illusion.”

I clung to him, my fingers digging into his biceps, my forehead pressed against his chest until the ground stopped spinning. Hells, his mesmer was a frightening sensation. As if being tossed around in a furious wind until the ground fades into the sky and there is no telling which way is up.

Two long breaths and I dared open my eyes to reorient to my true surroundings.

Damp from the dawn coated my tongue. A hint of ale burned the back of my throat. Not the musk of old wood and straw any longer. Scents and sights so real I almost believed I’d been traipsing the old shed the entire time.

Deep in my middle a phantom burn from the point of his blade bloomed across my skin.

“He . . . killed me.” My palm flattened over the race of my heart. “He actually killed me.”

“Don’t take it so personally,” Luca said, holding tightly to my elbows until he was convinced I wouldn’t tip over. “I thought he’d get one look at your face and start fighting. He allowed you to speak and get close to him. This is good news.”

Good news? Kase Eriksson, the man who owned all sides of my heart, had murdered me. At least in his mind. Had I been in that shed in earnest, I would be cold in the straw.

“In the illusion you said it yourself, Malin.” Junius’s voice broke through my thoughts. “You told him he was drawn to you. What did you see? What made you think it?”

I blinked my stare over my shoulder where she sat beside Dagny on a fallen log.

“Mal,” Hagen said, crossing his arms over his chest. “What did he say? We could only hear your replies.”

I rubbed the side of my head. “Uh, he . . . he hesitated when he saw me. Didn’t raise a blade at first, so I . . . I tried to get him to see there was likely a reason. He might’ve just been taken by surprise.”

“But you touched him. We saw you lift your hand like he was in front of you. That must mean something,” Lynx said. His eyes were glassy, almost hopeful. I didn’t miss the desperation in his voice.

Dagny drifted to the large Kryv and took hold of his hand. Lynx furrowed his brow and looked at the ground. It was the same pained expression each of us wore at least once a day. Patience was a skill of the Kryv. They poked and prodded, used and squeezed each mark when it suited them. But patience was a wretched thing now that we were after the Nightrender.

No doubt each person here wanted to burn the gates as much as me, then force Kase to remain with us until he returned to himself.

To see it now on each face cracked down the center of my heart.

“Yes,” I said, clearing a scratch from my throat. I crossed the space between Lynx and me and took his other hand. “Yes, it meant something. Luca’s right⁠—”

“You all heard that, didn’t you?” Luca interrupted. “You heard what she just said.”

Dagny made a grunt of irritation, but Luca shot her with a wink as if he enjoyed catching her attention, negative or otherwise.

I rolled my eyes. “He’s right. If Kase was gone entirely I never would’ve gotten close. In his eyes, I could see him.”

“And if he is lost entirely, I doubt he would’ve been so taken by our clever little bait.” Tova stepped into the thicket, followed by Gunnar, Fiske, Isak, Ash and a teary Hanna. Tova brushed a bit of Hanna’s hair behind her ear.

Relief flooded through my chest. I lowered to a crouch and opened my arms. “Hanna.”

The girl didn’t take a breath before she darted into my arms, squeezing my neck. She shuddered as more tears fell down her cheeks. The girl had been terrified to face Kase, knowing he would not recognize her. But she’d gone, she’d slipped into the Black Palace. Love of the Nightrender drove every movement, every brave step. A risk I’d hated taking, placing Hanna so close to the Lord Magnate, but so many Kryv had been nearby to keep watch.

Ash had hidden in the shrubs at the palace and reluctantly promised he would’ve snapped a few of Kase’s fingers if he would’ve made a strike at Hanna.

“Kase, he . . . he understood her,” Ash muttered, smiling at his sister. “She got him to go, to run. That’s good, right?”

“I think it’s a very good thing.” I smiled and rubbed a hand over Hanna’s skinny back. “You were a marvel, Hanna.”

The girl pulled back and swatted at her cheeks. She quickly shaped her fingers in frantic words, too fast for me to keep up.

Hagen rested a hand on my shoulder. “She’s saying he looked at her like he was sad. She wants to go get him.”

“His heart recognized you. We’re going to get him, Hanna.” I gave the girl a quivering smile.

She nodded, but too much worry still etched lines in her young face.

Before more tears could fall, Junius clapped her hands together. “Come on, then, my little friends. Let’s see what Dryck has cooked up for you.”

“He promised us some of his cloudberry cakes,” Ash said, hurrying toward the brush cutting us off from the Ruse.

Junius grinned and paused by Niklas, kissing him briefly before she faded into the brush with a few straggling Falkyns at her back. No one went anywhere alone since the Masque av Aska. But the Falkyns took particular care since their guild brother, Eero, had been the one to betray us at the masquerade.

If anyone was to blame for the entrapment of the Nightrender, it was him.

I had grand plans to make him suffer before I gave the honor of gutting him to Niklas.

Once the children were gone, we returned to stoic silence. The tension and emptiness of the thicket was like a sticky heat, growing and thickening until drawing a deep breath became a challenge.

“Well, let’s talk of the next step,” Raum said, breaking the quiet.

“Agreed,” Niklas said. “Today has been successful. We know Kase is in battle with his own thoughts. He understood Hanna’s finger speak. He bought the rose from Hob. And he allowed Malin to get close.”

“Before he cut her.” Tova gnawed on the end of a birch twig and lifted one brow at Niklas. “Don’t forget, if she’d not been part of an illusion, we’d be building her funeral pyre.”

“Expected,” Luca said. “We knew he would view her as an enemy to the palace which is why the first meet was to be done through mesmer. However, he is entirely conflicted around her. Would it be safe to say he desired you, Malin?”

My face flushed. I did not wish to discuss the intimate details of my moments with Kase Eriksson, but I’d felt the pulse of heat and desire and want.

Even if the moment had been fleeting and ended with his blade plunged through my insides.

“Desire was there,” I admitted and tugged on the ends of my hair. “I need to meet him again. To show him something real would be powerful.”

“And d-d-dangerous,” Isak said.

“Every step is dangerous,” Raum retorted. “I’m with Malin. He needs something real to cling to. What would be better than his lover?”

Hagen grunted.

I faced my brother, brow raised. “What?”

“Nothing,” Hagen said. A bit of color bloomed over his cheeks. “I simply find it interesting that once you found Kase again, amidst all his scheming he managed to take you to bed.”

“Gods, Hagen.” I scrubbed my face as heat burned behind my eyes. “We’re not talking about this.”

My brother lifted his hands in surrender. “I’m just saying, as the eldest, I have words for the man.”

“It would seem my brother has forgotten the Nightrender and I grew up.” A few tame chuckles followed as I shoved Hagen’s shoulder, a broken bit of laughter spilled from my throat. We barely dared to laugh since the masquerade, but there were moments when hope lifted our spirits, when we could be a twisted, pieced together family, and lean on each other through the dreary days.

Luca came to my side. “I don’t think your idea is bad, but let me face him first.”

I tried, but after discovering the risk Luca Grym took today, I could not hate the man. “You would be safer if you remained here with us.”

“True, but I must show my face or suspicions will be raised. My father announces something today.”

“What something?”

“Ah, I am not the favored son, so I find out with the rest of the common folk, dännisk.” Luca returned a knife he’d removed during the illusion to his belt. “Although, be aware, foreign dignitaries come to our shores. Perhaps foreign royals, I can’t be sure. Whatever Ivar is planning, he is reaching beyond Eastern borders.”

“Foreign royals.” Gunnar glanced at Hagen. “From the North?”

My brother flicked his fingers, a bit of red tinted his ears. We’d spoken little on his connection to the Northern Kingdom, but I had few doubts his lover and daughter were never far from his thoughts.

“I’m not certain,” Luca said. “As soon as I know what Ivar is up to, I will report back.”

Luca turned to leave, but I touched his arm, voice low. “What if Kase takes that blade and points it at you?”

A twitch in the corner of his mouth hinted he wanted to smile but couldn’t find the strength. “Then I’ll be counting on the Kryv to rescue my wealthy ass, or at least sing my favorite folksongs at my funeral pyre.”

Luca went around the small group, clasping forearms, and bidding farewell. Dagny watched from the stoop, and when the Lord Magnate’s son looked in her direction, she folded her arms over her body, frowning.

“See you soon, Dag,” he said with a bit of arrogance.

She huffed. “If you don’t get your throat slit.”

“Ah, would you weep for me if I did?”

Dagny’s frown deepened. She said nothing, simply turned around and cut through the hedgerow the same direction Junie had taken the children.

“Luca, you’ll show him only what we discussed, yes?” Niklas asked.

“Not a thing more.”

“It’s a good idea.

“All my ideas are good, Nik.” Luca scoffed, shaking his head before he glanced over his shoulder once more. “Wish me luck, my friends.”

“You make the signal should you need help,” Fiske said. “Isak and I will be close.”

Luca gave him a stiff nod, then left in the opposite direction as the Ruse.

The Kryv turned for the hedgerow. Once more they’d be left to wait. My fingertips prickled in anticipation. I would not be waiting long. If the Nightrender realized Luca’s involvement today, I would grant a bit of time for the second son to soften Kase’s heart. But after seeing him, hearing him, after being so near I could almost smell the fresh forest scent of his skin, I would not be biding my time.

Secrets were dangerous. Deadly, even.

But at times, necessary.

Hagen paused at the brush and looked back at me. “Coming?”

“In a moment. I’d like some time to . . . think.”

My brother hesitated, but soon dipped his chin and followed Gunnar and the other Kryv. Only once I was certain I was alone did I remove the charcoal pen and roll of parchment.

In hurried strokes I penned the message: We must speak. I shall be where the moon hangs highest.

I curled my fist around the parchment and snuck around the back of the alehouse to the small shack shared by Hob and Inge. When Kase and I had threatened Inge to fit me a gown for the Masque av Aska, we found the two lovers in a salacious position. Now, when I visited, I pressed an ear to the door first.

No moans or sighs. I knocked rapidly until the latch snapped and Hob stood shirtless, rubbing a hand over his weary eyes, in the doorway.

“You’re finished?” He blinked against the sunlight. “And? How’d it go?”

“Jakoby?” Inge’s sleep laden voice came from the dark.

“Mal’s here, love. Luca’s finished.”

The scuffle of feet came at once, and Inge pushed beside Hob, hair a mess, and in a terribly thin nightdress. “Malin. What happened?”

Phantom pain spread over my middle once again at the mere thought of it. “Well, we spoke a few words, then he killed me.”

Hob’s eyes widened. “Gods. So, unsuccessful?”

“Feels rather like a failure to me. Everyone else seemed thrilled we spoke at all.”

Hob scratched his chin, lips puckered. “Well, listen to them, I suppose. All Niklas does is read about this bleeding curse.”

“Yes,” I agreed, then held up the crumpled parchment. “I have a missive. Are you able to make the drop?”

Inge looked at the parchment like it might reach up and bite, but Hob took it and tapped the scroll to his forehead, smirking. “I’ll see it’s delivered.”

“Thank you.” I turned to leave, but stopped at Hob’s voice.

“You up to schemes, Mal?”

I glanced at the couple over my shoulder, one corner of my mouth curled in a cruel grin. “Always, Hob. Always.”
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Chapter 12
The Nightrender


I wrung the stuffed horse around the neck. My steps pounded along the upper corridor. With each stride, anger thickened in my chest.

I was nearly there, and the bastard had better be in his chamber preparing for the evening.

The scratchy material of the horse burned my palm. Hells, it almost smelled like the clean rainstorm scent of the thief’s skin. I rounded the final corner, only to slam into the back of a set of broad shoulders and a stupidly ornate fur cloak.

Niall Grym pierced me in his glare as he stepped out of his bed chamber. “Malevolent, what are you doing up here?”

I tucked the horse behind my back and lifted my chin. “I’ve come for your brother, My Lord.”

Niall scoffed. “Leave little Luca to his books. He has no interest in matters of council.”

“True enough, Heir Magnate, but I have come to fetch him all the same.” How I despised Niall. For no other reason than the sight of him scraped like a dull knife down my spine. He feared me, and I took great pleasure in coating my eyes the inkiest black in his presence. To see the blood leave his face, even the slightest bit, was a thrill. The gruesome darkness inside of me loved to imagine what it might be like to carve Niall into a hundred pieces while he screamed for me to stop.

More than anyone—this man—I despised, and truly did not know why.

Niall took a step back and adjusted the thick pelt over his shoulders, so the wiry fur hid his neck. “Find him if you must but be quick about it. I’ll not have my little brother embarrassing me in front of my future subjects.”

He was not the bleeding king yet, but the bastard thought he ruled every corner of the regions. He would be a spineless sort of king.

Niall clicked his tongue at me before he abandoned me near Luca’s doorway.

Hate grew like a thorned vine deep in my chest. A crack down the center of my soul, I could not find peace here. No matter how I tried to serve the Lord Magnate and his household, pieces of me never settled. The constant tug to be anywhere but here left me standing on fragile ground.

Exactly like the thief said.

Perhaps I was going mad.

Turmoil left me without an appetite. I walked the halls in a constant state of agitation, like a cornered beast with one last bite to give before the end.

I gave Luca the courtesy of knocking once before I shoved into the bed chamber and locked the door behind me. A few tallow candles topped a red oak table. Flames danced shadows over the opened books and parchment scrolls scattered on the surface.

Fox fur pelts covered the wooden floors, and an inglenook was empty but for a few dying embers and ash of an old flame.

“I wondered when you’d come hunt me down.”

From the back of the room, Luca pushed back a curtain made of beads and twine. He dried his hands with a linen, tossing the cloth into the washbasin at his back. He’d dressed properly for an official gathering of lords. The black tunic and gambeson were threaded in gold, and he’d replaced the black stones in his ears with two small, silver hoops.

Never had I had such a burning desire to crack a fist over his damn jaw. “So, I do not even need to ask. You are working with the thief—with the bleeding guild who tried to slaughter your household.”

Luca crossed his arms over his chest and scoffed. “I assure you, they did not come to slaughter my household that night. They came for Lord Strom.”

The man was a friend, or so I thought, but I wanted to kill him.

With more force than needed, I threw the stuffed horse at his feet and butted my chest against his. “Explain what you are doing, or I swear to the gods⁠—”

“Don’t threaten me with the gods, Kase,” Luca said. “You never believed in them anyway.”

I clenched my fists, voice rough. “What game are you playing?”

“There is no game.” Luca’s expression sobered. “Look at me and tell me if there has ever been a time, in our entire acquaintance, that I have ever acted with the intent to harm you.”

“So, I am to believe involving yourself with an enemy of the Black Palace is for my benefit?”

“Yes.” He didn’t hesitate, and spoke the word with such a deep conviction I almost believed him.

Every limb grew tight, each thud of my pulse ran hot blood through my veins. I let out a grunt of frustration and dragged my fingers through my hair, turning away. “By the hells, Luca. What am I supposed to do now? I serve the Lord Magnate. My sole purpose is to drag traitors bleeding and weeping to his feet.”

“I will never weep.”

The bastard. I clamped my jaw to keep from grinning. “You’re committing treason against your own folk.”

Luca tilted his head to one side. “Am I? What if you don’t recall the events of that night the same way as me?”

I said nothing, unwilling to admit how little I recalled of anything.

With a heavy sigh, Luca gestured me to follow him to a tall wooden chest near his bed. I kept a distance, standing on the opposite side of the bed as he dug through a wooden box on the top shelf.

He removed a stack of old folded parchment pieces and turned to me. “Do you remember how we planned to save this broken kingdom as boys? We vowed to use our twisted mesmer and become the heroes of the land, saving its folk from the tyranny of my father.”

Luca scoffed and grinned at the pieces of parchment.

My skin prickled in unease. How would I explain that only glimpses of the past lived in my head? An incomplete story.

“I know,” Luca said softly. “You probably remember very little.”

“How do you know?” My voice took a sharp edge, like barbs and thorns in my throat. “Have you allowed the thief to do something to me, Luca? A mesmer curse of some kind?”

“I would like nothing more than to tell you everything.”

“Do so.”

“With time, I hope I will.” His eyes carried a heavy burden. Luca lifted some of the parchment. “Do you trust me, Kase? Even a little.”

“Before this morning, yes.”

Luca didn’t seem surprised by the response and nodded, slapping the parchment against his open palm. “Again, with time, perhaps you will. Permit me to give you something to think about as you decide whether to do your duty and turn me over to my father, or perhaps trust a little longer until the days become clearer.”

“You’re making little sense.”

“I know.” He chuckled and handed me the stack of parchment. “Look at them. I kept them for all these turns.”

There was a part of me that wanted to deny Luca the satisfaction. He’d betrayed his father today, and in a way, me. But I took the parchment, unfolding the top piece. A childish drawing of a figure in a dark cloak was in the center of the sheet. Hooded, with smudged charcoal billowing around his shoulders.

Scratchy writing below had been crossed out and rewritten more than once, as if the writer could not agree on the term. Feverish heat flooded my face in embarrassment as I squinted at the marks.

No one, not even Luca, knew how cruel the written word was to my eyes. Already difficult to make out by the messy style of writing, I fought to organize each symbol until it could make sense in my head.

No mistake, I took longer than needed before the final term became clear. But Luca remained still, steady, as if he expected me to keep quiet.

Blood pounded in my skull as I dragged my finger beneath the final word, sounding out each fragment in my head.

Night-ren-der.

Bleeding hells.

I flipped to the next page. More childish drawings, but now the shadowy figure was joined with another. The name of the second figure clearly hadn’t been decided upon, for in the corner there were several titles that took much too long for me to spell out: Mirror, Trickster, Illusion Render, Mind Rifter.

Luca shifted on his feet, a half grin playing at his mouth. “We never could settle on a name for my Talent. Dagny always told me I should go with Mare for the dream demons since I played with the head.”

“Dagny?” Like the child Hanna, this name struck me as if it were something I ought to know.

“The serf who drew these.” A muscle twitched in his cheek. “She was a friend until—” Luca cleared his throat and shook his head. “Anyway, she drew them before she left the Black Palace. Always liked to help us dream up our zealous moments of ego.”

I recognized his attempt to keep his tone light, but I was too focused on the drawings. Heat scorched my face, my neck; it enrobed me in a fever as I dragged my thumb over the fading ink lettering.

“What do these mean, Luca?” My voice grew coarse, like the grit of dirt underfoot. “The hawker from the other day, he . . . he called me Nightrender. The same as . . . the same as the thief.”

Any brevity abandoned Luca’s expression. He folded his arms over his chest and squared to me, jaw tight. “I know, Kase.”

“What is going on?” Hells, I despised the desperation buried beneath my tone. Desperation gave away weakness, it gave the one you pleaded with power over you.

“You must find a desire to know more, Kase. I cannot force answers upon you.”

“Yet you thrust this upon me and give nothing else.” I held up the parchment and paced alongside his bed. Frenzy knotted in my chest, and my body stiffened as if I were careening over a ledge with certain pain at the bottom.

“I know, but⁠—”

A heavy-handed knock came to Luca’s door. “Young Lord, your father summons you. The gathering is beginning.”

Bleeding Sabain. I was certain he knew when his presence would be most unwanted, and he picked those moments to arrive.

Luca tightened his grip on my shoulder. “I would urge you to think long and hard on why you might be addressed as Nightrender.”

“Luca tell me⁠—”

“Young Lord.” Another knock.

I’d kill the Benevolent should he knock again.

But it spurred Luca into motion. He took hold of a dagger he carried on his belt and strode for the door. “I must go.”

“Tell me what is going on, Luca. Just tell me plainly.”

“If only I could, but alas, life with mesmer is never so simple. I believe when we get knocked off our path, the Norns enjoy watching us claw our way back in the cruelest ways. If there is even the slightest crack in what you know to be true, I urge you to dig deeper. Learn more of that name—Nightrender.”

“Luca.” My fists curled around the parchment until it crumpled.

He cursed under his breath, hand on the doorhandle. “Gods, Kase, trust me. That is all I can say. Bleeding trust that I am not your enemy here.”

“Trust you with what?”

“That the memories in your mind do not add up—by the hells, Niklas will kill me.” Luca’s face pulled into a grimace. He swallowed hard before he looked at me again, voice low, a warning beneath it. “There are dangerous days ahead, my friend. And I’m afraid we are all in the balance of becoming the kings or pawns.”

Without another word, Luca left me alone in his chamber.

He was speaking nonsensical, surely, but . . . how did he know my thoughts, my memories, were scattered about my head like dust in the wind?

I knew of no mesmer that could cause such turmoil. Hypnotiks could trick the mind, but no Alver could truly alter thoughts and memories.

A storm built in my head once again. The collision of what my mind told me was true and the warning my heart gave me not to believe it. My gaze dropped to the stuffed horse on the floor. A pang of agony clenched in my chest. Such a simple thing meant a great deal to me, and I could not make any sense of it.

To live had become an exhaustive game of truth and lies. All I desired was peace. To wake without the turmoil in my heart and mind that something was not quite right.

Heat flooded my veins. Hatred, fear, anger, all of it created a heavy cloak of shadows around my shoulders as I pulled a dagger from a sheath on my shin. A guttural cry of frustration peeled from the back of my throat as I rammed the blade through the stomach of the stuffed toy.

Breaths came sharp, heavy. I kneeled on the ground for too long. Clenched and more lost than before.

What was happening to me? I was becoming half a man, half a soul.

I was nothing but a shadow.
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The great hall was filled, wall to wall, with nobility, Alver Folk, and foreign travelers. Tables had been lined with goat cheese and rounded loaves of warm bread. Noble folk gathered around the horns of brän and tore into the bread loaves like they were the starving ones of Klockglas.

I recognized some oversea dignitaries. A few councilmen from Skítkast. The lawmaker of Furen, and several Hemlish high lords who ran the sea prisons were in attendance. All looked around the great hall with envy and a bit of disdain for the others.

They feared Ivar, the bitter taste of it was on my tongue, but they wanted his affection in the same breath.

Seated behind a polished table were faces I didn’t recognize, with features unusual for the East.

“Fae.” A young skydguard materialized behind me, nodding at the table of strangers. “From the Southern Kingdom. Keep watch on them, Malevolent.” He pointed to a smaller table directly next to the fae. Three men, all with tapered ears like the fae of the South leaned in, muttering amongst themselves. The skydguard scoffed. “They’re from the North to speak for their rebel king. Lawless.”

I said nothing.

Nidhug was an exception, but fae rarely stepped foot onto our shores. They kept to their kingdoms, fought their own battles, no doubt.

Yet there they were. A handful of fae folk who seemed nearly too mystical to exist. More so with those fae from the Southern Kingdom. Folk there prided their appearances on being closer to creatures of legend and myth than the Night Folk fae in the North.

The fae in the high seat on the Southern side had sharp, tapered ears, his skin was dusted in silvery powder, a shimmer of starlight on the sharp lines of his cheek bones. The man was broad, clearly capable of holding a heavy sword or axe. His hair was a glossy, midnight blue, shorn on one side of his head, and he’d inked his scalp in rune symbols. His eyes glowed like a silver frost, nearly indistinguishable to see where the whites ended and the color began.

Those who sat around the newcomers were proof of it. Some folk had blue skin like the sky. Others were tanned, but had curled ram’s horns atop their head. Some appeared much like us but for the fae ears.

Two female guards stood on either side of the high seat. All fierce looking. Lovely, though, too. One woman had red braids coiled around her head, black eyes like ink had spilled through any color, and a bark brown hint to her skin. A nymph of some kind, perhaps.

The second woman hardly had a point to her ear. Her hair was straight and dark, and her long fingers had not abandoned the hilt of a short blade tethered to her waist. She took in the great hall with a stern glare, but buried beneath it she was unsettled. The burn of fear, of her unease soaked through me like a new layer of skin.

She seemed to trust the East as much as I trusted the South.

I let my gaze fall to the small Northern table. My heart stuttered. All three men stared at me with bemused expressions. The man in the center leaned back in his seat, a curious smirk on his lips. Different from the fae of the South, his skin was sun kissed, his hair was like autumn, golden and dark all at once, and his eyes were deep brown, a little warmth to keep them from turning entirely black.

He held my stare for a few more breaths, then winked.

He bleeding winked.

My jaw tightened, and I shifted away from the guest table toward the Lord Magnate.

On the dais Ivar muttered over a roll of weathered parchment with one of his skydguard captains. The Lady Magnate sat on a wicker bench, threading her fingers through a fur pelt draped over the back as a man whispered something in her ear that drew her to smile.

Sabain huddled in the corner with several Rifters who looked miserable with their scowls and sunken eyes, as if they had skipped too many meals.

I took a place behind the dais where I could keep watch on the room, yet remain unseen. To serve the Lord Magnate meant becoming a presence folk sensed, but rarely observed straight on.

Except the bleeding Night Folk fae who still followed me with his eyes.

I curled wisps of shadows around my face, taking fear from anyone I could, all to hide myself from his scrutiny.

Ivar rose from his high-backed chair and lifted his hands to silence the hall.

“Today marks a new dawn.” Ivar’s voice was even and slow. A rough tone to intimidate those beneath him. “The events of the Masque av Aska have proven we must have more to defend our regions, our folk, from enemies.”

A rumble of agreement rose in the hall.

“Alliances must be forged to strengthen protections for our lands.” Ivar made a gesture to the visiting fae. “We bid welcome to our new friends from two of the gods’-blessed kingdoms across the Fate’s Ocean. We marvel at your strengths and success in your varying kingdoms.”

Ivar held out a trembling hand toward the Southern table. It was the first time I’d taken note that the Lord Magnate seemed weaker. “The South has mastered peace, even among their many courts and crowns. We are pleased to welcome Prince Bracken Komik from the High Court.”

The white-eyed fae lifted one hand, offering a lazy wave to the room.

“And from the Northern Kingdom we welcome the ambassador for your rebel king.” Ivar said dismissively to the three Night Folk.

The man on the left snorted. “King Valen Ferus, thank you very much. Nothing rebel about him.”

Ivar sneered. “Yes, the Ferus bloodline is most impressive.”

The Night Folk stared at Ivar with murderous glares. I took a step nearer to the dais, ready to act should they make a nefarious move.

“The time has come to forge an alliance through bloodlines,” Ivar went on. “We hope to negotiate a vow contract with one of your great kingdoms.”

The Lord Magnate gestured at Niall with a bit of pride. Luca sat beside his brother, wholly invested in a leather-bound book. Britta tapped his shoulder, trying to get her youngest son to engage, even the slightest.

Luca merely sank lower in his seat and nudged his book higher over his face.

“I present my heir and eldest son, the Heir Magnate Niall, as the suitor for one of the selected princesses.”

Murmurs rose from the hall. Niall lifted his chin and stood, chest lifted, as the local noblemen began shouting their protests.

“What does this mean?” one of the Skítkast councilmen shouted. “You’re making the Heir Magnate a royal? A king?”

“I am unifying two strong bloodlines of two kingdoms beneath one crown.” He glanced at the foreign visitors. “If we can agree on terms, that is.”

Prince Bracken seemed utterly bored, but the Northern fae chuckled and whispered to themselves again.

“You give the honor to your heir, not yourself?” Patrik, the lawmaker in Furen shouted, as if the idea of not assuming power was ridiculous.

To the greedy folk of the East, no mistake, it was.

“There is no alliance to be made with me.” He glanced to Britta who ignored his scrutiny and kept her gaze locked on the crowd. “This new alliance will forge new heirs to a true kingdom with the powers of others to back our armies, our borders.”

“It will serve you well to hold familial ties to the High Court,” Prince Bracken said with a lifted horn. “But, as the head of my household, I will not yet agree to any alliance with Princess Signe. My younger sister is dear to me, you see. And there is still the open matter with my missing cousin.”

Ivar’s eyes narrowed. “Ah, but the East had nothing to do with such a tragedy.”

Bracken smiled. There was nothing friendly about it. “I suppose time will tell. And I hope my Northern friends will permit me to speak freely—we have grown closer these last two turns, what with their rebel king’s forward thinking by sending his ambassador to our shores—but I have no doubt the Princess Herja will be as guarded as I guard Signe.”

The men at the Northern table chuckled as the tall, center fae stood. “I’m unconvinced your son will be able to meet the spirit of Princess Herja with the same strength she possesses.”

“You insult us, fae?” Niall grumbled.

The man laughed again. “No. I speak true. She is a warrior and a mother. Are you willing to take on her equally strong-willed children? If a man is not up to the challenge she brings, then, I assure you, her brother would never agree to any terms of alliance.”

At that, the fae looked at me again and winked.

Good hells, the spinning fog in my head threatened to devour me every time he glanced my way.

“We know a great deal about the Northern princess,” Ivar said through his teeth. “And I assure you, her ability to have children is of great interest, naturally.”

The fae scoffed. “Naturally. What else are our womenfolk good for?”

He was blatantly mocking Ivar. I did not know whether to throw my knife in his throat or applaud him.

“All the better for both our lands,” Ivar growled. “No doubt your young kingdom could use the forces of our highly trained guard.”

“I suppose.” The fae seemed to resign to cease his taunts and leaned back in his seat again.

“Why should the Grym line wear the crown? For centuries we’ve awaited an heir,” a voice from the back carried over the crowd, followed by a few grunts of agreement.

Ivar did not flinch, merely grinned with a new brutality. “And the gods have never sent one, but it cannot be denied House Grym is favored by the highest gods. Now, the Norns have led us here.”

“What of the ring?”

Ivar’s mouth tightened into a sharp line. “It is time we leave prophecies to rot into myths, and strengthen our kingdom. An alliance is the surest way to strengthen our borders, or more untamed folk like those we met at the masque will feel the need to wreak havoc in our land. Do you wish to see our traditions destroyed like the Masque av Aska?”

Mutters of distaste for the bloody festival, for their lost penge, and lost revelry hastened naysayers to comply to Ivar’s whims in a matter of breaths.

Furious discussion on what an alliance with another kingdom could mean rattled the bubbled glass of the windows. The tables of ale and bread were abandoned, and the dais was surrounded by noblemen as they plotted on what prestige a true kingdom would grant their estates and purses.

“We invite the representatives for each kingdom to meet with us to discuss our terms,” Ivar bellowed over the noise. “There, a new future will be forged. One of peace, and of strength. Until then, eat, drink, and give thanks for the gods’ blessings!”

Roars and cheers echoed in return. Given the chance to celebrate and drink themselves into a stupor, the noblefolk of the East would take it. How easily they gave up the turns of traditions of a queen’s ring simply because Ivar Grym said so and provided them with endless ewers of foamy brän.

I ought to celebrate. With the rise of the Grym line, it would only elevate my status, yet I felt nothing but the sour burn of sick in my gut.

I scanned the room, searching for Luca. His book remained on the seat, but its reader had gone missing.

He was a bastard for the game he’d played, but we needed to speak of Ivar’s announcement. There would be new roles for the second son of the Black Palace to play. And if he were not loyal . . . dammit, I didn’t want to think of what I might be forced to do.

Of the four kingdoms, this would form the first foreign alliance through vows.

It could bleeding change our entire world.

“Admittedly, it is disheartening my king is still viewed as a rebel, but I suppose the power hungry would not be pleased Night Folk rose in the North and put an end to cruel trade practices.”

I wheeled around. My heart stuttered in my chest when the tall, dark-eyed fae stood two paces away. He had his arms folded over his chest, staring at the crowd with a touch of mischief.

By his sides were the two other Night Folk fae. One kept watch on the room with a pinched expression. The second tapped a knife back and forth on his hand, grinning at me like he knew a secret I did not.

When I said nothing the fae tried again. “I find it laughable to be sent here for this ruse at all. As if Herja would vow herself off to the folk who took her hjärta. Hells, as if Valen would dare demand her to do anything. Still, we took it as a mighty convenient opportunity to check in on the search. I, of course, was in the South when Bracken received his missive. Since his cousin was lost near these shores, well, we all took the opportunity. I’m pleasantly surprised to see you, and am entirely curious what reports you have to give.”

Hells he talked a lot. And his words were nonsense to me. The fae came to the East to check in? On what?

Silence continued to gather between us, and a furrow gathered between his brows.

He tilted his head as if confused. “Well? Are new games afoot? What do you know about this move to align kingdoms? This could very well change your land, or perhaps make it all worse. Thoughts?”

“I serve the Lord Magnate, fae.” My voice took a sharp edge. “And if you have schemes against him in that skull of yours, I assure you, I shall crack it open until they spill out.”

The fae tilted his head. “By the gods, you’re unpleasant. And after all we’ve been through.”

“We have been through nothing.”

His dark eyes narrowed. “Nothing? Are you well, Nightrender?”

My blood went cold in my veins. No. The spinning haze took hold of my head all over again. Like a thick blanket of night sealed over my head. Bile burned my throat. I swayed, unsteady.

“Do not call me that.”

Where the fae had sounded playful at first, now his tone took on a touch of danger. “Do not toy with me. Where is the young prince? What have you done with him? If you have harmed him, his mother, his uncles, all my folk will rise and bring war to your shores. We fiercely despise traitors.”

I took an angry step until my chest slammed into his. “I do not know what prince you speak of. I do not know you. But if you come here with malice, fae, I will tear out your spine and use it as a pike for your head.”

For the first time he looked stunned. “What has happened to you?”

“Speak your name.” I planned to mark this fae. To remember him, to kill him if he took the slightest misstep.

“Gladly. I do enjoy speaking my name, for it is a name all should know. Ari Sekundär,” he said, voice rough. “Ambassador of the North. Cease your game of ignorance and remember me. If you have betrayed us, be warned I shall come at you with worse than you have threatened. Stieg, Frey—” He looked at his companions. “We’re leaving. Seems we have need to search out our prince. Possibly spill blood.”

The three fae left me with seething glares before they stormed back toward the Southern royals. Where I should embrace the thrill of slaughtering a traitor, a foe, I hesitated. He spoke without fear. His threats were genuine.

His bleeding name. The sound of it, the hint of an accent as he spoke it, all rattled around in my head like a distant dream I had forgotten.

The madness I suffered shifted into something worse.

Fear.
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Chapter 13
The Memory Thief


“I don’t like it.” Hob twirled an unlit herb roll between his fingers, eyes schooled on the crowds of the lower trade square.

“Don’t like what?” Tova asked. She finished adding one of her bone knives to her belt, the narrow black slit of her cat eyes pulsed as she searched the faces of the trade square for a sign of trouble. “Nothing has changed since the moment we decided standing in one place for several clock tolls was productive. Trade folk are still trading, buyers are still buying.”

“Exactly.” Hob said in a sort of hiss.

At his side, Inge dragged her slender fingers down his neck until he shivered and turned a smile to his lover.

“Jakoby is saying it’s too quiet,” she translated. “The Black Palace is filled with the noblest of folk. There should be gossip in the trade square.”

Hob kissed her knuckles and pulled her against his side. “Hells Malin, you know as well as I that the underbelly is notorious for spreading the word.”

He spoke true. In the days I ran with Hob, trading and selling memories, days that seemed so long ago now, if one needed a bit of information, they could find it in the slums. It seemed somewhere, someone, should have the latest gossip on any subject.

I crossed my arms over my middle and followed Hob’s unyielding gaze around the bustle of the trade square. “The Lord Magnate took great care to keep whatever the hells is going on in that palace from slipping into the streets.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Hob said. “If there is such great secrecy, you can take it to the gods it will not bode well in our favor.”

“We would’ve heard if Luca found trouble,” I said with confidence I didn’t have. “And Fiske and Isak are keeping watch on the palace, so⁠—”

“No, they are not!”

Fiske’s voice carried over the square. He sprinted through the crowd, Isak close behind. Their hurried steps sent my pulse racing in my head.

“Isak.” I caught his arm when he stumbled up the slope toward the Ruse. “What’s happened? Is it Kase? Luca?”

The redhead leaned over his knees, drawing in a long breath. The rush of his sprint brightened his silver eyes like starlight. “No s-s-sign of Luca.”

“There were serfs talking of him, though. He was in the meet,” Fiske said, wiping sweat from his brow. His skin was coated in dust and dirt, no doubt from ducking in the hedges outside the palace gates. “He was alive not long ago, and before you ask—” Fiske paused and drew in a long breath, cursing the cinch in his side. “No. I didn’t catch sight of Kase. Isak thought he might’ve heard him, but there was so much chatter we can’t be certain.”

“Then why the hells are you running, you bleeding fools?” Tova glared at her Kryv brothers. She was the only sharp tongue besides Kase who could get away with snapping her teeth at the two men.

“Because we need to get to Nik and Junie,” Fiske said, his voice as sharp and dangerous. “Someone is after them.”

Tova’s face paled.

Isak dragged in a breath through his nose. “No doubt Eero finally gave up their b-b-bleeding names, now a whole d-d-d—” Isak closed his eyes and clenched his fists when his words wouldn’t come.

Fiske rested a hand on his shoulder and picked up where he left off. “There is a caravan in the square looking for the Falkyn Niklas or his wife. They’re offering penge for information.”

My heart stuck in the back of my throat. I whipped my gaze toward the Ruse. The alehouse sat back thirty paces. Niklas and Junie—if they’d listened to reason—would be finally getting some sleep in the loft.

There wasn’t a need to say more before we all turned and ran up the cobbled path to the Ruse.

Fiske was the first to shove through the door. The Ruse always had a hint of onion and dust. But the counters were wiped clean, and Dryck had overstuffed mattresses in his loft. Truth be told, I thought the gruff man enjoyed dipping his foot in the life of the two guilds, and took pleasure overseeing their schemes and tricks.

The wood door slammed against the wall, and old Dryck snorted himself awake from his place on a heavy oak bench in the corner.

“Damn the hells, what’re you doing?” The aleman rubbed sleep from his eyes as the rest of us spilled into the drinking hall.

At a smaller table, Ash and Hanna dropped game cards and rune wood chips from a game of Crowns. They fumbled out of their chairs, hurrying to meet their fellow Kryv.

“Nik!” Fiske called out. “Niklas!”

At the commotion, a back door swung open, and Vali emerged, hair on end, tugging a tunic over his bare chest. “What’s wrong?”

Raum rose from behind the counter, rubbing his eyes through a yawn. He’d forgone his top entirely, baring several black ink runes across his heart for the room to see.

“Where’s Nik and Junie?” Fiske asked, not really looking at his fellow Kryv. His eyes squinted as if he could see through the walls.

“Sleeping, last I saw,” Vali said. He drew a knife from his boot, twirled it once in his hand, and any remaining fatigue abandoned his eyes.

As if on cue, the back door of the alehouse burst open. Gunnar rushed inside; the meaty shoulders of Lynx followed. The Kryv were anything but unprepared. Within five heartbeats, Lynx had two blades in hand, and Gunnar had his quiver shouldered.

By the time a few scattered members of the Falkyn guild showed up, the alehouse was filled with the Kryv, Hagen, and Hob. All armed and ready to step into a fight, even if they had no clue what was happening.

Hob shoved past me, gripping Inge’s elbow. “Get to the root cellar.”

“I can play an unsuspecting role, Jakoby, and I’m not leaving you.”

“They could recognize you, love,” he said, a touch of desperation in his voice. “Your brothers are still looking⁠—”

Hob didn’t get the chance to finish before Fiske stepped to the center of the room, barking demands at the room.

“Take cover. A caravan from the Black Palace is looking for Falkyns. Niklas specifically.” Fiske turned his dark eyes on Dryck. “You give up nothing, and they’ll leave you be. You never saw us.”

“Get on out of here, boy,” Dryck said. “I know how to handle the bleeding skydguard.”

From the loft the door finally creaked. I breathed out in relief when Niklas poked his head over the wooden rail. “Skydguard are coming for Falkyns? Did I hear that right?”

Isak lifted his chin. “Your n-n-name is known, Nik. Stay b-back.”

The Falkyn lead chuckled and laced his fingers in thick gold rings. “Oh, Isak, Isak, Isak. When have I ever sat back when a fight came knocking?”

“Well, today might be the day,” Fiske interjected. “We need to stay low until we finish our job here.”

Fiske ignored Niklas’s eye roll and signaled Ash and Hanna to climb the ladder to the loft.

“Cellar, Mal.” Hagen stepped through the open door in the back of the alehouse.

I drew out a shiv knife from my boot, glaring at my brother. “I did not rescue you to be treated as some precious thing.”

“By the gods, we’re all going to the bleeding cellar,” Hagen said. “Gunnar. Now.”

Gunnar shot me a bemused look. “Don’t worry, Mal. Daj treats me like I’m still five turns, too.”

Hagen shoved his son’s shoulder toward the ladder. “Be grateful you both have someone who gives a damn about whether you keep breathing. Now, everyone get down there.” Hagen jabbed his finger at Lynx and the other Kryv. “Dännisk Inge, you next.”

Tova followed Inge, and one by one we filled Dryck’s cellar.

Damp sod and mold coated the back of my throat with each breath. My fingers twitched at my sides as the aleman started to close the hatch.

“Wait, where’s Dag?”

“Taking cover outside with some of the Falkyns,” Dryck said. “Now, I mean this with respect, everyone shut up.”

He said nothing more before slamming the thick hatch door over our heads. When darkness came, so did the silence. No one seemed to draw in a deep breath. Vali kept his ear pressed to the closed door. His mesmer would hear any skydguard before they stepped foot in the Ruse.

Gunnar took a place by his side. No mistake, as much as Hagen would hate it, Gunnar had strengthened his ability to take control over the minds of others. He might be our chance to slip out if anything went wrong, giving us a moment to escape by forcing any guards to avert their gaze elsewhere.

Time blurred through the tension. A few heartbeats felt more like ten clock tolls. But a collective draw of breath came when the front door hinges groaned.

Footsteps followed. Heavy. Thick. Booted.

Tova gripped my arm. I wasn’t sure she even noticed, but she stood frozen at my side, fingernails digging into my flesh as we all held our breaths and listened.

The floors were thin, so Vali’s mesmer wasn’t entirely needed. Voices traveled through the floorboards as though someone held a cloth over their mouths, but it was clear enough.

“You look weary, mina vänner.” My friends. Dryck’s voice was rough, but cheerful. “Got a new sweet ale in just yesterday.”

“Gods, I could use a horn.” A deep voice answered, followed by the scrape of a chair over the floor.

“And for your dännisks?”

There were women with the guard?

“We’re not here for respite.” A new deep voice was haggard, almost achingly desperate. “I have need to find the Falkyn called Niklas Tjuv. Or Junius, his wife. Or anyone in a guild called the Kryv.”

“I don’t know⁠—”

“Yes,” the man interrupted. “I know what you’re going to say. You’ve never heard of them. Seems they are ghosts, and frankly, I don’t believe you. I mean them no harm, but I must find them. It is a matter of urgency.”

“Most urgent,” the first man said.

“Seems the ambassador cares little for your safety, Prince Bracken, and seeks to entertain his own selfish desires.” A harsh female voice spat out, each word like bits of fire on her tongue.

“By the gods, woman. Do not speak of things you do not understand. Now, shut the hells up and let the man answer.”

I was losing track of who was speaking, but I guessed the retort was from the man who’d known Niklas’s full name. Desperation. I heard the burn of it in the air, the pain in his voice. The sort of desperation Kase would revel in if he were here. He’d squeeze and bend and twist the traveler until he caved to the bidding of the Nightrender.

A pause followed. No more than a few breaths, but it thickened until my pulse pounded in my ears.

“You lot are fae.” Dryck spoke slowly, cautiously.

A rumble of laughter. “What gave us up? Tell me it was the way we dress, not the ears.”

I shared a glance with Hagen, then Tova.

“Fae?” Gunnar let out a long breath. “Wait, Raum move aside. I need to hear that voice again.”

Raum made room for Gunnar to settle beside Vali at the hatch. Vali glanced at Gunnar. “He sounded familiar to me. You too?”

Gunnar nodded and pressed his ear to the hatch.

“Listen to me, aleman,” the second, more threatening man came again. “My folk have an alliance with the Kryv and Falkyns. I seek them to check on the wellbeing of one of our own who stands with them. That is all. We are not a foe to them.”

“By the gods,” Gunnar said, a smile tugging on his face. He rammed his shoulder against the hatch.

“Gunnar, stop,” Hagen demanded, rushing toward his son.

My heart stuttered, and I choked on a protest watching Gunnar slip through the hole back to the surface.

“Ari!” Gunnar’s voice floated down into the hatch.

A pause returned, then a breathless, “Thank the gods.”

Raum laughed and hurried up the ladder after Gunnar. Then Tova. Her eyes brightened.

“Tova.” I pulled back on her arm. “Who are they?”

“Allies.”

Hagen and I were the last to leave the cellar. I did not know who had arrived, but the alehouse was no longer silent above us. Laughter, curses, the slap of hands on backs rattled me to the bone.

Hagen went first, waiting for me at the top of the hatch, blade in hand.

Niklas had emerged from the loft, and had his hand locked around a towering man’s forearm.

A fae. I’d never seen a fae, only read of their sharply pointed ears, strange eyes, and tricky mesmer.

The Ruse now hosted several.

Behind the first man, another fae sat at a table, sipping from a horn. His eyes were like the frosted peaks during winter. Behind him were two armed women. One remained by the front door. Her skin like roasted hazelnuts, hair braided, and one hand securely on a bronze seax blade.

The other woman glared at the entire aleroom. Her narrowed eyes shined in a brilliant blue that stood out against her raven’s wing hair. Her lips thinned until I could hardly make them out, and all her ire was pointed at the tall fae as he greeted the Kryv and Falkyns.

I’d expected fae to look more like mystical forest creatures. Slender, maybe with glittering skin. But the man greeting Niklas was warrior strong, his golden hair like wet straw, braided off his face, and his eyes were golden brown, like sunset on the Howl Sea.

Behind him two more fae, swords on their waists were locked in greetings with the Kryv and Falkyns.

“I was anticipating war if I did not find you, Young Prince,” the fae next to Gunnar said.

Gunnar beamed. “It is good to see you, but what brings you here? Is all well with Maj? Laila?”

Hells, they were from Gunnar’s Northern folk.

The fae nodded. “We are here for your mother, actually. The bastards at that palace are trying to marry the eldest son to a foreign princess. Since there is only one foreign princess of age in the North, it was your mother’s name put forward.”

“What?” Hagen’s voice bellowed out. “What did you say about Herja?”

The fae startled and had a hand on the hilt of the short blade tied to his belt in half a breath. “Who are you?”

“Gods, Ari, I forget you don’t know.” Gunnar stepped in front of Hagen. “Daj, meet Ari Sekundär. Ambassador for the Kingdom of Etta.”

“You found him.” Ari said under his breath. A thrilled gleam brightened his dark eyes as he held out his arm. Hagen clasped his forearm, a bit reserved. Ari smiled at my brother and dipped his chin. “At long last, I lay eyes on the hjärta of my princess.”

Hagen’s brow furrowed. “Herja called me that.”

Ari’s smile widened. “Yes. I imagine she did.”

“What did you mean she’s taking vows with that spineless weakling, Niall?” Hagen’s eyes looked more like black pools as anger rose.

“Be calm,” Ari said. “It is a ruse. Your family has heard no news as of late, so the king and queen sent me here under the guise of being willing to offer Herja as a price for an alliance. Bracken comes under a similar guise.”

He gestured at the pale-eyed fae.

“My sister, Princess Signe of the Court of Hearts, is also up for vow negotiations. But in truth these shores have devoured Southern royals before.”

He spoke strangely, almost like a song, and I had no idea what he meant.

As if Ari could sense the confusion, he stepped in. “Last turn Bracken’s cousin, Eryka, sailed toward the East and disappeared. There is reason to believe she never left these regions.”

Niklas chuckled darkly. “Forgive me, it isn’t amusing to hear your cousin went missing, fae prince, but it is amusing that two kingdoms came to greet Ivar with deception. And he likely has no idea. I think that is the best thing I’ve heard all day.”

Ari smirked, then faced Hagen and Gunnar. “You have not sent word to the princess. Why?”

Gunnar looked at the ground sheepishly. “We . . . we wanted to send word straightaway but ran into trouble here.”

“I have a debt to repay,” Hagen said. “A dangerous debt, and I will not bring Herja or Laila into harm. When it is paid, I will send word. I will go to them. The gods could not stop me.”

“You were betrayed.” Ari’s jaw pulsed. He folded his arms over his chest.

“How did you know?” Junie touched his arm.

“Saw the bastard myself. Looked like a strutting cock with too much bleeding power. I must say, I have impeccable judgment when it comes to character⁠—”

The dark-haired woman snorted in disgust.

Ari paused long enough to sneer at her before pinning a new smug grin on his face for the Kryv. “As I was saying, I am an impressive judge of character, but I did not see the Nightrender as a traitor.”

My body moved before my mind finished accepting his name had been mentioned. I shoved between Gunnar and Ari.

“You saw him?” Hells, I shared the same damn desperation as Ari had not moments ago. “Where? Did he look well?”

Ari arched one brow. Over my head he found Gunnar. “Another who shouts at me before introducing themselves.”

“Malin Strom,” Gunnar said. “My aunt, Kase’s lover, oh, and the true queen of the East.”

Ari blinked several times before turning his dark gaze back to me. “Well, then. That lends more than a few questions. I was unaware the Eastern regions had a queen.”

“They didn’t,” said Niklas lazily. “Until Kase was taken from us after we broke Hagen out. We discovered more than one secret that night.”

“Wait.” Ari held up a hand. “He was taken from you? I hate to be the one to tell you this, but I do not think the Nightrender is your ally any longer. I always knew him to be rather . . . surly, but this was different.”

Lynx snorted, the sound of it spurring a chuckle from more than one Kryv.

“Ah. I’m guessing you tried to interact with him.” Niklas grinned and used a knife to clean out his fingernails. “Didn’t go well?”

“Mostly deconstructed into the bastard threatening to spike my head, then me promising war.”

Hells, I needed to feel Kase beneath my fingertips. Needed to take even a piece of the anger growing inside him. The pain in his eyes haunted me since the moment I’d seen him.

Gunnar shook his head and clapped a hand on Ari’s shoulder. “Productive work of spreading peace, Ambassador.”

“Turns out I’m rather protective of you,” Ari said, grinning. “Thought he might’ve sold you off and duped us all this time. He has wounded me. I thought I was more memorable.”

“Gods.” The woman guard rolled her eyes.

“Ignore her,” Ari said. “Saga puts ambition above thought and fear for others.”

“I am here on behalf of my queen to see that her son is safe, and peace between another kingdom can be reached.”

“And to search out Eryka,” Bracken said.

The woman tipped her head. “There is always that hope.”

She didn’t sound hopeful at all. No mistake, the way the two guards looked at each other, I suspected most believed this lost princess to be dead, and the prince was the one not letting her go.

“But,” the guard’s face hardened again when she looked back to Ari, “we did not come to meddle in the Ambassador’s feckless games of breaking timeless traditions in whatever kingdom you visit.”

“Timeless traditions.” Ari’s lip twitched, but he painted a false, wide grin on his mouth when he looked back at Gunnar. “She means tyranny and oppression.”

The woman gripped the hilt of her sword tighter, and I feared any moment a battle might break out between the two.

“With respect, Prince Bracken, we should return to the palace.” She peeled her gaze off Ari and gave a nod of respect to the fae drinking at the table. “They are the folk we came to see, not⁠—”

“We stay,” he said. “There is mischief among us, dear Saga, and I for one could use a day of mischief.”

She clenched her fists, clearly uneasy, but pinched her lips into a tight line at the man’s word.

Ari barred her out and stepped into the huddle of Kryv. His eyes dropped to mine. “I would like to know what happened to our most fearsome ally. I was given direct instructions to make the man smile no less than five times should I see him. Failure is not in my capacity to accept.”

I think I liked this fae. Odd, since lately I did not like much of anything.

A bit of warmth, almost like peace, settled in my chest. As if the fates were granting us a bit of light in the endless darkness. How an ambassador of the North would help, I didn’t know. But we had roles to play, and somehow, he would be part of it.

“Sit, my friend,” Niklas said, opening a hand to the empty tables. “We will tell you a story of an empty throne and the magic of memories.”
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Chapter 14
The Memory Thief


The fae visitors sat in a bit of stun by the time the Guild of Kryv and Falkyns finished our tale of the Masque av Aska and losing the Nightrender to vicious memory spells.

We drank ale in the quiet lavender twilight, staring at a small fire behind the Ruse. Dagny and the hidden Falkyns had joined us once we made it clear no threat existed. She sat beside the nymph woman and asked her a thousand questions about the magic and fae of the South.

In the Southern Kingdom fae folk lived as if they emerged from fables and fanciful sagas. Water nyks, sprites, huldrefolk—the guard was part huldre—underground kin who bore the thick skin of trold folk. Horns, wings, tails. It could all be found in the South.

But the strangest of their tales was the folk of the South lived without fear of their magic. Skirmishes amongst the courts abounded, but according to Bracken, whose High Court of Hearts oversaw all the lesser courts, it was nothing worthy of war for a crown.

Ari had said little for a man who enjoyed speaking. The story of Kase’s fate had unsettled him, and his distress, oddly, caused me to trust him more. He reclined in his seat, long legs outstretched, and tapped a knife back and forth over his knee.

“Fury dagger,” Ash whispered to no one in particular. “It’s what they call their strong blades in the North when they fill it with their tricky earth magic.”

Ari grinned at the sound of the boy. “I’d forgotten the children of the Kryv were the wisest. You know your weapons, boy.”

“The boy, Ellis, told me about your blades.”

“Ah, yes. He does know a lot about weapons. Probably why he is now beginning to train as a warrior.”

Ash huffed and shot a narrowed look at Lynx. “In the North boys of thirteen train to be warriors. In the East boys of thirteen are hidden and not allowed to rift.”

Lynx chuckled and shoved the young Kryv’s shoulder. “They must like boys of thirteen less in the North if they put them into battle.”

“I wish I was liked less,” Ash muttered under his breath, but it was what the room needed to breathe again.

The fae, the Kryv, the Falkyns, even I let out a soft chuckle until the mood sobered.

“So, if what you tell us is true, Niall Grym will not be Fate’s chosen king.” Prince Bracken scanned the room, his pale eyes flicking to each face.

“Fate has little thought for the Eastern Kingdom,” Raum said. “But we speak true. Malin brought the queen’s ring to life by merely standing near it.”

“This could be what Eryka meant,” Bracken said to the half-huldre guard. “She spoke of the three kingdoms united.”

“Brack,” the woman whispered, then seemed to recall the rest of us watching. She cleared her throat. “My Prince, Eryka also said she would be the one tasked with the duty to unite them. How? She is not even be the heir to be the high queen in the Court of Hearts.”

“She could see the desires of the Norns, Sofia. They led her here.”

The guard gave her prince a soft look. “But how do you explain her ranting about the point of the arrow? The face in the darkness? I say these things to help, not to hurt. She was not well; her visions had grown too strong. I think they led her down a dangerous path and . . . she did not return from it.”

I did not know this princess, but the way the prince’s face contorted in pain, he must’ve cared for his cousin greatly.

“Perhaps you’re right,” he said. “But I could not . . . I had to come here to see for myself.” Bracken looked at Ari, then to me. “We have no intention to steal your crown.”

“A crown, I assure you, I don’t want. I fight for the Nightrender, not the throne.”

“Even still, there is a battle coming. My cousin, the one we lost, she was a unique fae called a star seer. A visionary who could read destiny through the sky, but she could see things too. Future things.” Bracken paused, gathering his words. “As she grew, her sights turned to the East. She insisted there was a path of fate here that she needed to follow.

“A path that would lead to three kingdoms being united in peace. She believed it would be done through her and another, but all she saw of the second was darkness and the glint of silver. An arrow, or blade, or something. It made little sense, but one night she stole away from our shores and disappeared.”

“No disrespect to your cousin, but are you certain she could see clearly?” Gunnar asked. “Aligning with the East would not unite three kingdoms.”

The guard beside Bracken turned her soft face toward Gunnar. “You do not trust such magic, Young Prince?”

“I wish everyone would stop calling me prince,” Gunnar grumbled.

“Embrace it,” said Bracken with a wink. “Folk begin to do what you tell them.”

Ari smiled and went to stand beside Gunnar. “I was skeptical of Eryka’s gifts at first, too. Soon after I arrived in the South, I witnessed her talent for predictions and prophecy more than once. It was impressive.”

Saga glared at Ari. The guard was in a constant state of suspicion with the North’s ambassador, and I was curious. Not enough to press, but it was interesting that she suspected him, yet I trusted the fae more than I trusted her reluctance to stray from the course of vowing with Niall.

More than once Saga had muttered how vows were needed to seal peace between kingdoms, to strengthen the South.

“This does not need to be fought alone,” Ari said to Gunnar. “You know there are folk who would very much wish to hear the news of the Nightrender’s predicament.”

Gunnar nodded. “I know⁠—”

“But as we said,” Hagen interrupted, “we are not going to place more than necessary at risk. That includes you from the South. We are going to retrieve the Nightrender, and it will be a stand against those you’ve come to unite with.”

“Only if the High Queen overrules my voice,” Bracken said. “I have no plans to unite my sister with the heir of the Black Palace. Although, the High Queen does, and, alas, she has more power to wield than I.”

Hagen gave a nod of understanding. “Still, if you wish to return to the Black Palace, then do so with the knowledge we are enemies. As for the North.” My brother looked at Ari. “Let them have peace until . . . until I can bring more peace.”

“And if it does not go as you wish?” Ari said. “If you get your throat slit before you get the chance to hold your daughter or the princess?”

Hagen winced. “Then I will save their seats in the great hall of the gods.”

Ari shook his head but didn’t argue. No doubt, he wanted to.

Bracken cleared his throat, clearly unsettled. “We will inform the Black Palace we have plans to return home. I will see to it no treaties are signed until . . . until we perhaps see a little more clearly.”

“The queen will oppose the delay,” Saga said.

“Then she will oppose it,” Bracken snapped with more coldness in his voice than he’d let on since coming.

Ari seemed more than pleased with the reprimand before he came to my side. “I did not think it would come so soon. A new battle for a queen.” He took my hand. “Battles should not be fought alone.”

Then he left me with no time to respond before he took a moment longer with Gunnar. The two stood close, muttering to each other in low voices.

I made plans to ask Gunnar what they discussed. What a man as Ari Sekundär, who’d fought in a war before, thought of our troubles here. But when Dryck’s old clock chimed the hour, my blood rushed to my head. All gods, I needed to leave, or I would not make it to the meet in time for the high moon.

“Dag.” I tapped her arm and lowered my voice to a whisper. “I need to go wash. Will you let Hagen know I’ve not been snatched by the skydguard? You know how incessantly he worries.”

Dagny held the heaviness of a hard life in her eyes. Doubtless she ached to begin the promised search for her stolen son, but she still managed to grin. Still managed to be loyal and kind. “I will see to it no stupid men find you for a time. It’s for their sakes really. Should Kase hear anyone saw you naked in his absence, I think he might slaughter even the Kryv.”

She laughed, and I forced a stilted chuckle. But the thought burned a new hole in my scabrous, rotting heart.

I would sell my soul to the hells, I would take his place in the Black Palace prisons, if only I could see the Nightrender look at me like he had before the Masque av Aska.

Like he would burn the entire world for me alone.
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Sounds of night creatures scurrying around in the shadows of the trees lifted the hair on my arms.

I hugged my middle and tugged the hood further over my forehead, staring at the glow of the pale moon above me. Had he not read the missive in time? Tardiness when so much was on the line should we be caught turned my stomach sour.

I cracked my thumb knuckles. Shook out my hands. I closed my eyes, breathing in through my nose, desperate to still the race of my pulse. The snap of twigs brought me to pause. With slow movements, I dropped my hand to the hilt of the dagger on my waist and waited as the cracks and rustling drew nearer.

When the branches parted and icy light brightened his face, I allowed my shoulders to slump in relief.

“This is dangerous to keep meeting this way,” he said.

I was still unaccustomed to seeing the spark of worry in my stepfather’s gaze when he looked at me. For so many turns Jens Strom had ignored me. Placed me in the stables, forgotten me. Now to see the sacrifice and wickedness he’d lived to keep me nothing more than an uninteresting woman, to keep my identity secret, left me in a collision of affection and more questions than our lifetimes would allow.

“I know.” I looked once over my shoulder at the crunch of dried leaves. Assured we were still alone, I faced Jens. “Any luck on the ring?”

My stepfather sighed. “Ivar has hidden it well, no doubt he is trying to destroy it entirely. I have been unable to find it.”

A disappointing report, but understandable. Jens lost track of the queen’s ring after I’d left it abandoned on the ground at the Masque av Aska. We didn’t know what would happen should I finally slip the ring on my finger, what it might do for my mesmer.

On the chance it was needed, I always asked for reports. They always returned the same.

“What news from you, Malin?” Jens kept his hood over his head, but I could make out his full lips beneath his thick beard and the runes marking his cheeks.

“I faced him today,” I said. “Through mesmer.”

Jens’s mouth twitched. “And? How did he receive you?”

“He ended up killing me, but Daj, he desired me. He was so conflicted. I saw it in his eyes. I must see him face to face and it cannot wait for a new plan. It must be now. I feel it like I know the bleeding sun rises. To touch him, to be real, it could be the exact step needed.”

“He killed you, and you wish to see him in the flesh?”

“Yes.”

“No.” Jens snorted. “If your guild of thieves agreed with you, then you would have no need to reach out to me. I will not put you at risk in this⁠—”

“I will go with or without your help.” My voice quivered, and I did not even try to hide it. I blinked through the sting of frustrated tears and stepped closer. “I know he needs me. I know it. If you think death is enough to frighten me from going to him and easing his burdens, his pain, then you do not understand the depth of my devotion to Kase Eriksson. Now, tell me where he is.”

Jens ground his teeth and let out a slight growl in the back of his throat. “I was there when he chose that old wooden rose.”

“I know.” My tongue swiped out to wet my lips. “I have the reports from Hob and Luca, but . . . what did you think when you saw him?”

“He’s fading. Light is leaving his eyes, and not from his mesmer.”

It took all my strength to remain planted in the small clearing and not dart through the trees straight to the Black Palace.

“Then help me help him.” Dammit. My voice cracked. I could not stop the bubble of emotion. “You believe I am the true heir of this kingdom, so trust that the Norns are guiding me. My fate is tangled with the Nightrender. I-I believe even my mother knew it.”

“Your mother never knew Kase.”

“No, I know. But I saw her memory.”

Jens’s gave me a widened look of surprise. “You did? Then you know the sacrifices of those before you to keep you safe.”

“I do, but don’t you recall what she named me, what she nearly demanded I become? She said I would be a queen of sh⁠—”

“Shadows,” Jens said in a soft breathy whisper. “Hells. I’d forgotten until you dragged it back out.”

“When I heard that,” I went on, “it was as if a voice spoke to my heart and told me my path has always been destined to walk alongside his. I cannot let him fade, not another day, Daj. As he fades, so do I. These weeks, I cannot explain it, but it is as if my soul is seeping out of me, little by little.”

Jens kept quiet for a long pause. At long last, he let out a long sigh. “I will help you. Give me time. Meet me one toll before the dawn, and I will have your way into him, and hopefully a way out.”

A vicious sort of smile curved over my mouth. Jens danced a fine line with his duty as Master of Ceremonies for Ivar, but also the first and most loyal subject of the unclaimed crown. I knew he would try to help Kase as best he could without bringing harm to me or Hagen.

And it was a breathless relief knowing he was doing it.

“Thank you.”

“You cannot be seen or recognized, yet you are known. You must wait for me, so I might help conceal the truth of your visit should we need it. Promise me you will meet me.”

“I promise.”

Jens closed his eyes with a sigh. “This cannot fall back to Bard, Malin. Allow me to keep at least one child in my stewardship safe.”

Bard was no child, but I understood Jens’s concern. Ivar would be holding House Strom under scrutiny, and Bard would be of particular interest.

Bard had never been kind to me, but there were parts of me that did not blame him for it the same as I once did. He’d been taught to see me as nothing, but he had shown a great deal of pain when I’d joined the Kryv, when Hagen had been taken.

Truth be told, I was beginning to believe Bard Strom felt a great deal more than he let on.

I nodded. “I will do all I can to keep him separated from the whole of this.”

“Good. I must tell you I disagree with this move. If Kase kills you, then somehow finds his way through this, he will never forgive himself.”

I bit the tip of my tongue and nodded. I knew the risk, but it was one I also knew was needed.

“If you’re sure then.” Jens stepped closer with a bit of reluctance and muttered the directions on where and when to meet him. He hooded his head again as he prepared to leave. “I will do all I can to prepare him to receive you better than your last meet. Give me until tomorrow night, Mal.”

I sighed in frustration.

“Malin,” Jens said sternly. “These moves are delicate. I have to prepare for risks to our household, to the folk under my employ. I need to make arrangements to keep not only you, but Hagen, and your guild safe.”

“I did not ask you to⁠—”

“I know you did not ask, but it is my duty.” He shook his head. “I will always protect you, Malin. I will always protect your brothers. Give me time to make arrangements, and to soften Kase, if it is possible.”

One night. I could give him one night. “Thank you, Daj.”

Jens nodded. “Now, I suggest you get some rest. Tomorrow you must devise a way to slip out of Hagen’s watch. No small feat.”

I scoffed and bid him farewell, watching him disappear back through the wooded path. Once I was alone, I closed my eyes. If I were wiser, I might hold a touch of fear, caution, maybe hesitation. All I felt was the heady rush of excitement. Of a surety this step was right and would alter the course.

How, I didn’t know, but the Nightrender had been left to suffer long enough.
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Chapter 15
The Nightrender


Cold water soaked into every pore, but had little effect on the unease blooming like a disease in my chest.

I dipped my hands in the steady stream of clean water in the skydguard wash stalls and tried to scrub away the sweat and grime, and every thought of the bleeding day. The pitch of night blanketed the world outside, but I could not sleep.

My mind would not go still.

Not long after yesterday’s announcement, the fae disappeared. The Lord Magnate received word they were abandoning the East. Ivar had been sour since, ranting that they were to discuss the alliances at the Black Palace, not through missives.

I did not know if they would return, but after the crossing with the strange fae man, it would be too soon if I saw them again. For all I cared they could scurry back to their knolls and rot.

To unite with a court of any kingdom was a foolish move on Ivar’s part, but I couldn’t quite place the heart of my unease. True, I did not trust the fae, but it went deeper. A wrongness choked me about the entire idea of Niall rising as a king.

I leaned my forehead against the damp wood of the wash stall, water spilling over my scarred shoulders, my chest. The fae who’d spoken with me, he’d known me. I felt it to the bleeding center of my bones.

The list of those who knew things I didn’t continued to grow. Luca. He spoke with aggravating vagueness about life and the past. The bleeding hawker in the square. The child thief.

Her.

I clenched my eyes at the memory of her brilliant spring grass eyes growing wet with betrayal when I plunged my blade through her insides. The way she’d looked at me before, the way she seemed to know of the torture inside me. How she’d wanted to take the pain from me.

The way she knew how fiercely my desire for her had grown.

I swallowed through a knot in the back of my throat. Blood heated and pooled low in my gut as I allowed traitorous thoughts of her face to take control. She had to be a cruel Alver of sorts, must’ve cast a wicked spell over me to create this ugly obsession in my head.

An obsession I wanted to keep more than I yearned to be rid of it.

When I’d rammed my blade through her, it was as if my limbs moved outside of my control. Wildly my mind urged me forward, but my heart fought to stay the blade. I would never shake the sinking dread in my chest at the sight of my sword through her middle.

A voice, not my own, had screamed in my skull that I’d done my duty. But a deeper sense, an unsettling feeling had prickled up my arms with the wrongness of the move.

I slammed a fist against the wall, muscles tight. No denying I wanted the thief, to a place where longing for her caused pain. There was a heady bit of treasonous relief knowing she still lived somewhere in the world.

The need for her skin against mine grew with each wandering daydream. Her lips would be warm, her taste intoxicating.

How would she move against me?

How would it feel to taste every piece of her body? To drag my tongue over her neck, her breasts, her stomach, as if I could claim her as mine. How would it feel to slip my hand between her legs, destroying her the way she was destroying me?

Gods, I was a damn fool, a bleeding traitor.

She was not welcome in my world of duty and honor. Yet my head swam in thoughts of heated breaths, in slow, gentle kisses. So close I could practically smell the sweet hint of her hair. Like a memory my mind had plucked out of nowhere as if we’d touched in such a way before.

With hurried movements I let the cold water chase away thoughts of the thief. I plugged the stream, dressed, and slipped out of the wash stalls.

The moment I closed the door behind me, a hand gripped my shoulder. Shadows coated my body at the rush of adrenaline, but faded as hate overtook fear when I looked at his face.

“Sabain? Why are you awake?” My heart dropped. “What’s happened?”

The Benevolent had let his pale hair fall into his face, his tunic was untucked as if he’d quickly dressed.

“I was sent to find you.” His voice was rough and angry. “Apparently, the Master of Ceremonies wishes to have an audience with you in the council room and I was the blessed soul sent to fetch you.”

My brows tugged at the center. The Master of Ceremonies? At this hour?

The man kept to himself and rarely interacted with others while under the mask of his official title. It was no wonder why Sabain looked at me like he might split in two from envy.

I gave him no response, simply turned on my heel and strode back into the palace.

Two skydguard stood outside the council chamber, and at the sight of me, they promptly moved aside. But before I could enter the chamber, a man slipped out into the hallway.

Bard Strom.

Luca said he always found the man pompous, ambitious, and desperate to find a place among Heir Magnate Niall’s inner circle.

Since the Masque av Aska Bard had grown stoic and distant. I did not suspect Bard Strom had anything to do with his brother’s betrayal, but believed he’d taken it wholly personal his family had been shredded apart.

The new heir of House Strom seemed content never to speak with others again.

“My Lord,” I said, tipping my head in a greeting.

As always when we crossed paths, Bard Strom pinched his lips like he was seeing a ghost, but one that disgusted him.

“Gods, I just can’t.” He shook his head and stormed away from me.

I watched his back until a throat cleared behind me. The Master of Ceremonies removed a traveling cloak. A few twigs were tangled in the threads as if he’d come through the brush recently. He wore the full mask. A polished, porcelain face with sturdy velvet fabric printed in the richest blue. Each pointed end had a gold bell, so every step caused a whimsical jingle to follow him.

“Do not take his dismissal personally,” he said, his voice too deep to be true. Laced in the threads of the fabric of his mask were elixirs to alter every word. He was to be a ghost, an unknown. A formidable symbol of the masquerade. With a flick of his fingers, he signaled for me to follow him inside the chamber. “Bard has a great deal on his mind.”

Only once the doors were closed and sealed behind us did he remove the mask. Jens Strom rubbed a hand down his face, wiping away lingering flecks of gold dust from the mask.

“No doubt you’re wondering why I’ve brought you here, Kase.”

I clasped my hands behind my back. “I admit it was a surprise. You summon me under your official title.”

“Yes, well, I find it keeps folk away when they believe I am engaged in official business for the Black Palace.” Jens pointed at a chair at the long council table. “Sit.”

I complied, adjusting the sword on my belt as I eased into a high-backed chair. “Are we not speaking about official business, My Lord?”

“No.” Jens leaned against his chair and steepled his fingers in front of his mouth, studying me until my pulse quickened. “I have a personal request, and I must urge you to consider my words. Do not doubt them straightaway. I believe we have enough respect for each other to do that, right?”

I did have respect for House Strom. Along with rancid guilt. Jens Strom treated me fair, and I repaid him by allowing constant thoughts of the woman who aided in the death of his daughter to flood my brain.

“I hold you in the highest regard, My Lord.”

“Good.” Jens glanced to the side of the room where a few embers still glowed in the inglenook. “Do you believe in fate, Kase?”

“I do not hold much stock in it. I believe our choices are our own.”

He smiled and let out a soft ‘hmm’, then turned back to the embers. “I once felt the same. But I have come to believe there are moments in life when paths cross so intricately it leads me to believe the Norns truly exist. You have lived at the Black Palace for many turns, yes?”

“Most of my life, Lord Strom.”

“Ah, most of your life. Tell me, before you came to be here, what was life like? Your mother? Father?”

Below the table, I clenched a fist over my knees. I did not know how to put into words the way my memories swirled into nothing but smoke should I try to look back too far.

“It is all right if you don’t recall,” Jens said. “You were rather small when they died.”

Breath caught in my chest. “You know my . . . my folk?”

“I did. May I tell you a tale, Kase?” He waited, granting me time to give permission. I nodded, disquieted by the odd conversation, and engulfed in it all at once. Jens leaned over the table onto his elbows. “I am not so proud to admit that I am rarely found at worship meet. But one day, nearly nineteen turns ago, I took my three children with me to worship meet. Hagen had returned with good news from one of his journeys to the Northern Kingdom, and I felt it prudent we give thanks to the gods.”

I ruffled at the mention of Hagen Strom, but Jens spoke his name with a tenderness, I supposed, only a father could give a murderous son.

“It was upon leaving where my path changed in ways I could not comprehend.” Jens paused, jaw clenched. “My little daughter had barely reached two turns. I’d turned my back not more than two breaths, and when I looked back, the girl was gone. Toddled right into the bustle of the trade square.

“You are not a father, but you can understand the frenzy that comes with losing such a tiny thing. I still don’t know how she managed to get so far, but we found her at the edge of the river. Hells, I’ll never forget the panic of watching her little hand reach for the current. I wasn’t going to reach her before she toppled in. I knew it. I cried for the girl to stop, but it was too late. She fell over the bank.”

Jens dragged a hand through his hair. I didn’t move, uncertain where this tale was going.

“My shouts must’ve caught her ear, for not a moment after my girl fell in, a woman in rags dove in straight after. She caught the girl before the current could tear her downriver and hooked her arm on a fallen log long enough for me and my two sons to reach them.

“The woman was nothing but bones. Starving, ill. She took us to her tiny bower hut to search for a quilt to keep my girl from freezing. When she pulled back the flap, I saw a boy. Dirty, hair a mess, but with the brightest, most curious eyes I’d ever seen.”

My chest tightened.

He seemed pleased with my stoic silence and barreled on. “Your mother, Kase, saved my girl. When she had little strength because of an illness with her blood, she still dove in, risking her life to save my daughter. She was a young widow, and after your father—a fisherman—was killed during a sea storm, she had little penge to buy her herbs to care for her illness. It spread and weakened her, but she did all she could to keep her son’s mouth fed. You ought to have pride in that.”

My knee bounced beneath the table. “I . . . I didn’t realize you knew me as a child, My Lord. I do not recall it.”

For a moment a shadow of sadness, perhaps regret passed over his features. “I know you don’t. Your mother had to be selective on the work she took. Your mesmer had begun to show and it frightened too many folk. It drew too much attention. I cared little what sort of mesmer you had, so you and your mother came to stay at House Strom. You got on with my girl, being close to the same age, and your mother worked for pay until the day her illness took her to the Otherworld.”

Not once in my life had I been told I’d stayed at House Strom. Truth be told, it made a bit of sense, the reasons Jens Strom addressed me informally, why he always treated me with respect. The way he spoke of a mother I did not remember was dripping in it.

A bit of pride swelled in my chest. Hells, I wished I could remember her.

“And me,” I said. “What became of me after?”

“I’ll leave those memories up to you to recall. I tell you this because our paths crossed that day, and I cannot believe it was some coincidence. House Strom and House Eriksson were meant to cross, meant to unite, meant to trust each other. So, I ask you to trust me now. I only wish to bring you peace and clarity.”

“Lord Strom, I’m not sure I understand.”

“And you won’t,” he said. “But I am about to tell you something, and I need you to give my words thought. In the coming nights, if there is a time when you are torn between where your loyalties should lie, I hope you will consider taking the path that seems harder, perhaps even wrong. Take that path, and I swear to you it will bring you the peace you cannot find here.”

Did he know the conflict living in my head? “I have a good life here, My Lord. I assure you.”

“Yes, you live in a palace. You have meals, a bed, yet you are not at peace. I see it in your eyes. So, when the time comes where you are conflicted on which choice to make, do not listen to the voice in your head that forces your devotion to the Black Palace.”

“Lord Strom,” I said, voice rough. “Are you telling me . . . to stand against the Black Palace?”

“I’m telling you to doubt what you believe goes on here, Kase. Doubt what you think happened at the masquerade.”

“The masquerade? You know what happened.” I hesitated. “Your own heir attacked.”

“Yes, Hagen was involved. So was a guild of thieves.” He rose from his chair and gathered a leather-bound stack of parchment off the floor. In four strides Jens stood next to my chair. “I am needed elsewhere, so I must go, but I’m asking you to trust your heart over your head in the coming days. Life is changing in the Eastern Kingdom. We all will need to trust what this says—” he pointed to my heart, “rather than what others tell us to believe.”

With a heavy slap he dropped the parchment stack in front of me.

“I know this has made little sense,” he admitted. “It may lead you in the direction that can bring you peace.”

“Lord Strom, I don’t see the purpose of this request. Is there something going on I should know?”

His smile was burdened. With one hand he drummed his fingers over the leather. “Yes, Kase. There are things you do not know. Take this as guidance, as a bit of respect for your mother. I promised her I’d keep watch over you, and I intend to keep my promise.” He picked up the bound parchment and placed it directly in front of me. “Read this, I hope it brings you the insight that leads to the peace you want.”

I fingered the parchment, refusing to give any hint to this man that I could hardly read, and his gift would be more strenuous than helpful.

“What is in it?” I asked.

Jens grinned as he reached for his gaudy mask. “An old child’s myth. A tale of two royal families and their power over memories.”
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Chapter 16
The Memory Thief


Niklas would rant and throw knives if he knew I’d slipped out to speak to Kase.

Tova would insist on coming, then shout at Kase for being dense until he turned his blade on her.

Raum and Vali would insist on keeping watch, but would surely talk too much to each other until Kase tried to murder us all.

Gunnar would join me for the thrill of it, but Hagen would certainly chain me to a wall and insist I’d slipped into a madness. My brother was one to speak of the desperate need to find the one you loved most. Perhaps he spoke boldly to the fae on his valiant attempt to keep Gunnar’s mother safely ignorant, but I saw the truth. The longing glances at the horizon, the moments when my brother was lost in his own pain, his own thoughts.

His lover was in a faraway kingdom, mine was trapped a few lengths away.

I’d convinced the guilds that my stomach had grown unsettled and excused myself to retire early. I’d not even glanced at the shanties around Dryck’s alehouse before I’d slipped through the wood to the waiting place.

No mistake, Hagen, or Tova, or Dagny would come to check on me, and they’d lose their bleeding minds once they found me missing. I had to hope by then, I might have good news to bring them on the Nightrender.

Behind a waist-high stone wall, I crouched and tugged a woolen cowl over my braided hair. One by one, I curled my fingers along the edge of the wall, glancing over, so only the top half of my head was visible to the opposite side.

Far enough away I would appear as nothing more than a shadow.

The skydguard tower was on the west side of the Black Palace. Windows were strategically placed, so the guards and Alvers within could keep watch on the Black Palace through the night. At the base of the tower two guards manned the only entrance, then on the uppermost platform two more paced beneath a wood and wattle rooftop.

“Malin.”

Blood rushed through my head at my name. Jens stepped out of a tall hedge, dressed in black, his head shrouded much like mine. I sank behind the wall again and hurried to the hedge.

Once I was tucked into the prickly shrub, Jens handed me a tattered smock and a covered basket.

“Remove the cowl and put this on.”

“You’re certain they’ll allow me to pass?”

Jens frowned at me, then pulled a gilded mask from a satchel over his shoulder. Chips of gold and silver sparkled like starlight over the white porcelain face. Out the top black satin curled like a sunburst. On each end of fabric was a twinkling gold bell.

The sight of the face shot an icy chill down my spine, but I buried the disquiet behind pinched lips.

Jens slipped the mask over his face. “I will get you through the door, but if it goes wrong and your identity is revealed, I’ll need to play ignorant, Malin. I’ll tie the tongues of the front guards, but I would not be able to tie every skydguard in the tower. I do have a few general Elixist poisons on hand. Still, do this with great care. To poison them all would take time and you could very well be on the executioner’s block before they all stopped breathing.”

I would not doubt Jens would slaughter every man in the tower. It would not be the worst he had done to keep his wards safe. We all had the call to wickedness inside us. Gods forgive me, but by now I would rather be a villain if it meant those I loved were safe.

“The more I think on it, perhaps I should join you in the room,” Jens said.

“No.” I rested a hand on his arm. “You promised. You cannot be connected to me as you just said. The förvirring is delicate, and it might be too much if he realizes we’re connected. I intend to draw him closer to me, not push him back to Ivar. You must get clear of the tower. Please.”

From behind the Master of Ceremonies mask, Jens freed a long breath. “Fine. Let’s go before I change my mind and inform your thieves what you are doing. After this, I want you to bring the guilds to House Strom for a time.”

“You’re leaving the township?”

“I told you I would make arrangements for such things. It is long overdue for House Strom to serve as a stronghold in this battle. I’ve arranged to have word delivered to Hagen in the morning that I’ll expect throngs of thieves to overtake our land straightaway.”

An unexpected well of emotion scorched through the ice over my heart. My brow furrowed, and before I could think better of it, I curled my arms around Jens’s neck.

The man must’ve been as stunned as me at the sudden show of affection, but after no more than three heartbeats, he wrapped his thick arms around my waist.

“Thank you,” I said. “For all you have sacrificed, and your loyalty.”

Jens cleared his throat and patted my cheek before he released his hold on me. “I will always serve my queen.”

He pulled the mask up and pressed a soft kiss to my forehead. How life had changed in so short a time. Mere months ago, I held fear for this man, I was certain he despised me. Now, hells, he was a saving gift from the gods.

“You remember how to get out?” he asked, returning the mask over his face.

“Yes.” I pulled back the rabbit fur covering on the basket. Inside was a loaf of seed bread and slices of blood pears. Beneath them, under a swath of linen, was the glint of steel. With shaky fingers I covered the knife.

Jens tipped his chin and took the lead into the night.

I kept a steady pace in his wake, head lowered, hugging the basket to my chest. It took a great deal of control to keep my gaze locked on the gritty pathway and not mark each skydguard as Kase had taught me. This was a risk, going in without knowing faces or exits, or if my face would be recognized at all.

I almost smiled imagining a clear-headed Nightrender scowling at me for taking such a sloppy risk during a scheme.

“Gods,” a breathy gasp shattered the silence. “My Lord, this is an unexpected honor.”

I dared take a peek after boots scuffled like skittering mice over the dirt. The two guards at the door had straight backs and lifted chins. They looked over Jens’s masked face, a sign of respect not to meet the Master of Ceremonies in the eye.

Even if the Masque av Aska had ended, the Master of Ceremonies often traipsed the grounds of the Black Palace donned in his fool’s mask.

Few knew his identity, after all.

“Yes.” Jens’s voice was low, gritty, hardly the true tone of my stepfather. “The Lord Magnate sent food for the Malevolent.”

“Will you be dropping it, My Lord?”

Jens clicked his tongue. “If I had time to be a damn delivery serf, I wouldn’t have brought one.”

He made a dismissive gesture at me, and I dropped my chin lower.

“Of course, My Lord. We’ll take it to him.”

“If you abandon your post, who will be guarding the doors? You’ll let the girl go in,” Jens said. “And you will never speak the truth of my presence here nor the woman. Speak only lies.”

A chill soaked the night. My skin pebbled against the cold. For half a breath, the guards’ eyes glazed as though in a fog.

After a moment, they studied Jens, then nodded. “Only we stand here, My Lord.”

One guard narrowed his gaze at my stepfather. Clearly he knew something had been done to them but would never be allowed to speak it.

Strange to see Jens’s mesmer at work. A delightfully wicked Talent I was pleased to have on our side.

“You know what to do, and you’ve promised.”

It took me a few breaths to realize Jens spoke to me. I squeezed his forearm. “I’ll see you at House Strom soon.”

I took a step for the door, but halted when a man strode through at the same moment. My heart sank into my gut, and his name slipped off my tongue before I could stop it. “Eero.”

The traitorous Falkyn studied me for half a breath, then his face contorted into a cruel sneer. “I knew you’d show your bleeding face someday. Take her! She is the thief who tried t-to . . . dammit . . . she tried to assassinate the Heir Magnate.”

The words stammered off his tongue as if it took a great amount of thought to shape them.

“It is only us here, Lord Eero,” said the skydguard, still glaring at Jens.

“What? You fool. Take her.”

“It is only us here, Lord Eero,” the second guard repeated.

Eero reached for his sword, but stopped at Jens’s deep rumble. “I told you this once before, you bastard. You cannot speak of her. Not as the thief, nor as the heir. You cannot speak, nor write that the woman was here for she is not here.”

Eero let out a roar of frustration. “No. No, bleeding hells.”

“Oh, poor Eero. Your tongue is tied.” I did not fully understand my stepfather’s mesmer, but it seemed if they could not speak of the existence of me, they could not touch me either. Even standing in front of them. What a maddening trap to be in.

Eero gripped the sword on his waist, but did not release it. His glare was nothing but hate and murder when he looked at me again.

I traced my fingers down the side of his jaw, grinning. “I have dreams of carving every name you betrayed into your skin, then taking each finger, each eye, your tongue, until you sob for death.”

His hard glare cut through me, but he said nothing.

I leaned in, drawing my lips against his ear. “But Niklas deserves the honor. When the day comes, and it will, I will be there, watching.”

Eero spat at my feet and clenched his jaw.

“Time to move. Remind him to follow a harder path,” Jens said. His voice was haggard, weakened. No mistake, his mesmer was draining him. “I need you to get out of sight or I cannot complete the tied tongues if their mind is still convinced you are here.”

“Thank you.”

I gave Jens a small smile, squeezed his hand, then hurried past the wretched Falkyn and into the skydguard tower.
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Chapter 17
The Memory Thief


I didn’t knock, and palmed the iron door latch until it clicked, then eased the door open with a nudge from my shoulder.

Every movement grew tedious. I held my breath until my lungs burned.

He’d sense fear, so I imagined better days. Laughter. Taunting. Swimming in the deep reeds of the pond all to impress the waif boys and girls. I held tightly to the memory of how a villainous crook touched gently, kissed passionately, and how he held me close to his body as if releasing me would be the end of him.

The room was dimly lit by a single tallow candle on a sconce. A simple space. One cot against a wall. Wooden shelves and crates to hold belongings. I breathed a little relief at the sight of a sheath and baldric on the floor, still holding his dagger and seax. A narrow desk made of oak was placed off to the side of the window. There my gaze came to a halt.

A flutter rolled through me, beginning in my chest, and ending in the lower part of my belly.

Kase’s bare, scarred back faced me as he hunched over a stack of parchment. His skin was paler than before, a little pallid, and the broad muscle across his body was growing leaner, weaker.

I pressed a palm to my chest, rubbing out the ache for him, the relief he was alive, the pain of not being able to rush into his arms.

Kase—unaware he was no longer alone—lifted a hand and covered his left eye. I waited three breaths, before he switched hands and covered the right side of his face.

Slowly, I closed the door at my back and choked out a pathetically shaky opening. “You look as if you could use something hearty to eat.”

Kase whipped around, standing so abruptly the chair knocked over. “Get out, girl.”

“I must deliver this food.”

“Then leave it and go.”

I snorted. “A bit of gratitude does a great deal of good, you know?”

Shadows slithered from the corners as mesmer flared in emotion. “I could have them take your tongue for your disrespect, girl.”

The next moments would be fast, critical, possibly deadly. I slipped a hand inside the basket and curled my fingers around the hilt of the knife. Eyes down, I softened my tone. “You’ve threatened the same once before, Nightrender.”

The basket fell from my hands as I drew the knife. My eyes locked on his for half a breath. In his stun, shadows flickered, giving up some of the beautiful gold. There and gone, before Kase made a lunge for his weapons.

I was closer.

Before he could catch hold of his sword or dagger, I kicked them behind me and had the knife aimed at the swell of his throat.

Shadows thickened around my neck, chest, around my limbs, but did nothing more than add a layer of ice over my skin. Kase’s inky eyes flashed in hot anger, his breaths were sharp and heavy.

“You must have a great desire to meet the Otherworld, thief.”

“Not particularly. I’ve come to speak with you, nothing more.”

“Says the woman with a knife to my neck.”

“Says the man with his mesmer ready to snap my neck.” I tilted my head. “Except you can’t, can you? Because I do not fear you.”

A wicked sort of grin pulled at his lips. “Foolish of you.”

A sharp gasp slid from my throat when his grip tightened on my hand holding the knife. In a few tricky motions he had the knife on the ground, my back pressed to his chest, and a hand around my throat.

Kase drew his lips against my ear, voice rough. “For you, thief, I would not use mesmer to snap the bones in your body. I’d use my hands.”

“At least—” I swallowed against his tightening grip. “At least your hands would be on me.”

Kase shoved me hard enough I stumbled to the ground. I hurried and flipped onto my back, scooting away, but kept my eyes on him.

Without breaking his dark stare, Kase leaned over and picked up the seax blade in the sheath.

He pointed the sword at my heart. “It is good to know you aren’t an illusion this time. I can finish what I attempted at our last meet.”

“It should hurt how much you want to kill me,” I said. “But it angers me more than anything. You’re too damn stubborn to admit—even a little—you’re intrigued by me.”

“I hold nothing but⁠—”

“Disdain, disgust, yes, I know. That is what you say, but you have not killed me.” I took a risk and leveraged to my knees with his sword still aimed at my chest. My voice quivered, but I didn’t care. I would not look away. “Aren’t you the slightest bit curious why I would risk coming here after you so rudely stabbed me last time? I do not have a death wish, yet I am here.”

Kase’s jaw pulsed. I took it as a small victory when more of the sunrise gold in his eyes bled through the black.

“I could take this pain for you,” I whispered, seizing any opportunity to reach the lost pieces of his heart.

Kase ground his teeth, his grip pulled tighter on the sword. When he spoke, the words slid through his teeth like he battled each one. “Why are you here?”

Another risk, another move. I lifted my hand to the point of his sword and softly nudged the tip away from my heart. “I promised I would always find you. Not even the gods could stop me.”

“Find me for what?”

Tread carefully. Too much, too soon, and Ivar’s mesmer could pull him back in. My eyes caught the parchment on the desk. He was trying to read what Jens had left for him, but Jens did not know the Nightrender as I did.

Ignoring his previous question, I used my chin to point at the desk. “I could help you with that.”

Kase flicked his eyes at the parchment, then leveled his sword back at my throat. “Help with what?”

“With the words. Or do they not leap across the pages as they once did?”

Kase’s shadows died at once, and the sword dropped from his hand. When he went to reach for the weapon, I rested a hand on the steel, drawing his eyes to lock with mine.

“How?” His voice was low, dark. Broken. “How do you know?”

“What if, even just for tonight, you pretended I was not your enemy.” With a nod at the parchment again, I almost smiled. “If you’d like me to help, I’d like to stay.”

The way he studied me was as if the flicker of the memory of the night in Felstad when I discovered his trouble with words was trying to break through. I almost believed he would stand aside as he’d done in the ruins.

Foolish, wishful thinking. I jolted when Kase had the sword wrapped in his hand in a single breath, and back to the soft skin of my neck.

“Luca told you.”

“Oh? Is Luca Grym aware the written word is a challenge?”

“I’ve known him many turns.”

“Yes, but you would prefer to take this secret to the grave. Luca is unaware.”

His eyes narrowed. “Yet, you know.”

“Exactly.”

Kase chuckled darkly, his shoulders tensed as he stared at me down the edge of his sword. “And I am supposed to believe I would hide such a thing from a man I’ve known since childhood but confess it to a murderess and a thief? With no recollection of confessing it, I might add.”

“You are following along brilliantly.” With care, I pinched the edge of the sword, winked, then tested whether Kase would allow me to point the blade away from my throat once more. He scowled like I’d burned his favorite tunic, but little by little the point lowered.

“You are a liar,” he growled as I rose to my feet. “You’ve placed some illusion around me, so I am docile.”

“No. I am no Hypnotik.”

“We have never interacted but for your bloody attack at the masquerade. I certainly was too occupied trying to slaughter your guild to confess a struggle with words.”

“Oh, how all those things you just said are so wrong.” I clasped my hands behind my back, testing how far he’d let me go, and took a step toward the desk. “You are correct in one thing—I did not discover your aversion to reading at the Masque av Aska. I stumbled upon the discovery in the middle of the night days before, and that discovery led to a great many other delightful things.”

Kase clenched his fists, looking rather intent on taking out my tongue like he always promised. “We. Did not. Meet before that night.”

“You seem angry. I thought we were pretending I was not your enemy.”

“You are pretending, I’m deciding how I would like to dispose of you. Through Ivar’s court? Or by my own hand?”

“I do love your hands.”

Hells, it was almost like the first days after we reunited. Him, the sullen, sharp-tongued Nightrender. Me, the girl from the past, clawing her way to the soft side of his heart. When this was all over, I was certain we’d look back at this night and laugh. He’d call himself a fool. He’d kiss me. He’d do all the things I imagined night after night.

We stood one pace from each other, faces locked in stony frustration. The way he pierced me with his gaze, the way his eyes dropped to my mouth for half a breath, I could not tell if Kase wanted to strangle me or kiss me.

I shook my head, letting my shoulders slump, and pointed to the table. “Before you turn me over to the Lord Magnate or slaughter me, at least allow me to help you with these.”

“I don’t need your damn help. I can read them.”

“Ah.” I rocked back on my heels, scanning the first few symbols. “Glad to hear it, for it is a fascinating tale. What do you make of it?”

In my mind he could make three potential moves: toss me out of his chamber, admit there was something odd going on, or he could crack open my chest with his blade.

I should’ve known even without his memories this was still the Nightrender—he’d make a deal.

“You’ve found me out,” he said in a tone that sent a shudder trickling down my spine. I froze, curious, a little frightened, as a wry smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth. “In the time I’ve had those notes, I’ve grasped only a few familiar terms. You, thief, will summarize it for me, so I can make sense of why it was sent to me. Then tomorrow I will ask the same of another to see if the summaries align.”

“And if they do?”

Kase tilted his head, a poisonous flash of hate darkened his gaze. “I will offer you one more night of clemency and permit you to tell me whatever it is you think I must know.”

All gods. If he honored his deal, this could be a step closer to him doubting his reality. A step back to me.

“And if they don’t?”

“Meet me tomorrow night where the river splits and find out.”

I swallowed the thick knot lodged in my throat. I’d meet him, no mistake, but in the trees, Gunnar would be perched beside Tova, arrows notched and ready to strike fear into the heart of the man who fed from it.

“Agreed,” I said and shuffled through the parchment. I would need to be wise on how I spoke.

To my stepfather’s credit, this was a brilliant move. Kase already realized there were inconsistencies in his existence. He knew people knew things he could not recall. Perhaps this would help him consider some sort of memory mesmer was at play here.

Perhaps at long last he’d turn to us instead of Ivar.

But if I gave too much, the fear of entangling him deeper into the fetters of mesmer was palatable and bitter.

“This—” My voice cracked. “This is a saga about the two royal Alver lines that once ruled here in the East. Two princes, one with daughters, the other with sons, battled to claim the throne.”

Kase narrowed his eyes, but said nothing as I barreled on.

“As the story goes, both families were blessed with unique Talents. Perhaps you’ve read of the fabled memory workers.” My voice softened. “Anomali Alvers who had the power to truly alter the mind.”

When Kase remained silent, I let the suffocating quiet swallow me whole. Had I given too much? Not enough?

I startled through a jolt of hot blood through my chest when he drew close enough I could touch his face. I would’ve if I thought he wouldn’t break my fingers should I try.

“A fable?” Kase ruffled through the parchment, clearly discomposed.

“There is more detail, but you asked for a summary.” I took out one of the back sheets. “This is all about the different Talents within memory mesmer. The Alvers who can steal the past straight from your mind and share those thoughts with others.”

“How?”

“Through breath. Both living and the final breath of the dead. Come close enough—” I took a cautious step, so he had to drop his chin to meet my eyes. “Draw the lips near, like a kiss, then breathe deeply. The memories will slip away, forgotten.”

Kase’s voice went rough and gritty. “And what other Talents were there for these memory workers?”

This would be a chance to get him to question. I prayed to the gods it would open even a sliver of doubt for the Black Palace. “The other Talent belonged to Alvers with the power to . . . alter memories.”

I gave him a knowing look. Out of all the reactions I expected, to hear him laugh was not one of them.

Kase broke into a mocking sort of chuckle. One filled with condescension.

I folded my arms over my chest. “What’s funny?”

A squeak scraped off my tongue when his strong hand gripped my throat. Firm enough that with a little more pressure it would make drawing breath difficult. He pinned my back to the wall, his body holding me captive.

“You’re lying. And not a good lie.” His eyes were black pools as he pressed his brow to mine. “How stupid do you think I am? I hear it in your voice, the hope I’ll think all your manipulations are some sort of mesmer trick. As if I would ever believe mesmer could change real, tangible thoughts. I do not know if you are some witch sent from the hells to torment me, but you are playing a dangerous game, thief.”

His breath heated my lips. I was a stupid woman. Instead of trying to be free of his aggression, the nearness made my knees weak, made my pulse bleed for more. For all of him.

“I am not playing a game,” I whispered back. “Perhaps it would be wise for you to doubt what you believe goes on here and trust a harder path.”

His eyes narrowed. “You’re not the first to tell me this.”

“It is good advice.” Unable to stop, I rested one palm over the rapid thud of his heart.

“Leave,” he said. “Now. Before I decide not to be merciful.”

He demanded it of me, but he hadn’t released my throat; he still caged me against the wall.

My hand traveled up his chest until I touched the throbbing pulse in his neck. By the gods, how I’d longed to touch him. I lifted my eyes. “I can take this pain from you. I see how not knowing what is real tortures you. Let me take it.”

He blinked a few times, then slowly the pad of his thumb tugged on my bottom lip. “I want nothing from you.”

“Liar.” My fingertips grazed the rough stubble of his jaw as I lifted to my toes to whisper in his ear. “You desire me, but can’t explain why. And you hate it. What if there was no reason to feel shame for such a desire?”

I grazed the curve of his ear with my mouth. Kase stiffened but didn’t pull away.

“What if,” I whispered, “the same desire you feel rages through me?”

He opened his eyes; the burn of want and passion was like molten gold behind the dark center. I pressed my hips against the hardness of his body. Kase groaned and dug his fingernails into the flesh of my shoulder.

“One night, remember?” I said. “For one night, let us not be enemies. Let us be something more.”

Kase’s breaths were harsh and jagged. The conflict of what he thought was true collided with the past fighting to break free, but after a few heartbeats his arm snaked around my waist; his frown deepened. “This is treasonous.”

By the gods, he was giving in.

If I had been given the gift of this one night, this one moment, I would not waste it.

I took his hand off my waist. My fingers trembled as I lifted the tattered hem of my skirt, then guided his palm to my leg. His breath caught, but soon enough Kase took hold of the hem for himself and slipped his callused fingertips to my bare skin. I kept my hand over the top of his as it traveled along the surface of my thigh.

“It’s only treason if you are caught. One night. Do not deny you want this as much as me.”

He swallowed and leaned closer. “Only to satisfy a need. Keep your mouth to yourself.”

I chuckled. “Afraid I might steal your memories like the story?”

“I’m not sure yet.”

Breath ripped from my lungs when the Nightrender gripped my underclothes, pulling them away, and curled his fingers into the heat between my legs. I snapped into a helpless arch against his touch. My hands grappled for his shoulders, seeking purchase to hold onto him.

Then it stopped.

He released my body as if I’d scorched him and took three steps back. “No.”

I pressed a hand to my heart, afraid the pressure of its beat would snap a rib. The agony of being abandoned by his clever fingers was too much. “What . . . what’s wrong?”

“You’re a trap. A ruse.” He clutched the sides of his head.

He stood still, allowing me to cross the gap between us. I took a risk with a gentle touch. Something safe. The way it always was when we were young. My palm touched the side of his face, drawing his bright, furious eyes to mine.

I dared smile and shook my head. “I am not here to torment you. I’m here to be with you. Just you, not the Malevolent Ivar wants you to be. You. There is more to you than shadows, so is it possible there is more to me?”

He studied me. Every muscle in his weary body seemed to tighten and pulse with the agonizing tension ruining his beautiful mind. How many breaths we stood there, staring, hoping, mistrusting, I didn’t know. Two, twenty, it didn’t matter. I would stand still in his storm until it came to a calm.

“I am unarmed. I have no mesmer I can use against you.” With slow, steady movements, I tugged at the shoulders of my dress and slipped one arm free.

Kase froze, but his eyes tracked my movements. I followed the rough swallow down his throat when I slid both arms out of my dress.

“See for yourself.” My dress crumbled around my feet. His eyes drifted to the empty sheath on my thigh, to my naked skin where no elixir pouches could possibly be tucked away. I hugged my middle and met his eyes. “For one night, let me be yours, the way you want to be mine. No matter how you deny it, I see it in your eyes.”

I fought the furious desire to shout at him that we were lovers, friends, that he was my every heartbeat.

In the next breath Kase’s infuriating resolve snapped, and he charged. His hands claimed my hips, pressing my bare back against the cold wall; his body caged me there. “Do you see in my head? Is that your trick? You see the things I desire?”

A bit of a smile carved over my lips. He desired me, and the damn förvirring kept him questioning it. I had to believe the truth of an unyielding love was stronger than the magic of lies.

“I cannot read your thoughts. I simply hope the things I feel are returned.”

He let out a rough growl, cursed to the gods, then slipped his hand between my thighs again. I shuddered and widened my stance, desperate to take all he could give. Hesitant to kiss, but Kase licked and nipped at my neck, claiming what he wanted.

He was cruel. He tortured me. Those wicked fingers stroked, teased, and slid deeper until I could hardly catch a breath.

Until all at once, he pulled away before I could pitch off the ledge. The gilded intensity in his gaze sent a shudder of fear through my veins. Not the wretched sort of fear, but in a way that tangled the insides in nervous anticipation.

“K-Kase.” My entire body trembled as I blinked back to his gaze. His eyes were black, but not from mesmer.

With his free hand, Kase gripped my braid, tugging so my head arched back. “Am I to do this by myself? You say you feel so much.” He released my hair and took hold of my wrist, pressing my open hand to his tightening trousers. “Do your part, thief.”

My hands shook over the buckle of his belt. He matched my stance, legs wide, open. Wanting.

On instinct I leaned in, desperate to kiss him through all of it.

“No.” His rough voice drew me back. “I warned you.”

He’d pay for it. With added pressure to my grip, I stroked his length until he leaned into me with a groan. I dropped my forehead to the heated skin of his shoulder, desperate to be closer, to show him what was in my heart since I could not truly tell him.

We drove each other to a burning pinnacle, and for a moment I could almost catch a glimpse of the true emotions pulsing through us. Beneath the shroud of hate and lies, there was fierce devotion; there was love.

I’d give my life to set it free.

The short gasps of our breaths lulled me into a beautiful haze. My head fell back against the wall. Kase must’ve taken my pleasure as a challenge to make my lax body writhe in knots. He grabbed my leg and wrapped it around his waist, giving room for his fingers to curl and move in a new way, transforming me into nothing but malleable skin and bones.

“Gods,” I said as my body shook. I matched his pace, rocking my hips against his hand. “Say it. Say you want this. You think of me, you dream of me, just as I dream of you.”

“You bleeding haunt me.” He burrowed his face in the soft space of my neck. “Why?”

“Sometimes there are things only our hearts remember.”

Whimpers of pleasure grew louder. Kase covered my mouth with his hand and chuckled with a touch of satisfaction when I bit his palm to keep from crying out.

“Kase, I . . .” I couldn’t finish the words before my body shuddered and trembled through a wave of heat and pleasure. I cried out, and this time he made no effort to muffle it. No mistake, the sound only deepened his groans and desperate movements.

My body wanted to go limp, but I held him close. He gritted out a curse against my throat as I worked him through his release.

But for the tangle of our heavy breaths, the world was silent as we waited for strength to return. As if this moment was shielded from the wickedness of reality, and for now we could embrace a fleeting bit of passion and peace.

“What is this?” Kase whispered, lifting his head from my shoulder. He thumbed the wooden raven charm around my neck.

Niklas’s warnings blared in my skull. Already I’d given too much, crossed too many lines. I could not risk telling him the whole truth. “The second half of a pair. A raven and a rose.”

“A raven and a rose,” he repeated under his breath. “Just like the . . . hawker’s cart.”

His fingers had started to stroke the twine, then moved to the ridges of my shoulders. I wasn’t sure he noticed until the wretched flicker of disgust returned to his eyes.

Kase turned away, tossed me a damp cloth, and fastened his trousers again. “Only to satisfy a need.”

“It was more, and I will be waiting until you dare admit it,” I whispered. I knew he felt a great deal more, but mesmer, or perhaps his own fears kept him from drawing too near to a new truth. If this night had proven anything, it was that he was still reachable.

After using the cloth, I tugged my dress back into place, and went to the window. Jens assured me there would be a trellis on the side I could use to scale down instead of risking passing the guards alone.

“Until tomorrow then,” I said.

Kase looked at me with a frenzied collision of desire and hate once again. “Tomorrow?”

“A deal is a deal. See if I spoke true.” I opened the shutters and sat on the ledge. “Goodnight, Kase.”

“Wait.”

I paused halfway out the window, heart in my throat. Kase shifted on his feet.

“You always speak my given name, and after . . .” He glanced at the wall. “What is your name, thief?”

Malin Strom was dead in his mind, but . . .

“Mallie. You may call me Mallie.”

I slid out of sight, catching the first slat of the trellis. My body craved to spend the night curled against him, to hold him until the wickedly clever gleam of all that was Kase returned.

But I took a bit of pleasure at the horrified shock on his face at the mention of his nickname for me.

A look that gave up one thing: somewhere inside the darkness he certainly knew his Mallie.
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Chapter 18
The Memory Thief


Beyond the peaks, a glimmer of sullen dawn broke through the glaze of darkness. Fire still rippled over the surface of my skin, an imprint of the possessive touch of the Nightrender I never wanted to shake.

I’d survived. A part of the warped version of the man I loved wanted to cut out my heart and put it on a pedestal in the great hall of the palace. But the stronger part still battled. No mesmer had the power to mask what his touch gave up. The truth that somewhere, deep inside, the Kase who’d always defended, always cherished his hayloft girl was breaking apart the lies.

I’d need to confess the truth of my little adventure and endure the fallout when the guilds ranted and threatened and, knowing Raum and Tova, pouted that I didn’t include them.

There wasn’t a chance to stew too long over how to break the news of my risky night to them before the snap of branches drew my gaze to the edge of the hedgerow around the alehouse.

My stomach clenched.

Hagen stood, broad and tall, arms crossed over his chest, and the frown on his face was a look I’d not seen since childhood. A look that informed me my older brother was severely put out with something I’d done, and he was going to let me know it.

“Where the hells have you been?” His voice was like rusted tin slicing over my skin.

I recanted. This was not the same reprimand from childhood. This was different. A new sort of panicked anger that only came when a man had survived losing everything, only to get much of it back, but the fear of losing his heart all over again now drove his actions.

I licked my lips and gave him the respect of meeting his eyes straight on. “I think you know, or you would not be so angry.”

More rustling sent a blanch of heat down the back of my neck. The Guild of Kryv stepped from the shadows. The only face who seemed happy to see me was Hanna. Then again, the girl looked like she’d just awakened for the day, and, to her, everyone must be gathering for a morning meal, not preparing to bury me alive.

Raum huffed and strode past my brother, stomping over to my side. “I saw you coming straight from the tower.”

My theory seemed to be right. Raum’s silvery eyes weren’t narrowed in a way that said he was bitter I’d kept a secret, more because I didn’t include him.

“You look guilty, Mal,” Gunnar said. He’d perched on a branch of an aspen tree, one leg dangling off the side, a smug grin on his face. Like this was wholly entertaining.

“She does,” Fiske added, leaning his elbow on Isak’s shoulder.

Niklas broke through the brush, his hand tangled in Junie’s, and the playful gleam of his eyes had gone to something poisonous.

At his back stood Tova with Dagny. Junius leaned back and whispered something to Dag, who grinned, nodded, then whispered to Tova. The Kryv snorted and popped a handful of cloudberries into her mouth.

“Thought the same thing,” Tova said through the mouthful, her eyes trained on me.

Hells, every eye of scrutiny left me wishing the ground would split open and swallow me whole.

“Where were you, Malin?” Hagen snapped again.

I glared at my brother. “The way you’re all snarling at me, I’d guess you already know.”

“True,” said Gunnar with a wink. “But we all want to hear you say it. For different reasons, obviously. Daj wants to wring your neck, but I think I’m more interested in how high you raised his temper.”

“You went to the skydguard tower,” Niklas grumbled. “Went to Kase without telling a bleeding soul.”

“That isn’t true,” I started, but stopped when Hagen chuckled bitterly.

“Oh, that’s right. You told Daj.”

I fiddled with my fingernails, avoiding his gaze. “So, you received Daj’s missive about moving to House Strom?”

“And then some.” Hagen gestured to the edge of the trees. Standing beside Vali and Lynx, Hob wiggled his fingers in a pompous wave.

“Lord Strom sent another m-message with Hob, since he w-was worried this time around,” Isak said. “Could’ve t-t-told us you w-w-were using him.”

Jens ratted me out? He said he would send word that the guilds could move to the estate, not about my plan to visit the tower.

“Don’t look so upset with the man,” Vali said, voice rough. “The missive wasn’t specifically about you scheming on your own, but I’m not sure if you’ve noticed—we’re all fairly clever and have the means to figure it out.”

“Daj did offer us refuge at House Strom,” Hagen said, stomping across the space until he stood two paces away. “But he left me a note at the end. He asked me to let him know how your meet with the Nightrender went.”

Jens did rat me out. Indirectly or not. Bleeding hells, the men in my life would be my torturous end.

“Stop with the look, Hagen,” I said when my brother’s gaze sharpened. “If I were in any real danger Jens wouldn’t have allowed me to go alone.”

“I know you, Malin, and I know how insane you get when it comes to Kase Eriksson,” Hagen retorted. “I have no doubt you gave Daj no choice but to help, or you’d do it on your own. Gods. You can’t lose your head because you care about⁠—”

“Don’t.” I jabbed my finger against his chest. “Don’t you dare tell me how to act or feel. Not when you have spent nearly my entire life fighting and risking it all for someone you love.”

“This is not about Herja and my children.”

“It is the same!” My voice was shrill enough a few sparrows bolted from the branches. “Do not stand there—any of you—and tell me if your heart was locked away in constant agony, that you would not sacrifice everything to get to them. Niklas, tell me you did not fight for Junie when she was lost in the North. Or Isak, what if it was Fiske in the Black Palace? You would burn the walls to the ground to get to him.”

The redhead’s jaw clenched, but he tangled his fingers with Fiske’s, and nodded.

I did not stop. A cruel desperation flooded my veins in heat as I went on. “Dagny, speak true, there has not been a day that you’ve not thought of your son. Tell me you would not leap beneath a blade if it meant he was found safe.”

Dagny’s eyes turned glassy. “You know I would.”

“By the gods, we’ve sent Hanna to Kase, but I step into his sights, and you all lose your bleeding minds.”

“This is different,” Niklas said. “One, Junie did not want to slit my throat when she was taken prisoner. Two, Kase would not have harmed Hanna.”

“And he did not harm me!” I straightened my spine and stalked into the center of the crowd. “To reach him, to catch sight of the fierce way he fights was worth it. He is lost, suffering, and I will gladly lay down my own bleeding life to take it from him.” I spun around, catching each eye. “So go on. Try to tell me to stay away, try to tell me not to take a risk for his sake.”

From the sheath on my leg, I yanked the knife free as pain and desperation unlocked a frenzy I couldn’t tame.

“Try,” I said, voice low and dark, “to tell me the fight for the kingdom and claiming a throne is more valuable than the fight for the Nightrender. Go ahead. I’m waiting.”

A tremble of emotion pulsed between us. Everyone studied me in a different way. Lynx frowned. Not a surprise. Raum, though, winked and nudged a stoic Vali in the ribs. Isak seemed lost in my brazen attempt to create an image he might understand, and gripped Fiske’s hand so tightly, Fiske’s fingertips were discolored. Tova, Junius, and Dagny were back to whispering. Niklas stared at me, but, no mistake, the way his brow furrowed his scholarly mind was already blasting through ways we could use this to our advantage.

Hagen was the only one who still looked ready to chain me to a tree.

Gunnar snorted after the pressure of silence grew suffocating.

“Hells, Mal,” my nephew said, reclining against the trunk of the tree, “you’re bleeding insane. I love it.”

Hagen turned his glare to his son, but it only widened Gunnar’s smile.

Niklas let out a long sigh and dragged a hand through his hair. “At least tell us what happened.”

My face heated as I recalled the passion against the wall, but that was a piece the guilds had no business hearing. I dove into the beginning of our encounter. By the time I’d finished retelling the way Kase took to the saga of the two royal families the sun had chased away the morning mists.

“Dammit,” Lynx grumbled. “I’d hoped he allowed you to get close. If he had, the next time you might be able to steal the memories as planned.”

I kept my voice even and flat. “I don’t know, he let me speak. There’s, well, there’s a chance he might . . . allow me to come close, maybe touch him next we meet.”

A snicker drew my eyes to the edge of the trees. Tova stiffened and dropped her smile the instant she caught me looking at her. I narrowed my eyes, her cheeks flushed in pink, but she bit her bottom lip as if she knew something.

Niklas wasn’t scowling any longer. The cunning way he schemed had returned to his gaze. “If he realizes Malin did not lie about the saga, he’ll meet her. He’ll meet us all.”

“Now you agree the risk was worth it.”

Niklas rolled his eyes. “Don’t be smug. You should’ve told us, but he allowed you the chance to plant the seed that there could be a reason behind the holes in his memory. I won’t complain about that.”

There was another piece of the night I needed to admit. With a firm hand, I took hold of Niklas’s forearm. “You should know, I saw Eero.”

Light fled from Niklas’s eyes, and they turned black with hate. “Eero. Did he see you?”

“Yes, but Jens has tied his tongue. He cannot speak the truth of me. It if helps at all, it is driving him mad.” I tried to smile, but all I received from Niklas was a twitch on his cheek.

“Is he reachable?”

“It would be incredibly dangerous. As lord over the inner skydguard, he’ll always be guarded, and I don’t know where the Lord Magnate keeps his chambers.”

Niklas clenched his fists.

The Falkyns who bordered the trees grimaced, they murmured to each other, plotted their revenge on their fallen brother. Truth be told, we all plotted against Eero, but the way I saw it, whenever the sniveling, spineless rat was caught, Niklas deserved to land the killing blow.

Junius replaced my hand on her husband’s arm. She alone had the ability to soothe the man. He faced her, jaw tight.

“We will find him,” she whispered, rubbing the lobe of Niklas’s ear. “I swear to you. He is a marked man, my love.”

Niklas nodded tightly and pressed a kiss to her knuckles.

“The river splits halfway between the Black Palace and Mörplatts,” Hagen said with heady reluctance. Doubtless it would take time for him to forgive me. “I say we go to House Strom, rest, have more comfortable beds, then meet the Nightrender together.”

A rumble of agreement rippled through the group.

“Will we snatch him back?” Ash asked, trying to twirl Kase’s hooked knife around his fingers.

Vali crouched in front of the boy and placed a hand on Ash’s skinny shoulder. “We will need to wait and see, Ash. Remember, he is still not him.”

The boy nodded, but muttered, “Still think we should snatch him. I’ll show him his knife if it’ll help him remember me. Good for slicing, and he loved it.”

My heart splintered watching Ash take Hanna’s hand and walk off, slouched as if he’d taken a blow to the gut.

Gods, I wished I could give them more hope.

The way Kase had touched me was almost as if he’d returned, but after watching the battle so closely, I had to admit the förvirring mesmer was horridly strong. Hooks had dug into Kase and held him just below the surface of freedom.

“Then it’s settled,” Hagen said. “We go to House Strom.”

“Lynx,” Niklas said. “You have one last mark to meet. We’ll wait for you at the back gates before we leave the township.”

The burly Kryv nodded and turned back toward the alehouse to attend to his ruse and placement in the watch of the Nightrender.

With a nod at Hob, my brother sent the hawker on his way with a return missive for Jens that we would join him at his estate, then Hagen disappeared toward the alehouse before I could speak to him.

Gunnar dropped from his branch and came to my side.

“He’ll forgive you,” he said, watching the place where his father disappeared. “He’s desperate to have some control, I think. To have a say on if you’re free or not because he had no say if we were free for so long.”

No doubt, Gunnar’s insight was true. Still, guilt tightened in my belly. “I should not have mentioned your mother. Not when I know how being separated from her is wearing on him.”

“But it is true what you said, and he knows it. I have seen my father take every risk, with no thought for his life, all to have a chance at freeing his family. Don’t give up, Mal.”

Gunnar winked, and left to follow Fiske and Isak to a nearby creek. With Gunnar’s accuracy with his bow, and Fiske and Isak’s natural talent at fishing, they were often the ones tasked with feeding the guilds.

I sheathed the knife in my hand, the thrill of the night fading to exhaustion.

“Niklas has herbs should you need them. Tell me, and I’ll be discreet about it.”

With a jolt I wheeled around. Junius grinned with a touch of mischief, Tova, and Dagny behind her.

“Herbs?”

Junius leaned closer. “Personally, I think the two of you would make beautiful littles, but perhaps now is not the best time.”

All gods.

“I . . . I don’t . . .” My words wouldn’t form, and it only added to the delight of the three women. I cleared my throat. What did it matter? It was no secret Kase held my heart, we were lovers, and naturally if the moment came, we would act upon it. “Thank you, but herbs won’t be needed.”

Junie slouched. “Oh.”

I laughed. The disappointment etched on their faces was enough to chase away despair for a moment.

“Of course,” I whispered, leaning close. “There are other things to be done that will not result in a little.”

Kase Eriksson had been my truest friend as a girl, my confidant, my safe place. I’d never bothered seeking friendship with females, but the way the three women danced around me, demanding every sultry detail I would not share with the men, it almost felt like I was home.

They dragged me back toward Dryck’s house, laughing and gossiping like a few heartsick girls.
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Chapter 19
The Nightrender


“Kase?”

A soft, sleepy voice came from somewhere in the dark. At once, the furious pace of my heart slowed. When a small, tender hand slapped around in the tear-damp straw and took hold of mine, I almost breathed normally.

“Go back to sleep.” My voice cracked. The more I aged, the more my damn voice cracked.

“What’s wrong?” A girl yawned, stretching her skinny, freckled arms over her head. Her fiery hair was a mess. Looked like birds might come take up space in it soon with all the bits of straw and tangles.

I liked her messy hair. I could’ve smiled.

But the smile didn’t come. Too many horrible thoughts plagued my head. Thoughts that always came with screams, and shadows, and too much blood. It was always the same. The messy-haired girl being tossed at my feet, her throat a fountain of dark blood. I always screamed, raged, sobbed, but nothing ever brought her back to me.

Then, whenever I lifted my eyes to face her killer, my face stared back.

“The Mare demons bothering you with bad dreams again?”

“It’s fine. Go to sleep.” Hells, the stupid sting of tears burned my eyes. One even fell onto my cheek. I buried my face in the tops of my knees to keep her from finding out.

Should’ve known she’d stick her nose in it anyway. I startled when her skinny arms reached around from behind, hugging my back, her cheek against my bony shoulder.

“Don’t cry, Kase. I’ll snatch the memories from you if you want. I’ll take the scary things.”

“M’not crying.”

“Yes, you are, but I won’t tell no one.” She squeezed me tighter. “Want me to take the pain away?”

I sniffed, but a smile tugged at my lips. With one hand I took hold of hers that clung to the front of my sweaty nightshirt.

“No. Just . . . just stay here. That’s enough.”

She nodded, then once we both laid back in the straw, the girl held my hand and kept one arm flopped over my stomach, holding me close.

“’Night, Kase,” she whispered.

I paused, waiting for the steady calm of her breathing to give up she’d drifted back to sleep. With a bit of slyness and lithe movements, careful not to wake her, I snuck a kiss. Just a small one in the center of her forehead.

“Goodnight, Mallie.”

I snapped up in my bed, sweat soaked, heart racing. Bits and pieces of the dream still filtered through my head. Her childish, dirt-smudged face was fresh and terrifying.

Mallie.

From the moment the thief had left me a sated traitor, with the simple name in her wake, I’d been unable to shake the prickle of unease that something was horribly wrong with me. As if the name had a bit of mesmer, it struck me deep and painful.

I knew the name, and a dark, dissenting side of my heart drew me to it over and over again. Until sleep demanded I stop thinking, I’d repeated it in my head, puzzling where I knew such a name.

With a grunt of frustration, I kicked back the furs over my legs and went to the window. Dawn was barely beginning to chase away the night. Below, the courtyard was lit by torches, and several patrols of skydguard marched back and forth.

I leaned my forehead against the cool window and closed my eyes.

The dream meant nothing. The name, the things the hayloft girl said, I’d merely projected it from comments made by the thief.

I braced my clenched fists against the walls on either side of the window. Unbidden, every thought turned to those moments with the woman’s warm skin under my hands. The way her breath tangled with mine, the gentle whispers she left against my neck.

I’d planned to use her as a body to sate a primal urge. Nothing more. But what began as a way to satisfy the maddening desire, ended with a new delight of discovering all the ways I could please her. Like her pleasure, her happiness, mattered to me.

What we’d done wasn’t enough. She’d burrowed deep beneath my skin, and I wanted more. I wanted to taste her lips. I wanted to know what it would be like to tangle up together in my bed, to claim her in every way, then fall asleep beside her.

The same as the two littles in the dream.

But with more turns behind us, and less clothing. Much less.

Mallie. Her name danced on my tongue, in my head. I’d called the hayloft girl Mallie. I’d stared at the bright green of a child’s eyes, and somewhere in my head I knew the girl with messy hair was the thief.

She’d said things as the girl in my dream that she’d said last night. More pleading to take my pain from nightmares, from this endless confusion.

I cracked my eyes and glanced at the table, still strewn in parchment. The saga of two families and their memory mesmer. I shook my head. Memories couldn’t be taken, not really. Illusion, yes, but mesmer did not have the power to permanently change something so personal, so engrained in an individual body as memories.

I could not recall, in all the knowledge I’d gained on mesmer, ever coming across anything that resemble such a Talent.

A scoff scraped off my tongue at the irony. I couldn’t recall, but what if it was because the memory had been stolen?

Ridiculous.

I repeated the stupidity of the idea in my head, but nothing seemed to align when it came to the thief. Contradictions tore at me until my stomach flipped and I tasted bile in the back of my throat. I lowered to a crouch, hands in my hair, trying to settle the sick, and listed all the recent oddities to see if I could find where the lies began.

The hawker and his wooden rose. Hells, the thief wore a similarly crude raven around her neck. Told me it was a set, one with a rose. Both wooden charms were carved in poor strokes, but both had drawn me to look twice.

Next, the child thief. I understood her finger-speak, and she’d mutely shouted at me, as if she knew me. The ugly stuffed horse. I still hadn’t tossed the damn thing, merely tucked it under my cot, its stuffing guts still spilling out where I’d stabbed it.

Then, the thief. Dammit. I jolted back to my feet and paced, avoiding any look at the parchment.

Her scent, her hair, her lack of fear. The way she knew I could not read well. How would a thief know such a thing? Why would she care to? I hadn’t been her target at the Masque av Aska, power had been the target of Hagen Strom and his hired guild of thieves.

Yet the woman kept coming for me.

Possible she could desire my mesmer, but even then, the notion didn’t fit. Each meet it seemed that she wanted me to do something, not join her, not serve her guild with my shadows. It was as if all she wanted was for me to know her.

I clenched my eyes and pinched my nose when heat screamed in a pulsing ache in my brain.

Mallie.

Frustration boiled over. With a kick to the table, the parchment went flying. I sat on my bed, hands clutching the sides of my head, and I fought the bloom of pain that followed whenever I tried to break apart the strangeness of my life.

She wanted me to know her. She wanted me to want her, and . . .

I did.

I bleeding knew her.

My eyes snapped open. Fiery agony raged in my skull, but something warm, something comfortable tightened my chest. Her name, her touch, by the hells we’d moved together in a perfect dance. Her body had felt beautifully familiar.

A safe place. Almost like I’d belonged against that wall with that woman in my arms all along.

As swiftly as the heat of hope came, icy fear chased it away.

In a slow, tedious turn of my head, I studied the scattered parchment across the floorboards. I knew the thief.

But . . . I could not remember her.

Licking my lips, I retrieved every scattered parchment and stacked it neatly on the table. I hurried to dress, then took up the stack and left my chamber with a determined step.

There was a deal to see through.
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“Herr Lynx.” I paused until the blacksmith apprentice lifted his sweaty head and met my gaze. The man had enough meat on his bones most of the township girls giggled he was a visiting god in disguise.

To me he was merely another servant of the Black Palace who held little fear for me and didn’t mince words because I was the Malevolent. He was one of the few who calmed some of the turbulence in my head.

The corner of his mouth twitched as he dropped his mallet onto a table and wiped his hands down his dirty trousers. “Ah. Been a few days, Malevolent. I received your missive you might be coming by today. Just in time, too, as I’m leaving the township tonight. Have a commission?”

“No. Not today.”

“Idle chat, then?” Lynx winked. “Good. I’ve got a new sort of tart I made from those black river berries I found. I think you’ll like it.”

I scoffed. The strange thing about Lynx was he always asked for my commission but seemed more pleased when I came with nothing. Usually, he fed me since the bleeding man prepared cakes better than any of the bakers in the kitchens. Perhaps it took away a bit of my formidable aura, but I quite enjoyed idle chat and sampling whatever Lynx made like we were more than acquaintances. Like we were friendly.

Still, I was the Malevolent of the Black Palace, and admitting a shortcoming would be a challenge. Even if the apprentice had a calming nature about him, this would give him a weakness to use against me.

Before Lynx could dip into the chest where he kept his samples, I held out a hand. “Actually, I have a request. I thought you might be able to help.”

He paused and quirked one brow. “More than willing.” He wiped his thick hands down his trousers again. “What is it?”

“You can read, yes?” Lynx nodded. I licked my lips and slipped a hand into the black leather satchel over my shoulder, removing the stack of parchment. Tied in twine to keep it orderly, I gripped the parchment until my hands started to sweat. “I wondered if you might tell me what these say.”

Tension gathered in my chest, pulling and cinching like thread on a needle as I waited for his reaction. I fought the desire to coat my eyes in shadows made from my own disquiet. To hide would be cowardly, but I quickly concluded I’d rather go to battle than admit I required assistance with such a common task as reading.

Lynx hesitated and studied me beneath a quizzical brow.

If the hells opened and swallowed me whole, I would be more at ease than in this moment.

After a stretched pause, Lynx cleared his throat and held out his hand. “Be glad to.”

“I can read,” I blurted out when I handed him the parchment. Gods, I could cut out my own tongue. “It’s just sometimes the words . . . scramble. It’ll be swifter this way.”

A wave of calm eased my clenched shoulders.

Lynx smiled. “No need to explain. I’m honored you asked.”

Dammit, he sounded so bleeding sincere I almost felt more foolish for being so ashamed all these turns.

With a brisk turn, I studied the walls of tools in the smithy hut while Lynx took up a stool and began to read. Time slowed to a creeping irritation. What would I do if Mallie lied? Could I follow through with my threats? I wasn’t sure how to do any of it, not when a deeper instinct told me I knew the woman.

“Interesting.” Lynx’s voice stopped the breath in my lungs.

Only once Lynx leaned forward on his stool did I realize I’d started pacing the length of the hut, enough the dirt floors now had a deep track of my footprints.

“Well?”

Lynx thumbed the parchment pages, then lifted his gaze, grinning. “This is an account of the beginning wars of the Eastern Kingdom. The fables of the two families who once ruled here, and their unique mesmer.”

I cracked my thumb knuckles and hurried to his side of the hut. “What sort of mesmer?”

“Powerful. The kind that could twist true thoughts, or take them altogether,” he said slowly, as if he did not want me to miss a word. “Power over our memories. Hells, you can imagine the damage or the strength such a Talent could give.”

She’d spoken true.

Jens Strom had given me the saga on purpose.

They wanted me to know tales of such gifts existed. To doubt what I thought was true.

I could not recall moments, certainly not before the Masque av Aska. It was muddled, blurry, and I could not contain my discontent with life no matter how much I tried to empower my devotion to the Lord Magnate.

Could it be possible something—someone—had changed my thoughts?

My stomach turned in sick heat.

If it was true, if some manipulation had muddied my head, what did Mallie have to do with it? Why did I matter to her?

I lifted my gaze back to the apprentice. “Do you believe in such things?”

Lynx’s chiseled face lost all amusement. Words seemed to bounce around in his mouth, and he took his time picking which ones to use. “I believe there are Talents that can do a great deal of damage to the ways we think, yes. I believe not everything is always as it seems. To wonder and question is good. Our sagas and poems come from some long-forgotten truth and should be used as wise guides.”

He returned the parchment and smiled softly. “A good friend once told me truth lives in our instincts. When something does not make sense, it is in those moments we must trust what our hearts tell us. My heart tells me there is a great deal of truth to these sagas.”

He gestured at the parchment and looked at me with a bit of pity.

I didn’t want pity. I wanted clarity.

“Does it speak of how such a thing could be reversed? If one had their memories altered, I mean. How could they be fixed?”

“It did not speak of those things, but what I know is even the strongest mesmer has weak points. One must simply keep searching until they are found.”

I’d found a weak point. The thief. Mallie. The woman had the ability to make me doubt every belief, every desire I thought I had. She made me want nothing more than her.

I needed to see her, speak to her. Demand she give up what she knew about me.

With a quick tip of my chin, I took a step toward the door of the smithy hut. “You have my thanks, Herr.”

“As I said, it was an honor to be asked, Kase.”

I stopped. Lynx had never used my given name. Hells, I did not know he even knew it. I turned slowly, catching his eyes over my shoulder.

Lynx held up his big hands. “Apologies. Meant no disrespect, Malevolent.”

All at once I hated the title.

“No,” I said, voice rough. “I . . . call me Kase. Seems right. Trust the heart, right?”

The way Lynx grinned one might think I’d given him the gift of endless penge.

“Right.” His voice croaked, and he beamed at me as I turned away.

The walls grew too tight in the hut. Lynx was swiftly becoming another jab to my head. His reaction hinted he had a great deal to say, but held his tongue like everyone else. I needed to find the thief.

More than I desired to rise in the ranks of the Black Palace, I needed her.

At the skydguard tower, I took the steps to my chamber two at a time. To leave after nightfall would be risky. Ivar did not want his prized Alvers outside his guards’ protection when those responsible for the Masque av Aska had yet to be caught.

I was at home in shadows, though, and would find a bleeding way.

I’d hardly stepped through the door of my room before the hope of escaping was dashed into a thousand bloody pieces.

My heart stilled in my chest. At once, I dipped my chin. “Lord Magnate. I’m honored.”

Ivar rose from the cot, something in his hands.

Dammit. The bleeding stuffed horse. After I’d disemboweled the stuffing, I’d tossed it under my cot and promptly forgot the toy. Now, it haunted me. It meant something and Ivar knew it as well.

The Lord Magnate was not alone. Sabain stood at one shoulder and Lord Eero at the other. Between them was a man with dark hair, a bloodied eye, and a pulpy, bruised face. He wobbled on his knees, but when he lifted his head, I had to clench my entire body to keep from stumbling back.

It was the hawker who sold me the rose charm.

“What is this?” I asked, fear rippling over my arms.

“What is this indeed,” Ivar said slowly. He studied the tattered horse, then lifted his cruel gaze to me. “Are you still loyal to your Lord Magnate, Malevolent?”

Damn the hells. Ivar knew about the woman. It was the only explanation. I licked my lips. “Yes, My Lord. Always.”

“Hmm.” Ivar held up the horse. “What is this?”

“It is nothing. The child thief from the other day left it behind.”

Ivar flicked one brow, then with one swift tug, he ripped the horse’s head from the body.

A sudden wave of despair shocked me. As did the heady rage that followed. It was a bleeding toy, and I wanted to pluck Ivar’s eyes out, then feed them to him.

“I have dreary news, Malevolent,” Ivar said, tossing the ruins of the horse to the floor. “There is a traitor in my court, and Lord Eero seems to think you might know something about it.”

Had he found out about Luca?

I narrowed my eyes at the sniveling bastard. Even with Ivar here, Eero shrunk beneath my gaze.

“I have marked you. I never lose sight of my marks.”

The same words I spoke to Nidhug filtered through a different memory. A night doused in shadows and glitter and masks. This was another cruel promise, but it went deeper than the threat to the fae. This was a promise I’d forgotten, or perhaps I made it up. Still, somehow it came with thoughts of Lord Eero.

“I don’t understand how he came to that conclusion, Lord Magnate.”

Ivar turned to the battered hawker and slapped the man across the cheek. The hawker groaned and coughed, blood dripping off his lips.

“Eero was clever enough to notice this man kept lurking around the grounds,” Ivar said. “With assassins running about one can never be too careful. When the Benevolent recognized him from the trade square, they cornered him the next time he returned.”

Ivar lifted a rolled piece of parchment. For a moment I thought he would ask me to read it, but the burn of relief flooded my chest when he continued. “He’s been passing missives between the fugitive thief and Lord Jens Strom.”

My pulse quickened. The woman was in contact with Jens Strom?

“It was my mistake,” Ivar went on. “After Hagen Strom took hold of my masquerade, I should’ve looked deeper into his kin. Now, according to this missive, the thief has taken a great interest in . . . you, Malevolent. Explain.”

My palms burned. I’d always taken Eero as a fool, but he’d outwitted a hawker, Mallie, even Jens Strom who would know the ins and outs of the Black Palace. Underestimating him was my mistake.

What was I to do now? The desire—the need—to speak with Mallie again was potent. I could not give her up. At least not until I heard the truth, but Ivar had her in his sights.

“The woman has made attempts to reach me, Lord Magnate,” I said. The best lies begin with the truth. “I could not be certain where she was, so I have said nothing until I knew for certain. I swear to you, I have not betrayed you.”

The lie was coming easier. So was hatred for the man I was supposed to worship like a god.

Ivar narrowed his eyes. Red lined his lids, the only clue his dance toward the Otherworld existed at all.

“This led us to believe you might know where she will go. Tell me where, and you will have my protection against their tricks.”

Dammit. When I saw the woman again, I would give her a lashing on how to write coded messages.

I stiffened. Words died in the back of my throat. I was bleeding cornered.

“It is all right, Malevolent,” Sabain said in his soft, wretched voice. “You are no traitor. Your hopes have always resided here in the Black Palace. She will twist you and tear you down all for your power. Tell us how to find her and we will free you from her lies.”

Cheery warmth spread in my chest. I had so many hopes. Hopes I didn’t know existed. They all began with her. The thief could bring peace to me.

“I hope to see her.” Bleeding hells what was I saying? I met Sabain’s eyes and cursed under my breath. Those damn eyes were white as ice, flashing in his wicked mesmer. He controlled people with peace, learned their desires through their hopes, their dreams. And he had me. I raised a fist to fight hope with fear, but Ivar gripped my arm.

“Hope to see her where, Malevolent?”

I looked to the Lord Magnate. Another blast of calm, of peace loosened my tongue. “She was to meet me tonight, to tell me things I don’t understand.”

Ivar patted my cheek. “You’ve been lost, haven’t you, boy?”

“Yes, My Lord.” Damn you. Stop. Speaking.

Ivar smiled with a dash of wicked delight. “I would like to speak with her, with them all, Malevolent. Let us see if together we can ease your burden for good. Tell us where they’ve gone.”

“Don’t,” the hawker rasped.

I clenched my fists, fought against a scratch in my head. Sabain stepped closer, a vicious grin on his ugly face.

“It will bring peace, Malevolent,” he whispered. “Tell us.”

I opened my mouth. Helpless and filled with rage in the same breath.
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Chapter 20
The Memory Thief


Hob still hadn’t returned. I schooled my face into an easy expression as I laced a dagger on a string of leather on my belt.

Inge leaned through the open window at the front of House Strom, her lashes lined in worried tears, and a slight quiver to her chin. The woman normally kept her hair braided in neat pleats, but through the journey and illness from her growing little, she was pale, and loose strands of her dark hair stuck to her damp forehead.

We didn’t talk much. Truth be told we didn’t meet under favorable circumstances. Tricking her into sewing my masquerade ball gown while spilling her secret of having two skydguard brothers to Hob bore nothing friendly about it.

Still, I understood worry.

When I placed a hand on her shoulder, she jerked around.

“Oh,” she said in a haggard breath as she swiped at her eyes. “The night air, it helps soothe my insides.”

“He’ll be all right, Inge,” I whispered.

Her lips pinched, and fat tears dropped onto her cheeks. Before I could stop her, the woman fell on my shoulder, sobbing.

Gods. I could be friendly enough, but living turns as a memory thief and forgotten daughter of a lord left my ability to physically console others lacking.

I patted her shoulder briskly. “Hob survives, Inge. It is all he knows. He will be all right.”

“Something has gone wrong,” she said in a whimper. “I feel it.”

With a gentle nudge back, I urged her to meet my gaze. “Listen to me. We will go out there tonight, and if he has not returned by then, we’ll send Raum and Vali to search him out. You know there are few things that escape them.”

Inge sniffled, but nodded. “Thank you. What . . . what should I be doing before your meet?”

“Stay here,” I said. “And help us convince Ash and Hanna to stay in the longhouse.”

Inge snorted a laugh at that. “So, the most difficult task of the night.”

I grinned. “Exactly.”

Two littles ran around the inner longhouse. I smiled at Ansel’s children. After the Masque av Aska, Ansel and Sasha had returned to House Strom. With the risks of tonight, though, they would go to Sigurd in Mörplatts. I had grand plans when this was all over to visit the man who’d introduced me to the Guild of Kryv.

Ansel spoke with Hagen; the two friends had missed turns of each other’s lives. It was almost peaceful here. Almost like a home.

All I needed was Kase Eriksson.

Ansel caught my gaze, and stepped away as Sasha and Hagen carried on a conversation.

“Mal.” Ansel greeted me with a tip to his chin.

“Ansel.”

He scanned the room for a few breaths. “You know, I still can’t believe skinny Kase Eriksson is the Nightrender. I made a bleeding deal with him and never thought for a moment he once helped me dig ditches and plant turnips.”

I grinned as I recalled Ansel’s desperate pleas not to deal with the Guild of Kryv, or the Nightrender would own my soul. How prophetic the grounds master was back then.

“You know he took your deal because you were kind to us, right? He avoided folk of the past like a disease, but not you.”

Ansel shifted on his feet. “Well, he had me fooled. He was terrifying, but . . .”

“But?”

Ansel let out a heavy sigh. “He saved my son. He saved Hagen and you. Seems a good heart still lives in the chest of a villain. Even if he is terrifying.”

“Ah, I hope he still is,” I said.

“You’ll be careful out there? I don’t revel in the fact that he’s been taken, but don’t lose yourself in the process of getting him back.”

“Everyone keeps saying that to me.” I turned and held Ansel’s stare with my own for a long breath. “But the truth is I am already lost without him, Ansel. The only times I ever felt safe, or truly accepted, have been with Kase Eriksson. He is my surest foundation.”

Ansel didn’t do me the dishonor of arguing or restating his admonition to be safe. He gave my hand a squeeze and gave a brief nod before stepping back to his wife once Niklas asked to speak with me.

“Malin,” Niklas said, eyes bright with excitement. “Your bleeding stepfather has a library fitted for the gods. I’ve found something.” He held up a parchment. “Now, this is a myth, but I think by now we’ve determined much of the myths of the royal bloodlines are riddled in truth.”

“What is it?”

He beamed and handed me a faded leather book. Drawings of different scenes decorated the pages. Niklas guided me to a folded page.

“Here is a tale of the eldest daughter, the queen, who stole memories. One of her knights was said to have been her heart’s desire, but he was taken by their enemies and changed by one of her cousins. Remember, the second house could alter memories.”

I nodded, scanning the runes that told the story.

“Keep reading. See what she did, how she healed his mind.” Niklas grunted in satisfaction. “Mal, it’s eerie, but if we aren’t repeating history, then, frankly, I don’t know what we’re doing.”
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Two clock tolls later and Hob had still not returned. I wouldn’t tell Inge, but a heavy stone had settled in my belly, and I was terribly worried about my friendly hawker.

A half-moon glazed the house in cold light. Outside, a small crowd had gathered near the stables.

The story Niklas had showed me settled deep in my head. A former queen had been able to clear hatred and lies from her lover’s head. She waded through the shadows and reached for him, somehow she used her mesmer to call for him. Like she walked beside him inside his memories. Then, together they pulled back the darkness.

Niklas assured me it was more intricate, but he had a plan should Kase ever let me get close enough again to invade Ivar’s curse.

Jens tugged a black cowl over his head. Strange to see him outside his finer tunics and noblemen’s garb. He looked more Kryv tonight.

“Last time we had a plan like this Bard nearly ruined it,” I said. “You’re certain he is far from here?”

Jens chuckled. “He is with Lord Karlsson at the Black Palace celebrating Niall’s future throne.”

“Ah, then we likely won’t see him for weeks while he sleeps it off.”

“I regret causing such a rift between you two,” Jens admitted. “Bard has a rough exterior, but he has always yearned to be accepted. I think he was often envious of your closeness with Hagen.”

Bard had been unkind to me most of my life, but I could not forget the hurt in his eyes at the Masque av Aska. After this was over, perhaps my second brother and I could repair turns of indifference.

“You don’t need to come,” I said after a pause.

“I would like to see you try to stop me, girl.” Jens balked, tightening an axe to a baldric over his chest, then pinned me in a burdened glance. “Malin, the more time passes, the more I realize I did not do the right things. I could’ve protected you and given you endless love all at once. I cannot go back, but you are, and always have been, mine. I will stand with you to the end.”

I refused to cry, but the burn ached to the back of my skull as I fought. I offered a soft smile and squeezed his hand.

Ansel and Sasha had taken their children into the township already, and one of Jens’s house stewards was ushering the remaining servants to a different house my stepfather often used in Rutten.

I watched the coach carry the lot of House Strom into the darkness. My chest tightened. It felt so final. As if tonight would be a turning point. A change in the way we lived our lives.

“I can go. Don’t do this again.”

Jens and I both looked to the corner of the stables. Gunnar was armed with his bow, speaking in a shaky voice to Hagen. My brother was dressed in black, sheathed in two daggers across his back.

“You heard Niklas, son,” Hagen said, gripping the back of Gunnar’s head. “It’s possible the oldest memories will help bring him back the swiftest. House Strom came before the Kryv. We came long before he knew you, so we should go. Stay back, please.” Hagen paused, giving Gunnar’s head a little shake. “I cannot bear to lose you again.”

“And you think I can lose you?” Gunnar stepped back.

Lynx must’ve heard the distress and soon appeared by Gunnar’s side. I don’t know what the big Kryv said, but eventually Gunnar stormed away and disappeared into the trees.

I went to Hagen. My brother’s face was scrunched in distress.

“He wants to fight beside his daj, that’s all,” I said.

“I know he is a man now.” Hagen let his chin fall to his chest. “I know he’s fought in a bleeding war, but the thought of him getting snatched by Ivar is so strong, I can hardly think straight.”

“Malin, Hagen!” Jens waved his hand, summoning us to a growing circle of Kryv and Falkyns.

Dagny stood with Inge, both women kept a hand on the shoulders of Ash and Hanna. Ash frowned, and before we could finish gathering, the boy ripped away from the group and stomped toward the longhouse.

“He’ll be all right,” Inge whispered to a worried Hanna.

From the trees, Luca and Niklas materialized, black runes streaked down their faces.

“The road is clear,” Luca said, breathless. “There was a small coach taken from the skydguard tower one toll ago. Probably Kase. If he rides to the north side of the river, you should meet at the same time, but you need to leave now.”

“The rest of us,” Niklas said to the guilds, “we stay back in the trees. We only advance for a last resort. Too many of us all at once could overwhelm the förvirring.” A wave of nods and grunts of understanding went through the crowd. Niklas fitted his fingers with his gold rings. “Right, then. Go win back your future king, our queen.”

I grimaced. “That will be the last time you call me that.”

Niklas chuckled. “Doubtful, Mal. Now, fight to the end.”

I hurried and pressed a kiss to Hanna’s forehead. “Stay safe and tell Ash we’ll see him soon.”

I left her and said hurried farewells to the other Kryv except Gunnar. He’d perched in a tree somewhere out of reach, waiting for the signal—alone.

Hagen tried to pin a smile on his face, but his eyes were heavy with exhaustion. No mistake he grew weary of the endless battles to keep his family safe and free.

My body shook with anticipation as I trudged an overgrown backtrail. We walked in silence. Damp clung to leaves as night mists threaded through the trees like fingers through a lover’s hair.

By the time we reached the slope that would take us to the split in the river, my knees ached from tripping over brush and brambles, and my face had a layer of sweat and scratches.

Jens gestured for us to crouch behind a spiny shrub.

“Mal, you’ll go first. Hagen and I will stay back. Get him comfortable, then see if he’ll warm to the idea of us joining. He has respect for my title, so I don’t see him resisting me, but⁠—”

“He’ll likely slaughter me at first sight,” Hagen said blithely.

“He didn’t slaughter me,” I said. The snap of a branches sent a rush of hot blood to my head. I rubbed my palms together and stood. “It’s time.”

“We’re at your back,” Jens said.

I let out a rough breath and cut through the shrubs. Heat crawled over every surface of my body, tiny legs dancing across my skin as I stepped into the moonlight near the river. Blood pounded in my skull. I turned back and forth, scanning the darkness for his face.

Nothing but shadows greeted me.

Until a break in the misty black pulled back and Kase stepped out of the darkness.

“You came.” The words slipped out, but greeting his golden eyes, I couldn’t contain the smile. “I wasn’t sure you’d come. Did I speak true about the saga?”

Kase paused. “You did.”

His voice was rough, dark. The hair stood up on the back of my neck as he circled me, coming closer with each step.

I tracked him as he rounded my body. When I whipped my head to the side, I choked on a gulp of air when Kase was only half a pace away, eyes black with shadows.

“You should not have come,” he whispered. A warning was in his tone, almost a plea.

“I promised you I would.”

I’d hoped he might take some solace in my honesty, my devotion to him, but a flash of annoyance chased away some of the shadows in his eyes.

Kase gripped my arm, his fingernails dug into my skin. “Go. Now.”

Each word cut through his teeth as if speaking was difficult.

“Kase.” Jens’s deep, commanding voice broke us apart. “We are not here to harm you, boy.”

Kase’s eyes went wide. “Lord Strom? No.” He gritted his teeth and glared at me again. “Go.”

My stomach dropped as understanding struck me like a bolt to the brain. I wheeled around to Jens. “Daj, we must go. It’s a trap.”

The words slid out at the same moment two units of skydguard crashed through the trees behind Kase. In moments they had us surrounded. Hagen was pulled from his hiding place and tossed onto the bank.

The guards parted only once a small coach, pulled by a single mare, rolled down the sloping path.

Ivar had found us.

Time moved in blurry moments. At the sight of the coach, Hagen let out a screeching whistle, a signal to the Kryv and Falkyns in the trees our meet had gone wrong. The response was immediate. A rough caw like a raven.

They’d rush to us. The reality was we’d take to battle with skydguard.

All I saw were bloodied bodies of my guild, my family, across the riverbank. But worry for their attack didn’t last. As soon as the coach came to a halt, three Alvers dressed in midnight blue stepped out. Hypnotiks. Strong ones if they were brought here with Ivar. Each Alver turned in a different direction and raised their hands. Soon, the river and surrounding trees were coated in a shimmer of mesmer.

A throaty chuckle followed. Ivar emerged, donned like he was joining a battle. Black guarders, two swords on his waist, and a thick gambeson over his broad chest. “The thieves you have in the trees will be lost to illusions. It is just us here.”

A collision of despair the Kryv and Falkyns would be kept back, and a fierce gladness they’d be saved from the inevitable violence knotted in the back of my throat.

“Well,” Ivar said lightly, “not every thief.”

The Lord Magnate snapped his fingers and two skydguard reached into the coach and dragged out a hunched man. They tossed him into the mossy dirt in front of me.

“Hob!” My voice cracked. Hob groaned. Bloodied, bruised. A gash from his scalp to his chin was sopping in fresh blood. I reached for him, Hagen at my side, and before Ivar took him again, we pulled him between us.

One hand on Hob’s chest to ensure he kept breathing, I lifted a narrowed gaze at Kase.

“You did not have to do this; you are stronger than this.”

His jaw pulsed. Kase shook his head, looking away.

“Secure them,” Ivar commanded.

Three skydguard stepped forward and tried to slip silver, gleaming magisk collars around our necks.

I struggled. Jens rammed his elbow in one guard’s ribs. Hagen flailed, bit, and kicked, until each of us were on our bellies, three guards to one, knees pressing on our necks until the boiling fetters were in place.

My skin bubbled beneath the poisonous silver, and the thought of using mesmer burned through my head like acid.

More men spilled out of the coach. I winced at the sight of Niall Grym. Draped in furs like he was already a bleeding king. At his back, Eero stepped out. Blind rage sullied my vision.

“You are a marked man, Eero!” I shouted. “Niklas shall find you. The Kryv will find you.”

Eero blanched, but buried it quickly. “It would seem you are the one marked, thief.”

Kase flicked his gaze between us, a wrinkle to his brow as if confused.

I held Eero’s gaze until a lanky Alver, dressed in a white linen tunic with matching trousers, abandoned the coach. Brightness from eyes to the polish on his dyed leather boots broke through the night.

“Benevolent,” Ivar said to the man. “See to it their folk in the trees hold onto hope. The illusions will stop them, but I want hope to keep them searching nearby. We will meet them next.”

With a horrid grin, the Benevolent stalked toward the edges of the skydguard lines. Kase’s opposite. The man the Kryv once told me was dark and wretched, and controlled others through their hopes and desires.

I stared at his back and imagined my knife buried so deep it cut through his heart at the front.

Dark, biting hate soaked through my heart. In the turns I’d searched for Kase, the desire to peel off the skin of anyone who’d harmed him had kept me focused, driven.

The same desire pumped through my veins with each pulse of my heart. Now for the threats to the Kryv and Falkyns. For Hob.

No mercy. Those who threatened my folk would die. Slowly. Painfully. I could hardly wait for the opportunity.

“Ah, Lady Freya.” Niall stepped in front of me.

“Ah, the weak princeling. Miss me?”

Niall’s beard twitched with a curl to his lip and gripped my jaw, squeezing until a fetid taste of sour blood coated my tongue.

Jens and Hagen made a move for me, but were shoved back down by skydguard. It was Kase who brought me a bit of pleasure. His hand had slipped to the hilt of his blade, and glossy black coated his eyes as he glared at Niall.

He was there just beneath the surface, waiting for us to pluck him back out.

Niall’s hot breath grazed my skin when he yanked me closer. “You will rue the night you deceived me, you bitch.”

“To humiliate you,” I gritted out, “will never be a regret.”

The crack of his hand across my cheek echoed through the clearing. The sting was deep, like a thousand pins pricking up my cheek, but I refused to give him the satisfaction of causing me pain.

“Don’t . . .” Kase had one hand on the arm of the Heir Magnate, one hand on his blade. He winced and released the Heir Magnate. “Forgive me, My Lord. I don’t know what came over me.”

“She is a spell caster, Malevolent,” Niall said. “Keep your distance.”

I spat the blood at his boots.

“Jens Strom. Master of Ceremonies,” Ivar said with bitterness. “Held in such high esteem, yet you betray me for what purpose? A woman? And not even a pretty one.”

Jens scoffed. “I have never betrayed our kingdom, and I do not betray it now.” He raised his voice to a deep bellow. “I stand with the true queen! The heir to the throne sits before you tonight, and Ivar Grym plans to dispose of her. Demand the ring and you will see the Lord Magnate hides the truth of the bloodlines; he murders them. I stand with the queen.”

“I stand with the queen!” Hagen shouted in return.

I only looked to Kase, whose gaze widened like he was horrified. The skydguard forced us to kneel, all the while Jens and Hagen shouted disgrace to Ivar and the truth of the bloodlines.

Once Jens was on his knees, the Lord Magnate struck him. A skydguard went to Hagen next and smashed the hilt of his blade into the back of Hagen’s head. Both Jens and my brother silenced for a few breaths.

“How tragic to watch such a great man slip into madness,” Ivar said, grinning at his guards. “Such a pity. This woman, as you have seen, has deceived many. A temptress sent from the hells to bury our growing empire. Shall we rid our kingdom of such a curse?”

My stomach boiled in sick at the roars for my death from the skydguard.

“Malin,” Jens whispered. “I’m sorry. I failed you. I failed both of you.”

Hagen’s face turned to stone. “Until the end. We stand together until the end.”

Kase was silent. He looked at the guards, then locked his eyes on mine.

Tears dripped onto my cheeks. “I would’ve taken the pain from you.”

His face paled, but shadows soaked the whites of his eyes. Gods, he was in such turmoil.

In the distance the cries of the guilds split my heart in two. Thoughts went to Gunnar, how desperately he feared for Hagen. Now he could lose him.

Falkyns and Kryv would fight to the end. How many would fall? And Kase, if he ever found himself again, what would become of him when he remembered this moment?

“Bring him,” Ivar said to a guard.

With a nod the man rushed back to the coach and wrenched the door open, pulling another man from the seat.

“Dammit,” Hagen breathed out.

Moonlight washed over the man’s face, and my breath stilled in the back of my throat.

Bard, his russet hair was tousled, and he was dressed as if he’d been dragged from bed. With a bit of horror, he looked at the three of us on our knees, guards at our backs.

“Daj,” he said in a gasp. “What the hells?”

Jens clenched his jaw and reeled on Ivar. “You bastard, he knew nothing. He is not part of this!”

“Daj, Hagen.” Bard blinked to me. “What is this?”

“Release him,” Jens shouted again, ignoring Bard. “He is not part of this.”

“I know,” Ivar said. “I have questions for the young Lord Strom.” Bard startled when Ivar gripped behind his neck. “Tell me who the woman is. Do not lie, Lord Strom.”

Bard swallowed. He licked his lips and said nothing.

“Perhaps he needs some motivation,” Ivar snarled. At once a guard leveled a blade at Hagen’s throat, cutting just enough a blast of cloying blood wafted into the air.

“No,” Bard said. “She . . . she is my . . . sister. Malin Strom.”

“Malin Strom,” Ivar repeated, then chuckled wickedly.

A grunt drew my attention to Kase. He leaned over his knees, drawing in sharp breaths. My name must’ve impacted him somehow.

I took a risk. “Nights in the hayloft are my most precious memories!” Kase lifted his glassy eyes, the gold cutting through the shadows. I forced a smile. “I was safe with you. I only wish . . . I only wish I could end this agony for you now.”

“Enough.” Ivar slapped me harder than Niall. I hated how a squeak ripped from my throat. The Lord Magnate stepped between me and Kase, a dark storm billowed behind his eyes. “So, this is your plan, Jens? Convince the kingdom your bastard daughter is the heir to the throne, that Strom blood holds the royal bloodline? A weak attempt at a coup. In truth, I expected more from a man like you.”

“What? The heir?” Bard’s eyes widened. He knew his bloodline. Kept the truth that every child brought to House Strom came from the ancient lines. True, Hagen and Bard did not work in memories, but it did not lessen their blood and the risk should Ivar ever learn the truth.

“The true heir, son,” Jens said. “I kept it from you, tried to protect you all. But I stand with the queen. Even to death.”

Ivar tilted his head. “As you wish.”

Before the Lord Magnate could lift his hand, a gravelly battle roar shattered the tension. From behind the coach a long, thin body darted into the clearing, a knife raised above his head.

Panic gripped me, but his name dragged from my throat in a strangled scream. “Ash, no!”
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Chapter 21
The Memory Thief


“Ash, stop!” How was he here? He must’ve slipped us before we even left.

The boy, braver than any warrior, bolted into the clearing. He raised a hand and a skydguard shouted in pain as his legs snapped. I fought to get to my feet, but a guard pulled my hair, kneeled on my back, pressing my body into the cold earth.

I sobbed, helpless. “Ash.”

The boy wasn’t aiming at us. He was beelining it for the Nightrender.

“You remember!” he shouted in his pitchy voice. Two more guards fell, bones jutting from their ribs. Ash gasped. Mesmer was taxing, and he was brutalizing too many skydguard too quickly. Still, he bolted forward. “Remember me! Remember me! Please!”

Ash tried to rift the bones of another skydguard, but the guard found purchase on the boy’s head, knocking him across the skull with the hilt of his blade. I screamed, fighting with everything I could to break free.

The skydguard who’d leveled Ash to the ground picked him up by the hair. The boy was paler, dirty tear tracks stained his cheeks, but his eyes remained on Kase.

“Remember,” he pleaded once more and tossed something at the feet of the Nightrender.

“Ah, the little bastard has grown a great deal since I saw him last,” Ivar said. “Keep him. He is foolish, but even foolish Rifters have their uses.”

While they bound Ash in a burning magisk collar, I watched Kase bend over and pick up whatever it was Ash tossed.

My stomach flipped. The hooked karambit knife. Kase studied it like he had never seen a blade before. Then, uncaring if anyone saw, he stuck his finger through the hole in the hilt and spun the knife around his finger twice.

Ivar watched his Malevolent falter. His face hardened, and he used his chin to signal the Benevolent over to Kase. I don’t know what he could do, but no mistake, the hopeful bastard was put in place to keep Kase subdued.

“Our future king will decide the fate of our guests,” Ivar said, stepping back as Niall took the lead.

The Heir Magnate wore a dark grin as he paced the line. On his second pass, he clapped a hand on Bard’s shoulder, startling him. “The way I see it, your entire household is on their knees as traitors. There will always be a question if you are one of them. So, I shall give you the chance to prove a bit of loyalty tonight.”

Niall handed Bard a bone dagger, tied in leather and feathers. A fine blade, but Bard looked at it as if it were a mutilated carcass.

“You will end your brother, Lord Strom,” Niall said. “Next, your father. As for your sister—” I glared at Niall. Doubtless he looked forward to running me through. “The honor of her death shall fall to the Malevolent.”

Kase’s face was unreadable. Cold, fearful, excited? I could not make him out as skydguard ushered him forward. He looked down at me, the slightest twitch to his jaw.

“We shall give the thief’s courier to the skydguard,” Niall went on, “let them have their fun and make an example for any other crooks who want to play the hand of the Black Palace.”

“It is all right, brother,” Hagen said to Bard. “Stay alive, stay safe. We will save your place for you.”

Bard looked like he might retch at any moment.

“I stand with the true queen!” Jens shouted. “To the death! Our queen lives, and Ivar robs our kingdom of her.”

Hagen raised a fist. “To the true queen!”

Over and over, they repeated the words. Skydguard shifted in disquiet. Ivar was as stone, merely giving a nod at Niall who raised a fist for Bard to do what was commanded of him.

My stepbrother’s eyes were hooded, red, they were broken.

“No.” Bard spoke in a low growl. I wasn’t certain he’d truly said anything until he tossed the bone dagger on the ground and kneeled beside Hagen. “I stand with House Strom.” A ripple of heat on my skin came when he looked to me. “I stand with . . . I stand with the queen.”

Niall’s skin deepened to a bloody red as anger raged. “Have it your way, Lords. I will send you to the gods myself. Malevolent—take your time with the damn woman. Make her suffer.”

I lifted my eyes to Kase, voice soft beneath the cries of the men of House Strom. “Do not blame yourself for this night. Keep seeking the truth.” My voice quivered, and I didn’t care. “I love you, Kase Eriksson.”

He hesitated. Then, stepped close to me, voice low. “Out of all the men who can lift a blade, I was chosen to take you. Because you matter, right? It will break me because they know, somewhere in the chaos, you matter to me. I feel fear for you, but I cannot remember why I should.”

“You will. You are stronger than them, never forget it.” I forced a smile. “I will save your place⁠—”

“No.” Kase gripped my chin. To others it would look forceful, cruel even, but to me his touch was gentle. On the side of my face aimed away from Niall, his thumb brushed over my cheek. “There will be no talk of the Otherworld tonight. Keep your head down.”

He’d barely gotten the words out when a cloud of thick, cold shadows encircled me, my two brothers, Jens, and a limp Hob. I screamed when we were tossed out of the reach of Niall’s blade. Ten paces away I came to a rolling stop. Hagen’s boot in my gut, Hob groaning as he tried to stagger to his knees, Jens and Bard tangled together.

There was no time to rest. Ivar’s roars rose over a rush of icy wind, and his skydguard ran for us.

I whipped around. “Kase!”

He held out his palms, surrounded by skydguard and the Benevolent. With a painful cry, Kase flooded the trees, the night mists, the whole of the area with inky skeins of darkness. Bones cracked and blood spattered across the blades of grass.

When the shadows recoiled, dozens of guards toppled to the ground. Necks twisted, or bellies slashed open, their insides spilling onto the soil. Next to them, the three Hypnotik Alvers were bent and broken. Dead. The only one near Kase who was left standing was the Benevolent. He’d wrapped himself in a gilded mist.

With mesmer illusions lost, the roars of the Kryv hidden in the darkness rose to the stars.

“Dammit!” Eero shouted. He dragged two guards in front of him. “The thieves come. Do your duty and defend your lord, skyds.”

The guards walked backward as they shielded the bastard until he was clear of the trees. Doubtless fleeing for his life.

The Benevolent lifted his hands at Kase, but lowered them when Kase stumbled to his knees, screaming, and clutching his skull.

Ivar twisted his fingers. I swore to the gods the faintest sliver of gold glimmered in the night, connecting the Lord Magnate to Kase. The threads of a puppeteer. Exactly like Luca said.

Ivar was tugging Kase back to him. He’d be lost if the bond was not severed.

I bolted to my feet, desperate to reach him. “Kase!”

Hagen gripped my waist and spun me away from the chaos. “No.”

“Let me go, you bastard!” I kicked and thrashed and screamed. “He’ll take him. I’m not letting him take him again!”

Big hands landed on my shoulders. Jens met my eye. “Move aside, Mal.”

Hagen tossed me to the ground. Jens gritted his teeth through the pain as he peeled Hagen’s burning magisk collar off his neck.

At once my brother raised his hands. A frigid wind blasted over the river and trees. The golden ropes died. Kase collapsed, breaths ragged and weak.

Ivar stared at his hand, then at Hagen. “Kill him!”

Hagen shuddered, eyeing the circling guards as he held his block against the Lord Magnate’s mesmer. In truth, I suspected he blocked everyone. No spark of mesmer was found in my veins, and the Benevolent cursed as he glared at his hands.

“Mal! Mal! They’re snatchin’ me! Mal!”

Ash.

A skydguard hugged the boy to his chest. Kase would demand I go after Ash. He would not hesitate to save the young Kryv. But to abandon Kase again . . .

Ash shrieked when his skydguard stiffened, then crumbled. His neck bloody, sliced from ear to ear.

Out of the shadows, a hooded figure stepped forward, gripped Ash’s arm, and pulled the boy behind him.

The Benevolent raised his blade ready to strike, but Luca Grym tossed back his hood, stunning the bastard cold.

“Young Lord.”

“Try to strike me down, Sabain, and you will earn a blade in your belly.”

The Benevolent’s mouth dropped as Luca stormed past. Doubtless he could not kill Ivar’s son, not without an order.

“It ends now, Father!” Luca’s eyes were dark and dangerous.

Ivar gaped, unmoving. The sight of the second heir sent the skydguard into a frenzy. Niall roared to capture Luca, but the guards hesitated, looking to Ivar for direction.

It was wasted time to our benefit.

In two breaths the river bend spilled with Kryv and Falkyns. Skydguard were forced to turn away from Luca and fight for their lives. Steel scraped over steel. Wet slices of blades through flesh rattled the treetops. Groans and cries of dying men would haunt the wood for turns.

“Get the Malevolent,” Niall’s voice rose over the frenzy.

I’d kill the bleeding Heir Magnate before he touched Kase. I sprinted across the wet grass. Kase was coiled on the ground. Each breath brought a flinch and groan of agony. On his knees, his fingers tangled in his hair, and he pressed his head against the ground.

My hand fell to his shoulder. He managed to turn his red-rimmed eyes to me.

“I’ll be with you until the end.” I scooped one of his arms over my shoulder, but let out a scream when Niall stood above me, sword raised. On instinct, I covered Kase’s body with mine, ready to take the blow.

It never came.

A sword blocked the strike, and Jens shoved Niall back.

“Get him, Malin. Get out of here.” My stepfather grunted through another swing at Niall. Jens was a head taller, and twice as broad. He jabbed and sliced until the Heir Magnate stumbled.

I took Kase’s arm over my shoulder again.

He groaned. “If you plan to kill me, thief, then get on with it and save me from this bleeding fire in my head.”

“I plan to do many things to you. Killing you is not one of them. Gods, Kase, pick up your damn feet.”

I thought he snorted a laugh, but the sound was blotted out by the screams of battle. I’d be forced to drag him if he could not quit losing his balance, but before he dropped again someone stepped into Kase’s opposite side.

Bard’s gray eyes met mine over Kase’s head. Blood was in his beard, and it looked as if someone had taken a chunk out of his ear. He didn’t stop trudging for the trees. “Hurry, little mouse.”

“Mal, here! Hand him here!”

I let out a breath of relief as Tova waved her hands. At her back, Junius and two bulky Falkyns helped load Hob and Ash into the cart. The hawker leaned against the edge, holding an elixir pouch to his swollen eyes. Ash hugged his knees, rocking and trembling.

A whistle echoed over the clearing. The signal for the guilds to disappear. We had what we needed.

Draping Kase’s arm over a Falkyn’s, I waited until he was in the back of the cart, then turned back to the river. Hagen was on one knee, his arms still outstretched, fading beneath his mesmer. Guards tried to reach him, but arrows ripped through their throats and chests if they stepped too close.

Gunnar balanced on a thick branch, firing his arrows without error around his father.

“Pull back, Hagen!” Bard shouted.

Hagen took a few sharp breaths, then dropped his hands and staggered back to his feet. Gunnar launched his arrows, keeping the guards at bay while his father got clear, then he turned and started to scale down the tree.

“Stop!” Niall bellowed. A trembling silence wrapped around the trees, the guards, the guilds. “We do not need mesmer to take what you want.”

I looked down at the water. A sick rush of heat flooded my chest, spilling into the back of my throat until I tasted bile. “Daj!”

Niall Grym stood in front of Jens. Four skydguard surrounded him, short blades at his throat.

“Bring the Malevolent back, and you can save your father,” Niall said.

“This is my day to meet the gods!” Jens shouted. He snatched a small pick knife out of a sheath on his baldric and made a terrifying attempt to stab his own chest.

Niall was swift on his feet and managed to kick the knife out of Jens’s hand.

“They’ll use me,” Jens shouted at us. “They’ll use me against you. No one will know the truth. I won’t remember any of you. Kase, boy, kill me.”

At the mention of his name, Kase curled over, roaring in agony again. His hands slapped at his head, and when I went to the side of the cart to reach for him, he swatted me away.

“Don’t touch me, thief.”

“It’s Ivar,” Niklas said. “He’s pulling him back. Hagen, can you block him?”

“I . . . I can’t. I used too much.” Hagen cursed under his breath.

Luca broke through the trees. “It takes distance. We need to go. Hurry.”

“I’m not leaving my father,” Bard snapped.

“Bring us the Malevolent and Lord Strom goes free,” Niall said smugly.

Jens shook his head. “They lie.”

“Time is up,” Ivar interjected. He let out a hacking cough but started to spin his fingers like swirling water. “We’ll take both.”

Kase retched. I grabbed hold of his arm, the heat of his skin scorched my palms through his tunic. Blood leaked from his ears and nose. It looked as if the life was being ripped from his soul. “We’re going to lose him.”

“My life does not matter, but they must live—” Jens jutted his chin toward me and Kase. “The queen of shadows will rise. You know this, Malin. You heard her say it.”

By the gods. My heart was being wrenched in two.

Skydguard marched toward us. In a few moments they’d surround the guilds, and we would once more be fighting or dying under their blades.

“We must go,” Luca shouted. “Now!”

“No.” I trembled. How could we leave Jens behind?

He’d turned his eyes to the trees where Gunnar had frozen on his descent. “Boy, one arrow, one shot. Kill me. Protect your family as your father has always done. Dammit, there is no time! You’ve seen what they will do to an Alver like me.”

Jens struggled against the guards, against Niall. The sword sliced against his shoulder, but he didn’t flinch. “Do it, boy. Now.”

“Daj.” The bow trembled in Gunnar’s hand as he looked to Hagen.

“No,” Hagen said, he turned back toward the river. “We need to go back.”

“We’re surrounded in ten more breaths, then,” Niklas said through a growl.

“Do you all die here, Hagen? Or do you protect our family? Do not leave me to this fate, this torture. Do not make me an enemy of my children. Do not⁠—”

His voice choked to a halt. I screamed. Skydguard rumbled their shock at the sight. Jens’s neck twisted at an ugly angle, and he went limp. Dead.

Niall leapt back, eyes wide.

“Brother.” Hagen’s breathless voice drew me to look.

Bard slowly lowered his hand. His face was twisted in pain, and tears streaked his dirty cheeks.

He’d—gods—he’d killed Jens.

A thick sob broke from my throat, tears blurred the horrid sight. We’d only begun our new story. A father and daughter at last, and now . . . he was gone.

With nothing to leverage against us, the Lord Magnate and Niall demanded their guards to slaughter everyone. No survivors.

“Go!” Niklas commanded the Kryv.

Kase resisted, shouted for our deaths much the same as the Black Palace guards as Ivar beckoned him back.

He jolted when Lynx bent to his side, a hand on his shoulder. “Lynx?”

“Time to rest” was all Lynx said before he pulsed his calming mesmer through Kase and the Nightrender fell back as if asleep. Gunnar raced from the trees and helped shove the cart into motion.

“Bard,” Hagen said thickly, and placed a hand on Bard’s chest. “We must go. You did as he asked.”

Bard hadn’t blinked, hadn’t looked away from Jens’s lifeless body. His tears were silent, painful, but his face was carved in anguish.

Only when Hagen pulled on his arm did Bard finally break away and follow the guilds.

I closed my eyes and raced into the darkness.

Nightmares at my back.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 22
The Nightrender


My skull split in two. From the front to the back, the bone throbbed as though iron hooks had been lodged through my head, tugging me in all directions until I wished it would hurry along and get to killing me.

Whispered hisses rippled around me as though through a thick door. I focused on them, the pain great enough I had a desire to cry out for help. Words wouldn’t come, but my eyes fluttered. The lashes had clumped together and stuck a bit when I blinked against cool air.

Darkness stretched on forever. If not for the few gilded flames from lanterns, I might think I was trapped in a dank pit.

The air was cold here—wherever here was—and the murky hint of mold burned the back of my throat.

“Keep expectations low,” one voice, deep and low, said.

A woman responded. “He fought for us.”

“A brief moment of clarity. Be ready. It’s all I’m saying.”

I made a move to reach for the knife I kept sheathed on my leg, but my hand stopped. The scratch of rope dug into my skin. Heated blood thickened in my veins. I was bound at the wrists.

My eyes snapped open. I’d been placed in some sort of hut made of tree branches and pelts. A stack of folded rabbit fur made a makeshift bed beneath me. So, I was a prisoner, but someone had tried to make me comfortable.

I had no plans of being shackled today.

I jolted upright, ignoring the bright spark of pain in my head, and pulled on my wrists tethered to a thick branch overhead.

I curled my knees into my chest, ready to kick against the branch, snap it in two, anything, but stopped at a voice.

“You’re not going to do anything but snap your wrists that way.”

My shoulders heaved with sharp, anxious breaths when I peered around my arm. “Luca?”

Luca smirked and knelt beside me. “Sorry, my friend. We didn’t know if you’d wake with knives in hand, so we locked you up like a dog.”

“You’re a bastard.”

“No doubt my father wishes I was right now.”

Ivar. The mention of the Lord Magnate sent my head reeling. The riverbend. Skydguard. A smoky hint of blood.

“Remembering what happened now?” Luca asked in a soft voice.

“I fought against the Lord Magnate.” My brow furrowed. “No, I was . . . taken.” With enough force the rope burned my skin, I pulled my arms. “Release me and return me . . .”

Words faded. The desire to return to the Black Palace was as weak as cracked glass. A burn to comply and obey my Lord Magnate came, then faded, then rose again. If I believed the collision of chaos in my mind had been painful before, now I could hardly keep a single emotion straight.

Luca clapped a hand on my shoulder and gave me a small grin. “If you’ll trust me for a moment longer, we can take this pain from you.”

I’ll take this pain from you.

The thief—Mallie—she kept telling me that. My eyes widened. “The woman, Lord Strom, they were to be executed.”

Luca’s jaw pulsed. “Yes, I know. You pulled through for them.”

Dammit. I groaned and winced through another dig of fire in my head. “I’m a traitor.”

“Oh, we all are. It is the better side of the line to be on.” A woman’s voice whipped my eyes open again.

I pressed away from her when those sharp, green cat eyes winked at me. Hells, she was . . . “You. I’ve seen you at . . . the Black Palace. The goat woman.”

She shoved Luca’s shoulder when he snickered. “Don’t even think of it.”

“Goat woman is your new name, Tov.”

She looked back to me. “I brought you some herbs to help with the ache in your head.”

I went stiff, marking her, studying her as she placed a basket of pouches and vials beside me. She no longer looked like a goat herder. She was dressed in a black tunic, heavily armed with knives and daggers, and black kohl streaked over her eyes and chin.

Another body dipped beneath the flap, and I swallowed bile at his silver eyes.

Raum was no skydguard, and in truth, he seemed rather pleased at my reaction to his face.

“Good morning, darling,” he said. “Been sleeping long enough. I’d like to get back to normal now, so are we ready?”

Raum flicked a knife back and forth around his fingers. A threatening move, one I felt like I might use, but it didn’t put me on edge. Raum did it to keep his hands busy, and I didn’t know how I knew it.

“Luca,” I said. “No more holding back. Tell me the truth.”

Luca shifted on his knees and glanced at Raum.

Another spin of his knife, and Raum nodded. “Nik says it’s time. He’s open enough.”

Turning back to me, Luca held my stare for two breaths. “Kase, I’m going to tell you things, and I beg of you not to reject them straightaway. This is me, Kase. We’ve always trusted each other, and I have no reason to lie to you now.”

I glared at him. “Tell me.”

“You have been made to forget things about your life, Kase. Lord Strom—” Luca paused and cleared his throat. “He sent you the parchments on memory mesmer because it exists. Ivar, he can manipulate memories, and he warped yours.”

At once the instinct to dismiss him thickened in my throat. I clenched my fists at my sides and forced myself to keep quiet and listen.

“Imagine a disease has spread over your true past,” Luca went on, “it coats the truth, eating it away, making it sick until it dies. This is what Ivar’s mesmer is doing to you. He can pull you back to him if you start to question too much.”

My stomach cinched. At the riverbend, he’d done something to me, or had started to. I recalled the jab in my brain, the itch I couldn’t explain.

Luca lowered his voice. “But there are other Talents. We call them memory thieves. This Talent, we believe, could take the diseased memories, leaving the truth behind. Your truth, Kase. No questions, no confusion.”

“This is madness,” I said before I gave myself a chance to consider any of it.

“Is it? Or would it explain why your life has not made sense? Why I am here, a fugitive, instead of standing with my folk at the Black Palace? Would it explain why the thieves—” He waved his hand at the goat woman and Raum. “—of the Masque av Aska have never tried to harm Ivar since that night; they’ve only focused on you.”

“I have nothing to do with them.” I scrutinized the goat woman and Raum. Thieves. They were part of the guild, and I’d been blind to it.

“The Masque av Aska was your bleeding scheme, my love,” Raum patted my cheek, laughing when I frowned.

“You can remember it,” said the woman, “if you want. You can remember that you are the Nightrender and one of the Kryv.”

I held her stare. The name carved deep into my chest, a pull to turn away from them was fierce and potent, but for the first time in weeks it did not grate down my spine, and was more like an idea not fully formed in my head.

“Trust.” I turned my gaze to Luca. “You want me to trust you on this.”

“A little longer, my friend.”

“You plan to . . . do what? Invade my head?”

“In a way,” Luca said. “But it is more to put the pieces back into place, to bring you relief.” Luca reached into his pocket and pulled out a ball of twine.

I flinched when he looped the twine around his fingers and a charm dropped into view. A wooden rose.

“Took this from your chamber before I left the palace,” he said. “Why does it mean something to you, Kase?”

Muscles pulsed in my jaw. “I don’t know.”

“But it does?” He didn’t wait for a response before going on. “Those are the answers we’ll give you again. Will you trust us for a little longer?”

No. I did not want to trust anyone. I wanted to fade into shadows of my own making and be left alone for the rest of my miserable life. Yet something drew me to raise my mesmer against Ivar. The thief, when she’d been forced to the ground, her head on an executioner’s block, I’d never experienced such a rush of panic.

For a few breaths, I would’ve given the heart from my chest to keep her safe, to hide her away.

Then there was Lord Strom. A nobleman who’d given his bleeding life to defend her because he . . . he believed her to be the queen? Now the confusing pull toward the woman had turned me into a traitor, a killer, and a man without a past, or a home.

I shook my head. Too many moments made too little sense.

I lifted my eyes back to Luca. “If you destroy my head, or make it worse, promise me you’ll kill me.”

His brows arched.

“I mean what I say,” I insisted. “I cannot live in this madness any longer.”

“You’ll allow us to try to help, then?” His hand fell to my shoulder and squeezed.

My mind fought against the idea of trusting anyone here, but my heart urged me to follow, to trust. Even for a moment. I gave Luca a curt nod. Raum and Luca made quick work ridding me of the rope around my wrists.

I rose from the hut and followed them into the hedgerow. On the other side there were old shacks and shanties tangled in vines and dried branches. Tall willow trees draped their leafy fingers over an old, cracked bridge. Twenty paces into the trees, ruins jutted toward the clouds like jagged teeth.

It was a miserly place.

It felt peaceful. Like home.

The moment we stepped into the forgotten township people materialized from every corner. Most faces were unfamiliar, but a heated frustration boiled in my brain when too many were recognizable.

I glared at the redhead and the man who stood at his side. Fiske and Isak, the serfs from the Black Palace. Now they were formidable, armed, and watching me like I might lunge at them at any moment.

The hawker who sold the rose and delivered missives between the thief and Lord Strom met my eye. A woman with long raven hair stood at his side and dabbed his bruised face with an herb-soaked cloth.

When I strode past, she drew in a sharp breath and paled. The hawker scoffed and winked against the swelling in his face. But it was the two children next to the hawker who brought me to pause. The boy, I recognized him. He’d . . . he’d rushed the skydguard. Brave or stupid, but either way he’d done it for me. To give me that knife.

I narrowed my eyes at the small girl who held his hand, who shared a resemblance to the pale boy.

The child thief.

The same wet eyes locked on mine. She leaned her head against the boy’s skinny shoulder and seemed ready to break into tears.

“Damn you, Luca,” I muttered through gritted. “Have you been manipulating everything in my life?”

“Manipulation can be a good thing, Kase. You’ll see.”

At the final word, movement drew my attention to the edge of the trees. The reaction took me from behind, swift and violent. From the first sight of her fiery hair the thought of curling my fingers around her neck took hold.

Her vibrant eyes looked at me with pain. Sharp, wretched pain. A longing was in them that both fueled my murderous intent and raged against some deeper piece of me that never wanted the woman to hurt.

I’d lost everything because of her. Because I’d succumbed to the desire for her, I’d saved her, and was marked as a traitor.

My steps were heavy, assertive. I was intent to reach her, and the two men, the two sons of House Strom, were intent to stop me.

Hagen and Bard Strom stepped in front of the thief, blades drawn. But it was enough to halt me in my place.

Hells, what was I doing?

The pull to slaughter her, it couldn’t be real. Not when this fierce need to keep her alive, to keep her breathing and unharmed, was as potent.

“Luca,” I said, gritting my teeth. I held out my arms. “Hold me back from her.”

Raum was the one who whooped. “That’s a first bit of control, but I’ll bleeding take it.”

He helped Luca take hold of my arms.

“Lynx, Isak,” a man with messy dark hair and gold beringed fingers called out. By the gods, it was the pickpocket from the gambling den. “We might have need of you. Malin, we’re ready.”

I glared at the man. He smiled at me in return, and opened his arm, gesturing for the thief to join him. Luca and Raum nudged my shoulders until I kneeled. My eyes didn’t fall from the thief, didn’t blink. I studied her, tried to make sense of her. She’d cleaned the dirt and tears and blood from her face. She’d dressed in a simple woolen dress with her hair in a loose braid. The nearer she came the more her voice replayed in my head.

I love you, Kase Eriksson.

She’d said it like a declaration written in stone. The way she looked at me now, as if my suffering were her suffering, I almost believed in another life I could’ve loved a woman like her too.

Whatever violent desire lived inside me forced me to curl away when she stopped a pace away. She reached out a hand and I jerked back.

Her chin quivered when she tried again.

My breaths came sharp as her warm palm rested against the side of my face. Her touch erupted into a flame through my chest. She kneeled and brought her other palm to my face, trapping me between her hands.

At her shoulders Lynx studied me. Clearly, he was no blacksmith, but he’d done something to me at the riverbend.

“I want to hurt you, and I don’t all at once,” I said.

The thief nodded. “I know.”

“Whatever they are here for, if . . . if it will keep you safer, they should do it.”

“I’ll b-b-blind you for a time, Kase,” Isak said.

“I can help you be calm,” said Lynx.

I didn’t look at them, and held Malin Strom’s gaze. “And you? What will you do?”

“I’ll take this pain from you,” she whispered. “I’ll bring you back to us. To me.”

For at least ten breaths I stared at her. “Then do it.” I flicked my eyes to Isak and Lynx. “I want to be awake; I want to see it. To know what is real. But if I lift a blade, do what you must.”

Malin’s mouth twitched in a small grin. “It will be over soon.”

“This will work differently than before,” the pickpocket said. He held a knife in his hand. “She’ll need to dig deep, and like with most magic, blood is a key to connect two souls. Hand out.”

I hesitated, and it only made the man laugh.

“What?” he said. “Afraid of a little scratch?”

“Bastard,” I muttered under my breath.

The pickpocket laughed harder. “Hells, I’ve missed you.”

The man sliced a gash over my palm. I winced, but didn’t look away as a bubble of blood spilled onto the meaty part of my thumb.

“Malin,” the pickpocket said, “just like we talked about. Not bone, but⁠—”

“Blood,” she whispered.

With a hard swallow, she dipped her trembling fingers into the gash. I watched with a bit of horror, and a touch of fascination as she licked the drop of my blood from her fingertip.

“What does that have⁠—”

I did not have time to finish my thought, or protest before she crashed her lips to mine. I jerked, disgusted with myself, but disgust faded into want. Into need. Into a calm I could not explain.

This was not a normal kiss. She was inhaling as her mouth moved. My body trembled. Sparks of pain stabbed into my skull as thoughts spun like a maelstrom.

Shadows took hold and pulled me down until I was lost among a thousand passing moments of lies, hate, and love.
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Chapter 23
The Nightrender


Childish laughter rang through a moment in time. Gray light from a storm rolling in from the fjord filtered over the images in my mind. Two littles strolled along a dusty path, licking sweet honey sticks, praising each other on their ability to snatch the treats without being caught.

The girl’s hair was braided, but stuck out from her leather bands, sort of wild and untamed. Her fingertips brushed the boy’s when she reached for another sweet stick.

Me. A memory from a past I’d forgotten, and I was seeing it clearly now.

Fiery heat prickled over my knuckles as her touch fastened to every sense, every emotion, until it settled clearly in my brain.

I knew the boy was me, but I also knew the girl, she was mine.

“I remember how the older we grew the stranger you made my insides feel.”

I startled. “How in the hells?”

Beside me Malin Strom stood in my head, watching the memory. She smiled and took my hand. “I’ve discovered my mesmer can be quite powerful against false memories. But it is tiring.”

This isn’t real.

“It is,” she said, although I was certain I’d kept the thought to myself. She looked at me. “There is an ancient spell, one only capable of working through trust, devotion, and a bit of blood. One only the first family of memory workers could perform to counteract any attack made by the second family against their loved ones.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Do you recall the two families from the saga of memory mesmer? Before times of peace between the two bloodlines, those who could alter memories often attacked the most cherished of the memory thieves.”

She rubbed her thumb over my knuckles. The touch sent a ripple of warmth shooting up my arm.

“This spell was their way to counteract those attacks,” she said. “We’ve been favored by the gods to have found it. I am only here with you to help you break free. Lies believed as fiercely as you have believed them are not so simple to steal.” She squeezed my palm. It was like a breath of wind, but I knew her touch was there all the same. “I’ve never done this, and it’s taxing. Let me in, Kase. Trust me, and we will see the truth together.”

I blinked back to the flashes of the laughing children. A memory. My heart burned with the truth that these two littles were real.

This had truly happened.

A dark-haired boy and a fiery-haired girl. A girl who looked a great deal like the woman at my side. Perhaps it was all part of her tricks, and she’d created the illusion.

But something stirred deep in my stomach, something told me I was finally seeing clearly for the first time.

I clenched my jaw, nodded, and squeezed Malin’s hand.

Like walking through a misty path beside the children, we watched the memory unfold.

The little girl’s hand came so close to my dirty boyish fingers. I laughed softly, remembering how I’d tangled up in knots from wanting to hold her hand, but I couldn’t find the bits to do it. Instead, I suggested a bleeding race to the pond. As if it might soothe the sudden twitching of my heart.

Brevity faded to the distant sound of a child sobbing.

“I hate this memory,” Malin whispered at my side.

The boy cried, trapped between two skydguard. “Tell her I didn’t leave her because she was a bad friend. She isn’t!”

A tight bunch of tension ached like a blade to the breastbone when a younger Jens Strom stood by and said, “I’ll tell her.”

Fear gathered in dark, cold tendrils surrounded my heart as a memory crept up from the crevices of my mind. Being taken into the walls of the Black Palace, of living in a cage for months.

“By the gods, Kase,” Malin whispered, a sparkle of a tear that looked like mist dripped onto her cheek as we strode past the cold bars and the scratchy quilt they’d given as my only bed. “I never knew how wretched it was.”

“It was. Until I met—” As I said the words, thoughts shifted, and the next scene was a dark-haired boy with rings in his ears hiding beneath a table in one of the rooms in the Black Palace. From the laughter and lyres surrounding us it was clearly some kind of fete was underway. He was hiding away, wiggling his fingers to create an illusion of the sea snake, Jörmungandr, in his palm.

“Maj is making you be my playmate. Says I need more than books,” said the dark-haired boy. Luca Grym. His first glance at me had been filled with disdain, like I was an enemy. “But just don’t. I don’t need you.”

“And I don’t need you. But I like your mesmer. Bet you could do some tricky things with it to some of those sods out there.”

Young Luca regarded me with suspicion for a long breath before a vicious little smirk broke over his face.

Shadows danced across my brain, shaping into moments. Malin stayed beside me offering bits and pieces. She’d inhale, and any shadows would pull away until the memory was bright, and clear, and sturdy.

Moments shattered through opposing thoughts like stones breaking through thin ice. Memories of honoring the Black Palace all my life, of being obedient and devoted to Ivar, broke into jagged pieces, giving way for the truth to come out.

All the devotion I’d battled these last weeks was replaced with tricks and schemes from Luca, me, and so many younger faces who would someday become the Guild of Kryv.

I shuddered. Malin held tighter to my hand. She closed her eyes and seemed to breathe deeply.

“You’re resisting,” she whispered. “Let me in, Kase.”

My mind fought against her, but my body leaned closer, craving every piece of her.

Childhood faded. Still there, but more recent memories surfaced through the shadows. The thief—Malin—kneeled at my feet.

“We were separated for turns,” I whispered.

“Yes.”

I watched the memory chase away the darkness hiding it.

In this moment, Malin didn’t recognize me, but . . . I recognized her. In my heart, I knew she was the honey stick girl, the girl I ached to see even if Luca and the Kryv filled some of the open wounds left behind after I lost her.

Whether she truly stood beside me or not, it didn’t matter, I faced her. I studied her. Her misty eyes locked on my gaze. Gods, she’d always been there. The truth of it settled deep in my stomach.

My attention abandoned her face when the Malin in the memory pleaded with me to find someone.

Hagen.

I remembered. Hagen Strom had been taken and she wanted him back.

He hadn’t plotted an attack while locked away in a sea prison. A lie dissolved as the roots of a new memory took hold.

As though through the dimness of dusk, I watched Malin and me race over rooftops. Hints of brine and piss burned my nose. I glanced over my shoulder. Red hair blew around her face. Malin cursed me in the memory as I tossed her off the top of the roof.

The glare she cut back at me once she landed made me want to laugh if scenes weren’t moving so swiftly.

“Skítkast,” I whispered.

At my side, Malin smiled.

A sudden feeling gripped me like a vise—no question—I would kill anyone who tried to harm her.

Malin stilled when a new memory surfaced.

A night of her body tangled with mine. My shoulders slouched as a recollection of genuine, pure calm, safety, and love had been mine that night. The night we plunged headfirst in desires which began in childhood, and sealed our fates as one. My heart raced when the taste of her coated my tongue, her body beneath me, naked and perfect.

“You see it?” she whispered.

All I could do was nod as I held tightly to the thoughts in my mind, the sounds of her breathless cries of my name, her gentle touch along the scars of my back.

Malin inhaled again and the bright golden highlights of her hair in my bed transfigured into glitter and bright colors of the Masque av Aska. Sugared pomes, cream cakes, spices, and ale hung over the festival like a fragrant cloud. Until fire and smoke and blood stained the cobblestones of the courtyard.

At first, Sabain and I fought against the guild of thieves. Niall was there, injured by a blade and being tended to by another Mediski. Ivar barked orders, called for the slaughter of Hagen Strom and his thieves. But in the next move, the battle flickered and was swallowed by the smoky mists.

When the smoke cleared, instead of fighting beside him, I battled Sabain. We’d bruised and injured each other, but I scoffed. The bastard’s limp was because of me. There was a touch of satisfaction knowing it was at my hand.

And he’d taken my damn blacksteel sword!

The same anger I’d embraced these last few weeks was there in the memory, but none of it was aimed at the guild of thieves. No, I feared for them. I wanted to murder someone—a traitor. I wanted to find Malin Strom and take her away and protect her.

Hate burned at the edges and love bled through.

The thoughts overtook everything. My body weakened to the point I could hardly stay upright. I cried out. The masquerade swirled away into a final moment. A final look at the tears on her face as the guild pulled her away from me.

In the distance, a tug pulled me from my head. Back to reality. Back to the trees and ruins and Malin Strom with her mouth pressed to mine.

I couldn’t breathe.

I couldn’t think.

My body slumped against her, and she broke the strange kiss.

“Kase?”

I closed my eyes.

“Mallie.” Her name—my name for her—scraped out of my throat.

But when I reached for her, everything went black.
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Chapter 24
The Memory Thief


“Kase!” My voice cracked.

Tears soaked my cheeks. He’d said my name, then fallen back. There he’d stayed, unmoving, and sprawled out on the lawns of Felstad.

We’d left for Felstad the moment we were free of Skydguard. For two days Kase had been locked in Lynx’s Hypnotik trance. The hope had been that the Kryv haven would help ease his mind, but now he was so still, so cold. A steady pulse, but too faint.

A sob broke through me. I’d walked with him in true memories. A power I never imagined possible, but after Niklas had pointed out the ancient queen’s tale of guiding her love through his lost mind as she stole the poisoned pieces of memories, I had held onto hope it was real.

Niklas had given me an elixir filled with energy to buffer the strain of the deeper magic, and he’d warned me that stepping into such a deep memory would be dangerous.

There’d been the risk we both could’ve been trapped in a place between truth and lies. It had all hindered on Kase’s ability to trust and open to me. He’d let me do it; the warmth of his affection for the true memories had been shared with me, and I dared hope.

Then, the connection broke, and reality ripped us apart into a new nightmare.

He wasn’t moving. I padded at his chest; my shoulders heaved as despair devoured the rest of my energy, and I slumped over his body. Beneath my ear his heartbeat shuddered, his breaths rattled.

Alive, but what if I’d destroyed his mind? What if he never woke again?

When Kase was first taken from me as a girl, my heart shattered. Finding him again repaired my whole soul, but the cracks remained. To lose him once again, I knew it would be the final blow. I would not recover. Damn being strong, damn stealing a throne. I would break, and I would plead with the gods to rid me of this cruel world.

For most of my dreary existence the sure light, the safest place I could go, lived in sunrise eyes and shadow mesmer.

“Come back to me,” I whispered, my fingertips stroking the lines of his chest. His body shuddered. My eyes clenched against the harsh tears spilling onto his linen shirt. “I’ll hate you forever if you never wake, Kase Eriksson. I promise I will.”

“Liar,” a rough voice responded.

I froze for half a breath, then lifted my head with such a start my neck popped.

Kase stared back at me, the same villainous smirk he wore when I first met the Nightrender and his guild teased the corner of his mouth.

My fingers dug into his chest, curling his shirt in my grip. What move did I make next? Did he know me? Was he back, or fooling me all to give him a clear shot to run a blade through my belly again?

I wasn’t left to wonder long. Kase lifted a strong, beautifully rough hand to my cheek. With the pad of his thumb, he wiped away my tears. “I don’t know what I did to deserve your devotion, Malin Strom, but I cherish it.”

The back of my throat grew thick, like honey lined the edges. Pressure gathered in my chest until through the thickness a sob gurgled out, and I fell over the top of him, clinging to his neck until he coughed.

Kase smashed me to his chest, burrowing his face against my skin. A delightful chill hummed down my spine when his lips pressed to my neck, and he speckled kisses against my skin.

His body still caged beneath me, I pulled back and looked down at his face. Kase kept brushing my hair off my wet cheeks, studying every ridge and curve of my face, as if he didn’t yet believe I was real. Without a thought for the others standing patiently around us, I crushed my mouth to his.

Wisps of smoke came at once, and I ignored my mesmer’s attempt to steal more of his thoughts. I’d grown more skilled at pushing my Talent down. Niklas believed it was because I’d accepted my true path of fate.

I didn’t think it had anything to do with fate. It had everything to do with my entire body and soul obsessing over kissing this man, and no piece of me was about to let mesmer interfere.

Kase kissed me back much the same. There was nothing gentle or sweet. We behaved as if we were desperate to devour each other after starving for too long.

When he broke the kiss, Kase held my gaze for a long pause.

I traced the curve of his lips, and whispered, “It’s you, right? I couldn’t pull back everything, but it was enough. Tell me it was enough.”

“You revealed most of the lies.” He nuzzled my neck, holding me tighter. “But what I do remember, the beliefs I had, I clearly recognize as deceit.”

A strangled hiccup drew both of us to look up.

I’d nearly forgotten the others still huddled close by.

Tova had her eyes pointed at the sky, and she blinked incessantly. Dagny clung to Luca’s arm, for once, seeming unbothered to stand close to the man. She dabbed at her eyes with the heel of her hand.

I forced myself to untangle from Kase and rose to my feet, taking his hand to help him up.

Kase brushed dirt and dried grass off his legs, then lifted a hesitant gaze to the crowd of thieves and our family. With the distance between them, I doubted any of the Kryv heard the rough swallow of emotion in his throat.

Kase squeezed my hand until the tips went bloodless. “I want to call you all fools for risking so much for me. But . . .” He cleared his throat.

He didn’t have time to finish before a bruised and teary Ash slammed against Kase’s body, his skinny arms locked around the Nightrender’s waist.

Kase grunted and was forced to release my hand, clinging to Ash’s bony body to keep from falling back. In two more breaths, his jaw pulsed, and he held the back of Ash’s head to his chest. Kase buried his face in the boy’s black hair, brow furrowed.

More Kryv fell in. Raum and Vali gripped both of his shoulders, shaking him until Kase shoved them off. Hanna clung to his leg, and he did nothing to remove her until Ash told her she looked like a whimpering little.

The girl flew off the Nightrender and attacked her brother, pinching him on the chest as she waved her hands in a furious rant.

Tova flicked Kase’s ear. “About time your stubborn ass got wise.”

He rolled his eyes and made a heartfelt promise to buy her a crate of her favorite roasted nuts at the next trade square visit. Fiske and Isak clasped his forearms as Lynx and Gunnar went on about the threats he’d made to the Northern Kingdom’s ambassador.

Kase rubbed his head. “I vaguely recall recognizing someone. He truly threatened war?”

Gunnar scoffed, grinning. “The same way you threatened to cut off his head.”

“Hells,” he grumbled before the Kryv split, opening a path for Niklas.

The Falkyn tossed a pouch of some elixir between his hands.

Kase frowned. “Don’t look so bleeding smug. Admit it, you’ve enjoyed learning all the ways to get through to me.”

“I’ve learned a great deal about mesmer, and have several new sagas to add to my collection, true. But you will owe me a favor, guild lead to guild lead. If the Falkyns need to smuggle a massive haul through Felstad, you’ll let it happen and won’t gripe to me.”

“Done.” Kase chuckled and clapped Niklas on the back, but after a moment, he sobered. “Thank you. If I know you, and I do, no doubt you have not slept in weeks.”

“A fact I plan to remedy tonight, tomorrow, and perhaps into the next day. And I want your chambers in Felstad to use. Trust me, Junie and I will leave your bed greatly appreciated.”

“Niklas,” Junius scolded, but she didn’t deny it. In fact, she gave Kase a look that dared him to argue.

Kase’s eyes blackened, and it only brightened Niklas’s grin.

My brothers stepped from the crowd. Hagen and Kase shared a long look before Hagen extended his arm. The moment Kase clasped my brother’s arm, Hagen pulled him into an embrace.

Kase stiffened against the affection, but Hagen only held him tighter.

“We had little time to speak at the Masque av Aska,” Hagen said. “But my debt shall never be repaid to you, Kase Eriksson. From the boy who gave up his life for my sister, to the man who freed my family, and to the thief who will lay down his life for the woman in his heart, I will never be able to repay you, brother.”

Kase’s face tightened at the final word, and he mutely hooked an arm around Hagen’s shoulders, pounding his back five times before he pulled away.

Bard was there. Kase would be like me and hold few kind memories of Bard Strom. He’d dismissed us both, but since we’d left the riverbend Bard was sullen, broken, and fiercely loyal. In every somber conversation he’d joined, his desire to defend what was left of his family bled through.

He carried suffocating guilt for ending Jens’s life. I did not know how to heal him—he wouldn’t allow me to take the memory—but the same as he was forever changed, so were we.

I trusted him for the first time in my life. He was my brother as much as Hagen.

Bard did not embrace Kase, but the two men clasped forearms briskly.

“I was never fair to you,” Bard admitted. “You or Malin, but you have my loyalty until my last breath for saving us, for saving my family.”

“Always,” Kase said. “House Strom was all I had once too.”

After Bard, a few Falkyns greeted him. Luca embraced him and muttered something in his ear that almost drew Kase to truly smile. Dagny gathered him in her slender arms right after, then called him a name for killing me.

Kase whipped around, face pale, and looked at me with a bit of horror. “What?”

Dagny winced. “Oh, I thought you might’ve remembered. Malin must’ve completely stolen that one.”

“For a purpose,” I chided, then tilted my head at Kase. “It doesn’t matter.”

Kase took hold of my arm, drawing me against him. Dark heat behind his eyes sent a tantalizing shudder down my spine. I would do anything to keep him looking at me in such a way.

“I did what to you?” Each word hissed through his clenched teeth.

“You didn’t know me, and clearly, I’m not scorched on a funeral pyre. I’m fine.” I placed a hand on his chest. The thud of his rapid heart kept time with mine. “We used Luca’s illusions.”

His eyes went black, and I wasn’t certain it came from anger. Kase lowered his voice, so only I could hear. “You will be my undoing, woman. Convenient of you to take the memory of me slaughtering you but leave others.”

I licked my lips. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

“You do,” he whispered. “And that night in skydguard tower is not the half of what I have planned for you the moment we are alone.”

All gods.

My skin burned as if it were kindling going up in flames. I flicked my eyes over Kase’s shoulder. “It’s been a . . . a long few days. We ought to get some rest.”

The sun had barely begun to fade behind the trees. No mistake, there were those who laughed, not fooled by my sudden interest in a bed chamber.

Kase grinned with a touch of viciousness. “Anxious?”

I curled my fingers into the top of his belt and tugged so his hard hips slammed into mine. His eyes widened in surprise when I kissed his jawline, working my way to his ear.

“No,” I whispered. “Ravenous.”

He didn’t break his gaze from mine as he said, “Mal’s right. Everyone should rest while we can.”

“Gods,” Hagen cursed and shook his head.

Tova and Dagny winked, but Ash and Hanna protested, insisting they wanted to stay with the Nightrender. It took Raum and Vali promising some of Lynx’s hidden sugared berries to get the two children to leave.

“Niklas has my chamber. He wasn’t lying about taking it,” Kase said, voice rough, once we were alone.

“I don’t care.” I pressed a kiss to his neck, the tip of my tongue leaving a trail down the muscles.

He drew in a sharp breath and tightened his hold on my waist. “Come with me. I know where we can go.”

I slipped my fingers into his and followed him into the trees, away from the Felstad ruins.

He was mine once again, and I had plans to engrain in his head a dozen new memories he would never forget.
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Chapter 25
The Memory Thief


Kase led me half a length from the ruins. Limericks was a forest made of crystal streams and ponds, mossy trees, and shrubs. A place to easily hide a secret refuge.

With his hand in mine, Kase helped me over the top of a large, damp boulder. A trickle of icy water flowed over the top to a narrow stream below. Kase pulled back a wall of white blossom vines from a flowering tree. The motion caused a bloom of sweet honey to waft through the air.

Behind the vines, a hut was tucked between two towering white aspen trees.

“What is this?” I asked, accepting his hand to drop off the boulder.

“When we found Felstad it was nothing but a heap of old walls. While we worked to make it somewhat habitable, we stayed here.”

“The entire guild squeezed in that?”

“On cold nights,” he said, pulling back a long, sun-worn leather skin over the doorway.

I ducked under the header beam and stepped inside. Walls were made of sod, clay, and pelts, and shaped around a decently crafted wood beam skeleton. In one corner was a pit for a fire and stacks of clay bowls and ewers. The dirt floor was coated in furs and woven rugs, and across an entire wall was a straw stuffed pad for sleeping. Large enough to imagine the Guild of Kryv squeezing together to keep warm during frosty nights.

Worn quilts and old furs covered the pad, and a few feather pillows were organized across the back wall. A flutter overturned my insides, like a swift drop, but something wonderful awaited at the bottom.

A firestick hissed with a new flame. Kase lit a withered tallow candle in a tin lantern. His eyes never looked away from me as he blew out the spark on the firestick. The light was enough to cast his features in a soft glow, and I could not keep my hands from him a moment longer.

Kase must’ve felt much the same, for it took two strides before we collided in the center of the hut. He tangled my hair around his fingers and tilted my face to the angle he wanted it. I parted my lips to meet his demanding kiss. His tongue was warm and needy. The taste of him was like clean rain, a forgotten treasure I would cling to until my last breath.

Kase’s frenzied fingers unlaced my dress. In steady paces, he backed me to one of the beams of the hut. Hips pressed to mine, he pinned me there.

My hands trembled when I went to his belt. “I almost thought I’d never see you as you again.”

“I dreamed of you every night. I craved you.” Kase pulled the sleeves of my dress off my shoulders and kissed the bony ridges of my bare skin, then trapped my face between his palms. “You never lost me, not really. I would die before I gave up fighting my way back to you. And you’re too bleeding stubborn to give up.”

I laughed against his mouth. “I promised you I would never stop.”

Shadows soaked his eyes and he kissed me with something new, something desperate. He stripped away the rest of my dress, baring all of me to him. Kase groaned, palmed one breast, gripped my hip with the other hand, and aimed us at the fur-covered bed.

I peeled his belt away as we walked, kissed, and clawed at each other. The only break came when Kase stepped back to pull off his shirt, but he fisted my hair in the next breath, slanting my mouth over his. As if he could not stay parted for more than one item of clothing at a time.

Back in his arms, I dug my fingernails into his shoulders, grinning when Kase shuddered at the bite of pain.

One of his hands slid up my chest to my throat and nudged me back, breaking the kiss. The heat of desire blazed in his eyes. “Lie on the bed.”

Gods! I’d do anything he bleeding commanded if he kept speaking in such a way. The silky darkness of his voice soaked through to my bones, my blood, to my very soul. My lips parted, unable to keep the rough, sharp breaths in any longer.

While I settled back on the soft furs and quilts, Kase kept me locked in his heated stare. The tip of his tongue slipped out, wetting his lips, as he watched. He toed off his boots, then with careful, steady hands he sloughed off his trousers.

If I did not love the man, I might fear him by the way he looked at me, the way he prowled across the bed like I would not survive whatever he had planned.

When he was close, I sealed my knees together demurely. A slow rumble escaped his throat. He laid a hand on my breastbone, pinning me against the bed as he pulled my knees apart with a rough hand.

“Hide yourself from me,” he said, leaning his mouth to my neck, kissing and nipping at my skin, “and you’ll pay for making me lose my mind.”

“Don’t threaten me. Prove it,” I said and crushed his mouth back to mine.

Kase kissed along the lines of my ribs and ran his palms across my chest, taking my breasts in his hands. My head fell back, throat bared; my body was no longer mine. He called out pleasure like he called to shadows, and in moments my heart raced like a violent storm inside my chest.

Kase let his weight fall over me and fitted his hips between my thighs. He taunted me, pressing close, but never taking me fully.

“What are you waiting for?” I said, breathless as I kissed his chest, my fingers running across the taut ridges of the scars across his back.

Kase shook my hands off his body and with one hand, yanked both my wrists over my head. “Patience. You asked for proof, and you’ll get proof.”

I whimpered into the next burning kiss as his free hand slipped between my thighs and brought me to a vicious, shuddering peak. When I thought I could take nothing more, Kase’s mouth devoured my body. The scrape of his teeth and tongue on my skin threatened to burst my heart into a dozen pieces.

“Hells, I’ve craved the taste of you,” he said as he blew a cold breath along my chest until my skin pebbled. He rolled his gaze up and shot me a wicked-looking grin. “You are worth the wait.”

I had no doubt this would be my last night breathing. Kase Eriksson would end me in the most beautiful of ways.

Forehead pressed to mine, at last, Kase released my wrists and threaded our hands together on either side of my head. In a painfully sensual crawl, he nudged forward until we fit together.

Not near enough, I wrapped my legs around his waist, digging my heels into the backs of his legs until there was no distance between us.

I let out a sob at the beautiful way he filled me not only physically, but how he filled every piece of my heart.

A hot tear fell from the corner of my eye when he started rolling his hips. He kissed it away.

Slow to build, but it wasn’t long before our pace quickened to a frenzied rush and the wooden posts of the hut groaned when the stuffed bed slammed into them. Kase placed a hand between my head and the wall, always protecting me, always keeping me safe.

“No mesmer, no damn spell can take what’s mine. You’re mine, Malin,” He gritted out as he bit down on my bottom lip. “Say it.”

My body had gone into a new plane of existence. To form words seemed too great a task, but the haggard whisper slipped out with each thrust. “I’ve always . . . been . . . yours.”

The candlelight, the heat, the rush of our bodies, burned together until I cried out in a shuddering finish. Kase held my gaze as he took another rough thrust and groaned my name.

He sank over me, both of us gasping and holding onto each other like this had all been a dream.

With a sweet kiss, Kase rolled onto his shoulder, and pulled me to his chest. He brushed my damp hair off my brow, kissing me there, then looked at me without a shadow in his eye.

“Malin.” He kissed the tip of my nose. “I love you. Every good piece of me, and every dark, cruel piece of me loves you. But loving you has put a great many lives at risk.”

I stroked the side of his face. “How so?”

Kase gripped my jaw, holding our lips a hairsbreadth apart. “I would take heads, I would take hearts, I would destroy this entire kingdom without remorse, for you.”

I curled my fingers around his hair. “What did I tell you? Be a brute, be wicked, be the damn villain, but in these moments, be mine. You are mine as much as I am yours, Kase Eriksson.”

He grinned, then kissed me until I was hardly able to catch a single breath.
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Chapter 26
The Nightrender


“Malin, no!”

Cold air whipped against my damp skin. I blinked in the darkness, hand to my chest, as if trying to hold my wild heart from breaking through.

“Kase.” Malin’s groggy voice tethered me to reality.

I shuddered when her gentle palm reached out and rubbed along my shoulder. Without a word, I pulled her into my arms, the warmth of her skin chased away the frigid, horrid thoughts in my head.

She didn’t flinch at my suffocating grip. No, Malin Strom let me crush her. She stroked the back of my head, caressed the tension in my neck until it started to fade, and kissed the sweat off my brow.

“You’re real.” I dropped my forehead to the crook of her shoulder and breathed her in. She was a sweet slice of honey with a hint of me still on her body. My arms tightened around her waist. “You’re here.”

“I’m right here,” she soothed, leaving kisses down the edge of my jaw. “A nightmare?”

I nodded against her neck.

Malin leveraged into sitting and pulled a fur cover over her folded legs. She patted her thigh with a grin.

I chuckled. She didn’t need to say anything. I knew exactly what she expected. It was what we’d always done as children when one of us had a nightmare. I laid back down, my head on her leg, and her gentle fingers started to play with my hair and rub my head.

The nights Malin laid her head on my lap as a boy had taught me how to braid.

“Start at the beginning. It’s the only way the Mares leave you in peace.”

I snorted. “Who told you that?”

“A boy. One who always thought he was the smartest in the hayloft. Now, quit stalling. Out with it.”

I didn’t want to talk about it. The vivid images were as if they were plucked out of my head, but I could not fully shape them. But somewhere, deep inside my heart, I knew it was more than a dream. Truth be told, it felt a great deal like a warning.

“It is a dream I’ve had since childhood,” I whispered, my arms hugged her legs as I relaxed the more she played with my hair. “It is about you.”

“I’m not certain if I should be offended you wake so unsettled over dreams of me.”

I scoffed and kissed her palm. “Someone has you and I can’t reach you in time. I find you bloody, and when I look around, I face your killer.” I closed my eyes. “It’s always me.”

Malin’s hand stopped in my hair. “Kase, you know it’s only a dream.”

“Yes. But dreams have a way of showing the fears we don’t want to face.” I rolled onto my back and looked up at her. “My path is dangerous. It’s the reason I kept a distance from you. The fear that my life will be the end of yours is always there.”

Malin stroked the side of my face. “I would rather meet a gruesome end loving you than living an empty life without you. I’ve experienced the latter, and I have no plans to do so again.”

I took her hand in mine and kissed her knuckles. “Good to hear. I’m unable to let you go, so that’s settled.”

With a laugh, Malin adjusted until she laid next to me again, one arm and leg draped over my body. Her cheek rested on my chest, and I could not think of a time I felt more at peace.

Naturally, the moment was dashed too swiftly.

A heavy knock pounded on one of the beams keeping the old hut from caving in.

“All right, you’ve had enough alone time!” Tova’s voice rattled through the walls. “Come on out, and quickly. I will shake this old shack until it falls in on you both. We have moves to make.”

“Niklas said he would hole away for days,” I shouted back. “I plan to do the same.”

“True enough, but that was before we realized it was a full moon tonight. For some reason it has Raum and Vali rather anxious. Now hurry.”

I groaned and tightened my hold around Malin’s shoulders. “We could run away. Leave them for a week, at least.”

She kissed my chest and pulled out of my grip. “The duty of a leader of thieves never ends. You have me, Kase Eriksson. Tonight, tomorrow. We know how quickly life can change, so I have mighty plans to never waste a moment with you.”

Hells, I would give every bit of breath in my lungs for this woman. I folded my hands behind my head, watching her dress until her cheeks pinked, then dressed myself, and followed her to the main ruins of Felstad.

In the front courtyard of the ruins, Falkyns and Kryv stood around drinking warm ale and using wash basins as they readied for the morning.

Tightness in my gut drew me to a halt at the entrance. Each person in these walls was mine. A valued piece of a twisted, thieving family I took for granted. To nearly have them ripped away from me, to not even know they were gone, created a tangle of hatred for the Black Palace, and a love for the foolhardy loyalty these people gave me.

Malin looked at me over her shoulder. She smiled, as if she knew exactly what I thought, and held out her hand.

I slipped my fingers into hers and stepped into Felstad for what felt like the first time.

“Finally.” From one of the broken ledges Gunnar looked down at us, one of his legs dangling over the edge. He chuckled, then scaled down the side of the wall until he could safely drop. He landed in a crouch, and rose again with a grin. “Thought we might never see you again.”

“Great hells, we’ve been gone a few clock tolls,” Malin said.

“Not long enough,” I muttered.

Gunnar laughed and walked with us toward the center of the courtyard. A few paces off from where Raum and Vali had most of the guild members gathered, I tugged on Malin’s hand.

“Give me a moment.”

She followed my gaze and smirked, releasing me. Alone, I went to one of the water barrels where a couple filled skins and flacons.

“Hawker.”

Hob jolted and faced me. Bruises still marred his face from the night at the riverbend, but his arrogant grin came soon enough. “Ah. What name shall I call you today? Last time I said the word Nightrender I thought you might strangle me.”

His woman shrunk against the barrel when I looked at her. Not that I blamed her. Our last meet was not entirely pleasant, what with me giving all her dreary secrets to her lover, then threatening her.

I was not accustomed to manners, politeness, or general niceness, but I buried the unease and held out my arm for Hob. “You have my gratitude. I know what you did and the risks you took. You have my loyalty for your loyalty to Malin.”

Hob looked at me like my words unnerved him as much as they did me. But after a moment he took my forearm. “You hear this, love. We’ve got an ally in the bleeding Nightrender.”

Inge stood a little straighter. “Call it even, then. We . . . we know what you did for us before the masque. We know you arranged to have my debts to my brothers paid off.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

She smiled. “Of course. How foolish of me. Such a man as the Nightrender would never do something so . . . good, right?”

“Never.” I almost returned the smile, almost felt light inside. “You both have the protection of the Kryv. Always.”

Hob dipped his chin and released my arm. I turned away without another word. The limit of emotion for anyone beyond Malin Strom was reaching the brink.

“Kase.” Raum waved a hand, urging me to slice through the crowd to the center. “It’s a full moon tonight.”

“Tell me that is not why you sent Tova to drag me out of bed. She already informed us.”

Tova snorted. “I suspect for the next half-turn we’ll need to drag you both out of bed to keep you fulfilling your basic needs for living.”

“Stay in bed all you like,” Raum said. His tone raised in pitch as it always did when he was excited, “but do it after tonight. Don’t you remember?”

“I would like to not think about the things I was supposed to remember for the rest of my damn life. What have I forgotten now?”

“The fae! The one you sent scurrying away to Hemlig.”

I rubbed my forehead. My brain was a muddled mess of memories. Malin took away the cloak of Ivar’s spell. She took the hate and bitterness, but there were still many of the moments left behind.

My eyes shot open. “Nidhug. The assassination.”

Raum’s smile fell. “What assassination?”

“The Lady Magnate. Gods, there are two littles—I think—she wanted me to kill them. They are somewhere in Hemlig. She wanted it done so Niall’s future throne wouldn’t be threatened and before Ivar . . .”

I clamped my mouth shut. Luca was standing across the circle from me. Hells. He didn’t know.

“What?” he asked. “Why did my mother ask this of you?”

“Luca—”

“What do you know, Kase? Tell me.”

His jaw tightened. He never blinked. For his sake, I would’ve preferred to do this away from the others, but there was little time. With the memory returned in my head, Raum was right. We had a meet to get to.

“Ivar is dying,” I said, voice low and rough.

Luca flinched but didn’t turn his eyes away. “How?”

I quickly repeated what Britta told me, of the rogue Elixist, of two potential threats to the bloodline of House Grym.

“I can only assume they must have mesmer, or blood from the ancient bloodlines.” A thought struck me like a blow to the throat. I reached and touched Dagny’s arm. “Britta said one was a boy. A young boy. Dag, what if . . . I don’t know for certain, but what if one of these littles is a threat because he could be an illegitimate heir.”

Tears glistened over her lashes as she sucked in a sharp breath. “Do you think . . . all gods, Kase. Do you think my boy could be there?”

“I think it is a very real possibility.”

Tova and Lynx both wrapped arms around Dagny’s shoulders when she trembled, trying to hold in a sob.

Luca ground his teeth together, and once Dagny gathered her breath, she met his gaze.

“Luc. If it’s him . . .” With a pained look, she rested a hand to his arm. “I misjudged you for so long.”

“Dag, don’t.”

“No,” she said. “I thought . . . I thought you simply weren’t trying.”

Luca’s eyes darkened and he took her upper arm tightly in his grip. “I have never stopped trying to find him. Gods, to think how long you remained in that damn place—” He dropped his eyes to the tattoos on her fingertips, and the one that was missing. “Do you know how it killed me to think of you there? Why did you not let me free you?”

Fat tears welled in Dagny’s eyes. “Luca, it was not your choice to make. I could not hide away when traders came through, and I . . . I couldn’t be by you when⁠—”

“You only see Niall when you look at me,” he interjected in a dark, sullen voice.

Dagny winced and tenderly took his hand. “I do not see Niall. I see a life I lost. A pain that lives between us too great to overcome, and now I see all the misconceptions I’ve allowed to shape in my mind. I see what I have ruined.”

“Dagny—”

“Not now,” I snapped, hating myself for it, but there was no time. I softened my tone. “Later. If we have a meet involving a bleeding assassination, how long do you think it will be before the Lady Magnate hires another now that I am gone?”

“Yes, well, she made a mistake asking you,” Tova said.

“Keep your heads,” Lynx insisted. “We don’t know for certain who these littles are.”

“We’re going to find out,” Luca snapped. “If there is even a chance it is Von, we’re going.”

Dagny squeaked. “You remember his name?”

“Gods, Dag.” Luca’s eyes were wild. “What else has occupied my damn mind? You. Him. You. Him.”

Dagny trembled enough I thought she might shiver out of her skin. Luca cursed again, then pulled her into his big arms. Dagny let out a whimper against his chest. He stroked her icy blonde hair and whispered in the old language close to her ear. A thing he used to do when the serf girl of the Black Palace let her nerves bring her to panic.

I stepped back, feeling like an intruder in a private moment.

Raum clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Shall we prepare, then?”

Malin came to my side and slipped her fingers through mine. I squeezed her fingers, and gave her a soft smile, then looked back to the Kryv. “Be ready. We have deals to make.”
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Chapter 27
The Memory Thief


Perhaps I was more villainous than I thought. There was no feeling quite like being blanketed in night, weapons strapped across my body, the chill of a scheme rolling in my veins. I did not start this way. Over the turns, through cruelty, desperation, and tricks, this was how villains were made.

I grinned, looking across the dark space near the run-down worship house. Kase pulled his dark hood over his head, shadows wrapped his shoulders, and he spun the karambit knife around his fingers as if he’d never forgotten his place here.

Many Falkyns remained in Felstad with Hob and Inge to keep watch while the rest of us stepped dangerously close to the Black Palace for the meet.

“How do you do it, Mal?” Dagny whispered, sidling up to me. “How do you keep composure when you’ve lost your heart the same as I have?”

“I do not keep my composure. As you recall, I snuck into the skydguard tower just to see him. How are you, though?”

She glanced at the dark sky. “For four turns I’ve bedded traders in exchange for information. There were rumors the Lord Magnate hid away all the shameful pieces of the Grym line, but no one knew where. I’ve ruined myself to find my son, yet I would do it all again for this chance to hold him, to breathe him in again.”

I tugged her against my side, my arm around her shoulders. “Dag, you are not ruined. You are relentless. You are one of the bravest women I’ve met. If your son is there, if we find him, he will never doubt you would go to the hells and back for him. He will live, he will grow, and someday he will tell his children’s children the sagas of his warrior mother.”

She hiccupped as she swiped at tears on her cheeks. “What tricks the gods play in our lives. Did you ever see your life turning out this way? A hidden queen who loves the Black Palace’s greatest enemy?”

“No,” I said, smiling at the soft gray sky. “I was certain I’d live out my days in that hayloft at House Strom.”

“I had such different hopes for my life too. Even as a serf there were those things that brought me such . . . light.”

I did not miss the way her eyes dropped to the damp grass, and when they lifted again, her gaze was on Luca’s back. He stood between Fiske and Isak, strapping a sword to his belt.

With a squeeze to her hand, I lowered my voice. “What is your story with Luca? I cannot decide if you hate him, or if you think something else.”

A bit of pink stained her wet cheeks. “That life I envisioned, those light pieces, those belonged to him.”

“What happened between you?”

Dagny licked her lips and looked to me. “My daj was a serf in the Black Palace, the same as me. I lived on those grounds from before I could walk. Being so close in age, I grew up with Luca, then with Kase and the Kryv once they arrived. Luca was kind to me; he didn’t treat me like a servant; he didn’t mention my status once. I was simply Dagny.

“One day, a few weeks after my daj passed into the Otherworld, the grief caused me to grow quite ill. But what did it matter if a serf grew ill? Chores still needed to be done. Luca stole my illusion and made it appear as if I were busy, but in truth, it was him who did every one of my chores. Then he stole half a dozen honey cakes from the kitchens for me. I think that was the moment it changed.”

“When what changed?” I asked.

Dagny let out a long sigh. “When I started to love him.” She covered her face with her hands for a few breaths before going on. “I kept it a secret, of course. Even from him. How could a serf even entertain a life with an heir of the Black Palace? Until he kissed me.” A smile twisted in the corner of her mouth. “In the gardens on the eve of my eighteenth turn. I did not expect it, but he took my hand and sternly told me I’d taken much too long to kiss him, so he was stepping up instead.”

I snickered. “It sounds like something Luca would do. Turn it on you, then make himself the hero.”

“I’ve never felt so safe than in those forbidden moments we would steal away. There couldn’t be a life with him, though, and we both knew it. I think we chose to ignore the truth. Sometimes we would dream of running away after Luca returned from his mandatory studies in Furen. I thought we were clever never getting caught, but we were not as invisible as I thought.”

My jaw tightened. “Niall?”

Dagny dragged her bottom lip between her teeth and nodded. “On the night Luca sailed to the higher academy, Niall cornered me. He told me he never knew I was so willing to give my body to the sons of the Black Palace.”

Dagny’s hands shook with rage or fear, I couldn’t be certain. I took them in mine until they stopped twitching and her voice steadied.

“Once, Mal. I’d been with Luca once the night before he left. It was . . . it is my most tender memory, but Niall soiled it. Luca and I thought we were careful, we thought we were alone. But clearly, we weren’t.” Dagny’s eyes flashed in a spark of hate. “Luca Grym showed me what a true lover should be, but Niall . . . he just took without a care. Then, weeks later, when it was clear a little was due, the Lord Magnate locked me away in Niall’s chambers. Like an object he owned and could use as he pleased.”

“Dag.” My stomach burned in sick.

“I thought of Luca every time. Prayed he’d return. Niall may be the older brother, but he fears Luca, fears his power. Luca’s magic is the closest to memory mesmer after all. Ivar resents him for it, I think because despite the Lord Magnate’s strength in mesmer, the ring does not choose him. I believe Ivar is not worthy of it.”

But there was his kind, honorable son. There was a part of me that suspected if Luca stood near the queen’s ring the golden runes would ignite much like it did around me. Another reason I had no desire to fight for the throne. There were too many with a claim to the bleeding thing.

“Then Von was born,” Dagny said. “Gods, he looked just like a Grym.”

I held her hand. “You said he belonged to Niall, but could he be Luca’s?”

“I never considered it. Niall had me more, so I just thought . . .” She closed her eyes. “It doesn’t matter who fathered him, Ivar took him anyway, and Niall sent me to the Lark. Said he was finished with his whore and others would make use of me. The Kryv tried to reach me when they heard, but by then I had discovered how willingly the bastards who came through the Lark doors spilled secrets for a bit of pleasure.”

I’d known she’d chosen to remain at the Lark cheer house, but to hear the account of all she’d survived before—there was no mistaking the woman was not brittle. She was carved from iron.

“And Luca? What drove you apart?”

She closed her eyes. “Likely my bitterness. He came for me disguised as a patron. Begged me to leave with him, but I would not give up the search for my son. I told him he’d abandoned me. I said such awful things to him.”

“Dag, you must be kind to yourself. I cannot imagine the horror you were living.”

“I think I made Luca the villain in my mind. Imagined him living a rich life with his books, new lovers, while I suffered, and my son was lost. I did not realize he has been searching all this time.” She hesitated. “Don’t take this wrong, but I have a bit of gladness Kase was taken. It was as if fate had a hand in finding an answer to my prayers. Without him being in the Black Palace, Von would’ve died by the hand of another assassin. I have no doubt.”

I squeezed her hand again. “I’m simply glad you get your chance at the life you dreamed of after such pain.”

Dagny snorted. “Ah, Mal. That dream life is gone.”

“So sure?” I glanced at Luca as he went to stand beside Kase. “He is fallen from the Black Palace. He can live his life without Ivar or Niall commanding his steps. To me it seems like you two can have the life you wanted. Free, with no status, no levels between you.”

“Too many words have been said, too much anger. He cares for me, but Luca does not love me anymore. Not after my rejection.”

I disagreed, but Dagny spoke with such finality I didn’t take the time to argue the point. Instead, I pointed ahead of us. “Dag. It’s time.”

A sharp breath slid between her teeth when she focused ahead. From a path carving through the trees, a man in a thick fur coat and straw hat sauntered toward the worship house.

The Kryv formed a line, weapons in hand. Even Ash and Hanna held small stiletto knives. Falkyns fell in behind Niklas and Junius. The Elixist tossed one of his pouches between his hands, gold rings on his fingers.

Hagen and Bard muttered something to each other, and I considered standing beside them. To see my two brothers, Bard especially, stand shoulder to shoulder with Kase Eriksson twisted a delightful knot in my heart.

An ache was there since Jens was not. He’d been a stern man, but there was a voice that whispered if Jens Strom were here, he would be indescribably pleased to see his family all together.

I glanced at the clouds. Hells, I hoped he was smiling and raising a massive horn of the gods’ ale right now.

“I’m hesitant to interrupt you. When you get so lost in thought, I recall you getting irritable when you were interrupted.” In my distraction, Kase came up behind me. His face was buried in shadows beneath his cowl. He brushed a lock of hair off my face, smile fading. “What troubles you?”

“A great many things, but we have a mark to meet with.”

“And if you are troubled, the mark can wait.”

Hells, this man had ways of bursting my heart with sweetly villainous words. I kissed his lips softly. “I wasn’t thinking troublesome thoughts. I was hoping Jens was proud of us, that he watches us from the great hall. I know you don’t believe⁠—”

His fingers to my lips silenced me. “He is. If anyone could make the great hall of the gods a tangible place it is Jens Strom.” Kase pressed a kiss to the side of my head. “We have not had time to talk of all that happened, but I mourn for you, Mallie. For Hagen and Bard. I even mourn for myself a bit because of his death. Jens Strom kept me alive, and I wish I could’ve thanked him for it.”

I hugged his waist and rested my cheek against his heart. “I wish I would’ve known the truth before. The conversations we might’ve had. The time we wasted in indifference.”

“I know. We act now for him. To honor his sacrifice.”

I blinked through tears, refusing to begin a new—dangerous—scheme sobbing. “Then let us act, Nightrender.”

“Join me at the front?” He held out his hand.

My heart skipped. I’d played important roles in his schemes with the Masque av Aska, but to be asked to stand at his side when my role wasn’t yet clear was a declaration of his heart deeper than any words spoken.

I accepted his hand, and he brushed his lips over my knuckles. Before we stepped to the front where the quivering fae stood waiting, Kase shadowed his eyes, wrapping me in his chilled mesmer until it looked as if I carried his darkness the same.

“You . . . you’ve got a bigger crew than I thought,” the fae said through a thick swallow.

Kase scoffed. “I warned you, Nidhug, I make no threat I cannot deliver on. Now, shall I send those letters to all reaches of the Fates’ Ocean and mark you as a man without a home? You can see I stand here with Luca Grym, the second son of the Black Palace.”

Luca took a step forward. His laughter was dark and low when the fae stiffened at his face. “A seal of the Black Palace on a missive has great power.”

“I’ve got what you asked for, so there’s no need to send my name out to anyone.” Nidhug scrubbed his hands together. I took note at the grungy cloth bandages on one hand. “Found the camp, found a few upper guards. Hells, they’re so bleeding bored, a few horns of brän had them singing.”

Kase closed the distance between them. He canted his head, black eyes drinking in the nervous fae, and before Nidhug could dodge, Kase gripped his chin. In a rough tug, Kase had the fae nose to nose. “I don’t trust you, Nidhug. For all I know you could be leading us straight into a trap.”

“N-No. I wouldn’t.”

“Put my mind at ease, and play this game the way I choose. You may tell your tale to her.” He tilted his head to Junius. “But she will know if you lie. Trust me, my friend, she does not care for liars. They leave a bad taste in her mouth. Or give your memories to her, and we will see for ourselves what you know.” Kase turned to me, a devious sort of grin on his face. “What do you choose?”

He gripped Nidhug’s jaw with more force.

“G-Give my memories, I⁠—”

“Good choice.” Kase released Nidhug with enough force, the fae stumbled.

“No, I didn’t mean that was my choice, I⁠—”

“Isak,” Kase interrupted again. “Lynx, see that he holds still for Malin.”

When Kase strode past me, he paused and brushed his thumb over my bottom lip, as if he could not keep from touching me.

Nidhug whimpered as Lynx took hold of his arms and forced the fae to kneel. Lynx rested one of his big palms on the side of Nidhug’s head, keeping it there until the man slumped a bit. Still awake, but he looked as if he would fall asleep the moment he hit his bed. Isak covered Nidhug’s eyes with his hand. The only hint that his mesmer had blackened Nidhug’s mind were the soft whimpers of fear.

I’d not anticipated this. Nerves rattled my fingers, but I walked forward with my back straight. The rest of my days would be spent by the Nightrender’s side. As a Kryv, as his in every way. I would need to be bold, and doubtless, a little wicked.

Once I reached the fae, I leaned by his ear and whispered, “Think of all the things you saw on your journey. Then, you must give them to me.”

Nidhug groaned as I used my thumb to pull his chin down until his lips parted. I did not kiss him. No, the taste of Kase still stung my lips, and I did not want to soil it.

My lips hovered over the fae’s, as close as possible without touching, and I inhaled his hot breath. By the taste of old onions and the burn of ale, he’d not cleansed his mouth out in at least a day. I ignored the reek of it on my tongue and inhaled until my lungs couldn’t take more.

Smokey shapes built in my head. Mists of darkness formed jagged peaks. A swirl of gray rounded out to a fire pit. All around the flames were big, hunched guards, bundled in furs against the bite of the mountain night wind.

Laughter floated in across my mind as shadows moved with drunken guards dancing around the fire. Songs were sung at the stars, and one skydguard pounded the tune on a roughly made rawhide drum.

Nidhug had sat amongst them, provided the unit with ale, and had gotten them drunk as he said. But in the revelry, he made a point to speak to one of the guards. A gilded chain clipped the thick, wiry fur over his shoulders symbolizing his higher rank.

“Why’re they even important? Seems you lot would be better served elsewhere.”

“That’s what I say.” The guard raised his horn, toasting to the stars. “What’s with shoving the lot of us into the bleeding cold when the damn house is full of Watchers?”

“Watchers? From the prisons?”

The skydguard shrugged. “Suppose in a way.” He pointed a thick finger toward the shadows of two hills. “Bastard House in’t nothing but a prison.”

“Bastard House?”

“It’s what we call it. Folk assume they’re Ivar’s bastards, but we don’t know for certain.”

“Don’t know for certain, but you’ve never wondered why they were sent here?”

“Oh, no, I wondered,” said the guard with a deep nod. “From what I know, from what I hear, the Lord Magnate keeps them locked up like a dirty secret. Probably waiting for them to show tricky magic. You know how Ivar loves his mesmer.”

Nidhug nodded and took another weak drink while the guard gulped back half his horn. “So, you’ve seen them.”

“No. Don’t even know where the bleeding place is. We’re only here to guard the border.”

“How do you know they’re even back there then?” Nidhug’s anxiety rose in the memory.

“Guess we don’t. No one has ever known the location except Ivar and his skydguard lord. Personally, I think his new lord is a risk. Used to be a thief, you know.”

Nidhug pressed for more, the way his heart raced, it was clear the curiosity in him took hold. Most crooks had it. Always wanting to know things, always plotting, always trying to find a bit of leverage to use against someone.

Smoke began to gather as the memory started to fade. The last remnants were Nidhug asking, “What do you know of the Alver with shadows? The one who changes his eyes to night.”

The guard stopped lifted his horn halfway to his lips. “You talking about the Malevolent?”

“Yes.” Nidhug clapped his hands together. “Is he the sort to fear, or is he a talented illusionist?”

The guard licked his lips. “My advice—keep your bleeding distance, fae. Before he disappeared for all those turns, I saw him kill folk. The Malevolent and a few other Alvers tried to break out, you know, turns ago. He snapped the bones of the guards, bled out their eyes. He could do it all because they feared death. You think he’ll kill you gently, no. If you have a fear, he bleeding tortures you with it until you’re begging for . . .”

The sour taste of Nidhug’s memory sank into my tongue. Smoke swallowed the campsite, and voices dissolved into empty thought as my mesmer fatigued into nothing.

My eyes fluttered open. Nidhug slumped on the ground. Lynx and Isak had left him by now.

I grinned and ran my fingers down the fae’s cheek. “You considered not returning. I promise you, what the guard described is not the worst he’d do if you betrayed him.”

He looked at me with a bit of horror as I stood and faced the Guild of Kryv. “He found the camp, but the guards don’t know the location of this house. All they know is it is guarded by Watchers.”

“I did what I could in the time I was given,” Nidhug said, voice small.

“There is someone who might know how to find it, though.” My voice darkened. The thought of him had a grip on a crueler side of me. “Eero. The guard said all the skydguard lords knew the location.”

A hiss rose through the Falkyns. Niklas stopped tossing his elixir pouch, and Junius studied me for a few breaths.

“The truth,” she whispered.

“Good,” Kase said. “We’re overdue for a meet with our old friend anyway.”

Kase stepped forward, eyes on the fae, pausing long enough to brush his fingers over the tops of my knuckles. “You’ve done your part, Nidhug. Consider our dealings at an end.”

For the first time the fae breathed deeply. “I’ll be free to go?”

“Scream, run, skim your game chips. I care little.”

I grinned. No mark was ever truly free of the Nightrender.

The fae scrambled to his feet and took a step away from Kase. His fingers dug into the brim of his dusty hat, and he kept stealing glances between me and the Nightrender. “I’ve never seen that glamour she used.”

Kase locked me in a heated stare, one rife in unspoken desire. “Because there is no one like her.”

Nidhug took the answer and made quick work of gaining distance from the Nightrender.

Kase blinked until the shadows left his eyes, and took my hand, leading us back to the group. Bard studied him as he approached.

“Words you need to speak, Bard?” Kase asked.

My brother shook his head. “No, it’s just . . . hells, it’s unnerving to watch you. I didn’t know the Nightrender was the skinny little from the stables until the masquerade, and now . . . Gods, you’re bleeding terrifying sometimes.”

I snorted a laugh and squeezed Kase’s hand. Hagen clapped Bard between the shoulders, laughing until even Bard cracked a small smile.

“Kase!” Isak shouted. He gripped Fiske’s arm as his husband’s head fell back, eyes toward the sky.

My heart leapt to my throat. Fiske’s eyes were milky and rapidly twitching back and forth.

“Dammit,” Kase muttered. He pulled me closer. “Brace yourself. Something wretched is about to happen.”
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Chapter 28
The Nightrender


Fiske’s visions lasted mere moments but left him gasping over his knees every time. The guilds surrounded him by the time the dark brown of his eyes returned. Isak kept a reassuring hand on his back until he caught his breath enough to speak.

“What did you see?” I asked.

Fiske lifted his gaze. “Never had one like that.”

“It t-took you so fast,” Isak whispered, worry carved on his face.

“Is something going to happen if we go to Hemlig?” Gunnar asked.

Malin tightened her grip on my hand, then clutched my arm with her other, digging her fingernails into my muscle. I understood her rush of fear without needing mesmer. The last premonition Fiske gave of dreary things to come ended with me forgetting my entire guild and hating the woman I loved.

“Fiske.” My voice came rough and dark. “What is it?”

“It wasn’t so much a warning of something bad to come,” he said. “More like a warning of . . . change. A warning that if we go down this path, our lives will never be the same. Something will happen that will change everything about the Kryv.”

Change could mean a thousand different things. Death, war, a discovery. I looked to Malin. What if this time Fiske’s vision meant she was lost to me? There would be no worse change than losing Malin.

She met my eyes in the dark, offered a small smile, then rested her head on my shoulder. To have her next to me, clinging to me as if I was her reason for living, perhaps I was a selfish, frightened bastard, but I would not risk her.

Not for anyone.

“What do we want to do then?” Gunnar asked.

I opened my mouth to stand against the move to go after the littles, to forget them and turn it over to the Norns; Dagny would need to forgive me.

“We go to Hemlig,” Malin said.

I cursed under my breath.

Her voice was so sure, so steady. She looked to me. “Right? This could reunite Dagny with her boy. I thought we did not stop fighting for one of our own.”

By the hells, she spoke like a bleeding queen.

“But we don’t know if it is her son,” I argued.

Malin narrowed her eyes. A look I knew well. I’d been earning such a look since boyhood whenever I would irritate her or say something to draw out her temper.

“And we did not know if you would ever remember your name, Nightrender.”

I gripped her elbow. “I need to speak with you.”

Before she could protest, I yanked her away from the others. A few mutters and chuckles followed. I was not the same man I was before the Masque av Aska. No mistake, the Kryv knew it too. My steps were now guided by sunset hair and a mouth that loved to argue.

Alone, I spun Malin around to face me. “This move is not so easily decided.”

“Seems simple enough.”

“We can’t rush into a fire because littles are at risk. It is a daily occurrence in the East.”

“Tell me you don’t feel it to your bones that this could be what Dagny has been searching for. A chance to heal from her pain. Not just for her, but for Luca too.”

“We also can’t mend every broken heart.”

Malin pinched her lips. “Tell me the truth, Kase Eriksson. What is bringing you to pause? Because the man I know would walk to the hells for his folk. I thought that meant Dag and Luca too.”

I let out a rough sigh, one closer to a growl. “It does.”

“I understand what Fiske said is unsettling, but you have never let a little unease stop you from acting. Hells, Kase, you fought in a bleeding war in the North.”

“It’s you,” I said softly. “You are why I hesitate.”

Malin’s face softened. She said nothing, simply stepped closer and pressed a warm palm to the side of my face.

I leaned into the touch. There would always be a memory of not having her. As if imprinted on my heart, the pain of being torn apart would never leave me.

“The last time Fiske had such a strong premonition was the day before the masque. I can’t . . . what if this time you’re the one who is taken, or harmed, or killed? Even the thought of it fills me with enough fear I feel as if I could crack the earth in two.”

Malin threaded her fingers behind my neck. She did not negate my fear by telling me it wouldn’t happen; she did not offer false assurances.

“This is the price of loving someone. One day you could lose them.” She pressed a gentle kiss to my lips. “I make no promises that nothing bad will ever happen again, but I can promise you no matter what, I will always fight and claw my way back to you. Even in the Otherworld. That is my vow to you.”

My pulse quickened. The idea settled so swiftly it must’ve always been there. I took her face between my hands. “Do more than that. Take true vows with me. Tonight.”

Malin let out a soft gasp. “Kase.”

“I mean it. My heart is yours; it always has been. Since my earliest memories, you have been there. But there is a connection that comes through Alver vows, one so powerful not even a förvirring could break it.”

“But the time it takes to plan⁠—”

“Nothing is needed but you and me. No witnesses, no grand fete, just pure, honest vows.”

Malin’s eyes filled with glassy tears, but she smiled. “Tova will kill you if you do not include her.”

“As will your brothers. I will buy Tova two dozen plums and hide from Bard and Hagen for a day.” I wrapped her in my arms, pulling her close. My lips brushed hers as I whispered, “Take vows with me.”

Her eyes bounced between mine, mouth parted. After a few breaths, she nodded and gripped my body like it held her upright.

“Yes.” Malin rested her forehead to mine. “Gods, yes.”

I kissed her hard, greedy, with enough passion it almost hurt. When I pulled away, her tears wet my own cheeks, but she laughed. I kissed her again, and again, until I was forced to return to the Kryv to finish our plan.

“We go to Hemlig,” I said, heart racing. “But first we have another meet with the Lord of Skydguard.”

Niklas’s face curled in a cruel grin. “I’ll start packing straightaway.”

“Rest,” I told the Kryv. “We leave at dawn.”

[image: ]



We didn’t make the journey back to Felstad. Raum searched out a concealed place to set up a camp near a rocky hillside dotted in caves instead.

My body trembled in anticipation. To keep occupied I helped set up a space for Hanna and Ash to sleep, saw to it a night watch was set up with rotations, then sent Gunnar and Tova to follow and encourage Nidhug to leave Klockglas before he got the notion he could babble about a memory thief.

If he refused, they knew what to do.

After it all, my body had not stilled. Any moment my heart was going to snap through my chest. I caught sight of Malin standing on the edge of the camp, tugging on the ends of her hair, her bottom lip smashed between her teeth.

Hells, the woman was going to bite it off.

I grinned and hurried across the camp. Her eyes widened when she saw me; a flush filled her face.

I brushed a thumb over her cheek. “Malin Strom, do I . . . unsettle you?”

“In so many ways.”

“Are you ready?”

She flicked her eyes to the camp where Kryv and Falkyns flopped onto furs or their coats to sleep. “They will be upset we cut them out.”

My smile faded. “We need not do this if you would rather wait. If you wanted something more.”

“No.” She curled her fingers around my tunic. From shoulders to hips she pressed against me. “No. I can think of nothing else since you brought it up, I’m merely warning you to fear for your life when it comes out.”

I laughed and picked up one of the lanterns we traveled with. “It will be worth it.”

Malin clung to my hand as I led us to the cave I’d selected the moment we arrived. The mouth was narrow, but it opened to a large cavern with smooth stone on the bottom. I’d placed a roll of furs at the entrance and gathered them as we stepped inside.

My hands shook as I lit the flame in the lantern and ignited a cloak of crimson shadows over the walls. If Malin noticed my nerves, she said nothing. Truth be told, I had no doubt she was curling inside out the same as me.

Once we’d traveled at least thirty paces into the cave, I stopped at a rounded-out bulge, laid out the furs, set the lantern in the center, then kneeled on one side. Malin took the other.

“I’m not sure how this is done,” she whispered.

“I witnessed Fiske’s and Isak’s. They did it in the middle of a scheme, and Niklas and Junie were on a smuggling run when they did theirs. Seems the guild life does not lead to romantic vows.”

“I don’t need more.”

“In the beginning you say what you want, only the end is the same.” I took hold of her hand. “I’ll go first if you’d like.”

She nodded and held my gaze. My voice knotted in the back of my throat. I’d never experienced such a rush of emotion. Such heat in my blood. The moment had hardly begun, and a sensational burst of rightness struck me silent.

It took more than ten breaths to find my words.

“Malin Strom, I vow my heart to you. I vow to be your husband, your protector, your lover, and friend. I vow to be only yours for all our days, then into the Otherworld for all time.”

Malin smiled, eyes bright. “Kase Eriksson, I vow to be your wife, to give you my whole heart. I vow to be a safe place for you, a lover, a friend. I vow to be only yours for all our days, then into the Otherworld for all time.”

A tug in the center of my chest burned. Malin winced and rubbed the space over her heart. I kissed her palm and removed my karambit from my boot. “Alver vows use blood to seal them.”

Without hesitation, Malin held out her hand. I carved the simple rune meant for joy. She closed her eyes, but didn’t flinch. She tried to be tender as she cut into my palm with the same rune, then pressed a kiss to my fingertips once she’d finished.

I held out my hand and placed her bloody hand over the top of mine.

“What power I have is yours for all your days,” I whispered.

“What power I have is yours for all your days,” she mimicked.

Fingers laced, our palms connected.

A bolt of furious heat rushed through my veins. Wind and shadows and fiery light swirled around us. My forehead dropped to Malin’s. An overwhelming bite of heated mesmer clashed with the chill of my darkness. There was a pull to be near her. A feeling like it might make me physically ill should I resist.

The rush ended as abruptly as it had begun. When Malin opened her eyes again, for the briefest moment a blanket of night shrouded the brilliance of her green.

Alver vows made in love were powerful. Strengths were shared, even bits of mesmer could be shared between partners. For Isak he oftentimes knew before Fiske when one of his premonitions would come. Niklas was unmatched when it came to truth serums, and Junius had developed her proclivity to taste lies. As two Anomali Alvers, I could only guess what Malin and I would do.

Mesmer didn’t matter, not right now. What mattered most was she belonged to me. I belonged to her. Nothing had the power to break it but us.

I studied her for a few breaths. My fingers traced the line of her nose, the dust of freckles over her cheeks, the fullness of her lips as if for the first time.

Malin curled her grip around my tunic again and pulled me against her body. “You’re mine, Kase Eriksson.”

I had no time to respond before she crashed her lips to mine. By the hells, I devoured her. My tongue swiped against hers, a greedy pull and tug at clothes. All the build, the excitement, collided into a furious passion to feel her skin beneath my hands.

In a frenzy we tossed tunics, boots, trousers, until nothing remained between us. I dragged the roll of fur to us, set a smooth pelt beneath me, and leaned against the wall of the cave. Malin leveraged her legs over my hips in a straddle.

I groaned. Hells, the heat from her center pressed against my skin was enough to send me into a haze. Holding her gaze, my thumbs brushed over the tops of her breasts. She shuddered and curved her spine, pressing closer.

Where my fingers went, my mouth followed.

Malin whimpered as she held the back of my head in place, granting me free reign to taste the sweet heat of her skin on my tongue. Her teeth scraped down my ear, my neck. She rocked against me as my mouth left her skin raw, and my fingers worked between her thighs to bring her body to the edge.

With a gasp of frustrated tension, Malin pulled back. Her eyes simmered in a brilliant green fire. One hand on my heart, Malin slid her fingers between us and took me in her hands.

Gods. What power I had left fled the instant she took control. She tortured me until I could not take in a full breath. If ever a moment led me to believe in fate, it was now. My path had been designed to love Malin Strom. She fit my darkness too perfectly, it was not possible our souls had not been predestined to unite as one.

“You command me,” I said in a gritty rasp. I clung to her waist, guiding her movements. “Do you know that? I bow to no one but you.”

Malin kissed me with as much desperation as I had for her. No space between us, and still we were not close enough. My forehead fell to her shoulder, breaking the kiss as she aligned my length against her center.

Her mouth parted when we slid together. For a moment we did nothing but breathe, eyes locked with each other. When she started moving against me, I nearly came undone.

Hands on her hips, I dug into her flesh, meeting her pace. She braced her palms on the wall of the cave.

“Kase,” she breathed. The sound of my name from her lips in moments like this—I could think of nothing I wanted more.

“Mal . . . gods.”

I wrapped her waist in my arms, holding tight. Her body trembled. Over and over her breathless sobs of my name heated the crook of my neck until we came apart together. Sweat dripped off my brow when I lifted my eyes. I could not catch a breath. Malin cradled my head to her chest, against the furious thud of her heart. I clutched her body; I refused to release her.

This was a moment I never wanted to end. The moment when the girl who burrowed into my soul as a child, the only girl who knew my deepest fears, who would burn the world for me as much as I would burn it for her became mine throughout all the lifetimes.

Bonded until the end.
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Chapter 29
The Nightrender


“What the hells happened to you?” Raum shouted from the opposite end of the camp.

We paused at the edge of the trees. The moment we’d stepped beyond the shadows and caught the gleam of moonlight, we were seen by his tricky eyes.

At his voice, dozens of eyes whipped around, locked on the two of us. My skin prickled in unease. There were times when I demanded attention to be turned to me, but most days I’d be content to surround myself in shadows and stand aside from scrutiny.

“What’s happening?” Hob tipped a tin cup to his lips and sipped, one brow arched.

“What?” I took a protective step in front of Malin. If anyone knew what we’d done just now and had bitter words to speak, it would go through me first. We’d decided to keep the vows from the guilds until after Hemlig. Focus should be on finding Bastard House and destroying Eero in the process, but perhaps Raum could see the sliced runes on our hands.

Until Malin gripped my arm. “Kase, look.”

My eyes widened when she stepped into the moonlight. Wisps of darkness coated her shoulders, as if her shadow followed like a diaphanous cloak. But it was more than that. Where our hands were linked, the faint mists of black swirled together with a hint of gilded light.

The faster my pulse raced the deeper the shadows and light grew.

“And your bleeding eyes!” Raum didn’t know how to stop once he began. “Look at their eyes.”

In the same instant, Malin and I looked at each other. Her lips parted in a gasp. I assumed one of my eyes looked much like hers. Two separate colors tangled like spilled ale colliding with sweet wine.

A vibrant mix of her beautiful green and my gold.

Malin’s fingertips brushed over one of my eyes. “How did this happen?”

Tova shoved through the guilds, glared at us, then snatched our hands apart. She made a deep rumbling growl in the back of her throat at the sight of the runes on our palms. “You fools said vows, didn’t you?”

Chaos rained on us before we could utter a single reply.

A feral attack from the women of the guilds had me wishing we’d never left our cave. Dagny snarled like she might wring my neck. Tova refused to look at me. She gave Malin the same sort of treatment, storming away from us, only to glare from the opposite side of the camp as she stuffed her mouth with roasted nuts. Junius frowned and muttered something about never being included in vows with folk she cared about.

“It will only benefit us,” Niklas said. “Who knows what strengths you’ll take from each other. It’s changed you physically, I can only imagine what it will do with your mesmer, but I plan to enjoy watching it all unfold.”

At the sight of Hagen and Bard, I started to nudge Malin behind me again. Bard did not have the history of kindness toward her, and Hagen was probably about to slit my throat. Better to have her behind me where she couldn’t see.

But Bard wore an amused smirk, and Hagen did nothing but pause for a moment, then jut out his arm for me to take. With caution, we clasped forearms.

“I suppose this makes us true brothers now,” Hagen said.

Out of all the words that could be said, I never anticipated such a simple phrase to grip my heart. I couldn’t be trusted to speak, and merely gave a curt nod.

To most, it was not a surprise, but a celebration. The one who seemed ready to gut me was Gunnar.

“Say what you must say,” I told him when he’d leaned against the trunk of a tree, arms folded, nothing but venom in his eyes.

“I’d rather not.”

“Gunnar,” Malin said, a bit of heartbreak in her voice. “I thought out of anyone you’d be happy.”

“Happy? That you’ve joined together? I’m bleeding thrilled. My daj’s sister vowed with the Nightrender.” He spun to me. “You’re my bleeding family beyond the Kryv now. I’m ecstatic.”

His words didn’t match his tone. He kept hissing and spitting, but speaking like it was the sweetest news he’d heard in turns.

“Junius,” I said. “Is he lying?””

“He might be. He might not be.” She lifted her chin and went to stand by Tova.

Hells, our folk were irritating.

“I’m not lying,” Gunnar snapped. “But everyone I bleeding know keeps loving in shadows, and I tire of it. My daj and maj were never allowed to be free together, my aunt and uncle in the North were forced into exile to be together, now you. A queen and the Nightrender. You should’ve taken vows in Ivar’s great hall to spite the bastard. And you certainly should’ve included us.”

The corner of my mouth twitched. He was worse than Junius. “We did not take vows in a cave to hide.”

“After all that has happened, we couldn’t go on without the connection of Alver vows,” Malin said.

“They’re powerful,” Niklas added. “Look at them. Clearly something has changed.”

Lynx clapped a hand on Gunnar’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, little prince. If you manage to find some unfortunate soul to take vows with you, we will throw you a fete every kingdom will envy.”

Gunnar shook him off. “When I take vows, no one here will be invited but Daj, Ash, and Hanna.”

He picked Hanna from her seat on a fallen log and swung the girl over his shoulders, until she was perched behind his neck.

I stepped forward, the smile falling as the mood sobered. “We can speak of this later, but now we must turn our attention to the Black Palace.”

Kryv and Falkyns nodded, banging fists over their chests, or raising weapons.

“After the riverbend, I’ve no doubt Eero will be tucked away in his private chambers.” I darkened my eyes. “It is a good thing the Black Palace Malevolent knows exactly where they are.”

Barks and roars shook the leaves. Calls for our enemy rose to the stars. We’d find Eero, break him, bend him to our bidding, then he’d meet his fate. It took a few breaths to arrange the group that would go to find Eero.

“I keep getting left behind,” Hob muttered.

“Your woman has your little in her,” I said. “You want to risk waking in the Otherworld and another man raising what’s yours?”

Hob tightened his mouth until his lips went parchment paper thin. “You know how to shape horrid thoughts, Nightrender. It’s pure manipulation, but it bleeding works.”

The hawker went to stand by Inge, an arm around her shoulders like someone might come snatch her at any moment, and agreed to stand with half the Falkyn guild and defend Felstad.

“Meet your marks,” I said, facing the others. “Let’s go visit our old friend.”
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I recalled the whole of Eero’s betrayal now. From his love of penge over the lives of his guild to the way he tried to give Malin to Ivar.

He’d been the cause of my capture, but there was a bit of good to come from all this. As the Malevolent, I knew where skydguard boarded; I knew where treasurers lived; I knew where everyone, including the new lord of skydguard, took up residence.

The west gates were positioned on a slight hill just beyond the masquerade courtyard. A few longhouses filled the lawns, but it was the smaller, narrower house in the far corner that held my attention.

I drew a deep breath through my nose, embracing a bit of hatred, and turned back to those who’d enter first.

My grip curled around the back of Gunnar’s neck. I pointed to the small house. “Raum spotted eight skydguard in total. Four outside the door, and four inside. You have your plan on what to do?”

“Yes,” Gunnar said. “I plan to get very creative for our friend.”

I released him and faced Malin. She stood between her brothers, all three dressed in black. Behind her Isak and Lynx stood, sheathed in blades and ready to blacken Eero’s mind should he get close to my wife.

One palm placed on her cheek, I pulled her close. “We don’t know if it’ll work.”

She grinned. “Even if it doesn’t, you won’t keep me back. I want him to see my face, to know he threatened and betrayed the wrong people. And if you think these two—” she gestured at her brothers, “will let him get close, you’re fooling yourself.”

“It’ll work,” Niklas said as he adjusted his rings. “He’ll be focused entirely on her. Gunnar, take a few swigs of this.” He handed over a flacon of ale. “It’ll help with the headache sure to come your way, my friend.”

Gunnar took the flacon and tipped it to his lips. With the back of his sleeve he wiped his mouth. “With any luck this’ll be over quickly.”

“Ah, let us make our own luck,” Niklas said. Beneath the lightness of his tone, there was a bit of vitriol. Doubtless, Niklas Tjuv was in a battle with memories of the Falkyn he once loved as a brother in Eero, and the enemy who nearly got us all killed. Niklas nudged my arm. “Kase, Luca is waiting for you.”

My stomach clenched. This scheme felt different. Less time to prepare, more unknowns, too many emotions involved.

I lifted Malin’s knuckles to my lips. “You make this more difficult.”

She chuckled and brushed her palm over the side of my face. “Anyone else might take offense to those words.”

“But for you?”

“I know what you’re saying, and trust me, you make this difficult too. But I will let you go be wicked and cruel because you are capable of terrifying the entire kingdom. And I believe it was the Nightrender who told me I was more capable than I thought.”

“Don’t use my words against me.” I paused, dragging my fingers through her hair. “He doesn’t touch you. Understand?”

“He wouldn’t stand a chance.” She kissed the corner of my mouth. “I will see you soon. Fight to the end.”

I forced myself to turn away before I refused to leave her.

In the darkness of the gardens, the Kryv and most of the Falkyns would be there should Eero try to flee. A cruel smirk cut over my mouth when a steady beat of Ash and Hanna’s drums eerily flowed from the trees.

I wrapped my body in darkness, reveling in the shuffle of skydguard at the front of the house.

They shouted orders at the sound of the drums, frantically searching for the source without leaving their post.

Fear was heady. Gods, I hoped it came from Eero. If anyone would recognize the beat of Ash and Hanna’s drums, it was him.

With my mesmer spilling across the lawns it would give Malin and those who would meet their marks with her the advantage to advance unseen. When I reached the back of the house, I pulled my shadows back. The chill absorbed into my blood as I hoisted onto the thatched roof.

I scaled to the center with soundless movements. Luca met me on the center ridge. He straddled the beam and never took his eyes off the front lawns of the house as I settled beside him.

“I have a good vantage on her,” he muttered.

My fists clenched, and a rush of blood raged in my head. The four skydguard guarding the outer house shouted a command and sprinted for those approaching on the front path.

“I need to be closer.”

“Kase . . . hells. We need to be here.”

I ignored Luca and crept along the ridge on my belly, watching the scene below me unfold. Schemes using bait to draw out a mark were always risky, but schemes using Malin as the damn distraction had promptly become my most despised plans.

More so because it was hard to argue the sense of it.

The skydguard had been trained for weeks to slaughter those responsible for the attack on the masquerade. Malin and Hagen would be the perfect distraction. A chance to lessen Eero’s protection, but it did not lessen my distaste for the whole of it.

A roar from the four guards outside tightened my grip on the edge of the roof. Swords raised, they charged at Malin.

The lead skydguard made it five paces before a violent crack twisted his legs until his toes nearly pointed backward. He screamed in a delirious sort of pain and crumbled. His agony lasted another breath, then his neck bent horridly wrong, and his cries silenced.

Bard stepped between Hagen and Malin, hand raised, pushing back the remaining three skydguard.

The drums grew louder. A steady battle beat that lifted my skin in a dark, giddy thrill at the notion of causing a bit of damage.

Luca hissed at me to catch my attention. “Get over here you paranoid bastard. Do you trust your woman in a fight or not? I’m told a little confidence in a woman’s ability goes a long way.”

I ground my teeth together and forced myself to peel back toward the smoke hole.

My lip curled. Eero cowered behind his four skydguard inside. A blade in his hand, a pouch in the other. No mistake he had a few elixirs from the Black Palace on hand knowing Niklas hunted him.

I could practically taste the pleasure of spilling his blood.

“Now.” I smacked Luca’s shoulder. “Luca, now.”

“Gods, patience. You’re a complicated illusion.” Luca closed his eyes, a vein popped in the center of his forehead as he focused.

Whenever Luca stole a piece of my image, it was as if cold water filled my veins. Like he took small pieces of every part of me to shape a walking memory of what I looked like, what my mesmer could do, what my bleeding voice sounded like.

I shuddered, but focused on the inside of Eero’s longhouse. Choked sobs, the snap of bones and skin ended at the front of the house, and I fought every urge to race back and check on Malin.

Soon enough the front door crashed open. A skydguard from the front strode inside, Gunnar at his shoulder.

“Birger, put down the knife,” an inner guard shouted at his companion.

Gunnar stroked his skydguard’s cheek. “No, don’t listen to his nonsense. You’re going to take that knife, and you will not stop striking your friends until I tell you to.”

“Gods. Birger, stop.” An inner skydguard in front of Eero held out his sword.

“Uh-uh,” Gunnar said, holding up a finger. “You boys want this to happen. You want to stand still. Now, be good skyds, and don’t move.”

The four guards trembled but froze.

I chuckled darkly. Gunnar had improved his skills with the mind to terrifying abilities since joining the guild. But this was the first I’d seen him take hold of so many at one time. Hagen circled around the back of his son when Gunnar flinched. One hand on his boy’s shoulder, and Gunnar seemed to take a bit of added strength.

The guards protecting Eero were marble still.

With a nod, Gunnar silently urged the lone outside guard forward.

In the next breath the man lunged, flailing his knife wildly. He lashed at throats, ears, at limbs; When the frozen center guard was shoved by a dying guard at his side, the feral skydguard rammed his blade through his eye, dropping the man in a pool of blood.

“Snap out of it, you bastards! Push back and get the woman!” Eero shouted, fumbling for the pouch in his hand.

“Ready,” Luca whispered, eyes still closed.

Below us shadows scraped from the walls, as if dark ink spilled from the veins in the wood planks.

Eero cursed and backed against the wall.

“That’ll do.” Gunnar held up a hand, his face contorted in pain. Hagen gripped his son’s shoulder until the skydguard stopped his slaughter.

From the shadows an image of me stepped into the center of the room. Lifelike enough when my boots went through the blood it left a mark.

“Get back, Kase!” Eero held up the pouch of whatever elixir he’d brought.

“I told you, I never lose sight of my marks,” I said on the roof, but the voice came from the illusion in the room.

On cue, Gunnar and Hagen abandoned the house.

In a desperate attempt to escape, Eero tossed the pouch at the last standing skydguard and my illusion. He dove for cover as the powders inside burst into white flames. The mesmerized skydguard fell face down on the floor. Flames licked up the beams and posts, devouring the death and gore of the guards. My illusion was wrapped in shadows.

Eero lifted his head, coughing against the smoke.

Fool. So predictable.

A scheme made in haste, true, but we did know Eero. Niklas predicted his old friend would make a cowardly attack somehow. Likely sacrificing the lives of his guards for his, so we prepared. Each mark was clean and set. Malin would bring the first distraction. Gunnar would disable most of the guards. My stolen illusion would force Eero’s hand to waste whatever fail-safe escape he had up his sleeve.

With Eero’s eyes still locked on the reforming shape of my illusion, I slid off the roof through the smoke hole and landed at his back.

The moment my feet slammed onto the floor he spun around. Eyes wide, he stumbled.

“Hello, Eero,” I said, black soaking every ounce of color in my eyes. I snatched his chin in my grip and squeezed without thought of his teeth or blood or pain. “Niklas would like a word with you.”

Wooden shutters slammed open; more pouches were tossed into the longhouse. When they touched the floor, an odd wind seemed to draw out every flame like a whirlwind until the flames were gone.

I blinked against the sting of lingering smoke and reached for a rope Luca dropped through the smoke hole, a noose on the end.

Eero tried to fight me off. I smashed my boot against his knee, knocking it out of place. He cried out and stumbled to the floor.

“Ready.” In the smoke hole, Lynx waved a hand. He and Fiske now crouched beside Luca.

A few swift motions, and I had the noose around Eero’s throat. I patted one of his sweat-soaked cheeks. “Hold tight, Eero. We’re going for a journey.”

I tugged on the rope and Eero was wrenched from the safety of his hovel through the smoke hole.

The sweetest sounds were his screams filling the dark night.
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Chapter 30
The Memory Thief


Niklas hadn’t taken his eyes off Eero for nearly two days. He’d kept an unnerving, wistful, almost giddy, expression for the whole of it.

No words needed, his face and mannerisms brought enough fear to unsettle half the guilds. Niklas looked like a man who’d slipped off the ledge and had found his place in a bit of delightful madness.

The Falkyn lead sat on a cask of water, slowly taking bites of leavened bread, smiling at Eero’s bloodied face. Since we’d snatched Ivar’s skydguard lord, Niklas had said nothing to his former guild brother, no threats, no promises. He’d made no attempt to touch Eero.

Silence had a way of doing all those things. A mute vow of pain to come, of agony and vengeance.

Eero’s wrists were bound to the mast of the Kryv’s longship. After taking Eero we’d sent three Falkyns back to Felstad to inform Hob and those left behind, then immediately boarded ships, some stolen, and set course for Hemlig.

Niklas insisted on sailing on the black Kryv ship to keep Eero surrounded by those he’d hurt the most with his betrayal.

When a spray of sea water spurred Eero from a restless slumber, he groaned the moment he realized Niklas hadn’t budged and kept staring at him.

“You think I’ll give anything up, Nik? Think I want to see you win after this?”

Niklas kept chewing, kept smiling.

“Say something!” Eero roared.

Nothing.

Eero spat blood and looked away disgusted. “I won’t give anything up.” His eyes turned to Kase who stood beside me, his arm draped possessively around my shoulders. Eero sneered. “Malevolent, did you know I told Ivar all about your woman? He knows who she is; he knows everything. Do you think he will ever stop hunting her now?”

I placed a hand over Kase’s heart when skeins of darkness billowed off his skin, and his eyes burned in violence.

“His tongue is tied about me,” I whispered. “He’s lying.”

Eero laughed, his teeth pink with drying blood in his mouth. “Not anymore, Malin. When your own brother snapped old Jens’s neck, his mesmer died with him.”

Mention of Jens’s death sent a chill down my spine. The longship was not so large Bard didn’t hear. His eyes closed, and he dropped his chin.

“Try to keep breathing now, Memory Thief,” Eero said. “How many heirs have there been, and how many are left? Seems to me, Ivar is better at killing folk like you than you are at staying alive.”

Kase moved so swiftly I didn’t have time to consider stopping him. In one slice, he cut the karambit knife through one of Eero’s fingers. Eero cried out, but it choked off when Kase gripped his hair, wrenching Eero’s head back, and held the bloodied finger in front of his face.

“Don’t you find it strange how the Lord Magnate did not invite one of his lords into the Black Palace for protection? In fact, he only offered eight of his skyds to protect you.” Kase inspected the bloody finger, a cruel smile played at the corner of his mouth. “Almost as if the Lord Magnate didn’t truly care if his reformed thief got snatched or not.”

“Probably did my father a favor,” Luca said, turning around on the bench where he’d helped row. “To make a vow with a thief wouldn’t have sat well with him. He’s probably been looking for ways to rid the palace of the bastard.”

Kase scoffed and teased Eero’s mouth with the end of the finger. I fought the urge to retch at the sight of it.

Once Eero was trembling, Kase leaned close, voice sharp. “Speak to her again, and you’ll swallow this whole.”

Kase released Eero’s hair and placed the finger stump in front of the former Falkyn as a reminder of his threat to feed it to him.

Eero slumped forward, pale and sweaty.

Niklas chuckled through a mouthful of his bread, but didn’t waver in his eerie stare.

“Prepare to dock,” Raum shouted from the prow.

Less than a hundred paces away, the white, rocky shoreline of Hemlig gleamed in the first glimpses of dawn.

Oars shifted, being used to guide more than row. Raum took his place at the stempost, studying the black water, and guiding the ship through the precarious rocks. The two Falkyn ships fell into our wake, following precisely as we maneuvered toward the shoreline.

I leaned over the rail and took in the landscape. I’d crossed the sea to only Skítkast before this day and had heard grand tales of the unique peaks and white sand on the Hemlish shores.

Ominous mountains made of bleached stone broke the soil in sharp shards of rock and thick forests. The sea was wild, but once we made it beyond the rock reef, the beaches looked like Klockglas during the frost season. Pearly sand stretched on until damp mossy hills led the paths away from the water.

Once the Falkyn ships were tied off, and their guild was standing with us on the shore, Kase stepped to the head of the circle. He glossed his eyes in black and led us up a path until we were concealed by a grove of thick aspens.

Kase crouched and used a jagged stone to carve a rough map into the soil. “According to Nidhug’s memory, the skydguard camp is here, right?”

He looked to me after he drew a sphere around what appeared to be a mountain.

“Yes.” I kneeled beside him and pointed behind the camp. “The guard seemed to believe the manor was somewhere here based on where the units were placed.”

“There is one way to know for certain.” Kase turned to where two Falkyns kept Eero on his knees.

He didn’t need to say more. I’d steal the memory. If fate had any love for us, we’d get out of this unscathed. I strode over to Eero. Weak as he was, the man glared at me and clamped his mouth shut.

Kase stood beside me, knife in hand, shadows coiling around the two of us.

“This will be simpler if you give up what you know of Bastard House,” I told Eero. My fingertips reached for his face. I’d pry his damn mouth open if I had to, but the moment I touched him a bright flash of an image sparked in my head.

I jumped back. Kase caught me around the waist. “What is it?”

I blinked, a little stunned. “I-I don’t know. At my touch, I thought I saw . . . something.”

“We need to hurry,” Tova said. Her tone was brisk, but I knew her well enough by now to understand she was trying to be encouraging.

“I’m going to take the memory, Eero,” I told him. “Whether you’re willing or not.”

I reached for him once more, but this time, placed my whole palm on the side of his face. A force gripped me, alighting my mind in a frenzy of smoke, of light, of shapeless images swirling back and forth until scene after scene flashed through my skull.

“All gods,” I gasped, clinging to Eero’s face.

“He’s doing something to her,” Kase shouted.

“No!” I shook my head. “No, I-I’m seeing his . . . gods, Kase, I can see the memory.”

“Without breath?”

I nodded and closed my eyes. Almost the same breathless sensation as I’d experienced when I’d stepped into Kase’s memory, pulled me into Eero’s head. Not completely walking alongside his thoughts, but close. Eero cried out and I hoped to the gods the mesmer gave him a brain ache harsher than a kiln’s flame.

A memory of Ivar’s private chamber filled my head. Grand furs draped the walls and floors. Smoke from the inglenook burned the back of my throat as I breathed deeply. In the corner, the Lord Magnate sipped from a cup that had a potent scent of clove and mint. Eero stood over a table and scanned a map of Hemlig.

The memory of him lifted his eyes. My body stilled. He seemed to stare directly through me, almost like a shadow of a memory could sense me. Like I’d stepped into a past moment and my essence was felt.

Mesmer I’d had for so long was changing.

A rough hand curled around my wrist. Kase. Though my eyes were closed, I knew his touch.

“You’re trembling,” he whispered.

“I don’t know what’s happening, but . . . stay with me.”

“Always.”

“How is she taking it?” Tova whispered at my other side.

“Alver vows are powerful,” Junius’s voice carried over the wind.

By the gods, was this what had happened for me? I could touch another and take the memory I sought without breath? Could I step inside as if I’d been there? For turns the easiest way was to have a mark think of their memory. To force them out had been tiresome and at times painful.

Now, it was as if my mesmer could conjure the thought I wanted without trouble.

A whimper from Eero drew me out of my frenzied thoughts. I blocked the voices from the guilds and focused.

Eero’s meet with Ivar was brief, but the Lord Magnate spoke of a manor in the Hemlig hills.

“The boy has hints of mesmer. I plan to grow it to see if he is a formidable addition to House Grym, or a waste,” Ivar said. “The woman, she must be guarded, and her gifts used for our benefit. This place is to be guarded with utmost secrecy. Understand, the only reason you know its location is because you see ways to infiltrate impossible gates that my more trustworthy guards do not. Speak of it to anyone, and I will feed your tongue to the ravens.”

Eero declared his secrecy with blood, then studied the map of the manor’s location. His attention to detail was a gift to me. The more he scrutinized the parchment, the more I learned.

I pulled my hand away from Eero’s face and the connection to his mind faded. My shoulders slumped, and Kase’s warm palm was there on the small of my back at once.

“Are you all right?”

I nodded, grinning with a touch of wickedness. “It was incredible. Almost like I could command his mind to recall the memory and touching him connected us. Kase, it was like I was there.”

Eero groaned and rubbed his head.

His pain seemed to draw out Kase’s vicious grin. Kase kissed me quickly. “Then our enemies ought to guard their thoughts.”

The praise was subtle, but heated in the center of my chest. “We must take the Eastern paths. There is a narrow tunnel that cuts through a peak. The manor is hidden in a vale with cliffs and forests on all sides. There will be Watchers.”

“We’ll deal with them,” Raum said.

“Quickly,” Kase said. “Ivar could piece it together now that we’ve taken him.”

Niklas stepped next to Eero and spoke for the first time.

“Stay with your old brothers, my darling.” He grinned a frightening sort, one only those filled with hate could produce. “When I return, we’ll have a little chat.”

Ice coated each word, and for once Eero looked truly afraid.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 31
The Memory Thief


Eero’s memory served us well. We kept to rocky paths that rounded nearly a length away from the huddle of skydguard tents and shanties in the valley between mountain passes. Hickory smoke and spiced meats coated the air, the only sign a campsite was nearby.

Kase darkened our path with shadows. Tova clung to Hanna’s hand, Dagny took Ash’s, and Luca took Dagny’s. Fear was solid, like I could reach out and touch everyone’s terror. A consequence of my vows? I didn’t know, but more than my own aversions rippled over my skin as we trudged a rocky slope.

At the top, Raum peered over the edge and held up a fist. He glanced side to side three times, then slid off a smooth bolder back into the huddle of thieves.

“There’s a longhouse,” he said. “A dozen Watchers, a few serfs. This has to be it.”

Kase stood shoulder to shoulder with Niklas, the two guild leads equally invested in this scheme. Dagny was neither Kryv nor Falkyn; she belonged to us all, and secrets lived in that house. Secrets that could mend her turns of suffering.

Fiske’s warning rang in my head.

There was something about tonight that would change our lives. Who was to say how deadly such a change would be? Kase slipped his fingers through mine and gave my hand a reassuring tug. No mistake, he sensed my fear.

“Break into areas. Nik—” Kase glanced at the Falkyn. “You and your guild take the grounds.”

Niklas winked. “Done.”

“The Kryv will take the house.”

“I am going inside.” Dagny shoved through Isak and Fiske.

“Dag, you’re not a fighter,” Kase argued.

“Try to stop me, Kase Eriksson, and see how well I fight.”

“I am going in as well,” Luca said.

Tova and I shared a look, trying to bite back a grin.

Kase frowned. “Do I lead this damn guild or does everything I say get overruled?”

“Say better things,” I muttered, “and they will not overrule you.”

Kase shot me a glare, but gestured for Ash to hand Dagny an extra dagger. He smashed it in Dagny’s hand, then cupped the back of Luca’s neck. “Fight to the end.”

“We’ll light them up. Be ready to move,” Niklas said, digging through a pouch on his belt. In his palm were five polished black stones. He said nothing more before climbing to the edge of the peak and tossing the stones to the longhouse below.

I stumbled back against Kase’s chest when a deafening boom rattled the stones at our feet. Billows of thick, white smoke rose into the night sky, and roars of the Watchers below followed.

Niklas wiped his hands together, grinning. “Shall we?”

No other words were needed before Falkyns and Kryv leaped over the side of the peak. They raced down the winding path toward the hidden house, shadows swallowing them from view. Kase stood on the ledge, palms open, covering the guilds until they reached the lawns.

He balled his fists, releasing the darkness, then took my wrist and pinned me to his chest. Kase kissed me, hard and fast, but our breaths were heavy when he pulled back.

“Return to me” was all he said before he hooded his face and ran with my two brothers down the path.

“Looks like it’s you with me, ladies. And Luca, of course,” Gunnar said, notching an arrow in his silver bow.

The Masque av Aska had been dangerous, but this was different. I’d never gone into a battle. Not even when the Kryv fought my stepfather’s guards at House Strom. I’d been utterly worthless, and Lynx had been forced to numb my mind into sleep.

Tonight, I would need to fight. I’d need to be a guild lead’s bleeding wife. A queen.

Fear faded behind raw adrenaline as we took off in a sprint toward the longhouse. On the edge of tall grass surrounding the longhouse, a line of Watchers met the guilds. The glide of steel on steel turned my stomach. Sick, wet sounds of blades slicing through flesh and bone rose over cries and commands.

Smoke from Niklas’s combustible pouches still soured the air, but the guilds were pressing back.

Until one Watcher stepped forward.

He lifted his hands and in the next breath two Falkyn’s screamed in agony. They crumbled to the ground, legs bent. One Falkyn had the thigh bone splitting through his skin.

A Rifter.

Junius cried out for her guild to hold. Niklas tossed a barrage of white stones at the Alver Watcher. The instant the stones struck the ground, a hiss followed with a sickly, fetid aroma. I slapped my hand over my nose, racing forward against the burn in the back of my throat.

The Rifter scrambled away from the hissing smoke, doubtless a toxic elixir, but it gave Junie time reach her Falkyns, and Hagen time to leap between the Watchers and the guilds. My brother held out his hands. The air grew colder as he blocked mesmer.

“Hanna!” Ash’s squeaky cry rang out.

Gods. The girl darted for my brother.

Hagen looked at the small girl with a bit of horror as she mimicked his movements. He shouted at her to go. Hanna ignored everyone and held up her hands.

The air grew colder, like a frost storm had moved in. The Rifter Watcher leaned over and retched. Another Watcher in the back, who hadn’t shown any mesmer yet, tossed his insides on the grass.

Hagen barked a laugh and beamed at Hanna. “By the gods, girl! Keep pushing, can you do that with me? It’s eating at them.”

Hanna nodded and bit her bottom lip. She began to move to one side, while Hagen took the other. If I could see their mesmer, I imagined it would glow like a circle surrounding the hidden Alvers in the Watchers, blocking them, invading their ability to draw out magic, and making them violently ill in the process.

With the Alvers subdued, the guilds added more speed to their strikes. More madness. I caught sight of Kase. His blacksteel was missing, but he used the seax in his hand with such magnificent violence, I was captivated.

“Mal, we’re going in, hurry!” Tova shouted.

I blinked away from the Nightrender and sped after Tova and Gunnar. Luca stood near the entrance of the longhouse, eyes closed. Only then did I notice there was a double of most guild members. Two Valis, two Isaks. He’d stolen several likenesses and projected them against the Watchers, confusing them enough it split a path toward the door.

“I’m pulling back,” Luca shouted as he ushered us into the longhouse. Vali was closest. He took a strike at his Watcher, then braced. I shuddered knowing they would go through the disorienting sensation of Luca’s mesmer releasing them.

The Kryv were more skilled than me. Each took a pause for a breath before they were cutting their swords once again.

I crashed into the front of the house. A serf woman screamed and ducked behind a thick chair at the long table in the center of the room. Before I took another step, a bellow roared, and from the staircase leading to a loft room, another Watcher raced for me.

Sword raised, the Watcher aimed at my middle. Pure instinct led my movement, and I managed to create a sloppy block with the edge of my bone dagger. The tip of his blade nicked my ribs, but the brunt missed my insides.

With a grunt I shoved back, giving enough space to scurry back.

A madness lived in the Watcher’s eyes. Fury, rage, bloodlust. It came at me again and again as he struck.

I fell back. Heart racing, I blocked his strike and screamed when my dagger snapped. He reeled back, ready to land the final blow.

There was no move to make. No real weapon to use. The Watcher was large and thick with muscle, but I was swift. With all the force I could gather, I rammed the jagged, broken blade of my dagger through the center of the Watcher’s thigh.

He roared in pain, but it didn’t last.

A swift breath of air, then the sick, wet gurgle of blood in a throat choked off sound.

One of Gunnar’s silver arrows split open the Watcher’s neck. The man wobbled on his feet for a few breaths, then crashed backward onto the table.

Gunnar gripped my arm and yanked me to my feet. I buried my disquiet quickly and followed close to Dagny as she rushed into a back room. Tova went to another.

“Where are the children?” Luca shouted at the whimpering serf woman. “Answer me!”

With a trembling finger, the woman pointed at a narrow staircase that led to a loft room. Gunnar was nearest to the staircase and took them two at a time. I followed while Luca called for Dagny and Tova.

At the top of the stairs there was only one door. No Watcher I could see.

Gunnar flicked his eyes to me. I nodded and held my breath. Gunnar braced against the rail of the upper floor and kicked at the latch of the door. It took two tries before the wood splintered and smashed against the inner wall.

Gunnar had his bow raised, arrow notched. I stuck to his back. If Kase knew I was stepping into an unknown room without a weapon, he’d murder me.

“Drop it.” Gunnar’s rough voice sent a frosty chill dancing down my spine.

I peeked over his shoulder and gasped. A thick Watcher held a young woman with snowy hair and enormous, terrified blue eyes against his body. A knife was leveled at her pale throat.

“Take another step and I’ll end her.” To prove his point, he squeezed the edge of the knife into her skin, just enough the woman winced and a bit of dark blood dripped down the curve of her neck. “You came for her? More trouble than she’s worth. Bleeding mad. Now, put it down and⁠—”

The woman screamed as the Watcher’s head flung back, the point of Gunnar’s arrow burrowed deep into his skull. The guard fell, dragging the girl with him. In half a breath, Gunnar had another arrow in place and rushed to the fae woman.

She scrambled off the dead Watcher and jolted when Gunnar towered over her. I anticipated her to fight, to scream, perhaps draw more Watchers, but when her eyes locked on Gunnar’s, her head tilted, and a soft smile spread over her lips.

“It’s you,” she whispered, her voice like a song on a breeze.

“Is there a boy with you?” Dagny frantically rushed into the room. “A boy. Four turns. Is he here?”

The girl studied Dagny, then looked back to Gunnar. The Kryv hadn’t taken his eyes off her.

“Is she safe?” she asked.

Gunnar blinked and swallowed with effort. He nodded. “She is here with us. The boy is her son.”

“I thought so.” She tucked some of her icy hair behind her ears.

My eyes widened. All gods, she was fae. The points of her ears were bloodied and swollen as if they’d been pierced, then left to draw in infection, but tapered into clear, sharp points.

Slowly, she rose to her feet, accepting Gunnar’s outstretched hand. She gave him a cautious smile, then drifted to the back of the room behind a straw mattress. She stomped twice. The smack of a hand striking the floorboards returned the sound.

She bent down and lifted away two loose boards. In the darkness a head of messy hair, the color of roasted nuts, poked through. A small boy looked at the fae and whispered, “Safe?”

She smiled. “Safe.”

When he turned his rounded face at the room, Dagny let out a strangled sob. Luca caught her around the waist. The boy’s eyes were not the same as Dagny’s pale ones. But dark blue, like a clear sea.

They were nearly identical to Luca’s.

His jaw tightened the same as his arm tightened around Dagny’s waist. For the first time since meeting him, the second son of Ivar was still and silent.

The boy hugged the fae’s skirts.

She patted his messy hair. “Safe. Maj.” The woman pointed at Dagny. “Remember? We’ve talked about that word. Maj.”

The boy flicked his eyes at Dagny, then back to the fae. “Soft?”

The girl nodded with a smile.

Dagny sniffed and released Luca’s waist. She took a small step, then lowered to her knees. “What . . . what do they call you?”

He hugged the woman’s leg tighter and shook his head.

“They call him a cruel name. One for fatherless,” said the fae. “But the woman who comes to bring him new clothes knew him as a babe. She insists she knew what his mother called him. What did you call your son?”

“V-Von,” Dagny whispered.

“I thought so,” the woman said again, the same whimsical smile on her face. “It is what the woman heard.”

Dagny pressed a hand to her chest, and silent tears slipped down her face. Luca stood beside her and reached down to squeeze her shoulder. Dagny didn’t look away from the boy, but covered Luca’s hand with hers. “Luc, he looks . . . he looks like you. Do you think⁠—”

“Doesn’t matter,” Luca interrupted. “He was always mine. You both are.”

“What is your name?” Gunnar asked the fae.

It seemed only Gunnar Strom could bring color to the fae’s cheeks. When she faced him a splash of pink tinged the sharp edges of her slender face. “Eryka.”

“Well, damn.” Tova huffed in the doorway. “Bleeding Ivar! Now the East will be at war with the South.”

“What?” I asked.

Tova pointed at the fae. “Her name? Eryka? Weren’t any of you listening when the big fae prince showed up? He was looking for his missing cousin named Eryka.” Tova turned back to the fae woman. “You a princess by chance, fae?”

Eryka smiled. “Not a very good one. My aunt says I dream too much.”

Tova tossed her arms in the air. “There you have it. War.”

“I did not see war in the stars tonight, but it is coming. There is a piece you must find to reach your strength,” Eryka said, looking to me. “You know what I speak of. The ring is a key you must seek.”

I furrowed a brow. “Do you see something? Are you a Profetik?”

“Star seer. Your Lord Magnate feared my glamour and placed me here.”

“He feared your glamour?”

“Southern fae magic,” she said. Eryka met Gunnar’s gaze, then schooled her attention at the ground. “I’m afraid I might have been a tad theatrical. I see moments in time through the stars, and your ruler seemed quite taken with the gift. He kept saying it was like a myth your folk have here. So, I . . . well, I played the part well.”

“Explain,” Tova snapped.

“The man is ill. For a short time, a woman with strange magic was sent here. She insisted she poisoned him. I saw the effects when he came to execute her. While she was here, she told me he feared folk who could see like me and often killed them. When she died, I thought I would be next.” Eryka lifted her gaze and shrugged. “I played like I’d gone into a trance. There was a great deal of convulsing, chanting, and whispering horrid fates should your ruler attempt to kill me and the boy. It seemed to work. He has not visited since, but whenever the guards come, I’ve gotten rather skilled at rolling my eyes back. See, like this.”

She demonstrated pulling her eyes into the back of her head, so the eerie whites remained. Once she stopped, Eryka looked away sheepishly. As if she were ashamed for her lie.

The room remained quiet for at least ten breaths, then Gunnar barked a deep, rough laugh.

He laughed and laughed, leaning over his knees, clutching his chest. Soon enough, he drew in a deep breath and wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. “Hells, woman. That’s the best thing I’ve ever seen. Who needs to take knives against Ivar, we’ll simply send her twitching and screaming.”

I dared smile, but it fell when Eryka looked my way again.

“I’ll say this again, I’ve seen the one with fire hair take a strange ring,” she said. “I have also seen what becomes of her should she not accept it. It is key.”

“Key for what?” I asked.

“I do not know.”

Gods, seers were infuriating. Giving half bits, then leaving the rest up to fate.

“Pain is coming.” Eryka’s tone sent a shiver up my arms. She looked to me, to Tova, then to Gunnar. “Your hearts will break soon, and I wish they wouldn’t.”

My pulse thudded in my head. I took a brisk step back to the door. I needed to get to Kase. “We must go.”

The moment my hand reached the latch on the door, it slammed open. Vali and Lynx rushed in, breathless, covered in sweat and blood.

“Thank gods we found you,” Vali said. “Some of the Falkyns at the beach arrived. Patrols . . . patrols came close and Eero shouted where we were. This place is about to be flooded with skydguard.”

My blood went cold.

“Then we go now.” Luca crossed the room in three strides and scooped up a screaming Von. The boy reached for the fae woman, sobbing and terrified.

Luca didn’t loosen his grip and Lynx didn’t ask before gently placing a hand on the boy’s head. It took no time before the child slumped back in Luca’s arms.

Gunnar held out a hand for Eryka. “We must go. We can get you back to your cousin.”

“I will go with you,” she said, smiling as if the moment had not turned critical. “This is where our story begins.”

“Sure. As you say,” Gunnar furrowed his brow at her, then loaded his arrow, and followed Lynx and Vali.

Tova handed me one of her knives. “Don’t break this one.”

I took it and spun it once to hide the way my hands trembled. As I ran after the Kryv, all I could think about was the warning that this night would change our lives . . . forever.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 32
The Nightrender


“I expect a great deal of pain when you kill him, Nik,” I snapped at the Falkyn.

His two men leaned over their knees, gasping. Five Falkyns remained with Eero. We’d been told they had dragged him back to the ships when the bastard shouted our plans at the shore patrols. Then two Falkyns had bolted to find us, and promised Niklas the others had used anything sharp and rusted they could find to pin Eero to the mast until he returned.

“Don’t insult me, my friend,” Niklas said in a growl. “I have thought of this for a great deal of time. It will be remarkable. I wonder what caused him to hate us so. I, for one, find myself to be rather pleasant.”

I scoffed. “Greed, Nik. Pure, wretched greed.”

The Watchers were dead, but units of skydguard would come, no mistake. We needed to go, and I had yet to catch a glimpse of Malin. Niklas told me of the Alver vow, how it connected two Alvers so fully if one were ever in danger the other would sense it.

I sensed nothing. The only reason I had not ripped the longhouse apart searching for my wife.

Until a distant thump of battle drums sent a rush of panic through my chest.

Alver vow or not, if I did not put eyes on Malin soon, the mesmer boiling under my skin would erupt.

Malin’s ability to steal memories had changed, but I’d changed too. Shadows came swifter, the slightest hint of adrenaline, the smallest blanch of fear, and it was as if I could bend the earth with my magic. It was stronger. Crueler.

I loved it.

“Time to move,” Niklas said. He scanned the bloodied lawns, no doubt searching for Junius. When he caught sight of her beside his broken Falkyns, Niklas jabbed his fingers in his mouth and let out a shrill whistle. “Get to the ships!”

“Go,” I said, taking a step toward the longhouse. “We will catch up.”

Niklas tipped his head and rushed to help carry the two injured Falkyns.

“Kase.” Bard caught my arm. “Where’s Malin?”

“I’m going to get her,” I said. “Stick with the Kryv and get to the ships.”

Should’ve known Bard Strom would follow. Hagen wasn’t far behind. He’d sent Ash and Hanna with Junius, then sprinted to us. His son and sister were inside; I couldn’t fault him for following.

Drums grew closer. I quickened my steps.

“Kase, the ridge!” Hagen said as he grabbed my shoulder and spun me to the side.

Dammit. From the darkness a row of skydguard stepped onto the ridge of the peak. The captain at the point lifted a blade, and a ripple of battle cries shook the night. They spilled onto the rocky paths, racing in great hoards for the fleeing guilds.

“Go get her,” I shouted at Hagen and Bard, and faced the onslaught of skyds. Fear was there, buried beneath their hatred for us, their devotion to serve the Lord Magnate. Hidden, but there. No one truly wished to die tonight.

A thousand screams echoed in my head as ways to slaughter the most terrified took shape. Broken necks. Falling off the cliffside. A knife to the throat. Trampled. There was no shortage on the ways I could bring death tonight.

My mesmer was stronger, but to slaughter two hundred men? I could put a dent in their units, give Malin time to run. I’d find my way out later.

Hands raised, I startled when another figure stepped beside me.

Bard wore a cruel grin. “Don’t have all the fun, little rat.”

Gods. I’d nearly forgotten his name for me. Malin was his mouse; I was the rat. A pest who ate their food.

Bastard. A smile crept over my mouth as I faced the skydguard again. When the first line of guards hit flat ground, I gathered silky shadows around my hands and threw my arms open. A flood darkness pummeled the ranks like a battering ram.

Hands raised, I twisted my palms and the ribbons of night coiled like phantom serpents around legs, waists, necks.

Pungent, sour fear seeped into my tongue, like each breath lapped it up, pulling more until my mesmer needed to act or pull back.

I closed one fist aimed at one flank of guards, then tilted my head toward the other. No less than twenty skydguard on each side fell to the ground. On the left flank the shadows ripped through their chests like iron spikes, shredding their ribs into jagged pieces. To the right, my mesmer sliced across the unit like a long blade and snapped each spine, so when they fell, their bodies were bent backward like the shadows had attempted to fold the skydguard in half.

“By the hells, Kase,” Bard said. He shook away his stun and lifted his hands. With a grunt, Bard swiped his palms over his body. Half a dozen guards tumbled forward. One man’s jaw had bent at a horrid angle. Another had an open skull. Four were dead before they hit the ground, necks broken.

It was grisly. Bodies expelled piss and waste, soiling the air. Bones cracked. Blood stained the rocks. When Vali’s voice came at my back, commanding everyone to follow, relief brought a new wave of strength.

A glimpse of red hair soothed the worry in my heart.

“Kase!” Malin cried.

“Go, Mal,” I returned without taking my eyes off the skydguard. “I’m behind you.”

“You must think me mad to leave you again.”

“Gods.” The woman would be the end of me.

“Welcome to a strong-willed wife, brother.” Bard laughed and cut down another skydguard. His breaths came with more effort. “Make a run for it?”

Through the threads of my shadows was a gory scene. We’d slaughtered many and had the rest hesitant to move forward.

“Go!” I spun around, dropping my mesmer hold, and raced with Bard after the others.

Malin ran with Vali once she saw me coming up behind them. The skydguard regrouped and shouted their advances. They were too few now, and too terrified to come too close. We’d be loaded in our ships before their courage took hold again.

Those who’d been with Malin in the house were already far ahead. Vali and Malin cut into the trees. Bard and I followed. I slapped at branches, leapt over hedges and stones. The Kryv would’ve scattered with the Falkyns, everyone going different directions until we collided at the shore.

My lungs burned by the time violent crashes of waves came near. Almost free of this damn place. No trouble had been in the trees. We were the last to leave. I had to believe the others had made it safely to the ships.

“They went this way. I hear them!” Vali shouted, tilting his head.

I breathed out in relief, anxious to rest eyes on the Kryv, the Falkyns, to know if Dagny had her boy, or if we’d come here for nothing. The path widened as the shore came nearer, but at the bend, my heart stopped.

Vali cursed loudly and skidded until he stumbled.

Kryv were not the ones waiting for us.

Two haggard skydguard stood in the path. Noses bloodied, tunics and guarders askew. They must’ve been from the shore patrols, a few who’d scrambled out of the fray. And both guards had an arrow aimed at Malin’s heart.

In all the risks I’d taken with the Guild of Kryv, never had such a sharp, angry panic gripped me.

The two skydguard looked at us with such hatred, it burned to my core. Time seemed to slow. Each motion burned into my skull in a memory I would never forget. Both guards stretched their bowstrings, arrows ready to fly.

“Malin, get down!” Vali moved without a thought. He wrapped Malin up in his arms, covering her with his big body, and crouched.

Blood throbbed in my head, but not enough to dull the wretched thrum of bowstrings, the breathy wisp of air as arrows flew.

Not enough to silence the sick thud of steel stabbing through flesh.

“Vali!” Malin’s scream shook the stun from me.

My shoulders heaved. Vali coughed. Two arrows were burrowed deep in his spine. Anger, hatred, fear, all of it suffocated any rational thinking.

I lifted my hands as Vali slumped forward. With a cry of my own agony, a blast of the blackest mesmer shot at the two guards before they could even consider reloading their bows. The skeins of darkness sliced through their bodies like an oar in the surf.

Innards and bones and blood splattered across the path as their mangled bodies sprawled out in pieces.

I was at Malin’s side in time to catch Vali’s head when he couldn’t sit up any longer.

“No, no, Val.” I clutched his face, shaking him. “Vali, look at me. Look at me.”

His dark eyes were wet and glassy. Blood dripped over his lips. “I’ll save a place . . . for each . . . of you bast-bastards.”

“No.” My voice broke as I cradled his head, careful not to shove the arrows deeper. “No, you stay here. Dammit, Val. You stay with me.” I kept grappling for his face, his chest, anything to keep him warm and breathing.

Vali swatted a hand searching for mine. I clasped his hand tightly. His body shuddered, then his grip went slack.

“Val.” I scanned his face. I shook his shoulders. “Vali!”

Malin’s hand fell to my arm. She said nothing. But I didn’t need words. I needed Vali to take a damn breath.

“No.”

My head snapped up.

Raum, breathless and twitchy, stood ten paces away. “No. Val. No!”

He skidded to Vali’s side. Vali and Raum had lived in the same chamber at the Black Palace. I considered Raum one of my closest Kryv, but there was a connection with Vali and Raum that made them true, inseparable brothers.

My scorched and scabrous heart bled into pieces watching Raum pad at Vali’s unmoving body.

“No. Kase, is he breathing? Where was he hit?” Raum looked to the shore. “Tova! Niklas! Get here, he . . . he needs healing. Kase, he needs healing. Is he breathing?”

Raum was frantic. He tugged at Vali’s tunic, his face. Like me, he shook his shoulders. Big, raw tears rolled down his cheeks. His breaths were disjointed and short.

“Vali, you bastard, it isn’t funny.” Raum gritted through his teeth. “Wake the hells up.” He broke, face twisted, voice like jagged glass. “Wake up.”

Raum was clinging to Vali and losing himself.

I clamped my teeth until I thought my jaw might snap, moved to my fellow Kryv, and ripped Raum away.

I let him crush me instead.

Raum was a bit taller, but he braced against me, his big arms choking my neck. He burrowed his face against my shoulder and roared his pain until his body wouldn’t stop shaking. I gripped his tunic, slapped his back over and over.

My head rejected that Vali, my Kryv brother, my bleeding friend, was gone. That his scowls, his rare fits of laughter, his loyalty would never be added to any future days.

It was too much.

Too severe to take.

Like a piece of my heart had been burned and blackened, there was an open wound bleeding uncontrollably.

The Kryv were always one unbreakable unit. It was how it was always meant to be.

Now, there was a hole.

An empty space we’d never escape.
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Chapter 33
The Memory Thief


We didn’t return to Felstad.

It was too much. To walk through the gate with one less in our number, the sharp agony would ruin us all.

The Falkyns offered their refuge in Skítkast, and we took it without a thought. A few Falkyns had set sail before dawn to retrieve Hob, Inge, and the Falkyns who’d remained at Felstad.

“I think he’d want it,” Ash said in a soft voice. He held up one of his favorite shiv blades.

I cupped Ash’s cheek and took the blade. “I think it will be his most valued piece.”

With care I tucked the shiv beneath Vali’s hands, then placed them one over the other on his middle. His face was peaceful. He was every bit a warrior in a fine black tunic, a polished seax in his grip, runes of protection and power, all surrounded with wreaths of velvet blossoms.

Ash held out his hand for me to take and helped me over the edge of the small longboat.

Kase was there, and took my hand when Ash released me. I met his burdened eyes. He’d not smiled once in the days since arriving in Skítkast. I did not think any of us had smiled. The loss of Vali left an ache that could not be soothed.

At our backs the Falkyns and a few girls and boys from the Lark who valued the Guild of Kryv stood in reverence.

Luca held Dagny’s hand, and in his other arm he held a clean, bright-eyed Von on his hip. The boy looked like Luca more than Niall, but he and Dagny had asked the lot of us never to bring up the question of his blood father again.

To them, Von was Luca’s, and Niall was no longer worth their care when it came to the boy. He would pay someday. I’d already vowed it, but I could respect their wishes. Dagny and Luca were cautiously picking up where they had left off all those turns ago. To piece back together what had been broken would take time, but it helped the way the boy had warmed to them both.

Almost like a true family who had not suffered greatly.

Isak and Fiske shoved the boat into the gentle flow of the private Skítkast fjord. A ripple of water slapped against the vessel as it drifted across the black water of the Howl.

Kase and I took our place at the head of the Guild of Kryv. He looked to the right where Gunnar, Raum, and Lynx held bows. With a soft nod, Tova walked in front of each of the archers and lit their oiled tips until the steel ignited in golden flames.

Eryka stood beside Gunnar, humming a sweet folksong. She looked nothing like a princess in an oversized dress Junius had lent her and her snowy hair loose over her shoulders. She’d taken to Gunnar and hardly left his side. Truth be told, I didn’t think he minded.

The princess had not mentioned the South, she’d not bothered to bring up anything at all except for a moment where she told Raum the gods welcomed Vali with laughter and battle tales.

Something in the stars told her.

I cared little if the stars gave the fae princess visions. Her words almost brought a smile to Raum’s face. As far as I was concerned, she could star speak to him all day.

Raum pointed his arrow at the sky. The others followed his lead. Normally playful and lighthearted, now Raum reminded me of a gray storm. He spoke to no one but Kase, and even then it was rare. Raum closed his silver eyes for half a breath. When he opened them again, he said, “Tills vi ses igen.” Until we meet again.

We all mumbled the same phrase and watched the arrows fly.

The longboat caught fire slowly, but soon the gilded flames ignited the darkness of the Howl in a beautiful glow. Kase slammed his fist over his heart. I followed. A ripple of thuds echoed along the shoreline as Falkyn and Kryv bid farewell to a friend and brother.

When the flames of the funeral pyre died, I sat alone on a large stone in the sparse forest ten lengths from the inner township of Skítkast. Niklas hadn’t left this place since the funeral pyre. Most often he sat alone, eating bits of a meal Junius would send with him. He always talked as he worked, and I found a bit of solace watching from the shadows.

Eero hung by his ankles from a thick tree branch. Naked, covered in blood. Moaning. Falkyns came and went, each watching as their guild lead strategically cut Eero in places that would slowly bleed. He’d hung there for nearly a full day. His skin looked a sickly sort of purple, and his life was teetering into the Otherworld.

Niklas had determined Eero would bleed to death. Slowly. To give Niklas time to speak about all the pain caused by his betrayal. Sometimes Niklas would repeat fond memories they’d once had before he slashed Eero’s skin.

Heart heavy, I tried to find peace knowing one of the traitors responsible for Vali’s ultimate death was getting what was due. But solace was fleeting. Most moments were filled with a wretched kind of guilt seeping through my heart.

Vali had died protecting me. I closed my eyes against the truth of it.

“Do you wish to be alone?”

Kase leaned against a thick tree, the odd green-gold color of his one eye flashed in a pain I feared would always remain.

“No. I always long for you.” I scooted over on the boulder.

Kase draped his arm over my shoulders, pulling me against him with a touch of possessive need. We sat in silence for a long time, watching Niklas torment Eero with eerie calmness. Niklas had monstrous sides to him, but he was loyal, a friend. He did this not only for his guild, but for the Kryv. For Vali.

“I think I hate myself a little,” I whispered.

Kase pinned me in a narrowed glare. “Why the hells would you say that?”

My voice quivered, so I paused until it steadied. “Vali died protecting me, and . . . and I can’t help but think, why didn’t I shove him away, why didn’t I protect him? It haunts me, and I hate myself, and⁠—”

My words turned to sobs I’d held deep inside since the moment Vali died. Kase pressed me to his chest; his hands stroked my hair. He left gentle kisses to my neck, my head, and whispered soft words until the tears dried. Until I couldn’t shed another drop.

“You listen to me.” He held my face between his callused palms. “Don’t you dare dishonor his sacrifice by hating yourself for surviving. He made a choice, and he chose you. Gods, I will love him for all the lifetimes for that choice.”

Kase kissed me. Desperately.

When he broke away our breaths were ragged and heavy. He used his knuckle to tilt my chin and a glisten of emotion coated his eyes. “Had it been you, Malin, I would not have lived to today.”

“Don’t say that,” I whispered against his lips. “We vowed we would always claw our way to each other, not even the Otherworld would stop us.”

Kase pressed his forehead to mine and closed his eyes. “I would burn the Otherworld down to get to you.”

“Be wicked, be a brute, but be mine.” I gave him a weary smile, then held tightly to him, breathing in his woodsy skin until the moon hung high in the sky.

Until Eero finally took his last breath.
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Chapter 34
The Nightrender


“This isn’t over.” Niklas bent down and kissed Junie before he removed his cap and slumped into a chair at the large table in the Falkyn’s underground nest.

For the last week, we’d hidden ourselves from the world, mourning, surviving. The Falkyns from Felstad had arrived with Hob and Inge.

I didn’t know when we’d be ready to return to Klockglas, but the Falkyns made no sign of irritation to have another guild loitering in their realm.

“What is it?” I asked.

“My men returned with news from the Black Palace.” Niklas scratched his forehead. “It has reached the Lord Magnate that his Hemlish camp was obliterated, but a Southern queen of the fae High Court arrived to sign the alliance for her daughter to vow with Niall. On the condition her niece is returned safely, of course.”

“No, the prince was adamant he would not allow his sister to take vows,” Malin snapped.

Junie’s face contorted in disgust. “The fae queen wants to vow her daughter to the house who kept her niece a beaten prisoner?”

“Seems so,” Niklas said. “The queen has overruled her son. To keep the alliance intact, Ivar has made a declaration that the Guild of Kryv and the Falkyn Guild are to be killed upon sight. Penge is being offered for our heads.” Niklas pointed his attention at Luca. Von snored softly against Luca’s shoulder, and my friend kept a soothing hand on the boy’s back as if fathering littles had always been his life. “Luc, Niall has called for your head too.”

“Well, he can’t have it,” Luca said. “It is prettier than his, and I plan to take his first.”

“Be careful,” Niklas admonished. “You are well known.”

Dagny squeezed Luca’s hand. “Don’t be foolish.”

He kissed her knuckles. “I won’t be. Keep me holed away in here for all I care. I can project from underground. But should anyone corner Niall, you must promise to let me have him.”

Niklas seemed amused and gave Luca a nod. “As for the Malevolent, Ivar has washed his hands of you. You’re too much trouble. He’s called for your execution.”

“Ivar is dying. Should I see him again, I will not be the one executed, but I will hurry his end along,” I said.

“True, but Niall will hold the order when he vows with another kingdom and takes the bleeding throne. Which brings me to our hidden queen.” Niklas drummed his fingers, eyes on Malin. “Ivar put out a decree that anyone who captures Malin Strom, the Memory Thief, will be granted lordship with their own estate at the Black Palace.”

My body stiffened. With such a prize, how would Malin ever show her face in sunlight again? Across every region folk would be hunting her.

Malin cleared her throat. “So, what do we do? We’re all targeted everywhere we go.”

“This is when you will want to find and take the ring.”

We all turned to the wispy voice. Eryka stepped into the space with Gunnar. The fae princess was odd. Always speaking about things yet to come.

“How do you know so much about the queen’s ring?” Niklas asked.

Eryka smiled at the Falkyn. “I saw it.”

“Yes, but how?”

Junie snickered. “Niklas enjoys understanding new mesmer.”

“I enjoy it too,” Eryka said, taking a place at the table. She was young looking, but likely older than I thought. Oftentimes fae kept a youthful look until they were dead. The princess smiled as Gunnar took a seat beside her. “I see events that have not happened.”

“The future then?” Niklas asked.

“In a way. The future is always shifting. But the one time I stood before your ruler he called me an oracle.”

Malin leaned over the table, eyes wide. “It was said queens of old could see a bit of the future like an oracle.”

“I know nothing of that, but I saw a great deal that led me here. The silver arrow in the darkness.” She glanced at Gunnar. “It was you. I needed to meet you. Somehow, you will help me unite three kingdoms.”

“I’m not sure I’m the best man for the task,” Gunnar said. “I have little desire for peace right now.”

“Even still,” Eryka said softly, “it is you.”

Hagen stood in the back of the room. He whispered something to his brother next to him. Bard chuckled and nodded.

“But once I saw you,” Eryka said to Malin, “several moments in time came to me clearly—there are choices you must make. I have seen the possible strength that can come when you claim what is yours.”

Malin scoffed. “Possible.”

“As I said, the future is always changing based on our choices,” the princess said. “And we must be willing to accept the consequences.”

Niklas let out a long sigh. “I tire of fighting, of risk, of death. But Fae Princess here might have a point. We have the whole of the East breathing down our necks, looking for ways to slaughter us or enslave us. We have a few choices the way I see it.” Niklas held up a finger for each idea. “We run and leave the East gain too much power from an alliance with the South. We stay hidden and become underground folk who live on roots and dirt. Or we fight back. We steal that damn ring and give the throne to the true heir.”

Malin shifted in her seat. “And if I do not want to rule?”

“We have Luca,” Niklas said. “He would be a fair king.”

Luca blew out his lips. “I would be a feckless king.”

“Malin, you have the power,” Junius said. “I have seen what can become of lands when the fates’ chosen heir takes that power and accepts their destiny.”

She spoke of the North. I knew some about her time spent with the cursed king of the land. From Junie’s mouth, he had resisted the path of taking the crown. But when he did, a new dawn rose over the North, and they won back their freedom.

I did not want to fight wars and battles here. I did not want to see Malin in the heart of it. Hells, all my life I’d been trying to keep her from that damn ring. But how could she ever be safe or truly free when so many hunted her?

Eero had made one true statement. Ivar knew how to kill the royal bloodlines. He’d done it many times to keep his power. Niall would be worse.

I took Malin’s hand and kissed her fingertips.

She looked to me and whispered, “I don’t know what move to make.”

“We do not need to decide right now,” I said. “We plan, like always, then make the choice.”

Malin scanned the room, her eyes paused on Fiske at the end of the table. “A change would begin if we went to Hemlig.”

“What?”

“Fiske mentioned a change. Our guild has changed with the loss of Vali.” She spoke his name with a delicate reverence. “But what if this is part of the change too? A new kingdom.” She hesitated, then shook her head. “But how? We won’t stand a chance fighting the skydguard if they have the armies of the South.”

A somber quiet filled the room. We were too few in numbers. True, we had formidable mesmer Talent, but enough to bring an evenly matched battle to the gates of the Black Palace? It would be a bloody end of the guilds.

“So, if we had armies, you feel the path to the throne is right, Mal?” Gunnar asked.

“I don’t know, but . . . something keeps me here. Almost as if something is calling to me to stay,” she admitted. “To flee did not feel right. And I’m afraid we would all kill each other if we stayed underground.”

A few cautious chuckles rippled around the table.

Malin sighed. “But we are no army.”

“We do not shy away from the impossible,” Raum muttered.

Every eye turned to him. He’d said few words since losing Vali. He locked his gaze on Malin. “The Kryv, the Falkyns, we do not shy away from the impossible. We plan, we thieve, we scheme until we know what steps to take.”

Malin sniffed and nodded. “Right.”

“So, our new scheme is finding an army and a hidden ring,” Fiske said. “Sounds simple enough.”

It was a hopeless plan. One I did not see a way to threaten and bribe our way through. If there was no way to get Malin through this breathing, then I would whisk her away to the far corners of the world and keep her safe until our final days.
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Nearly ten days later, the pressure to hunt the guilds had only grown. Sightings of fae joining with skydguard left Eryka uneasy. She’d sent word to her cousin and explained what had become of her. She’d yet to hear his response.

Even the underbelly, the folk who once worshiped the Kryv or asked for wicked deals had become turncoats. Two Falkyns had narrowly escaped an ambush in a trade square gathering food for the guilds.

I was beginning to believe the only way out would be to abandon the East for good. Take refuge somewhere in the North perhaps. But every time the idea was mentioned, Malin’s nose would wrinkle like a rancid smell entered the room, and she’d softly insist we should keep searching for the ring a little longer.

Truth be told, I almost believed Ivar had destroyed it. Eryka seemed to think that was impossible. Gunnar sided with the princess over me, and I nearly tossed him out of the guild for it.

When nerves settled and tempers soothed, I hid away with Malin in the room Niklas had given to us. I held her close, tracing the lines on her face as the sun faded over the Howl above ground.

She nestled against my chest. “You don’t want me to find the ring, do you?”

I closed my eyes and pressed a kiss to her nose. “All I have ever wanted was for you to be safe.”

“I know. But I keep thinking of my mother’s memory,” she said. “She told Jens when it called to me, he should help me rise. Kase, I want to flee. I know I am a coward to admit it, but I want to leave. I have you, we have our broken, wounded family. I want to find a life somewhere else, but there is something that speaks to me. A feeling deep inside that tells me to stay. I can’t explain it.”

I hugged her tighter against my side. “I do not understand the Norns, or destiny, but whatever choice is made, I will be beside you. They will never be able to take that choice from me.”

She studied my face for a long pause. “What do you fear right now?”

“That I have failed.” My thumb tugged on her bottom lip. “No matter what we choose, I fear there is no way for me to keep you truly safe.”

“You do know I have the same fear, but for you, right?”

I drew her closer against my body. Her leg wrapped around my waist so there was no space between us.

“I don’t know how to be a queen, Kase. I am a memory thief, not a royal.”

I sighed and rested my cheek on her forehead. “Have you ever read the tale of the four queens?”

Malin lifted her head. “In my mother’s memory she mentioned such a tale. What is it?”

I winced. If her dying mother had said the same thing, I could not avoid the truth I’d been running from all these turns. “The saga goes that four queens will be blessed with gifts to heal a broken land. Choice, devotion, honor, and cunning.”

“Odd gifts.”

“The Norns are odd.” I chuckled and wrapped her closer in my arms. “I hate the story. I always have because I knew of your bloodline, and I know of you. Your devotion to those you care for is unmatched.”

“So, I do not have the gift of choice or cunning,” she said in a playful tone.

“If the tale is true, I’m afraid choice was already taken. Though, you are rather cunning.”

“The gift of choice is taken?” Malin propped onto her elbow. “You speak of the North?”

I shrugged. “All I know is the queen of the Night Folk fae had many choices to make. She chose to love a beast and a killer who became her king. She chose to be a queen. As for you, you have been nothing but devoted to me. A gift I do not deserve most days.”

“So, if I am devotion, then there is hope. After all, it worked in the favor of the Northern queen.”

I forced a smile. “Through a great deal of blood and loss, yes.”

Malin closed her eyes, then kissed me. Hard. Needy. Her tongue was warm against mine, and she clung to my face like I might slip away should she let go.

When her tears dripped onto my cheeks, she sniffled and pulled back. “I need you to know that I have loved you for as long as I can remember, and there has never been a day—even when you were rather petulant once we found each other again—that you have not deserved it.”

“I have a confession,” I said. “I, too, do not know what move to make. If this tale of queens is true, I do not want to face it. I don’t want the risk for you, but I swear I will not stop until we find a way to live the lives we once dreamed of, Mallie.”

“In faraway kingdoms where we are not hunted and not afraid.”

I smiled, brushing my lips to hers. “Tales where heroes never die, and pain does not exist.”

Malin threaded her fingers through my hair. “My faraway kingdom is anywhere you are, Kase Eriksson. I say we do as Raum said. We mark, we scheme, we see if we stand a chance before we decide. Who knows, perhaps Fate will send us a sign.”

I smirked. Fate had a wretched sense of humor, but if the Norns had marked us, there would be no escaping their tricks.

I kissed her. My hands touched her. I got lost in her body, her heat, her passion until sleep took us. For a moment, there was no worry of war, of rings, or schemes.

There was only us. The way it always had been.

I didn’t know how long we’d been asleep when a horn blew through the corridors of the Falkyn nest. I jolted up in bed. Malin clutched her chest, catching her bearings. I slipped out of the furs and hurried to dress.

Out in the corridor, Falkyns and Kryv rushed past, dressing as they ran, weapons out.

I grabbed hold of Lynx’s arm. “What is it?”

“Night watch saw something on the Howl. They think it’s Ivar.”

My fists clenched at my sides as darkness wrapped around my arms and shoulders. Malin clutched my arm, and her bright eyes gave away her fear before mesmer had a chance to taste it. I fought the urge to demand she stay put. She wouldn’t listen anyway.

Taking her hand tightly, we followed the rush to the surface.

The nest was not far from the shore, but my lungs burned from exertion by the time the sea air struck my face. Raum stood at the water’s edge, squinting in the night. What looked like hundreds of flickering lights on the sea were approaching. And swiftly.

“Longships,” Raum said. “Dozens and dozens of them.”

“Ivar?”

“Can’t see just yet. It’s bleeding dark.”

A horn bellowed from the distance. One used in war to announce approaching armies. If it was an army of skydguard, why would they announce it?

“No doubt the guard here has heard all this,” Niklas said as he came to my side. He tugged on his leather jacket and studied the approaching lights. “But if they’re rallying, they won’t get far. Turns out Bard Strom is fairly clever at setting traps. He helped my men set some surprises for the Skítkast skydguard.”

I gave Bard a quick glance. “Still setting traps?”

He didn’t look at me and stared ahead. “Never stopped. You and Mal were merely my first victims.”

Malin snorted at the memories of the hayloft torment her older brother often caused for the two littles, but the way her fingernails dug into my arm, fear was still growing.

“This isn’t right,” I said. “Ivar wouldn’t announce an attack this way.”

“Then who would?” Malin whispered.

Gunnar stood a pace away. I studied the young Kryv. He was the only one who seemed wholly composed. Truth be told, he was rather calm.

“Gunnar—”

“You said you needed an army,” Gunnar whispered, glancing at Malin.

Hagen came up behind his son. “Gunnar, what did you do?”

“What should have been done long ago.” Gunnar didn’t expound more.

My blood pounded in my head when another horn roared into the night.

“By the gods!” Raum said. “It isn’t Ivar!”

“Who the hells is it?” Niklas snapped.

Raum turned around, his first true smile since Vali’s death. “It’s the bleeding North! The cursed king and his queen are at the lead.”

My throat grew sticky. An entire kingdom was bounding toward the shore.

“You sent word to the North?” Hagen’s voice was low, almost desperate when he looked to Gunnar.

“I did. I won’t run any longer, Daj. I won’t watch the people I love live in hiding. Eryka sees something, a change in this kingdom, and they are meant to be part of it.” He pointed to the sea. “It might just mean we can win it back. I fought beside Maj and my uncles once before. I will do it again.”

“Herja.” Hagen blinked to the sea. “She’s there?”

“She is a warrior,” Gunnar said. “I have no doubt she stands at the front.”

I did not miss the grin spreading over Hagen’s face.

My eyes turned to Malin. Her face was pale, but her back was straight.

“We have an army,” I whispered.

She held out her hand, waiting for me to take it. At our touch, my shadows surrounded the both of us.

“Then, I suppose,” she said in a soft, steady voice, “we are going to war.”

I tugged her against my side as the lights came closer, dancing shadows on the people guiding the ships. The lead ship was large, a flag with the symbol of ravens and thorns and blossoms of the Ferus line.

A woman had propped a foot on the stempost, hugging the curved sea snake to her side. Her icy pale hair blew in the wind.

The Northern queen.

When another horn blew her voice followed. “I see you, Nightrender! We’ve come all this way, so you better put on a damn smile!”

All the turns spent avoiding this moment, of keeping Malin Strom away from the curse of her bloodline, and I began it with a curl to my mouth, a thrill in my blood.

A new battle was beginning, and I could not deny the feeling that it was exactly where we needed to be.
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Chapter 1
The Nightrender


The Howl Sea stretched on like an endless abyss. Light from the torches and lanterns across the fleet of approaching longships was the only hint that anything beyond the shores of Skítkast existed at all.

“Mal.” My brows pulled together in a look of concern. She was frozen at my side, hardly breathing, hardly moving. Fear soaked my tongue with every beat of her heart. “This is what we needed.”

Malin nodded mutely. Where was she in her head? I could taste her fear, true. But her thoughts were something different. I wanted her to do nothing more than burden me with the worries of her heart.

I placed my hand on the small curve of her back and glanced again at the shoreline.

An army. The Northern Kingdom had come to fight with us in a war I wasn’t so sure we’d win. An entire battle fleet armed in axes, short blades, arrows, and magic.

We needed it. We needed every blade to even have a glimmer of hope of taking the East for our own.

“Naïve of me,” Malin whispered. She kept her eyes trained on the approaching ships, and for a moment I wondered if she’d meant to speak out loud at all.

“What is?”

“To think I could keep dreaming of the day warriors would descend upon the Black Palace, of the great victory we’d take. But we were all safe in my daydreams. Now, those warriors are here. Blood will spill. Theirs, and ours.”

“Mal—”

“Will it be Gunnar’s? Hagen’s?” She faced me at long last, the collision of gold and green burned as if a flame flickered in the darkness. “Will it be yours? I cannot watch you fall, Kase. I cannot.”

I pulled her into my arms, crushing her to my chest.

Malin would hate this; she’d hate others witnessing her crumble. Nights in the hayloft when she shed a tear, I alone had witnessed those moments. If anyone stepped through the door, she’d burrow her face into my chest, and I’d hide her. I’d let her break, but no one else would know.

It seemed some things would never change between us.

With one hand cradling her head and the other holding her against me, I shielded her from the guilds, from the approaching ships. I let her gasp, let her fight the emotion she wasn’t always skilled at releasing.

“We should’ve gone.” She curled her fingers around my tunic. “We still can. We’ll find refuge in the North.”

I pulled back, meeting her glassy eyes as I ran the rough pad of my thumb over her trembling lips. “Fear is talking, Mallie.”

She scoffed. “I hate your mesmer sometimes.”

“I might sense your fears, but I’d rather hear you voice them to me. You do not need to be forgotten and silent like in the hayloft anymore. Never again.”

Malin pulled her bottom lip between her teeth before she went on. “I cannot bear the thought of more funeral pyres.”

“Look at me.” One knuckle tilted her head up, so her neck arched to meet my gaze. “I swear to you, this is not where we end. I will frighten the piss from Death itself should it try to take either of us.”

She proffered up a weak smile and wrapped her arms around my waist.

With my chin propped on her head, I turned toward the sea. “We have lands to explore, Mallie. Where good kings and gods’ magic reigns.”

“Where we are not hunted or afraid,” her soft voice followed.

“Think of those future memories, and not of funeral pyres.”

For the first time in my miserly existence, I dared to dream of things to come. I had the woman I’d always loved at my side. I allowed myself to dream of laughter, of simple nights, of humble longhouses. Of a family. Littles that would take after her. A turn ago, I would scoff at such thoughts. Now, I wanted them all with her.

Another bellow of a ram’s horn rattled the night.

A strange tangle of emotions knotted like thorned vines in my chest. One side was overwhelmed with the thrill of knowing a kingdom had answered our call. But the fear of what it all meant would always be there, bubbling beneath my skin until this fight was over.

The first line of ships collided with the rough, rocky shore. Here there were no docks, and the scrape of stone against the damp wood sent a shiver down my spine.

“Daj.” Gunnar’s soft voice caught my notice. He reached out for Hagen. Malin’s brother had not blinked since the first glimmer of lanterns were visible on the black Howl.

Hagen tilted his head. “I think . . . gods, I think I see her.”

Not even a heartbeat later, a woman’s voice cried out. “Hagen! Hagen!”

Emotion was heavy each time she screamed his name. From the lead ship, a figure spilled over the edge before the longship was close enough to wade to shore.

She was swimming. Desperately. Choking on seawater, all while screaming Hagen’s name.

Hagen laughed, a little broken, but laughter all the same, then took off in a sprint for the water. “Herja!”

“Come,” I said, pressing a kiss to Malin’s knuckles. “You’ll need to meet the North.”

Behind Gunnar and Eryka—the fae woman rarely left the princeling’s side—I led Malin down the last twenty paces of the beach.

The Princess Herja Ferus was a force. I’d witnessed her ferociousness in battle, her desperation to protect her family. Small framed as she was, the same ferocity was matched tonight as she cut through the waves toward Hagen Strom.

Times were dreary, but even I fought a smile when the two lovers finally collided.

Herja was more powerful than she looked, and the force of her body against Hagen knocked them backward into the sea.

Small waves tossed them side to side, splashing their faces, but neither seemed to notice. She was sprawled over the top of him, smiling brightly before Hagen crushed her mouth to his.

Gunnar beamed at my side.

Eryka slid her hand into his. “They were a fated love.”

I didn’t understand what the fae woman meant half the time she spoke, but she was right on this. The way Hagen and Herja kept pulling back, touching each other’s faces, then devouring each other again and again, it could be nothing but a deep, fated love.

Bard stepped to the other side of Malin. “Strange, is it not? We did not even know of her.”

“They won’t be separated again,” she said with conviction.

I squeezed her hand. A small agreement. Hagen had risked everything, nearly his life, to keep his family safe, to keep Malin safe. He’d looked after us as children. The least I could do was keep him in the arms of his lover until the Otherworld called.

Malin drew in a sharp breath. When I looked back to the longships, I understood why. A man stepped onto the shore. Broad, dark hair in waves to his shoulders. His skin was a soft brown, and his ears came to a gently tapered point.

The cursed king, Valen Ferus.

We’d fought together; I’d plotted his rescue during his war. I would, no doubt, never admit it out loud, but I admired him a great deal.

He’d managed to secure his crown, but never gave up the one he loved to do it. Perhaps he did things a little villainously at times, but no mistake, that only made me admire him more.

He took a step and the rocky beach cracked and fissured.

“What’s happening?” Malin dug her fingernails into my arm as the ground rumbled.

“The king is showing off.” I pointed toward the shore. “That is Valen Ferus. The earth bender.”

Her eyes went wide. “He truly can break stone?”

“Anything in the earth is at his command.”

“Kase, it sounds like she’s more impressed with my uncle than you,” Gunnar shouted over his shoulder.

“Don’t get bold with your mouth simply because your mother is here, princeling.”

Gunnar’s mouth dropped. “You swore you’d never call me that.”

“I lied.”

Valen took a lungful of night air as he stepped further onto the beach. “Niklas was right, it does reek like piss here.”

A woman went to the king’s side.

I shook my head through a soft chuckle. If I had not witnessed the woman slit a throat or two, I would think her the least threatening face on land. Her hair was twisted in braids, she wore a blue woolen gown and seemed to be struggling with her weapon belt.

“Unkind, my love,” she said with a laugh.

“Is she . . . the queen?” Malin asked.

“She is. Elise. Mouthy, pushy, and I urge you not to believe a thing she says about me.”

For the first time, the barest hint of a smile curled on Malin’s lips.

The king’s brother stepped onto the shore next. He seemed stronger than when I last saw him. Then again, Sol had been enslaved in a curse of madness for centuries when we’d met. Such a thing would weaken anyone. He was followed by Tor, his consort. If anyone would kill for their kingdom it was Tor.

At our first meet, Tor had taken great offense to my briskness toward the queen. His fear for her had me fearful he’d lose control and toss a surprise dagger through my gut.

Now, he grinned and clapped a hand on Sol Ferus’s back, standing close to his side.

“No, Elise,” Sol said, a wrinkle to his nose as he inhaled. “Valen’s right. We’re in a waste bin.”

“Did you come here to insult us or greet us?” Junie shoved forward, laughing.

Malin startled at my side when Elise let out a shriek and ran forward.

“Get used to her,” I muttered. “She is not like any royal we know. She’s a barbarian.”

Gunnar overheard me and laughed. “Oh, I’m telling her you said that.”

“Are you no longer a Kryv?” I pounded a fist into his shoulder blade, enjoying when he winced. “Or are you back to being a pampered royal?”

“Pampered? I was born into⁠—”

“Captivity, we know,” Lynx interrupted, joining us at the water’s edge. “But just know, if you turn pompous, I refuse to kiss your royal ass, princeling.”

“How dare you.” Gunnar’s mouth dropped, but the joy in his eyes was undeniable. He kept stealing glances at the water where his parents continued to embrace as soldiers stomped around them, choosing to ignore their passion.

Junius’s movement spurred the rest of the guilds to hurry to the water’s edge.

“Ah, I recall you three hold your ale particularly well. I expect to share a few drinks.” Halvar, the first knight, said as he clasped forearms with Raum, Niklas, then Tova.

“There’s the ambassador,” Malin said.

I swallowed the knot in my throat as Ari Sekundär stepped into the moonlight.

He laughed at Hagen and Herja, but his eyes found me almost immediately. One brow raised, he pointed a finger at my chest, then back to his before he went to stand beside Sol and Tor.

We did not know each other well, but I knew enough he’d want to discuss our last interaction. The one where I threatened to behead him because I could not recall his face.

Ari faced the sea again. “Princess Herja! I do love a good romp of passion, but I fear you will drown.”

Hagen finally sat upright.

The flicker of lantern-light on the ships cast a glow over Herja’s face. She was breathless and seemed to remember they were not alone. The princess was lovely. Soft, but strong. She shared the same tanned complexion as the king of the North, but not the fae ears.

Hagen slipped his fingers through hers and led her out of the water.

“Maj!” Gunnar sprinted for the sea.

“Gunnar!” Herja's shoulders slumped as she released a small sob of relief. She was smaller than her son, but he lowered his head to her shoulder when she hugged him close. Much the same way as she’d done with Hagen, she held his face in her palms, kissing his cheeks.

Once Junius released her, Elise turned to me and Malin. Niklas and Junie muttered something, and Elise nodded, following them up the small slope where we stood.

“Nightrender.” Elise grinned with a bit of slyness.

I shadowed my eyes. “Queen.”

Valen laughed. “Gods, Kase, if you’re still trying to frighten Elise, she will only try harder to make you laugh.”

True, but I would win this battle of the bleeding woman turning me into something like a bright sunrise.

I pulled back the shadows and clasped forearms with the king. “It is good to have a king as an ally.”

“And a bleeding queen.” Elise smacked my shoulder.

Malin startled a bit. It was rare for anyone outside the guilds to treat me with such brevity. But she would grow accustomed to the North. We fought with them, helped them win their crown. They told us more than once it made us part of their folk.

“From what little we know, I wonder if we should’ve been called as allies sooner,” Valen said. His eyes were dark, like polished onyx when he looked at Malin. “We heard there is a new battle for crowns.”

The North had stood in this place only a few turns before. The difference between Valen Ferus and Malin was he’d been born into the life of a prince. Malin had been a thief, an invisible, forgotten daughter.

“There is.” I tightened my grip on Malin’s hand. “Malin, meet Queen Elise and King Valen of the North.” I looked to our Northern allies, bracing for their reactions. “This is Malin Strom, the true heir of the East and . . . my wife.”

The king arched one brow, but Elise scoffed and folded her arms over her chest.

“A wife for the Nightrender? This is a woman I must meet and question relentlessly.” Elise was shorter than Malin, and as un-intimidating as she might seem, it was a ruse. I was promptly reminded by the flash of fire in her blue eyes that she was not a woman to be crossed. “Queen Malin, I should tell you, I find your husband to be disagreeable, quick-tempered, and in most settings, wholly unpleasant.”

For a moment a silent stun settled between us, then a laugh broke from Malin’s chest.

Three hells, I’d missed that sound. When was the last time she’d truly laughed? Weeks? Months?

She leaned her head on my shoulder, wiping her eyes. “Those are a few ways to describe him.”

“We all feel much the same about dear Kase, queenie,” Niklas told Elise when he climbed over the lip of a large rock. “Now, as much as I enjoy reunions and fond memories, we have a problem.”

Junie nudged Valen’s shoulder. “We do. What happened to the silent wraith I once knew? Whoever insisted on blowing the war horn has signaled the skydguard.”

“They’re horrid fellows,” Niklas said. “Testy. They, in fact, despise us and would like to see us bleed our way into the Otherworld.”

“Blame Halvar,” Valen said. “You know he enjoys a good entrance.”

Deep in the streets of the Skítkast township, another horn blasted against the thrum of battle drums. As if they knew we spoke of them, the skydguard patrols announced their approaching descent upon our armies.

“Where do you need the walls placed?” Valen asked Niklas.

“Walls?”

“Your boundaries. Where should we build them?”

Niklas frowned. “You’re going to destroy the unique, rank beauty of Skítkast?”

One side of Valen’s mouth curled in a smirk. “I vow to return it to all its glory. Eventually.”

My heart skipped when another bellow of the approaching guards wailed into the night. Shadows wrapped around my shoulders as fear grew potent.

Fear was not always the dark, shadowy plague some made it out to be. To fear meant the warriors would fight for their lives with ferocity. They’d fight for each other.

And these folk—thieves and warriors alike—would fight to the hells not to face their fears of losing each other tonight.

I encircled the shore with darkness, concealing the longships and guilds, then looked to Valen. “Do it.”

The king lowered into a crouch, listening as Niklas described the angles and roads surrounding the Falkyn Nest and shoreline.

“What’s happening?” Malin whispered.

I kissed her knuckles. “Watch. You won’t want to miss this.”
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Chapter 2
The Memory Thief


Mesmer was dangerous and miraculous. I’d witnessed grand feats of magic I could not explain, but I was vastly unprepared for the earth splitting like weak ice. I did not anticipate the rumble of stone as the streets bent and broke, reshaping into jagged peaks.

Dust clotted the back of my throat. Mixed with Kase’s shadows and the debris of the shattered cobbled streets of Skítkast, I could barely see beyond my nose.

Valen Ferus was broad, strong, and bold. He walked like a king. The darkness of his eyes burned with a power I could see others bending the knee to serve. His skin reminded me of the smooth soil from the gardens at House Strom. Handsome, with a touch of mischief in his grin that reminded me of Kase.

But when his face hardened into sharp focus as he lifted his hands and bent the earth to his command, I shook in a bit of reverent terror for the man.

Earth magic. They called it . . . fury, I thought. Gunnar used the word, and it was fitting. The swirl of stone and bedrock, roots and mud, rolled upward in a furious storm.

From our position I watched, wide-eyed, as the streets and shacks twisted into jagged teeth along the edges. The nest was underground, so Valen gritted his teeth and focused with more difficulty as Niklas guided him in shaping the walls around the false house on the street while leaving the underground haven undisturbed.

“Junie will cut off your fingers if you ruin her rugs,” Niklas said, clapping a hand on Valen’s shoulder.

Junius laughed. “More like Nik will sob if his vials and elixirs are shattered when we return.”

Niklas paled. “Ah. Very true. Take care, King. Take great care.”

“Then let me focus,” Valen snapped.

“Apologies.”

Drums neared. There were still pockets in the walls where Skydguard could slip through. Weapons were still loaded on the ships, still buried in the nest. Despite our numbers, we would have little to no chance of success if we met skydguard blades with nothing but our bleeding hands.

“We need to guard the holes,” I shouted.

Kase’s eyes coated in inky black. His mesmer gathered around his hands, and I could’ve sworn I felt a bit of shock rush through my veins. As if his rising power fueled my own.

My blood heated more than was typical when mesmer surrounded me. My heart raced. The burn of magic over my fingertips prickled like pin pricks, like my skin could not contain the surge much longer.

I shook out my hands and sprinted toward a gaping hole the king had not reached yet. Here, I would need a blade, not the power of memories.

“Guard up the ships!” The boisterous fae who had plans to drink fecklessly with Raum and Tova shouted.

In action, the man was a different person.

He barked orders with power. With his voice carrying over the rumble of the shifting earth, the Northern warriors bolted into action at his command.

I let out a gasp when sharp slivers of rock jolted from the sea, shaping an oblong barrier around the fleet of longships.

Gods, the king was pulling up the Howl seafloor. Valen let out a cry of frustration. Sweat beaded his forehead. No mistake, fury magic was as taxing as mesmer.

The queen went to his side, resting her hand on his shoulder. Like a ballast in the storm, his strength seemed to return under his wife’s touch. She did not have fae features, but perhaps she had a bit of power over her husband that was a magic all her own.

“Malin.” Kase gripped my arm. Shadows swirled around his face, making it difficult to discern him from the darkness engulfing the shore. “I must help him.”

“How?”

“They’ll never admit it, but his mesmer has folk fearing they’ll fall down to the hells.”

Valen was exhausting himself by splitting the earth, then bending it into the rocky walls. But if Kase could break earth with fear . . .

“Have you done such things before?”

“No, but it feels as if my skin will split if I don’t.”

I held my palms up. “It is the same with me. Mesmer burns tonight. But what good are memories?”

He kissed me fiercely, pulling back with a snarl. “Alver vows are powerful. Trust your mesmer to do what it desires.”

When he released me and sprinted down the line of cracking streets. Alver vows. We hadn’t had time to truly explore what our union had done to our magic. This surge of power, this desire to burst if I did not find a way to release my mesmer, could only be a new strength made from loving the Nightrender.

Kase was far from where Valen was breaking the stone, but all at once a wall of darkness rose in front of him. An ominous pitch devoid of light. This was not like his ribbons of night; this was like stepping into nothing.

And he was racing right for it.

I opened my mouth to scream his name, but the inky black swallowed him whole.

“What was that!” Tova gaped, staring at the place where Kase had disappeared. We both looked incredulously at the dismal shadow wall, searching for any movement or sign of the Nightrender.

No. No. My heart stuttered in panic. What happened, where had⁠—

I jolted when a new splash of dark mist appeared only a few breaths after Kase had faded into the first. It opened directly beside Valen, and Kase spilled out.

“Hells!” Tova covered her mouth. “Mal, did you see that? You saw that, right?”

She must’ve been too stunned to realize my eyes had not left my husband since he’d faded into nothing.

How had he done that? Kase had moved me with shadows more than once, but I’d never seen him . . . jump through them in such a way.

Alver vows.

I studied my palms. We were more powerful together.

“I’ll carve the path, King,” Kase shouted at Valen.

The fae king stood, chest and shoulders heaving from the exertion.

Kase opened his palms. Skeins of murky blackness dug into the earth. A shudder came from Kase’s mesmer and more crevices split the way. Valen laughed and seemed to breathe in a new energy, racing down the fissures, shaping the stone and soil into looming walls.

“Get them before they find the gap!” Raum’s voice spurred me from the beauty of Kase’s power back to the open gaps left to fill.

Raum had a short blade in hand and pointed to one large hole near the shoreline. He was joined by a few of the earth fae, a few Kryv. Niklas ran to Junie and stood on the other side of the gap, creating a bracket around it, while tossing pouches of combustible elixirs into the hole where skydguard started to appear from arcades and alleyways. Skyds flooded out of the sewers and tenements in a wave that seemed to come from every direction.

Dammit. They knew the route. It was likely they had memorized the best paths that would keep them out of any line of sight until it was too late. They intended to overpower our growing fortress before Valen and Kase could encompass us in a protective wall.

Breath stilled in my chest. They knew the route to the shore. By memory.

My lip curled in a grin as the truth of it dug deep into my mind. A glimmer of shadows coated my fingers. Not from fear, but from . . . something else. It was as if Kase’s mesmer spilled from my pores, but mine shaped it into something new. Something stronger.

Skyds came ever closer. They’d appear, then fade into their secret places of cover, but I knew they were always there, always advancing.

They would not touch my folk. There would be no funeral pyres. Not tonight.

Hands at my side, I shoved through the growing crowd of Northern soldiers.

“I need archers!” I shouted. “Now!”

Raum caught sight of me, brow lifted. He stood beside the Northern fae who seemed to command the armies.

“Archers.” I shouted at them, then pointed to the higher peaks of Valen’s wall.

Raum’s gaze dropped to my misty hands for half a breath before he and the Northern fae roared into the night for arrows and anyone with a bow to follow the Eastern queen.

I did not wish to be queen. In my mind, I was not. But in this moment my steps were led by mesmer, as if the magic in my blood knew how to protect my folk, and if it meant they called me a queen, so be it.

“Where, Mal?” Gunnar asked, breathless, but his bow loaded. “Tell us where.”

At my opposite side Herja notched an arrow. I had so many questions for the woman. I wanted to falter beneath her grace, her fearsome battle paint, her scrutiny. But she gave me a mute nod, as if signaling she awaited my word.

“Take the highest position you can. Set the damn arrows aflame,” I snapped. “Listen to my commands on where to shoot and everyone else be ready to strike when we weed them out.”

“Tor!” Herja called out after a Northern warrior had doused the line of arrows in oil. “We need fire!”

Not more than a few moments passed before a stern Night Folk man stood next to us. The Northern folk moved like a flawless dance. Then again, they’d battled together before. Worked as one perfectly honed unit to defeat an enemy army. Still, their speed was impressive.

Tor held out his palms. I fought to hide my surprise when blue fire ignited over his skin. In quick steps, he raced the line of a dozen archers and ignited their arrowheads.

I took a deep breath and focused on the skydguard. They were nothing but snakes hidden in the grass. The Black Palace guards had memorized the route through turns of training. I’d take those memories for myself.

An icy rush flooded my veins like a frozen river. All my focus fell on finding any skydguard. Did Kase find fear this way? Did mesmer open his mind, leading him to the perfect target? I didn’t know, but at once, images and thoughts that did not belong to me formed in my head.

My eyes flashed open. Smoke and ash built new shapes in my mind as the shadows slithered into the alleyways, dug into the sewers, climbed broken trellises of tenements. The more I desired to invade every memory, every preconceived thought of the skydguard, the sharper those images became.

I didn’t know what guard’s mind I invaded, or if I’d invaded many at once, but I knew the path they took. Thoughts of recounting steps, recounting the plan in their heads, and now those thoughts were mine.

There was an alley that dropped into a short tunnel. The tunnel’s mouth opened a mere ten paces from the shoreline. The skyds used it as cover and would emerge mere paces from the gap any moment.

“Gunnar, aim there!” I pointed at a mound. From this angle it looked like nothing but a lump in the soil with shrubs and briars.

Gunnar pointed his arrow at the same moment five skydguard broke through a concealed opening behind the shrubs.

The first guard fumbled out. He looked around for half a heartbeat, as if he could not recall how he’d ended up there. A giddy thrill burst through my heart. More skyds spilled out with the same befuddled expression. I’d stolen their memories, left them lost and confused. The poor bastards had no clue why they were fighting in this place and this time.

We didn’t give time for any guards to figure it out before a fiery arrow split through the first guard’s heart. Screams of the dying lifted the hair on my arms as our archers ignited the hidden tunnel in flames before the skyds could breathe the sea air.

Mesmer pulled me back to another thought, another mind. Shapes formed in my head as the shadows coiled around a new skydguard hidden somewhere in the dark. The guard’s memories revealed he was currently running behind one of the tall wooden gates lining the edge of the inner township. A distance of fifty to sixty paces.

I studied the gates and saw nothing, but the ashy filaments in my mind proved they were there, scurrying like rats as they worked their way toward us.

The memory gave up that the guard was huddled with other skyds and Alvers. Rifters and Black Palace Elixists were there, ready to peek over the tops of the gate, then break us, or burn us out. Kase and Valen were the most exposed as they built the walls and would be the primary targets.

Then, the Alvers of the palace would point their mesmer and poisons at us in the gaps.

Once the Alvers took out enough of the threat, the skydguard would follow with steel and cut us down.

“The fence!” I shouted.

From here it was impossible to see any sign of movement, but they were there. My mesmer stole memories. I was seeing the skydguard’s past thoughts, so they would be steps ahead of the memories I was reading. It cut down our time to prepare.

I did not know when they’d strike, only that the plan was to strike, and soon.

“Be ready,” I cried. “They have Rifters and Elixists. There are at least two units of skyds.”

“How do you know?” Gunnar asked, scanning the top of the fence.

“I just do.” I drew a dagger from a sheath on my leg. “There’s likely too many for us to take at once. Be ready to fight.”

“Sol!” Tor called down the line. The king’s brother lifted his gaze from where he helped seal weaknesses in the wall. Tor signaled to him. “Burn them with me.”

I didn’t understand, but Sol’s grin spread into something frightening as he sprinted to us.

I held out an arm when the two men stepped through the gap. “No. There are too many.”

Sol winked. “We’ve yet to face a challenge we couldn’t handle.”

Before Sol Ferus turned around, the first row of Alvers finally broke from their hiding place behind the fence. Rifters lifted their hands. Some faced Kase and Valen and the folk helping on their end. The others faced Sol and Tor.

“I’ll block them,” said Hagen from behind me.

My stomach sank as I watched my brother rush after the two fae.

“Hagen, no!” I cried. “Get back, all of you.”

I was cut off when Hagen raised his palms, and the slightest flicker of his mesmer block ignited. There and gone into the darkness, but I could sense it even if it was not aimed at me.

The Rifters in their Black Palace cloaks cursed the gods. Elixists flung their potions and poisons, but like a warrior’s shield, magic pummeled against an invisible barrier.

Hagen cried out, muscles flinching. Gods, they’d slaughter him before he made it back.

A trio of Rifters set up to aim all their mesmer at Hagen, but a few wisps of wind brushed past my face.

Herja still held her bow in position, eyes narrowed as her dual arrows struck two of the Rifters between the eyes. Gunnar fired the third, hitting the last man in the center of his throat.

Hagen fumbled on his knees as mesmer stole his energy.

“He can’t block so many for long,” I shouted to no one in particular. I would not watch my brother fall when he grew too exhausted. I took a step to go after him, but Herja blocked me with her bow.

“No,” she said. “Do not get in their way.”

My eyes narrowed. I opened my mouth to curse her, to shout at her, anything, but was cut off when sticky black spilled off the Northern prince’s hands.

Not shadows like Kase, this was like water, or thick, syrupy smoke. Once again, Tor ignited his palms in blue flames.

The two consorts grinned at each other, then in unison tossed their strange magic at the fence.

The black flow collided with the blue fire. A burst of power scorched through the night. It devoured the fence. I cried out, covering my head when bits of ashy wood burst into shards and jagged pieces and rained over our heads.

The night silenced. When I dared peek around the edge of the hole in the wall, Hagen dropped his arms, breathing heavier, but he looked back, beaming at me.

No, not me, he only had a gaze for his lover now. It’d been too long since Hagen Strom had worn a true smile like this.

Tor laughed and clasped his hand tightly with Sol’s, almost congratulatory. Sol pulled him close, his arm around his shoulders, shouting curses at the fence. Except there was no fence. Only piles of steaming ash, bits of broken swords, and a few skydguard helmets remained.

I pressed a hand to my chest. All gods. They’d . . . they’d destroyed everyone.
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Chapter 3
The Nightrender


It was entirely like the Eastern Kingdom to spur a battle the moment the Northern army set foot on our shores.

It hadn’t lasted long. There were few injuries, and the Sun Prince and his consort had obliterated dozens of skydguard and Alvers, sending them scurrying away like kicked pups with tails tucked.

What we had left was a massive, magical wall, and a shore filled with tents, supplies, and weary warriors.

I planned to take the moment as a win. Ivar wouldn’t have anticipated the king and queen of the North to come to the aid of thieves.

But our current trouble was finding shelter for everyone. Frosty air chilled the mornings and darkened the nights. The warriors would need heat and furs and food. The Falkyn Nest was impressive in its length beneath the streets, but it was not large enough to house an entire army tacked onto two guilds.

I wiped sweat off my brow as I finished tugging a musty canvas over the final pole of one of the tents. The army would take refuge throughout the streets we’d trapped behind the wall and along the shoreline.

“Archers are in place, which is key, after all. We’d hate for those bulky bastards to climb over the wall, now wouldn’t we?” Ari’s playful tone came from behind me.

The ambassador, hands on his hips, stared at the line of Falkyns and Northern warriors lining the tops of the rocky barrier.

We watched as Gunnar directed them. I scoffed, shaking my head, and tied off the canvas. Fight it all he liked, Gunnar Strom was a bleeding prince disguised as a thief.

“Still hard to believe we’re here, in another battle,” Ari sighed, almost wistfully. “Such good memories of spilling blood together. How could we pass up the opportunity to do so again?”

“Do you ever tire of your voice?”

“Never. It is a sweet melody the gods have blessed folk with.” His smile faded slowly. “Unpleasant as you are, Nightrender, I have never been gripped by such emotion as I was at our last meet. Never betray us, for I was deeply cut at the thought. Then, of course, when I learned the truth of your predicament, I was even more discomposed. I’m afraid it means one thing—I’m fond of you.”

“Then I have done something wrong along the way.”

Ari tracked Gunnar at the top of the wall. Eryka stayed by his side. Her silvery hair glimmered like the stars on the black sea. She was an odd woman, but seemed taken with my Kryv, and he seemed keen to keep her close.

“I am pleased to see the fae princess is unharmed,” Ari said. “I only knew her a short while before she sailed to the Eastern seas, but she is a genuine soul.”

“Where are her folk?” I asked. “As I’m told, the fae prince came only to search out his cousin, but he hasn’t responded to her missives.”

Ari sighed. “Nor mine. I admit, I’m becoming unsettled yet again. It is a horrid look on me, but I’ve found when I care for folk, they unsettle me. I thought Prince Bracken would come straightaway.”

“What do you make of it?”

“The prince was at odds regarding how to handle the East with the High Queen from the Court of Hearts, the overseeing court in the South. I hope it is simply busy court politics that has delayed him.”

“His own mother would harm him?” I asked skeptically.

Ari chuckled. “The Southern fae are known to be crafty, and I suppose the reputation is where the rumors of magic folk being tricksters originate. They play their games of power and there are no lengths they are afraid to go to reach them. For all I know his mother has Bracken strung up by his ankles in a dungeon.”

Hells, the fae to the South sounded horrible. “Eryka, does not fit such a description.”

“No. The competitive nature is most ferocious in the Court of Hearts. Eryka is from the Court of Stars. The seers and visionaries. Gentle folk, but arrogant and vain. She, of course, is an anomaly and genuinely kind. But like other fae, she will never lie. Some find her visions disconcerting for she does not mince words.”

I finished tying off the corner of the canvas, wiping my hands of the bits of twine stuck to my sweaty fingers. “She has taken a liking to Gunnar.”

Ari’s mouth curved, adding a dimple to one cheek. “It would seem she has.”

The sun crested over the Howl, casting the new camp in an eerie, misty light. We worked our way along the edge of the wall until I caught sight of Malin. She was huddled around Bard, Niklas, and Junius. Next to them were Valen, Elise, Sol, Halvar, and Tor.

A quarter of the inner city and shoreline of Skítkast was entirely encased in rocky walls. Valen finished shaping a small knoll to reinforce a thin part of the wall, then wiped his forehead with the back of his hand, taking in the work he’d done. “Crude, perhaps, but walls much the same kept us safe during our fight.”

I did recall the North’s ragged refuge. Hard to believe now we had our own.

I slipped beside Malin, startling her when my arm wrapped around her waist.

“Gods, you’re a shadow.” She pressed a kiss to my neck and settled against my side.

“I’ve been convincing the king to take your room in the nest,” Niklas said, sneering at me.

“No.”

Niklas laughed as if I’d told the heartiest of jokes. “I knew he’d say that. Not even a drop of hesitation for your title, King.”

“I’m not at all surprised. If I recall, the Nightrender has no love of royal titles.” Elise tilted her head, daring me to react.

“His wife is the queen,” Valen said. “Kase is highly ranked whether he wants it or not.”

I gave Niklas a smug look. “Hear that, Nik? You need to do what I say.”

“Ah, but I am a thief. What makes you think I will take orders from authority now?”

“Where will you stay if not in the nest?” Malin asked Elise.

The way the queen beamed at her, hells, they were halfway to being friends.

“Oh, we are quite accustomed to sleeping in shanties and war tents.”

“We’ll be fine with our army,” Valen insisted. “We’re unloading the final ship now, then I plan to sleep, and kill anyone who tries to wake me too soon. The walls should hold. But we will need to know your plan to win this throne.”

“And who guards your throne while you are here?” Malin asked.

“My parents, the former king and queen. The North is in good hands.” Valen struck my shoulder with the back of his hand. “You carved the earth with me and appeared out of . . . nowhere.”

“The earth does not bow to me,” I admitted. “I’ll leave that for you, but if you keep stirring fear about breaking the earth, then I’m able to break it too.”

“I’m glad for it. I would not have made it without you. You have a habit of saving my ass.” Valen rested a hand on one of his battle axes. “But how did you step through shadows?”

“Yes,” Niklas said. “I’d like to know as well.”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Mesmer was strong. I had the desire to move swiftly, to reach Valen, and the darkness came. I can’t explain it, but it was as if everyone's fear whispered in my head. I knew I could walk into the shadows without being harmed. It was freezing, like I was trapped in a frost storm without any light. Only lasted a moment, then it spat me out right where I wanted to be.”

Niklas’s eyes were glazed, as if he’d drunk too much brän. “Amazing. Shadow walking. Who knew it was truly possible.”

“You’ve heard of such a thing?” Malin asked.

“Oh, there are many records of walking through . . . anything. You walked through memories, Mal. But I’ve heard of sun walkers, dream walkers, night walkers. I suppose walking through fear would not be any different.”

“I’ve never done it before,” I said, but glanced at Malin. “Only since you.”

“Well, before we take another damn breath, if Kase has new tricks, then we certainly need to talk about Mal’s new mesmer,” Raum said. Almost petulant, as if we’d ignored a drastic battle strategy on purpose.

A furrow gathered between my eyes. “What are you talking about?”

“She can see into the damn future!” Raum’s words erupted like they’d been held for too long.

“What?”

“It was impressive,” Halvar said, winking at Malin. “I’m curious about this fury of yours, Queen. Shadows like your husband, even the black eyes, but you did not snap necks as I’ve seen him do. How did you know where to strike before the target even arrived?”

“As I said,” Raum grinned, “the bleeding future.”

“You can see what’s to come?” Valen asked slowly.

“No.” Malin’s hair was still stuck to her forehead from the sweat of the battle, but her mossy eyes were brilliant against the darkness. Like a fire had ignited behind them. She nudged Raum’s ribs with her elbow. “I did not see what was to come; I did what I always do. I took memories.”

“No, lovey,” Raum said. “This was something else.”

“It was,” she agreed. “But memory mesmer, all the same.”

I brushed my knuckle across a small scrape on her cheek. “What do you mean?”

“When the skydguard moved in such a methodical pattern, I realized they knew the route by heart. They’d memorized where to hide.” She looked down at her palms. “Shadows came, like yours, Kase, but instead of granting their fears, these shadows invaded memories, then . . . showed them to me. I’m not sure if the skyds even realized it. But I saw the steps; I saw their plans. I knew where to have the archers fire.”

I trapped her face between my palms and pressed a rough kiss to her forehead. “Your mesmer is strengthening.” I lowered my lips next to her ear, so only she could hear. “This is the path to take, Mallie. Your strength is sign enough. You are queen.”

She closed her eyes. “Then you are my king.”

What a horrid thought. Me? A king? I’d destroy this kingdom should I rule it. I could stomach being called such a title for Malin alone. No one else. To others I’d always be a villain.

“Whatever it was, Mal,” Raum went on. “It was incredible, and Ivar would be wise to guard up his thoughts.”

“Malin. Bard,” Hagen’s voice interrupted.

Our small group parted. Hagen stood ten paces back, his hand tightly clasped in Herja’s. Behind them were Gunnar and Eryka.

Malin drew in a long breath, holding it as she stepped forward. Bard kept a pace behind while Valen, Sol, and Tor fell in line with us, eyes narrowed in a new scrutiny. The royals of the North had never met Hagen and likely knew little about him.

“Herja,” Sol said, his eyes locked on Hagen. “I have news for you, little sister. Your children do not look like you. Not really.”

Herja flushed. “Hagen, these are my brothers. Like me, they lived a cursed life until Valen and Elise claimed the throne. This is Sol, my eldest brother, and his consort, Torsten.”

Hagen clasped forearms with Tor first, then Sol. “The Sun Prince, yes?”

“That is what they call me. Although, it is truly Tor who holds the brightest disposition. He loves affection from others, and you must call him Torrie.”

Tor pinched the back of Sol’s arm. “You do and you die.” With a bit of suspicion, he looked to Hagen. “As consorts, we fight for our families and lovers. I am told you have done this, but know, I will continue to fight for Herja the way I have in your absence. Do not think of hurting her heart.”

Herja shook her head. “He truly is enjoyable once you get to know him.”

Hagen gave her a look, heady with affection, almost awe, then he nodded at Tor. “I would die first before I ever intentionally hurt her or our children.”

Valen and Elise stepped up next.

Hagen kissed Elise’s hand. The woman was incapable of greeting folk without laughing. In a matter of moments, she and Hagen muttered something that had smiles on their faces and soft chuckles breaking the discomposing quiet.

Hagen looked to the Northern king last and held out his arm the way he had for Sol. “Valen. Your sister spoke of her brothers often. I’ve been told how you suffered, and of your path to the crown. I am indebted to you for giving my family the chance to be together at long last. But not only for that.” He looked back at Gunnar. “My son has told me how his uncles protected and saved him when your enemies took you all captive.”

Gunnar ran a slow hand over the scars marring his forearms, evidence of the torture he had survived. I did not ask every detail of what he experienced in the North, but I knew he was beaten severely, and it was Valen who ended his suffering.

“Our nephew speaks too highly of us,” Valen said. “He was unafraid and faced our enemies like a man. He would’ve made you proud.”

Gunnar looked away, but Eryka patted a hand in the center of his chest. “A warrior’s heart.”

Valen pulled Hagen into a quick embrace, slapping his back more than once. “You have loved our sister well, even given yourself up to keep her safe. You are family, and that bond is unbreakable to us.”

Elise looked back to Malin and me. “That extends to everyone in your family as well. You heard me, Nightrender. We’re family.”

Then, the queen looked forward again.

Malin leaned close to my ear. “I think she will beat you down before this is over, Kase Eriksson.”

“Have some faith in my stubbornness, wife.”

The queen’s attention brought Hagen and Herja to us.

“Kase, you have already met, but Mal, Bard,” he started, “I’d like you to meet Herja.”

Bard clasped Herja’s hand in his big grip. “It is an honor, princess. Forgive us for being a little stunned. Our brother is an ass, and we knew nothing of you until weeks ago.”

“Gods.” Hagen pinched the bridge of his nose. “I have been imprisoned for two bleeding turns, and before that it was too much of a risk to share her true name.”

“Two turns,” Herja whispered. Her glassy eyes locked on Hagen. “Gunnar didn’t say . . . you have been imprisoned all this time?”

“Only a deep pit with bars could keep me from you.” He kissed her palm. “It is nothing compared to what you suffered.”

“Hagen, it does not lessen the ache of knowing the man she loves was in pain.” Malin stood in front of Herja. She looked like a damn queen. High chin, hands clasped in front of her body, back straight. She smiled and reached out a hand for the princess. “I know the feeling, after all. No matter how short a time, it does not make it easier to stomach.”

“Very true,” Herja said. “Queen Malin, your brother spoke of you often. He spoke of your power, and I have always dreamed we would meet someday.”

“Since I met Gunnar, I have dreamed the same,” Malin said. “But, please, call me Mal. The title of queen does not sit right in my mouth.”

“There was a lovely queen I once knew who felt much the same,” Ari muttered.

Elise pinched her lips like she was trying not to laugh.

“I always wanted a sister,” Malin admitted. “I look forward to getting to know⁠—”

“Princess Herja!” Down the alleyway, coming up the slope from the shore, one of the men who had joined Ari at the Black Palace stalked forward. He had a bundle in his arms.

“Stieg?” Herja called.

At the sound of her voice, the bundle moved. Wiggled. Kicked. It was as if the man held a lamb fighting the road to slaughter.

“Daj!” a small, pitchy voice called out.

“Princess,” Stieg grunted, guarding his manhood when, clearly, a little foot kicked wildly. “Princess . . . we, we found a stow—a stowaway. Gods, little princess, be still.”

“Daj!” A childish sob broke the night. “Lemme go, Stee!”

“No.” Herja covered her mouth when Stieg finally released a little girl.

Her straw-colored hair was a mess, face smudged in dirt and tear tracks, but she sprinted up the damp cobblestones with more power than a warrior.

Hells, she’d grown since I last saw her.

Hagen let out a broken gasp. “Laila.”

At once, he crouched down, and the girl broke into sobs as she pounced into his arms.

Malin covered her mouth, watching her brother hold the back of his daughter’s head, wrapping her short legs around his waist, and clinging to the girl as if she gave him life.

Another shuddering breath broke as Hagen faced Herja. His eyes were wet. He kept kissing the side of Laila’s head, muttering soft words of love and adoration for the child.

Herja was wholly discomposed, and Gunnar had gone pale.

“Maj,” he hissed. “Why did you⁠—”

“I did not bring her.” Herja silenced her son with a sharp look.

Stieg made it to us, breathless. “Found her tucked behind the canvas weapon bags. Must’ve been there all along snatching food and water from the stores right next to it. Rather clever if you . . .” His words trailed off when he caught the same sharp look from his princess. Stieg cleared his throat. “Glad the girl was safe, is all. Truth be told, she could use a good wash.”

Herja ignored him and went to Hagen. She stroked Laila’s hair, tears in her eyes. “Why did you do it, little one? We spoke about this. To come here is dangerous.”

“I had—” she hiccupped. “—had to see my daj. If-If the bad ones took him, I-I had to see him f-first.” She squeezed Hagen’s neck with her skinny arms and let out another wave of broken tears.

“No bad ones are coming to take me from you, älskade.” Hagen tightened his hold around her body.

“They did before.”

Herja touched his arm. “She had fitful dreams for months after you were taken.”

A pained look crossed Hagen’s face. He kissed Laila’s head again. “It will not happen again. I swear to you. Gods, I have missed you.”

For a few moments, Herja and Hagen tried to get Laila to greet her family, to meet Malin and Bard, but when she would not even lift her head and release Hagen’s neck long enough to look at Gunnar, they conceded she would get acquainted later.

“I will send word to Queen Lilianna,” Stieg told Valen. “No doubt they are frantic.”

“I left . . . I left grandmaj a note,” Laila whimpered.

I doubted a runaway note left the former king and queen appeased. Stieg repeated once again that he’d send word the girl was safe.

“Well.” Niklas clapped his hands together. “This has been delightful, but I suggest we scurry into the nest, sleep, drink, whatever we please. It will not be long before the skyds regroup and we have more battles to fight.”

“I’ll put some of my warriors on watch with yours tonight,” Valen said.

“Many thanks, King,” Niklas said. Valen tipped his chin and as he walked away, Niklas shouted at his back, a laugh in his voice. “Welcome to Skítkast, Northern folk! Where battles greet you and the smell never leaves!”
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Chapter 4
The Memory Thief


Those who’d remained inside the nest, guarding the weapons and elixirs, the oldest and youngest among the Falkyns, met us with gusto when we finally crossed the threshold.

Luca had remained to protect the inner nest with illusions should it have come to it. In truth, Niklas and Kase did not relish the idea of Ivar’s son going out in the open too often. Niall was out for his brother’s blood, and it would be a slow death should Luca be captured.

“Gods,” Luca said, sweaty and flushed when he clasped Kase’s forearm. “Every wall shook like the whole damn nest was about to cave in. Von and the other littles have been screaming for hours. Even Ash started praying to each god. You know how he tries to mimic you and your distaste for deities.”

Kase glanced over his shoulder to where Ash stood, stalwart but trembling. “You guarded the nest well, Ash?”

The boy’s dark hair was messy, and he looked too pale. Still, he puffed up his chest. “I said all the ruckus was the earth bender king, but when it didn’t stop, I wasn’t sure. Kept telling the littles, though. Hanna cried a lot. She is asleep now, so is the little Von.”

Kase gripped the boy’s shoulder. He wasn’t fatherly to Ash, more like an older brother, but my heart warmed at the pride in his face when he gave Ash the dignity of meeting him in the eye. Like a man and warrior.

“You were brave,” Kase said. “And you were right, the Northern King was the one shaking the walls. We’ve built a refuge where no skyds will get in.”

“Thank the gods,” Luca sighed. “I can breathe more than all the stink you lot bring.”

“With care,” I warned. “Tonight is an official declaration of war.”

Luca tilted his head, grinning like the pompous prince he was. “Malin Strom. The woman who once looked at me like I was better suited in the bowels of a dog, are you concerned for my wellbeing?”

“No,” I said abruptly. “For Dagny’s and Von’s. I don’t understand it, but for some reason they’re fond of you.”

Luca laughed, and for a moment life almost seemed peaceful.

“Ash,” Kase said. “You’ll be glad to know your Northern companion, the boy you worked with guarding the littles there, has joined the armies.”

“Ellis,” Ash said matter-of-factly, looking around at those of us who likely didn’t know his playmate’s name. “Lost his maj in their wars but used the king’s fury blade—good for stabbing—and killed one of the ugly skyds over there. Except they weren’t called skyds, they were called Ravens.”

“That’s the one,” Kase said, stretching an arm across his chest, then rolling out his shoulder like it ached. “Go greet him if you’d like. For now, it is safe.”

“We’ll join you, Ash,” Luca said. “Von needs to see the shore again.”

Niklas and Junie guided their guild, the Kryv, and a few Northern warriors to sleeping chambers, or cooking rooms where they’d find supplies.

Kase laughed when he caught me in a yawn. “Come. I've had enough of looking at so many faces, and all I want is to see yours.”

Half the nest was waking for a new day, the other was slumping into beds, onto rugs, against walls, desperate for a moment of peace to sleep. Kase held tightly to my hand as we wove our way through the corridors to our chamber.

It wasn’t a grand room. A simple bed, shelves for weapons and clothes, and a small washroom. There weren’t windows, so it required one of Niklas’s clever elixir candles that shone like sunlight in the dreary nest.

Kase closed the door at our backs. The moment the lock clicked, I let out a long breath and slumped against the wall. A few breaths of silence was all it took before my gaze lifted to Kase, before I realized he was looking at me with a dark heat.

“Nightrender,” I said, voice rough. “What sort of thoughts do you have on your mind?”

Kase’s jaw pulsed. He took three fierce steps before his body pressed mine back into the wall. Chest to chest, hip to hip, his body overpowered mine, his rough palm drew out a shudder when he dragged his hand up the surface of my arm.

“I’m thinking my wife looked like a bleeding queen out there tonight. I’m thinking I’ve kept my hands off her long enough.”

Kase crashed his mouth against mine. We were all teeth and tongues. He kissed me like it was our first and like it might be our last.

“Those are my favorite kinds of thoughts. The problem is—” I paused to nip at his bottom lip. “I’m rather filthy.”

“True.” I kicked his shin until he laughed. Kase scooped his palms under my thighs, lifting me, and carried me toward the washroom. “But you see, washing requires less clothing. You’ve fallen into my scheme perfectly.”

I laughed against his mouth until Kase set my feet back on the ground, working the laces around my trousers. My body arched into his touch as his wicked fingers slipped between my legs and teased my core with delightful promises of what was to come.

Breaths grew heavy. Deeper. Greedier. As if I’d begun to steal his air to fill my own lungs.

My skin prickled with want when Kase pulled his fingers away. He glided his palm up the surface of my stomach, under the hem of my tunic. With slow hands, he lifted my top over my head, then cursed under his breath once my naked skin was revealed. Tender kisses dragged across my shoulder, down my breastbone while his hands followed. Kase reached my waist and unlaced my trousers, shoving them down my legs.

I held onto his shoulders, kicked off my bottoms the rest of the way, then choked on a gasp when he gave my neck a small bite.

The sting of his teeth sent my head spinning.

I tossed his tunic over his head. Dirt and sweat coated our skin; a few gashes could lead to trouble if left uncleaned for too long. Kase let out a growl and relented to pulling away long enough to snatch a few towels and soap pearls.

“A skyd hurt you?” He rasped against my ear as his thumb brushed over a long scrape across my ribs. “I’ll cut off his damn head.”

My hand curled around his wrist, and I pulled him closer, teasing the buckle of his belt. “As much as I love your rage when it comes to my safety, you’ll need to point your disdain at my feet. I slipped on the king’s ridge and fell on a jagged stone.”

Kase’s lips pinched together.

“You better not be laughing at me, Nightrender.” I pulled my hand away from his belt, delivering a challenge. “Laugh, and I stop.”

Kase grabbed my wrist and returned my hand to the front of his trousers, guiding me through a few strokes until I forgot why I’d stopped touching him in the first place.

“I’d never laugh at you.” He kissed me. His tongue was warm against mine as he adjusted to start washing my skin, hovering his mouth over mine long enough to tack on, “At least not to your face.”

I sighed, but his kiss was too intoxicating to stop. Not even to be witty or argue. I didn’t want to break from the way his mouth commanded a touch of submission. Hells, I did not take orders well, but for Kase Eriksson? He could command me to burn the world and I would ask him to light the torch.

I lifted my eyes when I reached his belt again.

The simmer of dark desire greeted me. He widened his stance, giving me room to remove the thick, boiled leather from around his waist. I leveraged his trousers off, swallowing a knot of desire as he kicked them away.

Desire pooled in my belly and left little patience to fill the basin to the brim. Instead, Kase dipped one of the many linen cloths on a shelf into a bucket of icy water. I cried out at the chill, but he smothered the sound in a kiss as he scrubbed the dirt and grime from my skin with soap pearls and the towel.

I did the same. When the bitter cold of the cloth touched the scars on his back, Kase pulled away, breathing heavily. He rested his forehead to the wall as I scrubbed the planes of his shoulders, his chest, following each place with a kiss.

When he’d had enough, Kase spun around and smashed my body to his. He parted his lips over mine, the short, rough gasps heated my mouth as I dragged the towel over the muscles of his middle, the sharp curve of his hips, to the heat of his length.

I gripped him, stroking until Kase closed his eyes, a furrow building between his brows with every hard moan.

A devious sort of grin carved over my mouth. This man held every piece of my heart, the bruised and blackened pieces to the fierce and gentle. He was brutal, loving, and loyal. And I took a great deal of pride knowing I did this to him.

I caused his body to twitch in pleasure.

I caused his fingers to dig into my skin like I was the only thing keeping him steady.

I had the power to draw out the short gasps and long groans.

It was my most beloved power, and a bit of magic I planned to use often.

Kase burrowed his face into the crook of my neck. My coveted control lasted a matter of moments before he gripped my wrist, pulling me back from his pleasure.

He looked at me like a hunter, like I was his prey. I squealed in surprise when he scooped me up again and pinned my back to the wall of the washroom. The walls were sealed in clay, mud, and slats of wood. Cold, but sturdy.

Like I weighed nothing, Kase let my hips and backside settle on the surface of a low chest of drawers holding the soaps and linens. He tugged my hips toward him and reclined my shoulders as he aligned with my center.

“Kase . . .” My voice trailed off into nothing when we slid together.

Adrenaline pounded between us. From the battle, from what was to come, or from the sheer rawness of this moment, I didn’t know, but Kase’s face was fixed in tension. Only his eyes gave up the love, adoration, and passion he gave without end to me.

To me alone.

One hand on my hip, he rocked against my core. Friction and pressure built until I was lost in a stupor of sensation and burning need.

I clung to his shoulders. Kase palmed one breast, his mouth claimed my throat.

I locked my ankles around his waist, tugging him closer. Gods, no matter how close we were, I wanted more. I couldn’t fill my lungs and gasped through the rough thrusts as if I might never breathe right again.

His forehead rolled against mine, and he glanced at a polished silver mirror on the wall.

“Look, Malin,” he gritted out. “Look at us.”

My body shuddered in a heated wave when I caught sight of the reflection of our bodies locked together. Of the flex and pulse of his muscles as we rocked and bucked, claiming the other with every desperate touch. The flush of his heated body tangled in my arms and legs was a sight I’d not soon forget.

“I want you to watch me worship you,” he said in a hoarse voice. “I’ve always worshiped you. No crown, no ring, no bleeding kingdom will ever change that.”

Kase quickened his pace. Conscious thought faded from my mind. Sound choked in the back of my throat when I fell apart in his embrace. Waves of violent shivers lifted the hair on my arms and sent my heart fluttering in my skull. Bright light blurred my vision, and I could hardly keep my head upright.

Kase held me steady, deepening his movements until he froze and growled out his release against my neck. “Gods, I love you.”

For a long, breathless moment we stayed there, connected and unmoving. I didn’t mind.

In truth, the only safe place to me was in the arms of a killer, of a thief, of my husband.
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Chapter 5
The Memory Thief


Kase was a busy sleeper. As a girl, I’d grown accustomed to his endless shifting and jolting in the hayloft. Again, as his lover, I found ways to sleep through it, but he hadn’t moved since we’d fallen into bed, sated and sore.

I rolled onto my shoulder, gently tracing the ridges of his beautiful face with my fingertips. The constant furrow between his eyes was relaxed and smooth. Under my touch the corner of his lips twitched into a hidden grin.

Careful not to wake him, I eased out of the furs on our bed, and slipped into a loose-fitting gown, adding a fox fur stole over my shoulders.

It must’ve been night again. Since the Falkyn Nest was underground, time of day was tedious to track. But in the frosts, when the corridors were frigid, each breath could be seen in a cloud of white in front of my mouth. It was easy enough to guess the sun had set.

I was envious that Kase's stomach didn’t rouse him from sleep, but mine was a fiend. I realized I had not eaten for over a day when my insides gnawed at my ribs and shook me from the warmth of my husband’s naked body.

The rooms were quiet as I strode past. The relief of silence meant, for now, the guilds could sleep and rest. Turmoil would come, but my chest loosened in relief knowing those I loved were safe for a time.

“Cursed hells.” The clang of a wooden bowl falling onto the tabletop in the kitchen rooms echoed through the darkness, followed by more cursing. “How the hells do they see? Gods.”

I hesitated, considering if I should interrupt, but soon cracked the door, unsettled and intrigued in the same breath.

The Northern queen was struggling to keep a thick fur cloak on her shoulders as she reached for one of the cupboards. She rummaged through a few jars, sniffing the contents. Clearly, the woman was searching for something and failing.

“Queen? Do you need help finding something?”

She whipped around, hand to her chest, the other on her thigh—no doubt, a knife was hidden under her nightdress—and gaped at me in a wash of horror.

When recognition crossed her face, she let out a shuddering breath. “You startled me.”

“Apologies. I’m too accustomed to sneaking around.”

Elise dragged a hand through her hair, then hugged the cloak around her slender middle. “Please tell me I didn’t wake you.”

“You didn’t wake me. Food did. The need for it, that is, and who am I to deny myself some of Nik’s food?”

I’d meant it as a jest, but the queen wrinkled her nose, blanching. “Well, I won’t stand in your way.”

She made a move to leave, but I held out a hand. “Wait. I can help you find something. I’ve spent a great deal of time digging through Niklas’s hidden cupboards.”

She snorted, looking at the cupboards with a touch of longing. “No.” She shook her head. “No, I’m fine.”

Something had the queen unsettled. I did not know the woman, but couldn’t shake the desire to. She’d stood in my very place once. She’d loved a dangerous man, a man destined to bring change to his kingdom. She’d survived, and I wanted to know we would do the same.

“Queen Elise,” I said gently. “We do not know each other, but despite his scowl, Kase admires you and your husband greatly. I may not be able to thank you enough for coming to our aid, but I might be able to help you find something if you are in need. Forgive me, but . . . you seem unwell.”

“We admire your bleeding husband too,” she said forcefully, a crack in her voice.

A tear dropped onto her cheek. Damn. I’d made the woman cry. A wonderful impression. I did not think it was such a declaration that would bring tears. Then again, I did not know her.

“I’m sorry.” Elise waved a hand in front of her face. She took a deep breath and pasted a smile on her face. “I’m fine.”

Perhaps she was simply eccentric like Eryka.

“My mind isn’t slipping either,” she said as if reading my thoughts. “Junius told me I’d find what I needed in here, and it was hard enough getting into the damn place. It is a personal matter, and I didn’t want to intrude on Herja. Frankly, I don’t think anyone should disturb her and your brother for a month. And I have no bleeding idea where Junius sleeps in this den.”

Her voice was rife in new emotion, but she also wore a look of such frustration I fought hard not to snicker.

“Well, if it is another woman you need, you found me,” I said. “I know where Junie keeps female herbs and⁠—”

“Can you keep a secret, Queen Malin?” Elise interrupted. “Junius only knows because the woman can taste lies. I don’t know why I even tried to tell her differently.”

Gods. I hoped she wasn’t gravely ill. “I’m trustworthy to a select few. To everyone else, I suspect they would say I’m rather dishonest.”

She laughed.

“You are my favorite sort of person. Loyal to those you love, but dangerous to those who’d be a threat. Since we are family now, I hope you can be trustworthy to me. I am rather desperate.” Elise let out a long breath. “You must know this about me, I do not keep secrets from my husband, but . . . you must also know the man would chain me to a longship and send me home if he were to find out. I will not leave the battlefield, Malin. I will not. Valen and I fight together. Surely you understand this.”

“The gods could not tear me from Kase. They’ve tried.”

“Exactly. I learned of this the day we set sail for the East. I . . . I’m . . .”

“With child?” I whispered. The way she fidgeted, the touch of green to her complexion, it wasn’t hard to deduce.

Elise’s chin quivered, and she nodded. “I’m truly overjoyed, but I know Valen will insist I stay back like a piece of glass.”

“You can understand why, though, yes?”

“I can,” she said. “But after what we have survived, I can’t let my family do this alone. It is a feeling I have deep inside. A connection between me and Valen that strengthens us. I can’t explain it, but it is strong. He empowers me, and even if I do not have fury, I strengthen him.”

I nodded. “I saw it. When he faltered at the wall, he only strengthened when you touched him.”

Tears glistened in her eyes again. “I swear I will tell him, but for now, I want to think of nothing else but all of us getting out of here alive.” She pressed a hand to her belly. “All of us. I will not be brainless and put my child at risk either.”

I gave her a small grin. “You do not need to explain yourself to me. I would do the same. You’re looking for herbs to help with illness, yes?”

“Yes.” She slumped as if defeated. “It’s how I found out. Hells, I’ve barely been able to keep bleeding food down. Soon enough, I won’t be able to fight at all because I’ll be too weak to hold a blade.”

I hooked my finger. “Follow me. I know someone who can help.”

Elise looked at me like I’d hung the stars. I had few female friends. Tova, Junius, Dagny, and little Hanna. But something about her nearness sent a bit of warmth through my chest. A kinship only she would understand—almost how I’d imagine a sister.

Two corridors over, I paused at a narrow door made of black wood and knocked rapidly, creating noise to irritate him.

Not more than a few heartbeats went by before the door opened.

“Gods, Hob!” I shielded my eyes. Jakoby Hob stood in the doorframe, utterly naked. “Cover yourself. You’re in front of the bleeding queen of the North.”

Hob scratched a hand in his dark, messy hair and looked down at his naked body. The man was a bastard and simply widened his stance, smirking. “You’re a queen too. Listen, when I’m sleeping, even if queens come to the door, I answer wearing what I want, when I want.”

I rolled my eyes and shoved past him. “You’re horrid.”

Hob closed the door behind him. “But you still keep me around, Mal.”

“Elise, this is Hob. He’s a thief, and a man quite proud of his body.”

Elise gave a nod of greeting.

“What are you doing here, Mal?” Thank the gods, Hob finally reached for a pair of trousers slung over the back of a chair.

“Where’s Inge?”

“Sleeping. Like sane folk.”

“We have a quick question for her.”

“Malin?”

I pulled back the threads of leather hanging over a doorway that led into their sleeping room. Inge had more decency than her lover and slipped a fur robe over her pale skin.

“Inge.” I tugged Elise forward, shooting Hob a sharp look when he tried to follow us into the room. He halted and held up a hand before backing out into the front chambers, leaving us alone. Wise man. “This is Elise Ferus.”

“The Northern Queen.” Inge’s eyes widened. She rested a hand to her growing belly. Still small, but with each week her little grew a bit more.

“It’s good to meet you, Inge,” Elise said.

“You must not repeat this conversation to anyone. No doubt Hob is listening even if he shouldn’t,” I said.

“Would you expect any less, Mal?” Hob’s voice filtered into the room.

I shook my head, but he was right. I didn’t expect less.

“The queen is like you, but in the earlier stages.” I pointed at Inge’s belly.

Her eyes brightened at once. “Really? How exciting. A royal little.”

“Royal or not, littles seem to come at their mothers much the same,” I said. “Do you have any of those special elixirs you used when you were ill in the beginning?”

Inge’s shoulders slouched. “No, I finished them. I’m sorry.”

Elise looked green again, and I sighed, resting a hand on her shoulder. “We’ll need to ask Niklas, I’m afraid.”

“Niklas will tell Valen. He feels eternally indebted to him since Valen rescued Junie from a dungeon in the North.”

I made a note to ask Junius for the rest of that story. I knew she fought with the Northern king, but not about dungeons and rescues.

“We could ask him not to,” I tried. “Niklas works wonders with his elixirs. I assure you it’ll be worth it.”

“Oh, it wasn’t Niklas,” Inge said. “He’ll make herbs for Junius’s needs, but Junie once told me he hates the smell of anything needed for the female body. The ingredients are quite pungent, so he prefers not to make them. It was the old Elixist who made mine. The one who rarely leaves the nest.”

I knew of the man. We’d spoken a few times, but my heart leapt to my throat when I recalled a conversation we’d had.

“Wait.” I turned to Elise. “He knows you. The Elixist she’s talking about, he knows you. He told me.”

Elise’s hand went to her heart. “Bevan?”

I nodded, grinning. “Come. I’ll take you to him.” I turned back to Inge, but spoke loud enough for Hob to hear. “Not a word. This stays between us. I’ll order you as the bleeding queen.”

“That doesn’t frighten me, Mal,” said Hob once we stepped into the front room.

“But if I tell Kase you went against me, he’ll use your greatest fears to drive you mad. You know he’ll do it, Hob.”

“All hells. You and the Nightrender are the perfect pair. Always manipulating.”

I guided Elise back into the corridor. She had a new excitement in her step. I was curious about the connection to the old Elixist. All I knew was he’d lived in the North and knew both Elise and Valen, but he’d left before their war began.

His chamber was in a comfortable place in the nest. Niklas had a great deal of respect for elder Alvers. They’d lived centuries, they were the Alvers who guided him, so naturally it was no surprise when the old man’s chamber was heated comfortably and in the back of the nest. The last place an attack would ever reach.

After three knocks, the man cracked his door slowly. His hair was wiry, tinted silver like moonlight, and his face was cracked in lines of wisdom and turns.

He squinted in the darkness, relaxing when he recognized my face, but when he saw Elise, his mouth dropped. The door flung open, and he hobbled into the corridor, using a crooked walking stick.

“Kvinna Elise! Well, I suppose I should call you queen now.” He wrapped her in his long, thin arms.

“Bevan.” She gave a delighted laugh. “I never thought we’d meet again.”

“Oh, there were many things I did not think I’d ever believe.” The old man pulled back, scanning her face. “He was Valen Ferus. Legion Grey, gods, he was the Night Prince the whole time. I guessed he’d be someone interesting, but I was certain the Ferus line was dead.”

Elise laughed, then looked to me. “When Valen was cursed, he didn’t know who he was. He went by the name, Legion Grey. It is what I first knew him by.”

“Ah,” I said. “And Bevan, you knew him?”

The old man patted Elise’s cheek, like a cheery granddaj might, and nodded. “I gave him elixirs to control the bloodlust—his curse. It altered him into a mindless beast every few weeks. But I like to think I also helped him find Elise.” He looked at the queen with a sweet devotion. “I deceived her in many ways, but I knew it in these old bones, together she and the cursed beast would change everything. And you have. Look what has begun even here. Without you, the battles of magic and the true heirs would never have unfolded.”

“I suppose I should thank you,” I said with a touch of irony.

Elise laughed and squeezed my hand. “Thank me when it is over. Until then, we are with you, Queen.”

My throat tightened. A rush of emotion, of gratitude for the sacrifice of her folk took hold. I fought to clear it away, but it was relentless. Instead, I took a wide step back. “You will be alright, Queen Elise?”

“Just Elise,” she said, “and yes. Bevan will take care of me.”

The old man gave her a quizzical look, but allowed her into his chamber with an open arm. “Of course, come in. We have much to talk about. What became of my foolish nephew?”

“Mattis is well,” Elise told him. “He took vows with Siverie, you know. They remain in the North helping seal our borders while we’re gone.”

Bevan muttered something else I couldn’t hear before he closed the door. Alone, I traipsed back through the corridors, nearly forgetting I’d left Kase’s arms for food in the first place.

In the kitchen, it was silent as I raided a few crates of dried plums. Midbite, the room darkened, like a cloud passed over the moon. Except that was impossible. There were no windows.

“It is unsettling waking up without my wife’s body against mine.” Kase leaned his shoulder against the doorpost, eyes black. “But then, I recalled who my wife is and figured I’d find her here.”

I threw one of the plums at his chest. “Did you think I’d ever stop stealing food in the middle of the night?”

He smiled, drawing back the thin layer of shadows, and took a few pieces from my hand. “No. I hope nothing about you changes, Malin. But I do expect to be included in your schemes. We stole food together all the time. We will continue to do so.”

I kissed his cheek. “You were sleeping like a corpse for the first time . . . ever. I couldn’t wake you. If I’d known how ingrained raiding food cupboards was in your bones, I would never dream of letting you get much needed rest. How selfish of me.”

“As long as we understand each other.” He pulled me close; his lips hovered over mine. “If you are scheming, I am there. Even if it is an unnecessary raid on Niklas’s food stores since he has invited us to use as we please.”

Kase kissed me. I was a weak woman, for my body arched against his, sinking into his touch, his kiss, his hands. Once I thought myself resilient. Sharp and jagged. I’d since discovered all the harsh surface edges only existed because I’d been searching for the missing piece of my heart.

Kase backed us out of the door. “Come back to bed, wife,” he murmured. “I have plans for you.”
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Chapter 6
The Nightrender


War moved slowly. In my dreams, I’d hoped by day three after the Northern folk arrived, we would have a victory under our belts and the Black Palace would be burned to the ground.

Not so.

Two weeks after the North had joined us, we were still fighting in the shadows. We did not share the advantage of large numbers the same as the Black Palace. Our attacks were not on grand battlefields, they were through schemes, marks, and overtaking small camps.

Our plan was to tear down bits and pieces of Ivar’s empire by small, slow, and simple acts. There were camps and weapon trades hidden throughout the slums of Skítkast. And, in our minds, the Black Palace needed to be rid of them. Taking down the trade camps would weaken the strength Ivar wielded, and we needed them as incapacitated as possible.

The ragged council house where the crooked leaders of the region met had been one.

Another, a tavern that reeked of vomit had been a concealed weapon trade for the palace. Niklas took particular offense to that one since the tunnels shooting out from the cellar were used by Falkyn smugglers.

Nik showed his disappointment to the ale man who ran the tavern by sticking poisoned nettles beneath his fingernails until his blood was tainted and his lungs caved in.

The latest was the Wild Hunt arena where Malin had faced Boswell. The arena became ours after Halvar had launched a surprise attack against a small unit of skyds and a few strange looking fae.

Rumors that the Southern Kingdom had joined the ranks of the Black Palace settled under my skin. There was no official confirmation that the Court of Hearts and its high queen had allied with Ivar, but with the increasing number of fae, it was only a matter of time.

Valen had ended that fight at the arena swiftly. It helped when the king could crumble the very earth beneath their feet. To watch the small, miserly unit of new guards scream in horror when the earth swallowed them up was a sight I wouldn’t try to forget. In the end, two skyds had pleaded for their lives and were tossed in a dank holding cell at the Falkyn Nest.

It only took breaking a few fingers before they spilled their guts. They’d told us Ivar had placed a royal unit of guards at the high academy in Furen. It was led by Lord Patrik, a wizened old brute who drank until his skin yellowed.

Royal units. Niall acted as if he were already a bleeding king. His ascension was the grandest chatter amongst the underbelly and common folk alike. The gold-embossed parchments lined trees, the iron of street torches, and every wall of every damn building across the regions served as an announcement of the coronation celebration.

A revel was owed to the folk of the East after the dreadful thieves destroyed their masque not long ago. They would receive their new king at the new and improved Masque av Aska. The announcement read: Come one, come all. Welcome to the dark ball.

They could parade their damn lies about Niall being the future king all they wanted. The new masquerade gave us a timeline for when we would need to rid them of that crown they flaunted so heartily.

Little by little, we would crack their defenses, we’d fight a war in the shadows, then we’d end them.

More than anything, the Black Palace didn’t want the folk of the East to believe they were battling the forces of a woman claiming to be the fated queen. Naturally, to conceal unease, they hid their units well at the academy, the most secure fortress yet.

Sprawled on our bellies, Luca and I tracked the yards with numerous longhouses, the wood and wattle dormitories, and the slender stone cottages where intimate lessons of higher study were taught.

Luca once attended the high academy and had provided a detailed map of the area. The front courtyard was where we’d strike. Nestled in their comfortable beds were several high lords, including Lord Patrik. If anyone in Furen ruled like Ivar, it was Patrik. A cruel man with a selfish need for power.

It was no surprise Lord Patrik had been one of the first high nobles to join ranks with Ivar and house a grand army. One overseen by the prized Alver—Ivar’s Benevolent.

“He’s there.” Luca muttered. His hand gripped my shoulder as a reassurance, to keep me from lunging forward ready to draw blood. Luca Grym knew me enough to know violence would cling to my thoughts whenever Sabain came near.

My teeth ground together as Sabain stalked across the cobbled roads between buildings. He was backed by four Rifters, four Hypnotiks, two Elixists with fur pouches dangling from their belts, then five skydguard. The Benevolent strode with confidence: chest puffed, head lifted, and my bleeding blacksteel sword on his waist. All the while surrounded by those he would hide behind to save his own neck.

Hells, I despised him.

“Do we make the move?” Luca asked.

I nodded and pulled shadows around us when a patrol unit stalked past not more than thirty paces away.

“The cottages are stocked with more than half the army’s rations?”

“Yes.” Luca unfurled the parchment with the map. He pointed at a sporting field near the back of the main academy. “Here is where their weapon tents are as well.”

“The Kryv and Falkyns will move there. Valen and the warriors will take the cottages.”

The two skyds we’d captured from the arena told us of the impressive supplies of ale, seed grain, and dried fish housed for Ivar’s armies, and with the fine smithy near the academy it was the natural location to supply the skydguard with new swords.

Raum had confirmed it before dawn, and our move was set.

“Now, what do you make of those odd-looking folk by the house entrance?”

Two tall guards with pale blue hair, like fresh cream, stood on either side of the longhouse door. They wore antlered skins atop their heads and their swords gleamed in pure silver. A fine quality, but without the rough strokes of melded iron and leather hilts.

I snapped my fingers a few times. “Ari.”

The ambassador scurried to my side, keeping low. His face was coated in kohl and rune markings in black battle paint, and he’d covered his head in a thick cowl. “So, I’ve been degraded to being summoned by the snap of fingers?”

I gripped the back of his neck to pull him closer, pointing to the two guards. “Are those Southern fae?”

Ari narrowed his eyes. “Dammit. Those swords are used by guards of The Borough—the inner courts of the High Queen.” Unbidden, my grip tightened on the back of his neck until he shoved me away. “I thought we’d overcome our angst and I could trust you not to snap my neck, you bastard.”

I ignored him. “If they have the alliance of the South, then don’t you think we ought to let them know the position of the North?”

“I would be disappointed if we didn’t.” Ari talked a great deal. He was flippant and teased more than he was serious. But the man knew how to be vicious. The curl of his mouth held threats of blood and pain when he drifted back into the shadows.

Keeping low, we pulled away from the top of the slope over Patrik’s yard. Northern warriors, the Kryv, and Falkyns were hidden deep in the hedgerow. Halvar conversed with Herja over placements of archers. Tor and Sol checked that each other’s straps were secure.

Valen stood close to Elise, speaking low. Beside them Malin rummaged through the pouch of new bone dust vials she’d created from several skydguard and more than one Skítkast councilman. The last memories of the dead, when we’d been the ones to kill them, weren’t helpful in gathering information. But they could be brutal if forced into the thoughts of others.

With Malin’s power increasing, for all I knew she could cause bleeding madness if she forced any of her bone dust on someone.

Malin’s eyes were lined in kohl and paint. She lifted her gaze to mine and smiled. “Do we fight, Nightrender?”

I kissed the back of her hand. Her words turned Elise and Valen to me. Like Malin, their faces were marked in streaks of black and ash. Elise’s icy blue eyes popped beneath the heavy black lining her lashes.

Valen found a bit of delight in using our enemies as battle paint. Tracks of dark blood dragged down his face like someone had clawed his skin from his forehead to chin. A message to any units of skyds, any Eastern nobles, that we were not here for games.

We came for blood.

“We found the food and weapon stores.”

Valen’s eyes darkened. “So, our friends spoke true.”

“Seems that way. I also found my sword.”

Malin dug her fingers into my arm. “The Benevolent is here?”

“He is.” My gaze went back to Elise and Valen. “There is an Alver who is my opposite. He will give you dangerous hope. It will ensnare you, lead you to him, then he will kill you. If you cease feeling fear, run.”

Elise sighed. “I never thought I’d yearn for all the twisted earth fury, but I swear it, this body magic over emotions and the mind, I could do without.”

I smirked. “Welcome to the East, Queen.”

Elise scoffed and readied her blade. “I saw the grin, Nightrender.”

“You saw nothing.” She saw, but I would not give her the satisfaction of winning the game. Yet.

I took a step behind Valen as he passed a signal to his sister and Halvar, who then turned to the warriors, waiting as they fell in line. The Kryv huddled close. Malin checked Ash and Hanna’s drums. Ellis had given them both Northern fury daggers, and my two youngest Kryv looked too much like warriors for my liking.

I vowed they could join us here so long as they stuck to the tops of the hills, our last defense for anyone caught fleeing.

“Follow the king,” I told the Kryv. “Take your marks, but if anyone sees Sabain, leave him for me.”

“Ah, but we all have such a distaste for him,” Fiske said.

“Swallow your distaste. He’s mine,” I snarled.

Raum spun a knife between his fingers. “Not if I catch him first, and I see rather well, so I wish you the best of luck.”

Bastards.

“Take your captor by the cuff.” Eryka’s wispy voice floated above the chuckles. Gunnar stood with the Kryv, but dressed like he was part of Valen’s army. A bridge between two worlds. If Gunnar was near, Eryka was also.

“What did you say?” I asked, more gruffly than intended.

The fae woman blinked twice. Battle runes on her face still did not manage to hide her innocence. She smiled. “I said nothing.”

“You said take your captor by the cuff,” Gunnar told her gently.

“Did I? Well, I suppose the stars are whispering again.”

“Do you not know how to work your own magic?” I glared at her, and Malin elbowed my ribs. “What?”

“She is an ally,” Malin murmured. “Your tone is harsh.”

“I am always harsh,” I argued. “What good is a seer who does not know she is seeing?”

“Apologies,” Eryka said. Gunnar looked ready to slit my throat for speaking poorly of his new fae shadow, but the woman seemed wholly unbothered. “Lately, it seems my glamour comes and goes so quickly, I hardly have any time to hold tightly. If I said take your captor by the cuff, well, I would be taking anyone who looks capable of taking me into captivity by the cuff.”

I didn’t have time for her riddles.

Valen had already removed the twin battle axes off his belt. He held them up, a silent call to his warriors that battle was waging, then, with Elise by his side, he broke through the hedgerow.

Their warriors followed. I tightened my grip around the hilt of the skydguard short blade I’d been using. Darkness coated my body from head to shoulders.

“Fight to the end.” I murmured, taking strength from their returned responses. Then, I stepped into the night.
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Chapter 7
The Memory Thief


Buried in Kase’s darkness, Valen paused at the wooden fence line. No one breathed. No one moved. The king lowered to the ground, digging his fingertips into the soil.

I’d witnessed Valen’s magic several times over the weeks, but I did not think I’d ever lose the thrill of the earth shifting and cracking at his command.

Subtle at first, but soon unnerving shouts rose from the inner gardens of the grounds. At the next surge, the ground splintered. Violent waves snapped fence posts and cobbled paths. Horses thudded their hooves in the academy stables; sheep scattered.

I breathed deeply, filling my lungs with the scent of damp soil. When screams of terror came from the skydguard, a smile curled over my lips.

In the chaos of dust and debris Kase roared, “Go!”

Ash and Hanna pounded their drums. The battle tune was a simple warning. It would do nothing to save the camp, but the thought of the ominous sound adding to their fear was intoxicating. A bit of added strength for my mesmer.

The first line of warriors followed Halvar. The archers followed Herja to the guard watch posts on the tall fence. They fired an onslaught of arrows at the skyds in the bell tower before the guards could sound off a warning.

Next, Hagen stepped in front of Valen and guarded the king against the flood of Rifters as they came forward.

Bard whistled as a signal. Straightaway, Sol and Tor stepped out into the open. The Alvers were in clear sight. There was something wickedly satisfying knowing they had no idea what was coming.

Black Palace Rifters cursed the gods after it was clear their mesmer did nothing over Hagen’s shield. Frustration kept them from spotting the murky flood of black staining the grass beneath their feet.

Before Sol’s poisonous magic touched the Rifters, Tor ignited his palms in blue flames. He tossed the spark to meet his consort’s power.

I shielded my eyes when the blight caught fire and devoured the line of Rifters in one blow.

The first time we’d followed this strategy, I wanted to marvel at the viciousness of the Sun Prince and Tor. Now, I quickened my step and barreled through the ashes without thinking twice.

Steel crashed against steel. Units of skydguard scrambled to fight off the insurgents, but the North’s warriors were hidden well and attacked from Kase’s inky shadows.

Herja and Gunnar stood side by side atop the gates. One word from the princess and arrows opened chests and throats. Gunnar guided half the upper archers into a position near the back where skyds were fleeing. He caught hold of the captain of the guard. “You’ll let us through.”

“I’d die first,” the skyd shouted.

“All right.”

The captain’s body stiffened. Then, as if in a trance, he stepped aside, allowing the Northern archers to take positions all along the tall fence.

“Listen to me,” Gunnar shouted to the skyds, fleeing from the archers. He took a pause to lift a leather ale skin to his lips. Ale, of all things, strengthened his mesmer. “You’ll all jump off. Make sure to land on your heads.”

Their trance kept the guards silent as they leapt over the edge of the fence to the broken, rocky yard below. My stomach still did not take kindly to the crack of bones and necks. I groaned slightly and swallowed the burn of bile back down my throat.

The camp was scattered. In moments, half their Alvers and guards were leveled. Now came the chaos, the sloppy attacks, the desperation. It was perfect. Seamless and vicious. Our objective was to strike the cottages with supplies, but if we could take out a number of Black Palace forces, all the better.

Guarded by Hagen, Valen made quick work of cracking the soil around the food storage cottages.

Moldy soil hung heavy in the air. Dust clouded the sight, but beams snapped and groaned as the walls of the small structures sunk at the rooftops and crumbled into the pit Valen carved beneath the foundation.

For a breathless moment, the skyds stared at the wreckage, dumbfounded.

Then, from the main academy, screams rang out. Pupils, noble ladies, and young lords alike, scattered from their dormitories and rooms.

Gods, the bleeding fools fumbled around like cocks with their heads severed. They’d flee toward the warriors, then scream when they realized they were not skydguard. They’d run to skydguard and be shoved aside as the Black Palace defenders took up arms against the warriors.

Some fled into the waiting arms of the Falkyns. One plump noble girl ran into Niklas’s back. The Falkyn smirked and wiggled his fingers, lined in his gold rings. The girl shrieked, then swooned, falling backward onto the grass. Niklas tilted his head, crouched beside the unmoving girl, and plucked the beaded purse slung over her back.

“Many thanks, dännisk.” He saluted the unconscious girl, then took a big step over her unmoving form, her purse around his neck.

A shrill cry of frustration drew me across the shattered yard toward an amphitheater, the place for entertainers and tricksters to perform during festivals. Tonight, it hosted a different performance: Elise, Halvar and Tova, battling against several Alvers.

A man watching the battle sent my heart to my throat. He wore a pearly tunic, his hair was shorn close to his scalp, and a violent grin putrefied his face. The Benevolent.

Kase was lost in the skirmish, likely directing the Kryv and Falkyns toward the field to steal as many weapons as possible. But the Benevolent was looking at Elise Ferus with hungry eyes, as if he had a plan.

I had already started running for them when he struck the queen from behind.

“Elise!” Halvar roared, taking two Alvers at once.

Tova dodged and ducked in her own fight, her glowing eyes wide as Sabain dragged the queen to the ground by her hair.

The race of my pulse matched the heavy thud of my feet.

Elise was no damsel. She did not hesitate before taking one of her small knives on her thigh and slicing through the lock of her own hair in Sabain’s grip. On her feet, she slashed at the Benevolent.

“You hope for your folk, but fighting is so foolish if you wish them to live.” His silky voice raised the hair on my arms.

No. No, gods.

Elise lowered her blade, head tilted. “I do hope for many things.”

“Elise, don’t listen!” I screamed.

“I know.” Sabain held out his hand. “Come with me. You can bring peace to your land by aligning with our new king. Be his consort, truly there is nothing more wonderful than a wise lover to a king.”

Gods, if Kase or Valen did not reach this fool first, I would tear him to pieces.

Halvar shouted for his queen, but it looked as if Sabain had his twisted mesmer locking Elise in a trance.

I gritted my teeth and quickened my pace, fumbling with the bone dust vials.

“Consort to a king?” Elise’s voice was so soft, so hopeful.

No. I refused to lose the Northern queen to Niall. If he got his grimy hands on Elise Ferus, he’d lock her in a cage as he’d done to Dagny. He’d guard her against Valen. And her child. Gods, what would he do if he learned the heir of the North was growing in her belly?

“A consort to a king. Just imagine,” Sabain repeated, a dreamy thrill in his tone. Like a sad song.

With my teeth I popped the cork on one of the vials, ready to spread the ashes in his eyes the way I’d done to Klaus Krokig after Kase had murdered Boswell Doft.

Elise took a step closer to Sabain. Halvar was buried in a fight with multiple guards. Tova shrieked for the queen to halt. Valen . . . where was the bleeding king? He’d destroy Sabain.

I was still twenty paces off, terrified of watching her be wrenched from her folk into a life of the hells.

Until her countenance shifted.

Elise smiled with a giddy delight, then all at once, her eyes darkened. “Why be a consort when you are the damn queen?”

She yanked a small knife from the sheath on the small of her back and jabbed the point at Sabain. The bastard was swift and sidestepped, but the blade dug into his shoulder. It was enough to knock him backward into my path.

I gripped Sabain from behind and yanked his head back. He didn’t have time to get a proper look at me before I dumped the vial of bone dust in his eyes.

The Benevolent screamed. I didn’t understand how, but shadows spilled off my shoulders, my fingertips, the ends of my hair, as my mesmer heated in my blood.

Bone dust absorbed into his eyes and left him writhing in agony. I knew the dust burned those without memory mesmer, but to know Sabain was the one breaking under the pain spread a bit of comforting warmth throughout the center of my chest.

While he struggled, I clamped my hands on the sides of his head and lowered my mouth close to his. His breath was hot and cloying from a hint of blood. Mesmer had grown stronger. I didn’t need breath as much as I required touch, but for the Benevolent, I did not want to take the risk of failing.

The more I drew breath the more misty ribbons of darkness coiled around the Benevolent, sliding into his nose, his ears. I drew in a long breath through my nose. Smoke and abstract shapes filled my mind as his memories started to form.

I’d take them all. He would not even know his true name when I finished with him.

But before I could inhale again, a heavy boot kicked at my ankles. The air knocked from my lungs when I landed onto my backside. Sabain screamed, no doubt the bone dust scorching his eyes.

I didn’t worry over the Benevolent. It was the skydguard with rage in his eyes hovering over me who was the worst threat now.

Valen’s magic had created enough broken stones. I grabbed a handful of sharp pebbles and threw them at the guard. He cursed when the shards struck his face and batted at his eyes long enough for me to reach for my sword.

“Kill her! She is the memory thief!” Sabain bellowed, wiping his own eyes as he backed away.

The guard reoriented himself and raised his sword over my head.

I kicked at his knees, but he countered the move. He readied to swing. I readied to roll. But in the next breath, hot sticky blood splattered across my face. I watched in stunned horror as the skydguard’s chest split in two. His ribcage had cracked down the middle. Each pump of his dying, exposed heart spurted fountains of thick blood onto the ground.

The guard’s mouth opened and closed twice before his legs gave out and his body crumpled.

Delicate hands scooped beneath my arms. Elise helped me to my feet as Kase stalked past. He offered the mutilated guard a simple look as he lowered his fisted palm. His mesmer was beautifully brutal.

“Sabain!”

The Benevolent turned over his shoulder, already surrounded by skyds and Rifters.

Behind Kase, Valen appeared, bloody and dirty. The king didn’t waste another moment before he opened his palms. Jagged peaks carved out of the soil. All around the yard of the academy, Valen called mountainous walls to lock what was left of the guard and Alvers inside.

Sabain’s arrogant expression fell. He sprinted for the trees, leaping over the jagged teeth of stone and soil before it grew too high.

“Bleeding coward!” Kase roared his frustration.

The Rifters following the Benevolent weren’t so fortunate. All tried to leap over ridges the same as Sabain, but Valen’s walls were on a collision course. The walls completed the circle of broken rock, smashing the Alvers between the gaps. Limbs jutted out. Blood seeped through the cracks.

Kase cursed at Sabain’s retreat once more, then wheeled around, his hands on my face. “Did he harm you?”

He almost looked as if he wanted me to say yes, all so he could torture Sabain with a bit more fervor when they met again.

“He wounded my pride a bit.”

“He’ll die for it.”

“If it makes you feel any comfort at all, Elise wounded his in quite a grand show.”

Kase’s gaze flicked to the queen who inspected a gash along Valen’s jaw.

“Don’t look so stunned, Nightrender,” Elise said without even glancing at Kase. “I am known to be formidable at times.” She pecked Valen’s lips. “The stupid fool tried to tempt me to be a consort of their false king.”

A low growl rumbled in the back of Valen’s throat. “He what?”

“I know. How insulting, don’t you think?” She hooked her arms around Valen’s neck. “Although now that I think of it, I haven’t seen their false king’s palace. Perhaps it is grander than yours and . . .”

Elise didn’t finish her jest before Valen had her mouth crushed against his. She laughed and spluttered until she melted into his kiss, and he whispered words only meant for her.

“Do we have sight of Patrik?” Luca came up to Kase, a little breathless and a little bloody. Dagny held tightly to his hand, but her eyes were wild. As if tonight had been a new way to get revenge on those who’d torn her family apart for turns.

Kase shook his head. “The worm disappeared. He is a wizened old man who can barely hold a sword. He is no threat without his guards.”

I caught the shine of a weapon in the grass as Kase and Luca spoke. My hand curled around the black leather of the hilt. The iron was polished, the weight perfectly balanced. My chest tightened in excitement as I held the sword out on display atop my open palms.

“I believe Sabain left something behind.”

A possessive kind of gleam filled his eyes as Kase took hold of the hilt of his blacksteel sword. A rough breath escaped his throat. He rolled the sword in his grip once, then took in the carnage of the academy.

Skydguard were being gathered into the center. The cottages and food supplies were spoiled and destroyed. Pupils were herded like cattle and placed beside the entrapped guards. Hagen and Hanna surrounded the Alvers, blocking their mesmer as Falkyns went to work collaring them in magisk bands Niklas had created on his own.

Valen’s walls would keep them imprisoned here. They had no food, no reserves. One of the fiercest units of the Black Palace would be starved out soon enough.

We’d see to it.

Kase took it all in, then raised his blacksteel. “The academy is ours!”

A roar from the guilds and warriors shattered the night.

We’d conquered a piece of the Black Palace, one Ivar likely thought impossible for miserly thieves to take. I’d wanted Kase to have his vengeance on Sabain, but a part of me was glad he escaped.

Let him scurry back to the Lord Magnate. Scurry back and tell all the bastards at the Palace that we were coming.
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Chapter 8
The Memory Thief


The academy was breathtaking inside. Walls of fine tapestries, books, and vellum. Paintings of the most beautiful locations in the four regions hung throughout the corridors. Incense of cloves and sage filled the corridors with an earthy spice that coated the tang of innards and bile outside.

Bard and Luca had given those of us who’d never stepped foot inside tours of the different rooms.

The pupils were quickly separated from the skydguards and Alvers. They’d be taken as prisoners back to the Falkyn Nest. Doubtless, they’d sob and wail and think their precious noble lives were over, but they would not starve with the skydguard left behind.

Hob and Inge had laughed as they snatched up gilded bands and elegant furs from the noble dormitories. Raum, Lynx, and Tova gathered purses and paper penge, adding it to the guilds’ coffers.

I followed Gunnar, Eryka, and Kase through the cooking rooms, gathering herbs and supplies we would have use for back at the Falkyn Nest. But when Gunnar opened a large pantry door, he leapt back, shouting in alarm. From the nook, two men burst out in a desperate attempt to flee.

“By the cuff!” Eryka shouted. Strange to hear strength in her voice. “By the cuff!”

Gunnar snapped into action and yanked back on the cowl of a broad man with a thick neck. The man fell backward at his feet.

Kase stepped in front of the other man, grinning when the whimpering fool lifted his face. “Ah, Lord Patrik. We wondered where you’d gone.”

“Kase.” Gunnar’s voice was unsteady.

I glanced at my nephew. He had his boot pinned to the throat of the man he’d taken down, but Gunnar’s body trembled.

“What is it?” Kase asked.

“Stor Magnus.” Gunnar didn’t look at us. He faced Eryka. “Get my mother and father please. Tell them our captor has been captured.”
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A dry swallow scratched the back of my throat. One toll before the sun would begin to wake, Hagen, Herja, and Gunnar stood in the center of the yard where Stor Magnus was tethered to a wooden beam.

This man, this bleeding man, was the cause of their heartache. Since Gunnar had dragged him from the cooking rooms, I’d been informed of the tale.

House Magnus of the North had possession of the cursed princess for centuries. The wretched house had passed her down the generations like she was nothing but a possession. They’d tormented Herja, kept her apart from her children, using them as leverage for her good behavior.

He was the reason my brother was imprisoned.

Perhaps fate did have a touch of love for us. This was a bleeding gift to put the last of their divided family behind.

Hagen kicked Stor in the ribs. The man groaned and doubled over. “Lord Patrik is your kin? I knew there was some connection to the East. How else would my daj have known of your little game?”

“It was nothing . . . personal,” Stor grunted.

“Nothing?” Hagen used the full weight of his fist and cracked it over Stor’s jaw. “You kept me from my children. It was all personal, you bastard.”

Herja stepped next to Hagen, glaring at Stor. “You coward. Fighting in the North only to flee like a spineless dog to the East.” She crouched in front of the man, tilting her head to one side. “Have you not wondered at all what became of your wretched son?”

Stor’s jaw pulsed.

Herja chuckled. “I’ll tell you. My brother, the true king of Etta, split his skull in two without mercy. He died without honor.”

“Enough chatter. Take your revenge then, Valkyrie.” Stor glared at Herja. “Gods, I enjoyed you so much more when you were silent.”

Hagen stomped on Stor’s knee. The man roared his pain loud enough a few of the trapped pupils down the yard started to sob.

I gripped Kase’s hand. He raised my palm to his lips, kissing me there, but he never dropped his gaze from the show in the yard.

“My love,” Hagen looked to Herja. “No one suffered more than you. Do with him what you will.”

Herja smiled. There was nothing kind, nothing soft about the look on her face. “I give him to our son. Gunnar, you found him. You earned this moment to avenge our family.”

Gunnar’s chest puffed a bit as he stepped before the man who’d taken his childhood.

Stor scoffed. “What good is the pup?”

With a laugh, Gunnar gripped Stor’s hair. “Oh, you’ll see. Niklas.” Gunnar searched for the Falkyn lead in the crowd. “Do you have any ghostvine on you?”

A giddy sort of light brightened Niklas’s eyes. “That I do, my vicious young friend.”

Niklas handed Gunnar a small pouch from one of the larger skins tethered to his belt. Always lined in elixirs, I doubted Niklas would ever be without any ingredient we ever needed.

Gunnar tossed the pouch between his palms, looking at Stor. “Do you know that ghostvine causes paralysis before it kills you?”

He didn’t wait for an answer before forcing Stor’s mouth open and dumping a pile of green dust onto his tongue. The powder reeked of rot and mold, and Stor choked on it as Gunnar forced his mouth shut.

“It was kind of Maj to let me have you, but I think my parents deserve to do whatever they please. Now they can.” Gunnar stroked the side of Stor’s face. “However they please, and there is nothing you can do about it. You will feel it all and be helpless to stop it. You will not even be able to scream.”

Stor’s complexion changed to a sickly blue. His body went rigid, unmoving, but his eyes spun wildly in his head.

Hagen and Herja shared a conspiratorial look, then hand in hand they approached Stor.

No screams could escape his throat, but for many tolls, his tears, grunts, and cries lived in every spin of his eyes as my brother and his lover ended the last face of their nightmares.
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Patrik’s and Stor’s bodies were strung up at the front of the gates. A warning for the Black Palace. Pieces of Stor’s fingers and tongue were scattered amongst the trapped skydguard. Halvar and Tor told them to enjoy their last meal.

Perhaps we were villainous, cruel even, but I was not certain it mattered to me any longer. If Kase breathed, if our guilds lived, if the North left our land with another victory, then I would be cruel and bloodthirsty until the final skydguard fell.

We would return to the nest on the morrow. A few warriors and Falkyns would guard the academy to ensure the skydguard, any Southern fae, and Patrik’s men remained imprisoned until death came, or the battle ended. The pupils of the academy would return with us to Skítkast.

We were not in the business of slaughtering innocent young folk merely to shock the Black Palace. But if they fought back, or tried to escape, their fate would take a darker turn.

I covered a yawn with the back of my hand and made my way up a set of stairs toward the room where Kase and I would sleep. The flicker of a candle drew my eyes to one of the small offices on the floor. Niklas hunched over a table and flipped through a thick leather-bound book. On a small chaise, Junie slept, her hand dangling as if she’d fallen asleep holding onto her husband until she couldn’t any longer.

“Gaining turns of study in one night?” I leaned my shoulder against the doorframe.

Niklas lifted his head. His hair was tousled like he’d dragged his fingers through it relentlessly, but he grinned, wide and white. “Malin. Come here. I think I found something about the queen’s ring. This damn place is a treasure trove. I do hope they realize these books are now all mine.”

I gave him a quick smile, then took up a seat. “What did you find?”

Niklas pushed one of the heavy books across the table to me. “It is no wonder the noble lines of this kingdom react to the thought of a fated queen in two ways: fear and respect for the true heir, or with zealous desire to take the power for themselves.”

The marked page was filled with sketches of the ring and a detailed account of historical references of times the ring had been used.

If this was a true history, then the ring had been in this land for centuries. A relic passed between bloodlines, hidden or abused for its power. But the more I read, it was that power which frightened me most.

“Niklas, do you truly think the ring can do all this?”

He let out a sigh and slumped back in his chair. “I don’t know, Mal. But if it can, it is no wonder Ivar fights to keep it out of your hands.”

“But I am not the only one who can pull power from it.”

“True.” Niklas spun the book back from my grip, studying the lines. “Anyone in either bloodline can wield some power from the ring, but there are clear consequences. Did you see?”

He pointed to a neatly marked box in the corner of the page with a list of dangers to using the ring.

The ring could give one increased strength in their mesmer, protection against enemies the same way a visionary Protfetik could sense danger. The ring amplified connections to other Alvers.

I thought of Kase. He was the closest Alver to me, another Anomali. What sort of changes might happen to his mesmer if I took hold of the ring?

Like my mesmer now, the ring was used to invade memories and dissolve thoughts or past events in the minds of others. But it would not leave even a glimmer of the memory behind. It could completely build a new life story, with new, deeply rooted memories. The old memories were lost to oblivion.

The consequences for selfish use or overuse meant a slow death.

“The Withering?” I looked up from the page.

“I’ve read the term several times and take it to mean a disease. One that slowly kills you from the inside out. Seems the more you use the Norns’ gift without their blessing, the more the path to death narrows and shortens.”

My stomach rolled. “What if . . . what if I’m not truly the one fated to use the ring, and I am merely part of the bloodlines?”

“We will know if you touch it, Mal.” Niklas flipped the page, pointing to a passage at the top. “But after reading this, I do not need to wonder if the ring will be yours. You are already showing signs of these abilities the more your mesmer grows.”

A lump knotted in my throat as I reread the accounts of past queens’ mesmer use, specifically of memory walking. I’d already walked with Kase through his mind. The ability to shadow memories, to restore a mind to its original state after being altered by another source of magic.

The queens of old did not use bone dust or breath to steal memories. In fact, those ways were considered primary, almost infantile sources of their mesmer. Queens, instead, resorted to touch; to blood connections as I’d done with Kase.

Except, the last queen was vowed, and it seemed her Alver vow gave her the power to merely use her desire to invade numerous heads at once. She stole memories not by touch, but by summoning the thoughts from her enemies’ heads.

“Almost like what you did with the skyds,” Niklas said softly as he watched my finger track the lines. “Shadows, much like Kase uses, invaded multiple heads at once in Skítkast. When the ring dons your finger, I’ve no doubt you will do all it says.”

But that was where my fear lived. If these were accurate, the power of the ring was terrifying. I reread the noted gifts. “The power to steal the memory of fate?”

Niklas lifted one shoulder. “Could be a way to alter fate. We know such power exists. Think of King Valen. His fate was changed by a fate worker.”

“But this.” I pointed to the most intriguing and frightening line. “What is this? Death to forget a life? Niklas, if one had the power to steal memories from bleeding Death, it would make someone practically invincible.”

Power could be the most terrifying thing of all. Folk fought wars for it, killed for it, tortured in its name.

“It does not seem like it can be done for personal use,” Niklas pointed to a line I’d skimmed over.

True enough. The ring did not make one immortal.

“Still, if you could do it for others, your warriors could die, and you could pull them back.”

“It is interesting, isn’t it,” Niklas said. “But there are consequences and limits to all mesmer. Even here—” He pointed to another passage with a sketch of the ring and runes on the band. “This hints that memory mesmer is more like fate mesmer than anything. The rune markings coat the whole band, but their size makes room for only four marks total.”

“Why does that matter?”

“I think,” he’d said, holding the ring close for inspection, “with the ring, you take mesmer from all the fated powers. Death. Look, this mark on the bottom is an inverted life rune. It’s literally the mark of death. Then here.” He rubbed his thumb over the drawing of a mark on the side of the ring. “But here is the rune for harvest, or a symbol of rewards from past actions. What does this symbolize?”

When I shrugged, Niklas rolled his eyes. “Our past, Malin. The past!”

Niklas made sure I believed his theories of the other two. A rune for knowledge in the present, he insisted meant a connection to the fate of our current life. Then the final rune was a mark of wisdom and moving forward.

“The future,” Niklas said. “Each of these runes means something related to fate. You have pieces of the Norns.”

“I suppose we’ll need to test it,” I said. “If you’re on the brink of death and I can bring you back, then perhaps I have the power to steal you from Death’s memory after all.”

Niklas and I fell into silence. I did not want the responsibility of taking a power capable of stealing memories from Death and fate. It seemed dangerous, tempting, and a gift that would be sought by the greedy and vicious forevermore.

But on the other hand, Ivar had murdered to keep the ring. Doubtless he knew the gifts the true heir would gain. He’d continue to use its protection until his bloodline was the last standing claim to the throne.

My fear of the queen’s ring did not matter.

We needed to find it. Soon.
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Chapter 9
The Nightrender


Skítkast had been silent. Eerily so since we’d returned from Furen with more supplies, noble pupils who’d be locked away in the rooms of the nest, and more death on our hands.

Silence in battle was never good. It meant schemes, plots, and danger lurked in nearly every moment. The tension prickled down each wall, each breath, each furtive look the warriors or thieves gave when they peeked around corners.

Two long days after returning from the academy, my skull was about to split down the center.

I’d overused mesmer in between gathering and searching for information on the ring. With Niklas reading everything he could on shadow walking, or any transport mesmer, I’d practiced over and over again, using the shadows to walk through fear.

“If it is body mesmer,” Niklas said after I shadow walked from one side of our fortress to the other in the blink of an eye, then collapsed in an exhausted heap at his feet. “Then the only way I can explain this is you now have the ability to connect to those brief surges in our heads.”

“I have no idea what you mean.”

“Oh, you do so.” He slammed his book shut and crossed his legs under him. “I’ve explained this before. Our mesmer connects to different pathways leading to different areas in our brains. With fear, there is a response, yes? Adrenaline, or some folk freeze, too stunned to move. A surge, a spark in that pathway where fear triggers an instinct.”

“So, I’m walking through fear. We knew this.”

“You said you hear the fears of others when the shadow walls form, right?”

“Yes. It is like I’m walking into a thousand different voices, all compiled into one cloud of darkness.”

“I think, almost know . . . I’d say I’m very close to knowing for certain, that for some reason you can now take those initial sparks of fear from others. And as quickly as those initial adrenaline surges come to our bodies, you can now travel just as swiftly.”

“So, I’ve become their adrenaline surge of fear.”

“Yes!” Niklas laughed heartily. “Yes. Think of yourself as our own dose of terror. The first spark of fright. There and gone in an instant, leaving us to wonder if we should flee or pick up our blades and fight. It’s remarkable, and we should do all we can to add your new Talent to our plans.”

Niklas said the words, but he knew me. The first moment I stepped through that first shadow, it was already part of the plan.

Later, I nursed a bit of my exhaustion with hot brän, staring mutely at the wall of paintings Niklas had smuggled from somewhere in the Western Kingdom. A wall of images of the gods’ tree, of the three Norns, even the myth of the giant squirrel guarding the tree. Bright, violent strokes shaped the scenes, and I had not blinked away from the three wicked ladies of Fate for the last clock toll.

If Malin was their chosen queen, how was I to get the damn ring to prove it?

The trouble with trying to build a scheme to find a well-hidden ring was the damn risk of leaving our refuge. After the academy, more rewards were offered to the underbelly for the head of the Malevolent, and the capture of the memory thief.

As I feared, the lack of demands for Malin’s blood left me wondering if Ivar planned to keep her for himself. To use her. Death would be more merciful than such a fate.

After numerous arguments and protests about who would keep searching, Valen had sent Frey and Axel.

Two brothers who were fiercely loyal and sly, they’d been wandering the streets of Skítkast with Ari under guise. The ambassador was to hide their accents with his illusions, and the three were to behave as traders.

“Gods, give me something to spar.” Halvar sat across the room from me and sighed at the earthy ceiling.

“Bored?”

“I left my wife and son for a battle, not lounging about.”

“Hells, did you breed?”

Halvar blew out his lips and looked back to the ceiling. “Did I breed? Yes, Nightrender. My wife makes me rather insatiable. In fact, another reason I would like to get on with this fight is to return before our second little is born.”

“A second.” I scoffed. “We were only in the North two turns ago and you already have two littles?”

“As I said, the woman is a breathtaking sight from the gods.” Halvar closed his eyes as if imagining his wife. “I cannot keep my hands off her, and plan to create our own army.” He let out a long sigh, a smile carving over his mouth. “Ah, the things I will do to the woman when I return. Of course, I will have to lie about all my brave acts since the truth will be I sat in a fortress, eating and drinking and getting plump.”

“An army of your littles would be terrifying.”

“Or glorious.” Halvar paused for a long moment. “Help me understand something. If this ring Malin must wear is so powerful, then why have your enemies not claimed it as theirs?”

“I cannot say for certain. The ring is a relic used by two ancient bloodlines. Hagen, Bard, even Luca have blood of the lost royals. This means Niall and Ivar could convince folk they are the fated heirs.”

“Again, it leads me to wonder why they haven’t?”

A valid question, and one we did not have answers for, only guesses. “I hold out hope that it is because the ring does nothing for them. Malin woke the mesmer within the ring, and I like to think she is the one who will always wake the power. She is the one born of both bloodlines.”

“Sounds like Timoran and Etta, the two sides of our war.”

“In a way, but in this case we do not need to even kill Niall to be the victors. Folk here are superstitious and if Malin proves she controls the ring, the people of the East will toss the Gryms from the Black Palace themselves.”

Halvar leaned his head back in his chair, and closed his eyes. “I look forward to seeing the day. If we ever find the damn thing. I wonder, though, if your people are waiting for the heir, what do you make of the alliances with the Southern Kingdom?”

“It is a concern,” I admitted. “One we still need to find out more about.”

We’d yet to hear from the Southern fae prince, and Ari worried more than he let on.

Wild fae like troll folk, forest folk, water nyks that could use their strange glamour mesmer to lull others into a trance, were of concern if they should choose to stand with the Black Palace.

Eryka was a peaceful fae, a star seer who was whimsical, but I’d listened to Ari’s tales of some of the more vicious folk in the Southern Kingdom. Southern fae lived for games and tricks. If there was an alliance with the South and the Black Palace, we would be facing new magic that we did not have.

We had earth magic and our mesmer, but if we were glamoured out of our own will, there was no telling what could become of us. Niklas had already been working up elixirs to defend our minds under Eryka’s direction.

I stared back at the paintings. I needed something, anything, to conjure up some semblance of a move. I’d assured Malin this was the move to make, to fight for her birthright. Yet, here we were, locked in a cage during the frosts.

The moment I considered using my karambit knife to slash the painting, from somewhere in the Falkyn Nest, a loud shout echoed against the walls.

“We found it!”

Halvar and I looked at each other, then simultaneously scrambled from our chairs and bolted into the corridor.

In the main gathering room, Malin stood between Valen and Elise as they met Frey, Axel, and Ari. The brothers were sweaty and peeled off tunics and caps from their heads. Ari took a great swig straight from a large ewer of brän.

Malin gripped my arm and whispered, “They say they found the ring.”

“What?” My head whipped back to the men. “The ring?”

Frey nodded and held out a leather pouch. “A bleeding trader in the upper townships was selling it. Matched the exact description you told us. My King—” he faced Valen, “you should know, we spent a great deal of shim to get it.”

Valen waved the notion away and followed the pouch as it passed between me and Frey.

Breath stilled in my chest as I opened the small drawstring skin. I hated how my fingers trembled. A tick of my pulse screamed in my head when a smooth, glass ring, etched in black runes, gleamed in the center of my palm.

The ring. It . . . it was the queen’s ring.

“Why isn’t it lighting up?” Malin’s voice spurred me from my stun.

The runes were dead. She’d said the ring at the masque had burned in fiery gold when she stood only steps from it. Now, she stroked her finger over the edge and the runes were lifeless and dull.

“Try it on.” I handed the ring to her and held my breath as she slipped it on her finger.

Malin shook her head. “Nothing. I feel nothing.”

Niklas let out a grunt of frustration and stormed across the room. “Let me see it.” He studied the ring for a breath before closing his fist around it. “Give me a moment. I have elixirs that reveal mesmer in objects.”

He said nothing more before running out of the room toward his elixir rooms.

“He thinks it is a duplicate?” Elise posed the question we were all thinking.

Of course. I kicked the leg of a wooden table near the wall and turned away, hands on my hips. It made sense for Ivar to plant dubious rings throughout the kingdom to draw us out.

“I should’ve seen this,” I muttered.

Malin’s gentle hand slid around my waist until she embraced me from behind. “How could you have known this was a possibility?”

“Because it is something I would do if I wanted to hook an enemy. Dangle what they want out in the open.”

Malin pressed a kiss between my shoulders. I adjusted so I could pull her against my side, then kissed her forehead. To have her close soothed the disdain for my own failure to a dull ache.

Niklas returned a moment later. He met my gaze and shook his head. “Nothing more than a piece of glass.”

My eyes shadowed as emotions toiled in tight knots in my chest.

“Now we know,” Valen said, holding up a hand. No doubt a silent warning to me to keep calm. “There are false rings. We still need to find the true ring, but now that we know what we are facing, how do we do it?”

“Nik, is there a way we can use these mesmer-sniffing elixirs?” Tova asked.

“I can make more,” he said, “but they take at least two weeks to brew.”

“In the meantime, we think of another way to find the true ring. Please, gods, anything to get us out in the open,” Halvar said.

A few people chuckled.

“Malin is the elixir anyway,” Bard Strom said. Malin’s brother had proven clever with his traps around Skítkast. Creating sinkholes for the skyds, or trip cords that fired hidden arrows. When the others stared at him, Bard flushed and went on, “I mean, she wakes the ring. If we find one, we simply bring it to her, and we’ll know.”

“Yes,” Lynx offered, “but there could be dozens. Hundreds.”

Bard shrugged and tossed a handful of nuts from a bowl into his mouth.

What was the move? Hunting the true ring in a sea of false rings? Starving through the frosts? How were we to make our next step, and how was I to do it without getting Malin killed?

If Hob was not known by Ivar as our ally, I would use him once again as a key to the underbelly. Surely some crook or thief in the slums knew something about what Ivar was scheming. They might even know where the ring was being kept.

The underbelly was resourceful enough, even skyds used the crooks as informants sometimes, and . . .

My heart stuttered in my chest. An idea shaped in my head. Warmth blossomed as each step unfolded, each possibility took hold.

I tried. Gods, I tried since Elise was in the room, but as my mind whirled, as pieces of a scheme fell into place, the grin came as naturally as breathing.

“I know that bleeding look.” Raum gripped Lynx’s shoulder, eyes on me as he shook his fellow Kryv. “Scheming. He’s scheming.”

Halvar’s head dropped back against the wall. “Finally.”

“What thoughts are you spinning, Nightrender?” Malin whispered.

I drew her knuckles to my lips, then looked back to the room. “We have moves to make. There are some folk I’ve been meaning to visit. Some who might know what is going on outside these walls. It’s a long overdue visit.”

“Who’s the mark?” Tova asked.

The same tight, almost staggering pressure clenched in my chest. The sensation that came whenever the steps of our dance started to fall into place. We needed to speak with a man who knew how to play both edges of the sword. A man we could bend, but never break.

I didn’t answer Tova, simply returned to my place beside Malin, and added a bit of cruelty to my smile. “Load the ships. We’re returning to Klockglas.”
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Chapter 10
The Memory Thief


We sailed in a fleet of three longships. It had been challenging to pick and choose who would remain in the Skítkast camp and who would make the journey to Klockglas.

Junius remained with the Falkyn Nest. Niklas did not revel in the idea of leaving his wife, but his mesmer and elixirs were always needed, and one of the Falkyn heads needed to remain to guard their gates. Once we had word on the queen’s ring, we’d reunite.

Still, it was strange to only have half the Guild of Kryv with us. Isak and Fiske were divided. Isak sailed with us to darken minds if needed. Since Gunnar had joined us, Eryka and her seer abilities were in tow, so Fiske reluctantly remained in Skítkast to sense danger if any skyds tried to strike the walls again.

Raum was the eyes at the stempost, guiding the ships forward through Kase’s shadows. The youngest Kryv joined us. I was as surprised as Ash when Kase asked the boy and Hanna to join the ranks. Hanna sailed on the second ship with Ellis, her brother, Hob, and Inge, while we sailed in the lead ship with the North royals.

There’d been a somberness in our farewells. Even if we all behaved as if this was merely another scheme of the Nightrender, deep in our hearts and heads, we knew this was the beginning of the end of our kingdom.

Whether we rose victorious or fell into the Otherworld, the East would never be the same.

For two nights we kept an agonizingly slow pace. No matter how many times I sailed across the Howl, I was convinced my stomach would never grow accustomed to the endless rocking and dipping in the swells of the black water.

I understood the need to move forward carefully. No mistake, Ivar would have countless Watchers on the Howl, skirting around the sea prisons, simply waiting for us to fall into their nets. We’d also need to dock on the rocky shoreline in the northernmost fjords, then take the hills to Felstad. The position added an extra night to the journey.

“Gods. Be gone.”

I turned to Ari’s lament. The Northern Ambassador waggled a rope on the mast. Near the top, a raven shrieked at him before flying off into the night.

A raven on the sea?

I snickered at his look of discomposure, trying to ignore my sour stomach. “Afraid of a little bird, Ari?”

He glared at the sky, searching for the creature. “Not at all. But this raven is following me. Can’t shake the damn thing. And how did it fly clear out here?”

“Might’ve come from the prison islands. They’re small, but have a few trees, I suppose.” I wiggled my fingers and groaned like a spirit. “Or it could be an omen of the gods.”

Ari did not seem amused. At least he tried not to be, but the twitch of a smile was there in the corner of his mouth. “Ravens are the wise companions of the Father of Gods. Since I am the wisest on the ship, I shall take it as a good omen.”

“You do that.” I gasped and pointed at the sky. “Gods, it’s back.”

I laughed, loud enough a few eyes turned toward us, when Ari jolted and looked to the sky.

“Amusing, Queen Malin.” He ran a hand through his golden hair. “Truly, I’ll be laughing until I bleeding die.”

A swooping dip of the ship over a swell wiped the grin off my face. I left Ari to watch the darkness for his raven and dug through one of Tova’s leather pouches searching for more mint leaves. Only when Kase slept was I able to sleep. Tonight, he stood at the stem with Isak and Raum, speaking softly and planning the course.

“I have some special herbs that help with the motion if you’d like.” Startled, I whipped around. Herja smiled and proffered a small fur pouch. “It’s made from moonvane. A bloom native to the North, but one with powerful properties. It’s what we use when we travel the Fate’s Ocean.”

I let out a breath of relief and snatched the pouch from her hand without a second thought. Inside, roughly crushed silvery petals dotted the bottom.

“Place it beneath your tongue.” She demonstrated, sprinkling the petals into her mouth.

A silky, earthy taste coated my tongue and throat, but almost straightaway the slow drip of petals soothed the ache in the pit of my gut.

“Thank you,” I said, handing the pouch back.

“Keep it.”

With the chaos of building an army, I’d spoken a handful of words with Hagen’s lover. We were, in a way, sisters. Even still, a tumble of nerves tightened my chest.

“How is your little one handling the journey?” I asked.

Herja glanced at the mound of furs beneath the canvas canopy at the bow.

“She is resilient. The idea of bringing her into our battles is a constant worry on my shoulders.”

“I do not want her near danger,” I said softly, “but I am glad I was able to meet her.”

“There will be many more days to get to know her after this fight is done,” Herja said. The words were spoken with conviction, but there was a bit of fear beneath the surface. The slight quiver in her tone meant she was speaking the words to be hopeful, as if she wouldn’t accept anything less.

“I look forward to those days. And she will be safe in Felstad. The Kryv have lived there for turns. It is well concealed.”

The truth was we all knew the journey from the ships, to Limericks, then onto the ruins of Felstad would be dangerous. Add a child who’d never faced knives and death the way Hanna and Ash had, and the risk increased.

“I am glad the gods blessed Laila with such strong women in her life,” Herja went on. The princess stared at the expanse of the dark Howl. “You are one of them. She painted Hagen a picture of her two aunts—the queens of the whole bleeding world as far as she is concerned.”

I flushed. “Elise is⁠—”

“The perfect queen for the North,” Herja interrupted, as though she already knew what I was going to say. “And you are the perfect one to take your place here. You do not see it, but it is felt, Malin. Not only by your folk, but by all of us. I’ve felt a burning of your strength from the first time Hagen spoke of you. From his earliest fears as your power began to grow when you were a girl.”

It was odd to know my brother had spent so much of my life in the arms of a lover I did not know existed. It was stranger still to know that he’d whispered fears for me, knowing well what my mesmer meant, when I did not know it myself.

“I am a thief, not a royal. I grew up in a hayloft, ignored but for one older brother who cared, and a boy who loved me no matter what. I lost him when I was a child, but much of my life was consumed with one objective—finding that boy who loved me and running away with him.”

My gaze lifted to Kase’s back. Raum was gesturing at some invisible shape in the distance. Some obstacle, perhaps a good cove where we could dock, only none of us could see it.

“Life was not perfect here, but we survived. When we went to the masquerade, I only wanted my brother back, not to start a war. I wanted our freedom. So did Hagen and Kase.” My shoulders slumped. “Sometimes . . . I wish I’d never learned the truth, that I’d never gone near the ring. We could all be in the North. Your family would be safe and finally together.”

Herja listened. She didn’t balk at my weakness, merely rested a hand over mine. “I understand. When I was first taken captive after the early raids that separated my family, there were many days I cursed the gods for being so cruel. The mountain felt too great a climb. But I have come to learn, the other side of that mountain lies a fate far greater than we ever could have imagined for ourselves. We must simply be willing to fight our way to the top.”

“I don’t understand.”

“If I had not been imprisoned, I would never have met Hagen. My children would not exist. Valen would never have found Elise, and the two lands of the North would likely still be enemies. But we are united now; we are stronger because we suffered.”

“So, you’re saying there could be something wonderful waiting for us.”

“I choose to believe it, yes.”

I studied the back of Kase’s head once again. “What if only death awaits?”

Herja hesitated. “Then you must make certain you fight for something worth dying for.”

I swallowed the thick emotion in my throat. A crown and a kingdom were not aspirations. This kingdom could burn if it threatened to harm those I loved. But Kase, the guilds, my family, they were worth every risk.

“Herja.” Hagen stepped around the center mast and placed his hand on the small of her back. “Laila asks for you.”

She smiled at my brother as if he were the sun breaking through the harshest storm. She placed a gentle palm on his heart for a few breaths, then left us for the tent.

“All well, Mal?” Hagen asked.

“No,” I said, eyes still locked on my husband. Kase must’ve sensed my stare for he looked back at me over his shoulder. He offered a small smile before Raum stole his attention again. I glanced at Hagen. “But I must hope it will be.”
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Heavy rain soaked the rocky shores of Klockglas when we finally arrived. Raum guided us with his mesmer, while Gunnar winced as he fought to keep the boats steady.

He was an Alver, he could control minds, but he also bore the blood of the Night Folk fae. Earth magic. I didn’t know if he connected to the wood in the ships, or the sea. I didn’t care. The more he challenged his mesmer, the more of a marvel Gunnar Strom became.

We docked our ships in a rocky cove. Concealed with slaps of slick rock and dangerous tides. It took time and patience maneuvering the ships in a way that the vessels would not be pummeled on the rocks. By the time we stepped foot on shore each of us were soaked and irritable.

Kase blanketed us in night. Thick, gauzy shadows leached into our pores, snuffed out any hope for a flame, and forced us to cling to the person in front of us as we trudged up the slick hillsides to the trees.

Felstad was at least five lengths deep into the Forest of Limericks, and with the rain and shadows it would be nearly impossible to reach it in one piece.

We settled in a thick grove of trees to camp and arranged a dozen pathetically tilted huts with small sleeves of canvas as shelter. Valen molded a few lean-tos, afraid to draw too much attention by bending the earth. In the end, the branches kept the children dry and added a makeshift barrier between our camp and the wilds of Limericks.

Inside our small hut, Kase pulled my back to his chest and tugged a thick fur to my chin. His arm draped around my waist possessively, and his lips kissed my neck until my muscles gave in and relaxed into his body.

“This is the right step,” he whispered.

I nodded. Kase had a sense about moves needed in his crooked games. I trusted his instinct, and agreed this was the path to take, but⁠—

“You fear something.” He brushed my hair off my cheek, kissing me there. “Talk to me, Mallie.”

“I can’t explain it.” I threaded my fingers with his and pulled his arm tighter around my middle. “Returning here, something tells me everything is about to change, Kase. As if the sunrise will change our lives, and nothing we do will stop it.”

Kase said nothing. Perhaps there was nothing to say. He pulled me closer, until sleep took hold and I could not fight the fatigue any longer. His embrace was unyielding, unbreakable, and utterly comforting.

But it could not shake the unease that everything would soon be different.
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Chapter 11
The Nightrender


“You trust this man?” Valen eyed the crooked door of the steel shop with a narrow glare.

“I do,” I said with conviction. But it was not an easy statement for me to make for I gave bits of trust to few, and full trust to one. Malin would likely be the only one in my life I would ever fully trust with the hopes and fears I kept inside.

Malin leaned around me to speak to the king. “He was responsible for me finding Kase again.”

She hadn’t stopped grinning since I told her the plan to return to Mörplatts. A certain steelman was due a visit from the Guild of Kryv.

The rain hadn’t let up and it was well after midnight. But Sigurd’s steel shop still burned a candle, and a rough, toneless humming rose over the splatter of rain on the dirt roads from inside the shop. Only Valen, Sol, Halvar, and Tor joined us from the North. Then, Malin, Raum, and I came from the Kryv.

The others had gone onto Felstad with Isak and Tova as their guides. They’d be safe, but this visit couldn’t wait. Ivar had not made a move against us, yet the constant thrum of my pulse led me to believe we were dancing a fine line with the Lord Magnate.

To me, it was worse to hear nothing of an enemy than it was when they caused a ruckus.

I wrapped shadows over my shoulders, darkened my eyes, then rapped on the door with a heavy fist.

The humming ceased. Thick boots scuffed over the floor. With the poor structure of the rickety building, the closer Sigurd came to the door, the more the porch swayed and jolted from the movement.

The door opened with enough of a crack to reveal a single, suspicious eye glaring back at us. “What d’you wa–”

I tossed back my hood. Misty darkness coated my features. His eyes widened.

“Nightrender.” Sigurd swallowed. He was no small man. Thick, well-worked in the arms and shoulders, but in the moment he looked like he might bolt beneath the table. “Wh-What can I do for the Kryv?”

Malin stuck her head out from behind me, beaming. “Sigurd!”

She whispered his name, but her voice cracked with a bit of excitement at the sight of the man.

All at once his fear faded.

“Hells, dännisk Strom!” He wrapped her in his thick arms, then glanced around. “By the gods, girl, get inside. All of you. Skyds are everywhere.”

He ushered us into his shop, glancing back and forth before locking the door behind us.

Malin tossed back her woolen hood and took Sigurd’s hands in hers. “It is good to see you. How is your seedy affair?”

Sigurd laughed again. “Ah, the Lady Ashton gave me up, but no tears for me, I have taken another. You’re welcome to see it.” He tapped the side of his head. “We both know how much you enjoy snatching those thoughts.”

Malin rolled her eyes, and after a few moments, the mood sobered. “Sigurd, we have need of your connections to the gutter.”

His gaze flicked to me, and the tang of his nerves soaked my tongue once again. “The Nightrender has need of me? Forgive me, Malin, but I’m still a little stunned to see you.”

“Why? We have sent missives,” she said. “Delivered more cheeries for you to smuggle out.”

“Yes, but we haven’t spoken in some time. I must admit when I sent you off with the Kryv, I was certain he’d slit your throat when it was all over.”

Sigurd schooled his gaze on the grip Malin had on my arm.

“Ah, steelman, the things that have changed,” Raum said, clapping Sigurd on the shoulder and stealing a bit of salted jerky from a box. Raum used the jerky to gesture at me and Malin. “They’re vowed.”

Sigurd’s mouth parted. Most days I’d revel over his stun, but we didn’t have time.

“We’re not here to speak of our vows.” I invaded Sigurd’s space. “You knew she lived. It isn’t possible you haven’t heard talk of the memory thief.”

Sigurd gave a swift nod. “I’d hoped the tales were of Malin, but I heard nothing of what became of her after the Masque av Aska.”

Malin tilted her head. “Ansel did not tell you?”

“Malin, I have not seen nor heard from Ansel since the Black Palace overtook House Strom.”

Unease prickled on the back of my neck. What game was Ivar playing? Malin’s fear for the stable master grew potent, until I had to rub my chest to squelch the burn of my mesmer.

“The way I see it, steelman,” I said. “You have a choice to make. The memory thief is the enemy of the Black Palace, but not for an assassination. It is because she is the fated queen.”

When Sigurd went a little pale, Malin was quick to give him a shortened version of events that took place after the Masque av Aska.

By the time she finished, Sigurd slumped in a chair. “You’re starting a damn war against the Black Palace.” The steelman dragged his fingers through his hair and leaned onto his elbows over his knees.

“Yes,” Malin said. “But we are not hopeless. We have allies.”

Valen tossed back his hood as did his brother and the others.

“Fae?” Sigurd arched his brows.

“Night Folk,” I said. “This is the Northern King.”

“A king? In my bleeding shop?”

“We won our land with the help of the Guild of Kryv,” Valen said. His voice was low, deep. Commanding. In the turns with the crown, he’d become a force that demanded respect. “Now, we plan to fight for them.”

“I am with you, Malin. I’ve always stood with the dog kicked beneath the boots of the powerful. But knowing a king is with you is good motivation.” Sigurd blew out a long breath. “What . . . what do you need from me?”

“What is happening at the Black Palace?” Malin asked.

“Nothing. After a skirmish in Jagged Grove, Ivar seems to have disappeared. All notices and directives are given through the Heir Magnate.”

“A skirmish?” Malin’s eyes met mine.

“Yes. The grove was overtaken by Southern fae folk.” Sigurd swallowed with unease. “The unseemly sort. Prisons are full of peaceful crooks from the grove, and those without a piece of penge to their names. Now Jagged Grove is filled with frightful fae who’ve aligned with the Black Palace.”

A gnawing in my gut wouldn’t let up. Things had shifted in Klockglas, in the entire kingdom. The Black Palace would not give up their control without a fight, that much I knew. Niall was plotting something, and it left me feeling rather violent that I did not know his moves.

“Do you know why the Black Palace placed the fae in the grove?” I asked.

Sigurd shook his head. “No. It happened quickly. Skydguard, fae, they all guard the place like a bleeding war fort. If I had to guess, it was to keep watch for you lot seeing how the grove sheltered you once.”

Could be. But there was a sharp bite of something out of place. I did not know if it was mesmer, or an innate ability, but I was the Nightrender partly due to my talent in knowing when something felt off.

There was more to this move than clearing out criminals that might support the Guild of Kryv and the memory thief.

“Are you with us?” My voice was harsh and sharp, more than a friendly question.

Sigurd narrowed his gaze. “Have I ever given you reason to think I am not?”

“Then find out about the changes in Jagged Grove.”

“Kase,” Malin whispered. “What are you thinking?”

“We came here because the steelman is inconspicuous in Mörplatts,” I explained, my gaze still locked on Sigurd. “You can ask questions, be our eyes. Find out what the Black Palace is scheming, or hiding out there, and help us find a way to break them.”

Sigurd folded his arms over his thick chest. “How am I supposed to accomplish all this?”

I leaned closer, voice low. “Figure it out.”

Sigurd scoffed, looking to Malin. “You truly took vows with him?”

“I did.” She curled a hand around my arm, resting her head on my shoulder.

“What do you plan to do with this?” Sigurd scratched the back of his neck. “How can the fae be of use to you when their queen is on the side of Ivar?”

“You ask a lot of questions, steelman.”

“And I think I have a right to know before I make a deal with the Nightrender.”

I cocked my head to one side. “To know their purpose merely gives us insight into the schemes of the Black Palace.” I took a step closer to the man, intentionally darkening my eyes until his shop was painted in a cold gray. “You are with us, or you are not. Ask no more questions, for you’ll get no more answers.”

Sigurd’s lips pinched, as if he was less than satisfied, but didn’t have plans to argue. “You make deals. Well, what is my end of the deal if I do this?”

“Our protection.”

“Fine.” Based on the speed of his reply, he’d already agreed before I offered the protection, but if I had to guess the man had a bit of defiance and didn’t take too kindly to being pushed around. Not even by me.

“But Malin, watch your back,” Sigurd went on. “The household of House Strom has gone missing, probably dead. Ivar would not do it unless he plans to make you an example.”

She muttered a silent plea for Ansel and his family. My chest cinched for the fate of the grounds master, too. He’d never been unkind to me as a boy. The Guild of Kryv had kept his son’s blood illness from cutting his life short. I did not wish him harm, but I also did not have the same hopeful optimism Malin kept in her eyes.

Malin gave Sigurd a soft smile, then wrapped her arms around his neck. “We’ll meet again.”

With a few polite farewells, the steelman acknowledged the Northern folk and Raum.

I stood close, narrowing my eyes before I stepped out the door. “Do not betray us. I’ve lost patience for traitors and will toss their entrails across the kingdom if anyone betrays my wife.”

Sigurd didn’t look away; he closed the last of the distance between us and said, “And you should know I admire dännisk Strom. You harm her, I might do the same, Nightrender.”

I chuckled darkly, then turned toward the door, slamming it at my back without another word.
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Chapter 12
The Memory Thief


Outside, the earth was still damp from the rain.

We had entered the ruins of Felstad two days earlier. And every time I entered the young forest sprouting in the courtyard ruins, I breathed a little easier.

My fingers traced the leaves and touched the mossy stones of the walls.

Home.

But there was a piece missing. Vali. His absence created a gaping wound, one I didn’t think we would ever manage to heal.

Guilt sank deep into my veins. Truth be told, I’d grown arrogant thinking the Kryv were untouchable. The schemes we’d survived, it was as if no blade, no poison, nothing could touch us. When we’d left Felstad, I never imagined we’d return without one of us in our number.

The moment we returned, Raum had trudged to a young aspen tree. He’d taken a short blade from the weapon wall and stabbed the point into the soil, then burned a wooden rune in honor of Vali.

We weren’t invincible. A heavy weight in my gut was a constant reminder we were mortal. We bled.

We died.

I climbed the stairs to the upper tower room. Memories flooded my mind. When I first came here, I’d been lost. My heart had scorched black from losing the two people who’d loved me best.

I’d discovered the boy who always held my heart was a crook. I’d feared him in these walls. Tried to hate him. Instead, I’d fallen utterly back in love with him. My palm flattened over the door of Kase’s old room for a few breaths. These walls remained a refuge. The world had been dreary as we’d prepared for the Masque av Aska, but now it was like a fire had burned what was left of the lives we knew.

While chaos reigned outside, as I opened the door to the tower room, a bit of peace took hold. Kase sat on the ledge of the arched window, staring out at the sky. He was a beautiful contradiction. Shadows cloaked his shoulders. A sign he felt a great deal more than he would ever show, but he looked up to the pale moonlight, basking in the brightness.

He was so beautiful, and the sight of him brought me both a sense of peace and an unending yearning.

My heart trembled in a swell of love for the Nightrender. He was more than darkness. So much more. A heart of the fiercest kind lived behind the bribes and blood. Few would ever truly know Kase Eriksson. Doubtless, he would remain a cruel nightmare to others. A burn of emotion rose behind my eyes.

It would be their loss.

He could be terrifying, guarded, and violent. But he was a man who loved deeply and would cross through the hells to protect those he loved. I would always choose a dark heart who loved in such a way over anything horribly honorable.

Tonight was quiet and calm. In our lives, we did not know when it would shift into something horrid. Knowing what it was to lose him, I’d already vowed never to waste a moment.

My hand slid up his strong back, running between his shoulders until I threaded my fingers in his hair.

Kase startled at the touch and whipped around. A smile chased away the misty shadows over his face. He pulled me onto his lap. “You are getting rather sly.”

“I had an excellent teacher.” I kissed the pulse point on his throat, gently tugging on his hair.

“The steelman sent word,” he whispered hoarsely. “We’re to meet at the high moon.”

“You know his name is Sigurd,” I said, brushing my lips over his jaw. “And you can trust him.”

His hand fisted into my hair and held my head in place, so my mouth was close to his. “I know I trust those who are here in these ruins and back at the nest. That is the extent of what I know.”

I snickered against his lips. “I don’t know why I try to get you to expand the friendliness that I know is within you.”

“What friendliness? I have one friend. You. And I am not that friendly to you.”

This man was intent on being a solitary, villainous creature. I knew differently. I knew the Guild of Kryv was his family as much as mine. I knew Luca Grym was a true friend to the Nightrender. By the hells, the way he went on sometimes with the Northern king and queen, I held a great many suspicions that Kase would defend them to the end if needed.

I lifted my head, arched my brow, and adjusted until I straddled his lap.

“Oh, I disagree, Nightrender.” My fingers tugged at the laces at the neck of his tunic. I kissed him there. When my palms slipped under his top, running along his bare chest, Kase drew in a sharp breath. His eyes closed. I brushed my lips over his as I spoke. “I’ve known you to be very, very friendly.”

I nipped at his bottom lip, until shadows darkened his eyes out of his control.

“Are you seducing me, wife?”

“Always.”

“It’s working.”

Kase moved us off the window’s ledge and went to work on the simple woolen dress I wore. He let out a groan as I slipped off one shoulder of the dress, then the next, letting it fall into a puddle at my ankles as the moonlight brightened the curves of my naked body.

He lowered to his knees, pressing kisses along my thighs, my hips, my belly. Kase lifted his gaze to mine when I used a finger to tip his chin.

“We know how quickly life can change,” I said. “I never want to regret a moment of our time together. I am only at peace when I am in your arms.”

“They are always open to you.”

Kase kissed his way up my stomach to my chest. He paused, taking one breast into his mouth. His lips and tongue shot bright sparks down my spine.

“Kase.” I wrapped an arm around his shoulders, keeping myself upright.

“What do you want?” His warm breath heated my skin. “Say what you want from me, and it will be done.”

It was not often the Nightrender gave up his control, but it sent a wild rush of heat through my veins to be given all of it. Palms open on his chest, I nudged him back. A burn of dark desire scorched his eyes when I undressed him slowly.

Controlled and deliberate, I kissed my way down the planes of his chest, his stomach, to the tip of his length until I was on my knees. Kase braced one hand against the wall, and with the other, he threaded his fingers in my hair as I kissed, licked, and drove out deep, guttural groans from his throat.

“Malin.” His voice was low and rough, like sandy grit lined his throat. His eyes closed. “Is this what you want? Any longer and I will lose the last of my control.”

I licked my lips, grinned, and rose to my feet. “Not yet, Nightrender. I’ve only begun. Now, stand here where I can look at you.”

Kase wore the look of a man on the brink. Dark eyes, a twist to his mouth, deep, ragged breaths. Still, he obeyed, standing in the center of the room, directly in the beam of cold moonlight.

The barest touch of my fingertips grazed his skin as I walked in a circle around his gloriously naked form. I traced the angry scars across his back.

“You are beautiful.” My fingers followed the sharp cuts of his muscles, his spine, the curves of his strong legs. “Do you recall when the Profetik woman said you would vow with me one day?”

Kase’s jaw was taut, but he gave a rough nod.

I rounded back to the front. “That night in the hayloft, I looked at you as you slept. I remember thinking you were the most beautiful boy I’d ever seen.”

“Malin.”

I nipped his chest. “I’m still talking, Nightrender.”

“Gods, woman.” Kase clenched his fists at his sides.

“It was then I knew I loved you. Even as a girl, the thought of being yours forever was a dream. One that kept me searching for you. You are the nightmare of some, Kase Eriksson.” I met his eyes, a palm on his face. “But you are my dream.”

Kase broke and kissed me. Rough and thorough.

“You own me,” he growled, dropping his brow to mine.

“Lie back,” I whispered. My tongue swiped out over my lips as his eyes darkened, and he slowly released his hold on my body. Kase didn’t drop his eyes until he’d scooted back on the bed to the wall.

I straddled his hips, fitting his body between my thighs. My fingertips traced the lines of his ribs.

Slow and methodically, I rocked against him.

Kase grunted and let his head fall back against the wall. “You own me, and you are trying to kill me.”

I laced my fingers with his, guiding his hands to my thighs, urging him to hold me steady as I lifted enough to align his length with my center. “Killing you is the last thing I want to do. You once told me I was worth the wait.”

“I would wait through the eternities.” He took my palm and placed it over the rapid beat of his heart. “This thing in my chest lives for you.”

Words choked off when I slid down onto him. Kase circled my waist in his strong arms, his breath halting in his throat. For a moment I closed my eyes, feeling every piece of him. We belonged this way, as one, as a united force.

Unbreakable.

A sob whimpered from my chest when patience broke. Kase dug his fingernails into the soft flesh of my hips and thrust his, rough and fast. I braced on his shoulders, meeting his pace, holding his gaze.

Kase knew how to be sensual and slow. He knew how to worship my body, knew how to bring me to a torturous peak through gentle strokes.

But he also knew how to destroy me in fast, desperate movements.

Hands in my hair, he crashed my mouth to his. The taste of his tongue on mine muffled my cries until I could not breathe.

I was certain the whole of the Felstad camp would hear the shouts of his name echo in the corridors. Kase laughed with a bit of wickedness and claimed his control again. He rolled me onto my back, tugging my hips, and guided my legs around his waist.

For a moment he paused, looking at me like he had never known fear. His eyes were gilded glass. Emotions hidden behind a mask of the Nightrender were exposed and raw for me.

“I love you,” he whispered and began to move at a pace that would leave me sore in the morning. I could not get enough.

All of me burned for all of him.

When his body gave up, Kase growled, and shuddered; his eyes burned in need. In love.

As our hearts slowed, only the sound of our heavy breaths gathered between us. I touched his lips. He kissed my fingertips.

Slowly, he released my legs, and leaned forward to kiss me. Before he touched his mouth to mine, he whispered, “Mine through the eternities, Mallie.”

[image: ]


“I can’t believe you tried to leave me.” I glared at my husband as I slipped a dark cowl over my head.

He held a branch out of the way for me to pass through and grinned. Bleeding grinned. As if he knew one smirk, one damn smile had a way of dissolving all irritation.

“You looked so peaceful. So . . . sated.”

“Oh, don’t give me sweet words, Nightrender.” I crouched behind a jagged boulder jutting off a slope. “What did you tell me in Skítkast? If you scheme, I am there.”

He peered around one side of the boulder, waiting.

It didn’t take long before Kase’s smile faded and his mesmer coiled around the two of us. “He’s here.”

I followed a step behind. Truth be told, the darkness was unnecessary. Sigurd was not a threat, but at this point I wasn’t certain Kase knew how to finish his deals without the mask of night.

Sigurd stood ten paces back between two trees. He wrung his hands and looked around.

“Sigurd.”

He whipped around at my voice. “Gods. I didn’t even hear you.”

“That was the point,” Kase grumbled.

I jabbed his ribs with my elbow and stepped forward. “What have you learned?”

Sigurd blew out his lips. “There is a reason I stick to my damn shop and to rehoming cheeries. This kingdom has slipped into madness. The Black Palace has given the Southern fae control of the grove as suspected. Malin, they are not like your Night Folk fae. These are the vicious sort from fables.”

My chest tightened. I knew few things about the Southern Kingdom, but was grateful we had Ari and Eryka with us to explain what we might face.

“What is the motivation of the South?” Kase asked.

Sigurd shifted on his feet. “The Heir Magnate is taking vows with a Southern princess.”

Kase didn’t flinch. Hells, he didn’t even wear a look of surprise. “So, the South has chosen their place in this battle.”

“I am relieved to know you have the North. According to some, there was talk that rebels from the North had arrived, but no one had the same story.”

“Good,” I said. “We still have a slight element of surprise then. Although, Valen will not appreciate being called a rebel.”

Kase fought a smile. To Sigurd, no doubt, it looked like he was frowning, but I knew the twitch to his lip and what it meant.

But he buried his amusement and stepped closer to the steelman. “What are the fae doing in the grove?”

“It is a new stronghold. Only high-ranking skyds and dark fae are welcomed.”

“A stronghold for what?”

Sigurd picked at his thumbnail, then locked me in a stern glare. “Ivar is there.”

“You’re certain?”

“It was decreed, quietly, that Niall Grym take hold of the palace. The Southern fae queen has been seen amongst the courtyards. Likely she is there as his ally and chaperone for her daughter before the vows. But Ivar and the Lady Magnate were sent to the Jagged Grove stronghold.”

“Niall is removing his own parents from power,” I said with disbelief.

Sigurd arched one brow. “Folk say Ivar is unfit to rule. They say he is dying.”

Kase and I shared a look. This we knew was true.

“There was talk that not long ago, the Lady Magnate visited an illegal Profetik in Rutten,” Sigurd went on. “She was looking for strange mesmer. Strange spells. Specifically to summon magic from the worlds beneath the tides.”

Kase made an indignant snort. “Worlds beneath the tides? Sea fae?”

Those were bedtime stories. Grand kingdoms beneath the waves, a world that was a mirror to our own once you dove deep enough.

“Long ago, folk believed the sea fae could heal anything,” Sigurd said. “Through their song, their touch, their kiss.”

“They’re legends,” Kase said, shaking his head.

“Are they?” Sigurd challenged Kase with his stare. “Dock workers and fishermen reported a strange storm far beyond the Howl on the Fate’s Ocean a week back. Now, Jagged Grove is guarded like a fortress. Strange, don’t you think?”

A shiver danced up my arms. If Britta Grym sought out a cure for Ivar, it must mean he was slipping away swiftly. Perhaps Niall did not want the burden of his father dying during his climb to power. Perhaps there was more the Gryms were hiding.

Either way, we needed to get into Jagged Grove.

“We need to get into the grove then,” Kase said at the same moment the thought passed through my head. “If Ivar is dying there, we will end him. If they have summoned some mystic of the sea, we will take it from them. More than likely, they have a relic hidden deep in the grove, guarded by fae.”

The ring. The way Kase said the words, he thought the same as me. It was possible this stronghold held the ring.

“Then you’ll need some skydguard on your side. A high-ranking one,” Sigurd said.

“Yes, we will.”

I studied Kase’s profile. He already had a plan. The look in his eye meant his mind was already shooting three steps ahead, but as usual he would not give more than was needed.

Shadows faded from Kase’s face until he finally showed Sigurd his true eyes. “Consider our deal concluded.”

“I’m in this now, Nightrender. But I’ll keep taking your bleeding protection.” Sigurd stalked past Kase and took hold of my hand. “House Grym would not be so desperate if you were not the true heir. You will be my queen, and I expect you will someday pay me well for all this trouble.”

An unexpected laugh burst from my throat. I covered my mouth, desperate to keep quiet. “You can be the official royal steel worker in our court of thieves.”

Sigurd released me, smiling. “I look forward to the day. Stay alive. We are beginning a deadly game, my friends. You can feel it in the soil—the Otherworld is anxious to claim those who fall in the end.”

Once Sigurd was gone, I slipped my arms around Kase’s waist. My cheek rested over the steady thrum of his heart.

“I have a plan,” he said, his fingers playing with the ends of my hair. “But I don’t know if I will survive it.”

“Then forget it from your head.”

“I will survive if my wife protects me.”

I took hold of his hand as he led us back toward the ruins. “Who will you make an enemy of now?”

His eyes were dark and glossy in the night, but a bit of playfulness I rarely saw lived inside. “Hob.”
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Chapter 13
The Nightrender


Hob was going to murder me.

I didn’t have time for his sulking. We had a mark to meet. I intentionally kept my gaze locked on his lover and my back to him. Perhaps it was unwise to turn your back on a man who wanted to gut you, but Malin held him in her glare, and Valen had one of his brutal axes in his hand, sharpening the curve.

Hob would have to remain in his venomous stare against the wall, likely dreaming of all the ways he could peel the skin from my bones.

“You understand the plan?” I asked Inge, handing her a small, straight blade dagger to slip into the sheath on her thigh.

She nodded, licking her lips. “I understand.”

“We’ll give you both a moment.” I took a step back, tilting my head in Hob’s direction.

“We’re ready, Kase.” Gunnar came around one of the pillars. He was with his mother, both painted up in dark green and black, bows in hand, quivers over their shoulders.

“Herja, will your girl stay put?” I asked. There was no part of me that felt comfortable with a little princess in our midst. Ash and Hanna were young, but they knew knives well enough.

Herja’s lips quirked into a smile. “Stieg and Ellis are on watch duty. Don’t speak to Stieg about it, he feels very much like a nursemaid instead of a warrior.”

“Ah, it is good for him.” Ari joined, tightening a thick leather belt around his waist. “Although, Nightrender, Hanna volunteered to remain as well. I’m surprised she is not more put out at staying behind. In the North, I recall both her and her brother lamented a great deal at being left out of the fight.”

“Hanna knows why she is staying,” I insisted. “The fewer folk we have out there, the better.”

“Understood,” Ari said with a playful glint in his eyes. “Except it was only once Ellis took his place that she volunteered to stay.”

The bleeding fools—every one of them—laughed in my face when my jaw tightened.

“Pity Ash doesn’t realize the truth of his sister’s new love,” Gunnar said. “Being that I am a brother, I know we’re rather protective of our sisters, but I think he’s convinced Hanna is simply being a tagalong.”

“Because he does not realize the wretched things that boy is likely thinking of his sister,” I snapped. “I assure you if Ash finds out, Ellis will rue the day.”

Ari laughed and clapped a hand on my shoulder. “I find it is rather beneficial to share emotions, my friend. Tell us how it makes you feel knowing you cannot keep her tiny and shielded. Let it out, come on.”

“I’m going to kill you.”

“A good first try, but emotion should be expressed without threats of death.” He clapped my shoulder again and I considered cutting off his hand. “No worries, Nightrender, if I am anything, I am relentless. I’ll have you spewing out endearments to everyone you meet before this fight is over.”

I clenched my fists. “We’re done talking about this.”

“For now.”

“Gods.” I dragged my fingers through my hair. “Do you understand your mark, you fool? You have a great deal of responsibility out there.”

Ari scoffed. “Of course, I understand. I did begin the North’s rebellion. I am quite capable.”

“Yes, you tell us often,” I muttered. “You will not leave her.”

“Your lovely wife will be unrecognizable. I’m skilled at my fury, Kase. The same as you are.”

I had to trust the man. Valen vouched for him, as did Elise. They assured me no one among their Night Folk had the power to cast illusions like Ari Sekundär. Luca had vast skill, but his illusions could not alter an appearance. I could change my face, but that was only done out of fear of Malin learning the truth of me when I’d created Elof.

No doubt I could change hers out of the sheer terror of someone recognizing her, but my mesmer would be used in other ways. I needed Malin to be someone else out there, and it was hefted upon Ari’s shoulders to make it possible.

Inge and Hob appeared before I could threaten Ari again. The hawker looked at me, jutting his chin as a signal we needed to speak. Anything to get me away from these folk who enjoyed seeing Hanna open her heart for the first time. The girl was not yet twelve.

I had grand plans to speak to Bard Strom about setting traps around her tent.

“Hob,” I said once we were far enough away that no one else would hear. “What is it?”

“I will ask you a question. Sincerely think of your response. Imagine losing Malin.”

“I have lost her.”

“To the Otherworld, Nightrender,” he snapped. “Imagine putting her in front of the Lord Magnate, the man who despises her most, knowing she carried the beginnings of your family inside her.”

My skin prickled in heat. I did not want to imagine such things. But I had just enough decency to honor the man’s request and imagine tossing Malin, my child in her belly, at the feet of Ivar.

I wanted to retch.

“I have not forgotten the risk you took for me, and I never will. It is a debt I will always carry,” I said. “But do not make the mistake of thinking I am unaware of the risk each of us will take until this ends. Malin’s head is the most sought after in this entire bleeding kingdom. I know what it feels like to risk it all.”

“Inge is my lifeline,” he said through gritted teeth, taking a step closer.

“I know.” I softened my voice. “Hob, I know. I will not let harm come to her. No plan or scheme is worth losing your lover. I swear to you.”

He didn’t want to concede. Fire still blazed in his eyes, but slowly, Hob dipped his chin. “See that you keep that vow.”

With nothing more to say, he turned away and stormed deep into the corridors of the ruins.

A soft hand touched my arm. Inge stood beside me, but her wet eyes followed Hob’s retreat.

“He has lost everyone in his life to illness or the prisons,” she whispered. “Malin was his first connection to someone since his granddaj died when Jakoby was only ten turns old. Now he has a chance at a new family.” She placed a hand over her stomach. “He knows this is necessary, but if it isn’t too much to ask, let him stay close. You all have become our family, and . . . I think it would be good for him to be surrounded by others.”

It hadn’t been in the plan to have Hob at my side, but before I thought better of it, I nodded. “As you say. It’s time.”

Inge lifted her chin. Her dark hair was braided down her back. Malin and Elise had painted her lips and cheeks, giving her a flushed, but polished look. The sort she once had when she still worked as a seamstress before living amongst thieves.

“I’m ready to take the first step.”

Of many, no doubt. Each more dangerous than the last.
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“Gods, are you a Kryv or a bleeding oaf?” I narrowed my eyes at Gunnar when his boot went through the trellis on the side of the longhouse.

“Sorry,” Gunnar hissed back and continued until he reached the thick sill of the loft window. Without a sound, he eased each leg over the ledge and disappeared into the darkness of the upper house.

One by one, others followed. Not many, but Raum was with us, Herja would perch with her bow next to Gunnar, Tor with his fire magic, then me and Hob. The trees around the small goat farm and commune of four smaller houses were filled with Northern warriors and the remaining Kryv, held at bay by Halvar and Sol.

Misty trees that hadn’t been there before littered the yard. Thick grass and divots of earthy mounds sprouted up like blossoms after the frosts thawed. Ari was hard at work creating illusions to disorient our marks.

A bit of straw from the roof fluttered over my face. Before I followed Raum through the window, I glanced up into the gleaming eyes of Malin. She leaned forward on her stomach, carefully maneuvering down the sloped edge without a sound.

Ari hadn’t oversold his ability. If I had not already known what his illusions had done to her features, I would not know she was my wife. Her hair was silver like Eryka’s, her skin almost blue like a Southern fae, and her freckles no longer dotted her nose.

But her eyes, those could not be changed. As if the union of our vows impeded any other magic, the gold and green still melted together.

“Fight to the end, Nightrender,” she whispered close to my mouth.

I stretched on the rung of the trellis and kissed her. Long, deep, a little desperate. Malin kissed me with matched desperation. Her hand gripped the back of my head, her tongue brushed over mine like she wanted to hold onto the taste of us until this was all over.

“You make this difficult,” I said in a breath once we broke apart.

“As do you.” She slowly eased back to the rooftop.

In careful, silent movements, I entered the loft of the house. It took up the entire upper level. A double straw mattress was shoved against one wall. A few knives and axes hung on rungs beside it. Draped over the back of a wicker chair was a gambeson with the filigreed design of the raven of the Black Palace.

A skydguard uniform.

Herja and Gunnar were already positioned on either side of the ladder leading from the loft to the lower level. Raum crouched behind the bed with Tor. I flicked my fingers, directing Hob to take his place in the shadows, but where he’d be able to keep his eyes on the front door.

Palms up, I dragged shadows from the corners and nooks of the loft, darkening the space as far as I could before the thick blanket would be seen as unnatural, then waited until a rapid knock sounded on the door, followed by a rough growl from someone outside. “Open the bleeding door, Edvard.”

From the back of the longhouse, a grunt and a few curses grumbled out of a thick, bearded skyd. He’d dressed down to nothing but trousers. Even his boots were kicked off in the corner of the hall. Head shorn with runes inked on the side of his scalp, his position in the guard was high. A notch down from a nobleman.

Hob clenched his fists when the skyd opened the door and barked a cruel sort of laugh. “Oskar? Who is this creature?”

Another man stepped in. He looked much the same as the first but for lighter hair and the short blade sheathed on his hip. With him he dragged Inge in by the elbow.

We needed a highly ranked skydguard. It hadn’t taken but a moment to remember Inge had two brothers who both commanded units.

I despised them. For being skyds, for being bastards, but I would never admit how their turns of mistreating Inge—a woman I never planned to have a soft thought for and now did—burned under my skin.

Inge said the Guild of Kryv had become hers and Hob’s misfit family. Well then, they had our protection. And I did not take kindly to those who mistreated anyone under my protection.

Blood boiled as I watched the cruel grin on Edvard Vill’s face widen. As if Inge were a thing to break and he could not wait until he snapped her in two.

Once the door slammed behind them, Oskar, the second brother, shoved Inge forward so she had to catch herself on the corner of the table.

Hob trembled with barely bridled rage. He’d need to bridle it a little longer.

Edvard bore a likeness to a wild bear. Broad, coated in hair everywhere but his head, and small, black eyes. “Is this a common whore or . . . by the gods, she does bear a resemblance to our lost sister.”

“Edvard,” Inge said with perfect desperation. “Please, I need your help, brother.”

Hells, she even held out her hands like a supplicant.

“Help? My help?” Edvard stalked around Inge like a wolf to a lamb. “Why would my sister have need of my help?” His voice dripped in irony as he pressed a thick palm to his heart, mocking her. “Last I heard, my sister spread her legs for scum and bore their children.”

“Edvard. She is still of House Vill. No need to taint the name by crude words.” Oskar was the calm brother. He did not have the birthright of an eldest son, but his chastisement silenced Edvard. For now.

From what I knew of Oskar, if any brother would have a bit of love for their sister it would be him. A man who honored family. A rare skyd who was loyal to his wife and cherished his littles. Still a skyd, but if there was room for decent guards, I supposed he might be one.

Then again, when I thought of it, Oskar didn’t stand up to Edvard, and allowed his sister to be used.

I settled that he was slightly less wretched, but not by much.

“Edvard, please. I wish to seek refuge. I am told there is a stronghold in the grove. I need to be hidden from him. He is . . . horrid.” The words came out like poison on her tongue. “I’ll tell you everything I know of the rogue camp if you promise to protect my child and me.”

Edvard frowned, glancing at Inge’s small swell in her belly. “Gods, you’d keep such a vile thing?”

I thought she might break at the words, but she kept her face furrowed in worry. “A child, no matter who sires it, is innocent. They can be reared right if kept here. Safe in House Vill.”

“Gods, Inge.” Oskar shook his head. “You’ll never have a decent match with a thief’s bastard.”

“Then, I’ll . . . I’ll make do as a seamstress again. Ease the burden of Ada.”

Oskar’s wife. I knew a great deal about the woman from my first glimpse into Inge’s house when I threatened her over Malin’s masquerade gown. Ada Vill was daughter to a highly favored skydguard captain. From what I knew, she was lovely, but with a dull history. Practically sinless. No great habits or fetishes to be used against her. She cared for her children, tended the household, and loved her husband.

Dull and worthless to the Guild of Kryv.

But it was her sweet, gentle dullness that had festered into a weakness for Oskar. His face softened and he glanced out the window where his smaller house was set. “Ada has missed you.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Edvard said. “We have no use for you.”

“I need protection. He beats me, and . . . sells me out to others.”

Hob closed his eyes. Nothing would be further from the truth, but Inge knew how to tell her tale.

“We could take you to the grove,” Edvard said. “It is impenetrable. You’d be safe there. I would do it for our sister.” Edvard stepped closer. Inge jolted a bit but held her ground as her brother lowered his voice to a low growl. “But the way I see it, we have no sister.”

“Edvard, please, I⁠—”

Inge’s words were cut off when Edvard swung his hand across her cheek with a sick crack.

She held her face, and I held a crushing grip on Hob’s shoulder.

“Stay the hells down,” I gritted out. I’d thought Hob would murder me before, but the look of pure rage in his eyes sealed the truth of it. Quickly, I handed him a dagger. “You’ll get the killing blow.”

I released him and took a heavy step to the edge of the loft.

My mistake was thinking Edvard Vill had any semblance of self-control. The timetable was rushed, but we had enough. They knew how to get into the grove, and their name could lead us there.

I’d vowed to Hob that his woman wouldn’t be harmed, and already there was a bruise on her face making me a liar.

“Do you feel like a man now?” My voice was made of ice. “Hitting a woman two heads shorter than you and only as thick as your unseemly neck? How courageous.”

I lowered to one knee at the loft. Darkness swirled around my shoulders.

“Malevolent,” Oskar breathed out.

I clicked my tongue. “I do hate that name.”

Oskar feared suffocating. In the next breath, a coil of darkness wrapped around his throat.

Edvard feared being helpless, left to the mercy of others. I darkened his eyes and robbed him of strength. He crumbled back into his chair, crying out from the terror of it. From deep in the longhouse, a woman screamed, then another. No doubt the bastard had more than one lover in his bed.

If they were wise, they’d run now.

With her brothers subdued, Hob practically slid down the ladder.

He cupped Inge’s face, wiping tears off her cheeks with his thumbs. The hawker studied the splotch of red on her face. “I’ll kill him.”

“In time, Hob,” I said lazily.

Herja and Gunnar came to us next, arrows aimed at the guards. Raum followed, then Tor. His palms ignited in the blue pyre, and I took a bit of pleasure when Oskar’s eyes widened.

I chuckled and waved a hand to release the two men from my mesmer.

Oskar fell to his knees, clutching his throat. Edvard couldn’t catch his breath when his eyes focused again. He was given no mercy, no time to reorient, before I rammed the point of a small knife through the top of his hand, pinning his palm to the arm of the chair.

With a roar of pain, he slumped forward and retched.

I gripped his hair, wrenching his head back, so he’d meet my eyes. “No, no. Look at me. We have so much to talk about.”
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Chapter 14
The Memory Thief


There was something delightfully appealing when Kase’s darkness took hold. A smile spread over my lips when a terror-soaked cry burst through the night.

The first scream from the brutish brother was our signal to wreak havoc on the small homestead. Inge’s brothers owned the land, only ten lengths from Jagged Grove. Idyllic, really. Until tonight.

Before Edvard Vill’s roar of pain ceased, more screams rose from the stable hands, women, and children as they began to flee. Warriors from the North, along with Niklas and Isak, tormented the serfs and remaining family of House Vill, forcing them out of their warm beds.

“Take them.” I made a quick gesture to Lynx. “Show them we have the control here.”

Lynx stepped to the edge of the rooftop. He raised his palms, closed his eyes, and soon the screams faded. Like stumbling drunkards, the folk fell on their feet. Some clung to posts on the goat pens, trying to remain upright.

In the torchlight, a pretty woman with long flaxen braids, struggled to grab a staggering boy with messy hair. Wrapped against her chest was what looked to be an infant. No more than a few months old, if I had to guess.

Only once she had her arms around the little boy did her body begin to succumb to Lynx’s calming mesmer.

My heart shot to my throat as I pointed toward the young mother. “Catch her! Catch her!”

From the shadows of the yard, Sol Ferus rushed toward the woman.

I had no business commanding a foreign royal, but I’d learned enough to know the royalty in the North did not balk at orders. If it kept their people safe and breathing, even the king would take a command.

Sol had the woman in his arms in the next breath and slowly eased her to the ground before she crushed her baby.

The yard was silent. No one would be free to signal the Black Palace until we were long gone.

A lock of silver hair blew in my face. Ari did not play games with his illusions, and it would be the only time, if I had to guess, the ambassador was silent. He sat back on his knees, eyes closed a pace or two from me.

Behind him, Elise winked at me as she finished inspecting a rune-etched dagger. Valen spoke to Luca, no doubt putting the finishing touches on the next move.

They were an impressive king and queen. I never thought I’d think such a thing. Most days I’d resented folk who lived in palaces and castles, but they had an aura about them. Utterly devoted to each other, but not above stepping into darkness to keep each other safe.

It was how I saw Kase. We were not heroes. I would be whatever wretch he needed if it meant he kept breathing. From what I’d seen of the Northern king and his queen, they would do—likely had done—the same.

“The stars are quiet tonight,” came a slight voice.

I had to do a double take when a plump woman stepped beside me. Eryka was also coated in illusions. The same as Hagen and Bard. Those most recognizable to the skydguard or Black Palace.

Eryka looked like she belonged in the cooking room with a bit of wheat flour spread over her cheeks. Her hair was the color of wet soil, her skin freckled like mine had been, and her fingers reminded me of thick herb rolls noblemen smoked when they gathered to praise themselves on their achievements.

Out of such a façade I’d expect a deep, commanding voice, but her wispy, breathless tone remained.

“What do you mean?” I followed her gaze to the sky.

“They do not speak to me.”

“Does it worry you?”

“It does.” She smiled.

The woman was odd, always having blissful reactions even when concerned.

“I don’t know what it means when the stars don’t speak to you.”

“It means I cannot see the path to take,” she said. “I’ve grown quite accustomed to knowing what steps feel right and which feel rather dreary. Now, in their silence, I am like a forgotten leaf on a tree blowing in the wind. Do I fall, or remain steadfast in my place?”

I smirked and handed her one of my daggers. “When mesmer is quiet, those are the moments we depend on instinct.”

Eryka eyed the blade. The slightest hint of disquiet was noticeable through her deep swallow. “I do not trust my instincts.”

“Then what made you come with us tonight? You insisted when you could’ve remained at Felstad. Your clear attraction to Gunnar? If it is, that is not a good enough reason, princess.” I sounded harsh, but there was no time for sniveling or lack of confidence in personal abilities when so much was at risk.

“I will not deny that looking at him causes my heart to feel rather strange. But I do not believe that is the reason.”

I had to bite my cheek to keep from snickering. She spoke with such a blunt innocence and had no idea.

Eryka considered what I said for another moment; her dreamy look never faded. “I suppose I came because it seemed like the right thing to do. To remain behind felt . . . unwise.”

“That is an instinct.”

She didn’t seem convinced. “The last time the stars were silent, I was imprisoned here.”

“And what made you turn to the East in their silence?”

One brow arched. “Well . . . knowing I would need to gather food and fresh water if I were to continue my journey into the sea. It was a choice.”

“Instinct to survive led you here. By doing so, you found your arrow in the darkness. What if your instincts are more aligned with the Norns than you give yourself credit for? You depend a great deal on your sight, but there is a brain in your head, and you’ve used it to stay alive thus far.”

Eryka beamed at me, her plump lips taking up half her new face. “I did find a way to frighten my captors without my sight.”

Ah, yes. Her convulsing and twitching like a madwoman. The story that led me to believe I would like the fae.

I curled a hand around her grip on the dagger. “Trust yourself, Eryka. And your magic will work like another piece of you.”

“Thank you, Queen Malin.”

“There are no queens here tonight. Only survival and instinct.” I placed a hand on her shoulder for a moment before peering into the center hole of the longhouse.

Kase had darkened nearly every corner of the house, but I could clearly make out the bloody knife in Inge’s brother’s hand. I could easily see the way the two skydguard cowered in front of my husband.

It was intoxicating.

“You’ll get us into the grove, and you’ll tell your new fae friends we are skyds,” Kase commanded.

“Not a . . . word, Oskar.” Edvard spat out.

“Ah.” Raum taunted, spinning a blade in his busy hand. “So, little brother is the one to bend. He does seem more pleasant.” Raum used the edge of his knife to tilt the younger brother’s chin up. “Take us to the grove, darling, and we won’t have much trouble.”

Oskar trembled, but held Raum’s gaze. “What do you . . . plan to do?”

“It would frighten you to know the truth,” Raum said, a mocking grin on his face.

“I will not betray my Lord Magnate.”

“Honorable,” Kase said. He dipped his chin, leveling a merciless glare at Oskar. “Pity we don’t have time for honor.”

“What about his pretty wife, Nightrender?” Raum spun the knife, pacing. “I’d take great care of her.”

The hair raised on my arms when Kase’s eyes brightened. “Great care is debatable, but you’d take her, no doubt.”

“No.” Oskar tried to stand, but Raum pounded Oskar’s shoulder with the balled hilt of his knife to shove him back onto his knees. “Don’t touch her.”

“Fine,” Kase said, blithely. “We’ll take the children.”

“No! You bastards, no.” Oskar flailed around until Kase used thick skeins of darkness to bind him in place.

I knew Kase. Slaughtering young ones wasn’t what I saw when I thought of him. Still, the image he painted of all the brutal things they’d do to Oskar’s littles, the way they’d sell them, make them serfs who only knew the lash, it was frightening to imagine him lost in bloodlust as he slaughtered anyone—everyone—to keep me alive.

There was a piece of me that knew he’d burn it all if pushed far enough.

“I’ll help you,” Oskar sobbed.

“You coward,” Edvard said with a gasp.

Oskar ignored his brother and wiped his hand beneath his nose. “We can enter the grove.”

“What is hidden there?” Kase asked. “Is it Ivar?”

Oskar’s jaw tightened. “I’ve never seen him, but . . . I have seen the Lady Magnate.”

“Are there any prisoners with them?”

“I can’t say for certain, but I have seen their inner guards going in and out. Some of the . . . blood fae as well, from the South.”

“Blood fae will use spells to compel others into submission,” Eryka whispered beside me. “If they have taken an uncooperative prisoner, a blood fae would be used to force them to cooperate.”

Elise and I shared a look. Her brow furrowed with concern. I felt much the same.

“This doesn’t seem right.” Ari’s voice was soft, eyes still closed, but a groove formed over his nose. “Prince Bracken wouldn’t take his mother’s alliance with the East silently. I know it. He certainly wouldn’t stay quiet if she joined with the underground courts and the likes of these blood fae.”

“Perhaps you did not know the prince like you thought,” I said.

Ari cracked one eye, smirking. “Forgive me, Queen Malin, but as I told you once before, I am an excellent judge of character.”

“You defend killers and thieves,” I said, turning away so he wouldn’t see my smile. “I would not think too highly of your judgment.”

“Ah, but I never said I favored the folk of decent character.” Ari closed his eyes again as if that was the last of the conversation before adding, “This answers my question. The Southern Prince is in duress.”

“But when we see my cousin again, Ambassador, it will be the perfect timing,” Eryka said in a soft, breathy whisper.

“What?” I gripped her wrist. “Eryka, when will we see the prince?”

She tilted her head. “What prince?”

I studied her for half a breath, then sighed. “Never mind.”

“What else can you tell us about these fae?” Elise whispered to Ari.

“We should be on our guard. Especially against the blood fae. They can bind your fate to theirs, making you a slave to their whims until the Otherworld calls you home. But I do not know many details of every ability, my dear Elise.” He shook his head. “They are so horrid, even my charm might not have been enough to win them over. I did not spend a great deal of time with the Underground Folk.”

“You should,” Eryka said. “You will soon be important to them, Ambassador.”

“Eryka,” I snapped in a sharp whisper. “Do you even realize the things you’re saying?”

She tilted her head, a bemused smile on her face. “What things?”

Once Eryka looked back into the smoke hole, Elise rested a hand on my arm, eyeing the fae woman with a furrowed brow. “I don’t think she realizes she’s spouting off prophecies.”

“Eryka’s fury only does this if there is an imbalance of glamour magic,” Ari said. “There are many Underground folk from the South, the dark fae, here. Perhaps they are throwing off her stability. Something is not right.”

“I hate when Ari worries,” Elise grumbled so only I heard. “Ari never worries.”

“So when he does . . .”

“It means there is something to fret about.”

Inside the longhouse, Raum slammed the knife into the table again. The force of it knocked a clay bowl off the side and shattered it to pieces. Oskar whimpered, closed his eyes, and trembled on his knees.

Kase dug his thumb into the soft spot of Oskar’s neck, crushing the tender muscles until the skydguard winced. “You will take us to the grove, and you will get us into the stronghold.”

Silence filled the room for a few breaths. My heart hammered against my breastbone until the quiet shattered.

Edvard laughed. “Why would we betray the Lord Magnate for you?”

Kase snapped his fingers at Raum. “Because I know how to encourage compliance. Bring him in.”

“Time to make our move, King,” Luca said, clapping a hand on Valen’s shoulder. “Ready?”

“More than ready.” Valen grinned a little villainously.

Elise looked like she might devour him.

The Northern king was gracious to us, kind even. Now, he looked like he might slit a few throats and laugh while he did it.

Luca closed his eyes and freed a long breath. Valen followed, dropping his chin as the door to the longhouse swung open beneath us.

Hagen and Bard, disguised as common folk, appeared with a beaten, bloody man slumped between them.

“Let the games begin,” Ari whispered with a bit of glee in his voice as he watched my brothers drop a bleeding Valen Ferus onto the floor.
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Chapter 15
The Memory Thief


The illusion of Valen groaned like his insides were tearing him apart. His face was blotchy and bruised. Open wounds and scrapes littered his face. Tufts of hair were pulled from his scalp. He was a sickening sight to see.

“Gods.” Ari rubbed the place between his eyes.

“Drop my illusion,” I said. “Help Luca if you can.”

“Only if you promise not to tell your damn husband.”

“I swear I will keep him blissfully oblivious. Unless you irritate me, of course.”

Ari released a long breath and before my eyes, the freckles dusting my arms returned. My pale skin was no longer smooth and scarless, but at least Ari wasn’t about to split his skull in pain.

“Is he . . . gods, is he the rebel king?” Oskar gasped below us. “Edvard, they have . . . they have the Northern fae king. He’s . . . he’s half in the Otherworld.”

Oskar looked horrified.

“Yes.” Kase took the liberty of kicking Valen in the gut. The king groaned and hissed in pain.

“Am I supposed to bleeding feel it?” The true Valen at my back clutched his stomach.

“Hang on, King Valen,” I said, grinning. “Luca’s mesmer might be an illusion, but it does not make it less real during the moment.”

“Three hells,” Valen cursed.

Elise went to his side. She took his hand and kneeled beside him. With his eyes still closed, he lifted her hand to his lips and kissed the back, taking strength from his queen.

“This is what will happen,” Kase said to the brothers. “We will leave a dead king in your house. I will send your fellow skyds here to see the slaughtered king, and in turn, you will have started a war.” Kase patted Edvard’s cheek, chuckling when the man winced. “I hear the Night Folk fae are rather sensitive. They’ll bring war to the East, and it will be your fault. You will go down in the sagas as traitors. Your heads will rot atop the spires of the Black Palace.”

“He’s lying,” Edvard said, but there was a distinct quiver in his voice.

“Ed.” Oskar kept his horrified gaze schooled on Valen. “The king is here, dying in your hall.”

“How did you get the king?” Edvard was struggling to hide his fear now.

Kase would destroy him.

“Ah, I do not give up my tricks,” Kase said. “What is your choice? Give us Jagged Grove? Or does he die on your table?”

There it was. The bargaining piece.

“Well?” Kase crouched in front of Oskar.

“Why would you not use the king for yourself? Ivar hunts you. To give him over to the Black Palace could change your path.”

Kase laughed again. “I almost believe you believe that. Ivar will never stop. And I do not make deals that suit the Black Palace. I make deals that suit me. Now, this is my payment for your assistance. I’m being generous.”

“Edvard,” Oskar said, a little breathless. “We can’t have a dead king on our lands. Rebel or not.”

“They’re playing you, you bleeding fool,” Edvard said.

Oskar looked ill. For a fleeting moment, I sympathized with the skyd. He didn’t worry for himself. No. His eyes kept drifting to the door. He feared for his family.

“Kill him.” Edvard spoke the words with such coldness, I rubbed a chill off my arms. “If you have no need of him, then nor do we.”

“I hate this guard,” Luca muttered, face pale. “He won’t bleeding shut up.”

“Hold on a little longer,” I said. Edvard was calling Kase’s bluff, but he didn’t realize the Nightrender always had more up his sleeve.

“Kill him? As you say.” Kase raised his blade. With a quick thrust, he rammed the knife deep into Valen’s side.

Valen roared in pain in the longhouse, doubling over, gasping.

On the rooftop, the true Valen let out a sharp breath. Elise wrapped her arms around his neck, holding him close as he tried to stay silent through the pain of the illusion.

“Gods. Oh, gods.” Oskar kept praying through ragged gasps.

Edvard’s expression was one of stun.

“If he does not receive care from my Mediski, he will die,” Kase said. “And it will be slow. I keep my word.”

“Might as well give it up,” Raum said.

“Time is running short,” Kase said, dragging the point of his knife across Oskar’s cheek. “Seems the king is fading.”

True enough, below us, Valen rocked on his knees, a fountain of blood soaking his tunic.

Kase stood by the bloody king. “If you want him, you’ll hand over your fatigues, name us part of your unit, and take us to the stronghold.”

When the two brothers remained silent, one out of stun, the other in clear defiance, Kase aligned his knife against Valen’s throat. The illusion of the king glared at him. A true hero ready to die under his enemy’s blade.

In the next breath, Oskar shouted, “Wait, gods, wait!”

“Something you’d like to say?”

Kase was a vicious delight to watch as he snapped the will of those in his sights. A shudder danced down my spine; anticipation for moments when I’d get him alone.

Oskar let out a long breath. “I’ll take you. I’ll vouch for you, but after, you must leave us be.”

Kase reached into his boot and removed an elixir pouch. “This is called Liar’s Breath. The powder will bind your vow. Break it, and you will die. You vow to take us to the grove, conceal us, and lead us to the stronghold without signaling any skyds of our identity?”

Oskar nodded. “I swear it.”

“Good.” Without a word, Kase waited while Oskar used the elixir powder to bind the truth of his tongue. It was a curious powder. The words of Oskar’s vow were repeated under Kase’s direction. Should he turn against us, somehow, Niklas had designed the elixir to release a poison to the blood. Something about the body knowing if it was being deceptive. It was all rather complicated, and I didn’t care much how the powder worked, only that it did if Oskar betrayed us.

“Done,” Oskar said as he wiped the sweat from his brow.

Kase sneered and didn’t say a word when he went to the illusion of Valen and slid his blade over the king’s throat.

My stomach backflipped.

“Gods,” Ari breathed out.

Elise clenched her eyes tight and clung to Valen in a new way. Doubtless she’d witnessed her greatest nightmare. Luca was skilled enough that even knowing it was an illusion, the image of the Northern king choking on his own blood was horribly awful to witness.

Oskar cried to the gods again, stumbling back as Valen’s body fell. “What did you do? You said you wouldn’t kill him.”

“I did say that,” Kase deadpanned. “But see, I did not take an elixir forcing me to keep my word. Careful with the steps you take, skyd. Betray us, and your own blood will poison you.”

“That wasn’t our deal!” Oskar shouted.

“Seems you’ve mistakenly started to believe you had any say in how I managed my deals.”

Oskar hung his head, defeated as Kase and Raum pretended to scoot the illusion of Valen off to one side.

“It is impressive,” Ari said to Luca, “the way you use illusion. I’d guess you have a bit of fae in your blood. Bleeding realistic.”

Luca kept his eyes closed, holding the illusion of a dead Valen on the floor of the longhouse, but managed to shrug as if it didn’t matter.

The real Valen leaned over his knees, rubbing his throat. I understood the phantom pain of death in his illusions. As if the memory of the killing blow remained.

Kase lifted his gaze to the smoke hole. “Are you ready?”

He wasn’t speaking to Oskar. I met his gaze and nodded. Lynx dropped a rope through the hole. Part of our arrangement with Hob was to remove Inge from the minds of her brothers. After this, he feared they’d mark her, they’d find her and kill her.

She’d be a stranger to them, and truly be free.

With careful movements, I scaled the rope, the others from the rooftop behind me.

Kase stepped to my side. We didn’t touch. Together we’d determined the fewer people from the Black Palace knew we were vowed, the better.

“How close do you need to get?” Kase asked me softly.

“Only close enough to touch the head. I’ll take it from him first.” I pointed at Edvard. “Perhaps I’ll take a bit more while I’m in there. Make him forget how to piss straight.”

Raum chuckled. “Ah, lovey, I do enjoy when you speak so cruelly.”

“Break him,” Hob snarled from the back corner. Inge had remained silent throughout the entire moment, but Hob still looked ready to murder.

Raum and Kase each took a side, holding Edvard in his chair. Inge’s brother roared his frustration, but with a strike to the back of the head from the notch on Hob’s knife, he went quiet.

I dragged a finger down his cheek, reveling in the way he stiffened. Slowly, I leaned close to his ear and whispered, “You tormented your sister. Abused her. Soon, you will not even remember her name.”

I gave Inge a swift glance. Tears were on her cheeks, a purple bruise was forming where Edvard had struck her, but she nodded.

Edvard glared at me. “I’d like to see you try to take my thoughts.”

“I intend to.” My finger pressed against Edvard’s damp forehead. Instead of pulling away from me, the skydguard leaned into my touch, almost sneering.

If I had more sense, I might’ve taken it as a signal things were not right.

No smoke and ash rose in my head. All that came was sharp, searing pain.
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Chapter 16
The Nightrender


My heart fell to the pit of my stomach. Malin crumpled to the floor and a rush of panic shot through my blood.

Raum moved fast. He had one arm wrapped around Edvard’s neck, a knife to his throat while I dove for Malin. Her body was limp when I took her in my arms.

“Malin!” I shook her shoulders. Panic thickened in my throat. I couldn’t catch a deep breath.

No. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. None of this was how it was supposed to be. With frenzied swipes, I brushed her hair off her face. It’d gone back to her red.

“Malin. Wake up. You better wake up.” I buried my face against her neck, kissing her skin, clinging to her like I wanted to claw my way inside her and force her lungs to take a damn breath.

Only part of me was aware Edvard had tried to escape. I hardly cared when he thrashed and kicked. I didn’t care that Valen and the others slid down the rope, and the king nearly sliced Oskar’s fingers off when he slammed an axe in front of his face before the bastard could scramble out the door.

I didn’t care that at the sight of the king, alive and well, the two brothers knew we’d tricked them. All that mattered was Malin.

“Kase, her eyes are open.” Elise dug her fingernails into my shoulder.

My head shot up. Malin stared back at me. She wasn’t moving, wasn’t speaking.

“Mallie,” I said, shaking her slightly.

The door slammed open, and Niklas rushed inside. He scanned the room for half a breath before catching sight of Malin, limp in my arms. “What happened?”

I couldn’t speak, but others took over for me.

“She touched the bastard to steal his memories,” Gunnar shouted from the loft. “Touching him did something to her.”

“She’s not moving, Nik,” I said, desperation cracking my voice. I stared at her. Gods, her brow furrowed like she wanted to speak, but simply couldn’t. I kissed her forehead. Hob had lost his right to kill Edvard Vill. He was mine.

Niklas studied Malin, and oddly, checked her fingernails. Blue lines tinted the surface of each nail, stretching like scratches up her fingers.

“By the hells.” Niklas spun around. “Raum, check him for a talisman, a vial, anything.”

Raum had Edvard flat on his back, one knee pressed on his chest in a single heartbeat. Another moment later and he held up a small, fragrant leather pouch on a string of twine. “This was around his neck.”

Niklas left Malin and inspected the pouch. He sniffed it, pulling back in disgust. “Dammit.”

“What is it?” I was spinning off a ledge. I’d always prided myself on maintaining a deep control during schemes. Heartless, distant even. When it came to Malin, nothing was in control.

“A paralytic,” Niklas said. “Could’ve killed her if she’d truly tried to invade his memories.”

“How is that even possible?” Elise asked. She stroked Malin’s hair, kneeling by my side. I wasn’t even sure the queen knew she was doing it.

“Ivar,” Niklas said with bitterness. “No doubt every skydguard will be warded against the memory thief. Check the other brother.”

“No,” Raum shot back, “she took the memories of the skyds at the nest.”

“No doubt because of that, Ivar placed protections over his armies,” Niklas said.

Ari was the first one to Oskar and clamped a hand around his throat. For a fae who laughed a great deal and talked even more, in this moment he looked like the most dangerous one in the room.

Nothing was gentle about the way he dug into Oskar’s tunic and removed the same leather pouch on twine. “Same poison.”

I’d failed. This fell on my shoulders. It was my bleeding job to find every risk, to arrange our moves, our steps. To ensure we left each scheme alive.

I should’ve known Ivar would’ve taken precautions with his army, should’ve known that Malin’s ability was known by all. The Lord Magnate would see to it she didn’t live long should she step into the light.

My shortsightedness had nearly cost my wife her damn life.

“How did it do this to her?” Herja joined us from the loft, her wet eyes on Malin.

“Our mesmer plays off different areas of our minds.” Niklas looked at me, but his words were for the others who were not Alvers in the room. “Elixists can target poisons to those areas that power individual sections of the brain. They could create this to attack a Rifter should pain centers be triggered. In this case, they have targeted the places our memories live. Malin won’t be able to steal memories until we can counteract the elixirs.”

“I don’t care if she can steal memories,” I said, my grip tightening around her shoulders. “She can’t move, Niklas!”

Somewhere in my ranting, Elise placed a hand on my arm, Hagen kneeled on the opposite side of Malin, taking her hand, and everyone seemed to circle us. Seemed to protect us.

Niklas glanced at the elixir pouch again. “It will wear off, Kase. She didn’t touch him nearly long enough to do permanent damage.”

I rested my cheek against her clammy forehead. Malin whimpered. Her fear blanketed over me like an icy cloak, and I forced a smile. “Did you hear Nik, Mallie? This will end soon. It will end soon.”

I kissed her brow, holding her tightly.

Hagen gripped my arm. “We’ll take her outside while you deal with the situation in here, Kase.”

Her brother’s jaw was taut. A muscle pulsed as he pointed the rage in his eyes at Edvard Vill. I kissed Malin’s lips softly, then eased her into Hagen’s arms. Reluctantly.

But Hagen was right. There were loose ends to tie up.

Once she was safely out of the longhouse, I soaked my body in darkness. Fear grew with each breath. My fear. I held firmly to the helplessness of watching Malin fall to the ground. Shadows filled my eyes. Doubtless they were darker than the coldest nights during the frosts.

“Nightrender.” Valen stopped me. The king held out one of his battle axes. “Use it well.”

The weight of the axe added a heady violence to my hate. It was perfect.

Edvard glared up at me, slowly scooting away on his backside.

Combined with fear and rage, I was practically giddy to feel the cut of the axe through flesh and bone.

“You think you can harm my wife and live?” I didn’t give him time to consider what I’d said before I kicked my boot deep into his ribs. The crack of bone was a bleeding lullaby.

He groaned and rolled onto one shoulder. I stomped on his gut.

“You think you can touch her,” I snarled through his whimpers, “and I’d simply slit your throat?”

A kick to his spine, his head.

I used the point of the axe to dig into his shoulder. Edvard cried out as the steel slashed through his skin. With a tug, I forced him to roll onto his back.

One knee pressing onto his breastbone, I leaned forward until our noses almost touched. “You will feel every one of your deepest fears tonight. You will beg me to send you to the Otherworld. Only when I am bored with shredding you to pieces, will I let you die.”

His chin quivered, but he said nothing. He didn’t need to. Dozens of horrid images filtered through my mind as his fears soaked into my mesmer.

Every way he feared to die would be granted to him. Fingers sliced off, knuckle by knuckle. Shallow gashes across his whole body, left to burn and rage in pain. As a skydguard, he had a vivid, violent imagination.

All the better.

“Come.” Valen’s voice carried over the longhouse. From the corner of my eye, I watched the king take Elise’s hand and lead the others to the door. “Let us give the Nightrender his time.”

Hob met my eye as he strode for the door. A quick dip of his chin followed, as if to tell me the kill was now mine to take.

Alone, I sneered down at Edvard. No words needed to be spoken as I took the first step toward his downfall. One swift swing of the axe landed above the joint of one elbow. He roared his agony as the limb severed.

I wiped the curve of the axe against his cheek, watching the river of fresh blood drip over his jaw and onto his sweaty tunic. An ugly puce color stained his skin when I pressed my boot against the bob of his swallow, choking off his air.

“That was practice.” Head tilted, my lips curved in what I knew was a bit of a mad smile. “Now, we’ll begin.”
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My body ached when I stepped out of the longhouse. I blinked and hot blood dripped off my lashes. All my mesmer was spent at least a clock toll ago. By then, fear had already taken Edvard Vill’s mind.

I’d cling to the memories of his screams. The way he pleaded with me to end him over and over again. His final fate was delivered by the axe.

Soaked in sweat, blood, and more than one fleck of bone, I stepped out into the flickering light of torches and campfires. This land belonged to us now.

In one hand, I carried a canvas sack. Thick drops of blood spilled from the bottom seam as I walked. Gripped in my other hand was a skydguard short blade. The mark of Edvard’s rank was etched in a rune poem meant for men of honor and prestige.

Gasps and cries drew my attention to a huddle of people in one of the goat pens. The serfs and people who occupied the farm had been gathered and shoved into the pen. They’d remain there for now. We did not know who would run away screaming to the Black Palace.

Oskar had been returned to his wife and children. His eyes went wide when he caught my gaze and his woman sobbed against his chest.

Lynx and Isak guarded the front gate, but I must’ve appeared frightening enough that even Isak lifted a brow.

“I’ve come to deliver your master.” I stepped up to the gate, staring at the frightened people. My body trembled from the exertion, but I hid it well. I would not think to rest until I had eyes on Malin.

Oskar’s wife pulled her little boy into her breast, shielding his face from me.

Wise of her. I was not in the business of scarring littles with nightmares, but tonight I didn’t spare the boy a thought as I stabbed the point of the blade into the soft earth. With one hand I dug into the sack.

A woman screamed when I dragged the head of Edvard out by the hair, spiked it on the hilt of his sword, then tossed the sack into the pen. A few fingers spilled out, and the people scrambled away from it like it might catch fire.

I stood behind the sword and head, smirking at what remained of House Vill. “Sleep well.”

Without another glance, I turned away from the pen and went to find my wife.

“Kase.” Hagen called for me. He stood beside Sol, Valen, and Gunnar, and gave the spiked head a single, discomposed glance before looking back to me. “You might want to wash.”

Hagen gestured at a wooden tub. Steam rose off the surface from the chill in the air.

I shoved my way between them. “I want to see Malin. Now.”

“She’s being looked after,” Hagen said. “She’s even talking now. But you’re a bleeding mess. Literally.”

A surge of relief swelled in my chest. With a glance at Valen, I handed him his bloodied axe. “I’ll clean it later.”

“Take care of your wife. I’m king and will make my brother clean it.”

“I would like to see you try,” Sol said. The Sun Prince looked at me from head to foot. “I’m not averse to gore, but even I’d wipe a bit of the bone off your face before you see her.”

Sol handed me his polished sword to use as a mirror. They weren’t wrong. My face was painted in dark streaks of red. The whites of my eyes were the only bright thing about me. Hair stuck to my forehead. I looked as if I’d truly bathed in a tub of innards.

Irritated at the delay, I went to the icy tub and cleaned my face enough that blood no longer dripped in my eyes. Hagen brought me a clean tunic, but that was the limit before I demanded someone take me to Malin.

I was guided toward one of the smaller longhouses. Inside, Tova nearly collided with me, a steaming horn of something minty in her hands. “Gods. You look like death.”

“You should ask Edvard Vill what that truly looks like,” I grumbled.

“She’s weak, Kase. But she’ll be fine.” Tova held out the horn. “Take this to her, make her drink it quickly. It’ll help.”

I glanced at the murky drink. Tova wasn’t the most skilled Mediski, but she’d grown a talent with herbs. And she was leaving without me asking. Tova knew me as well as anyone and would know I’d need to be alone with Malin without anyone hovering.

I could’ve kissed her as she backed out of the longhouse.

Elise, Herja, Inge, and Niklas were in the back room, huddled over a large bed.

“Oh. You’re . . . finished.” Elise’s eyes widened as she studied my bloody hands and the stains on my neck and face.

I dipped my chin, then turned to Inge. “Your brother is dead.”

Inge didn’t look at me with hatred, not even sadness. She merely said, “My family is not found at House Vill, Nightrender.”

“Kase.”

I was ashamed by the shudder in my breath at Malin’s voice. Niklas and Herja pulled away from the bed, and Malin’s bright—very alive—eyes locked on mine. She was sitting up in the bed, but her arms still drooped by her sides.

Careful not to spill Tova’s tea, I crept over the furs on the mattress.

Malin smiled weakly. “You look rather terrifying, Nightrender.”

“Fitting. This night has been terrifying.” I kissed her gently and pressed my brow to hers. “Forget what I said about right moves. We should go and never look back.”

Malin chuckled. “I have horrid news about fleeing.”

“I don’t want to hear it.”

Malin bit her bottom lip, trying not to smile. “You see, the Southern Kingdom has joined our enemies. I’m afraid they’d find us eventually. Possibly attack our friends in the North.”

“Doesn’t need to be our problem. We could live as cowards in blissful ignorance somewhere high in the hills of the North. Become mountain folk who never see any other faces.”

“We made our move, Nightrender,” she whispered. “Now we see it through. I’m all right, Kase.”

“You weren’t,” I said so softly I wasn’t certain I actually spoke. “You weren’t all right.”

“I am. I will be. And now we know about the warding.” She looked to where Niklas stood against the wall. “Nik is already planning how to counteract the elixir.”

“I can make herb pouches we can place in our skin. A little gruesome, but it’s a simple mix and can be done quickly. We’ll always be guarded against poisons and wardings.” Niklas said with a grin. “Frankly, I’m a little ashamed I didn’t think of it earlier. This set us back in a frightening way, but I agree with Mal. We keep on with the plan.”

Malin tapped her brow to mine. “From start to finish, you’ve made a good plan, Kase.”

There were so many steps. House Vill, Jagged Grove, the ring, they all were mere pieces of our grand dance with the Black Palace. If it protected Malin from this, though, finding the ring would be our priority.

We had to finish our game. I knew this, but I hadn’t lied when I said I would live a full life with Malin somewhere in the glacier peaks of the North. No mistake, I could go the rest of my days without looking at another person but her and be content.

I cleared my throat and held out the horn. “Tova said I’m supposed to make you drink this.”

“We’ll leave you,” Elise said, giving Malin a small smile.

“Find me if anything changes,” Niklas said before following the women out of the house.

Stillness surrounded us, a peaceful quiet. For the first time since she touched that bastard and collapsed, I breathed easier. Malin was here, recovering, and alive.

“You’ll need to help me.” She flicked her gaze to the horn.

I tipped the cup to her lips and helped her drink the tea as fast as she could. When it was done, she leaned her head against the wall. “It feels better. I can almost move my fingers.”

Setting the horn to the side, I adjusted on the bed, so I could wrap her in my arms and hold her under the wiry bear furs.

Malin sighed, nuzzling my neck. “I was almost as terrified tonight as I was the night Ivar took you from me.”

I kissed her brow and tightened my hold around her weak body. “I could only sense my fear; it overpowered even yours. I thought I had lost you, Malin.”

“Herja told me something on the journey here,” she whispered. “She told me we must fight for something worth dying for. Tonight, I was terrified, but I kept thinking of you. Of what it would be like to be parted from you if I was doomed for the Otherworld. Of what it would be like if you were the one on the ground.”

“Mal, don’t⁠—”

“No, it was a good thing. Forced to be silent, it gave me a great deal of time to think.” She paused for a few breaths. “I wish I was more honorable and could say fighting for our land, our people, and our kingdom was what I would die for. But it is you, Kase Eriksson. I will fight for you because I will die for you. Given a choice, I will choose you every time.”

“Then you will be fighting me, for I will give up the last breath in my chest to see you alive.” I closed my eyes, crushing her against me.

“Why are you not kissing me?” she asked against the crook of my neck.

A wet laugh burst from my throat. “Forgive me, wife. I figured since you couldn’t move, I should control myself.”

“What a stupid thought.”

I laughed again and kissed her.

She would die for me. I would do the same. But I would make sure we lived for each other first.
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Chapter 17
The Memory Thief


“Kase Eriksson, if you do not step back, I will stab you.”

Kase narrowed his eyes, jaw tight, but obeyed and took two steps away from me. Gods, I loved that man, but he knew how to fret.

“You fell last time,” he said, sounding more like the Nightrender than my husband.

To his obvious discontent, his growl did not have the same impact on me as it did on those he tormented.

I laughed. “And I likely will fall again in my lifetime.”

I gripped the back of a chair, finding my balance on my feet, and met his gaze. Eyes black, he looked practically murderous. I loved him for it. The man had hardly left my side in four days, but I knew where the nerves came from. In the places deep in his heart that belonged to me, in the irrational fears only I understood.

He was this way because he loved me, because he feared losing me. He was this way because too many times we’d faced the notion of being ripped away from each other. If it were him struggling to find his footing, I would not be more than two paces away either.

“Ready to catch me?” I tried to make light of it, but Kase only frowned.

“Always.”

I released the chair. The muscles in my legs behaved as if they were made of damp clay. A bit of substance, but hardly any strength when pressure was applied. The tingle of numbness shot up to my hip when I took a slow, tiny step.

“Mal.” Nerves broke through Kase’s voice.

I held up my hand. “I’m fine. It feels strange is all.”

Kase dragged his fingers through his hair. He was a killer and a thief, but if he’d not been born the Nightrender, he would make a skilled Mediski. Attentive, able to predict needs before I knew them.

He’d helped Hagen and Bard brace me as I tried to stand the day after the warding elixir poisoned my blood. He’d made me laugh when I cried from the strange sparks of pain shooting up my spine as feeling returned.

But our time of occupying the Vill homestead in peace was coming to an end. Already the Kryv and warriors had captured five skydguard coming to check on the welfare of their two brothers who never showed to their posts.

More skyds would come. Soon word would fall to Ivar or Niall, and we would be cornered.

I needed to move.

In this moment, I’d become the invalid of our war, and I detested every moment of it.

For days I’d worn nothing but a nightdress we found in one of the chests in the longhouse. Kase had spent countless clock tolls rubbing my limbs, helping me sit and stand only to fall back into his arms time and again.

Finally, I had a bit of energy and managed to slip on some cutoff trousers, braid my hair over my shoulder, and attempt to walk.

Niklas had spent the days sewing in herbs on the underside of everyone’s arm. A concoction that would protect us all from poisons like the wards against memory mesmer. Small, but it felt like a bit of armor that eased a bit of our worries.

I looked like I was withering to bones, and Kase looked like a bleeding warrior. He’d rolled up the sleeves of his tunic, revealing his delightfully toned arms. Tousled hair, a bit of scruff on his chin, his thick black belt around his waist with knives and daggers at the ready.

I gave him a coy smile. “You are a delightful motivation, Nightrender. You look rather handsome this morning, and I would very much like to devour you.”

“Stop distracting me. I know what you’re doing, and it isn’t going to get my mind off this moment.” He said the words, but the new green in his eyes sparked with a bit of heat.

“You don’t want me to devour you?”

“Malin,” he warned. “We’re walking right now. Conquer that, then I promise you, these hands will spread those beautiful legs, and my tongue will show you what it means to devour another.”

All gods.

I blinked for a moment, not realizing I’d taken another step.

“Oh! You’re doing it!” Herja stepped into the longhouse with Elise and a tray of chopped roots and vegetables.

Elise beamed as I turned around without stumbling.

My cheeks heated under their scrutiny. “It’s coming. Let me try to take that.”

“Malin.” Kase came to my side, exasperated.

I swatted my hand in the air, waving him off. “Ignore him. He’s grown too fond of carrying me everywhere.”

Kase muttered a few curses under his breath, but didn’t scoop me back into his arms, simply stayed close while I crossed the room to Herja.

She beamed as I walked steadier with each step and took hold of the tray.

“How do you feel?” she whispered.

“It’s beginning to feel more natural.”

It meant something to know my brother’s lover, a woman who had known me a matter of weeks, seemed to choke on emotion for my sake.

Hells, it meant everything to know we were, in many ways, family with an entire castle in a distant kingdom. My brother was their brother now, and I had discovered, to the Ferus line, it meant Hagen’s family was also theirs.

Kase would never admit it, but I knew it mattered to him much the same.

“You should know, Raum and Halvar found a unit of your palace’s guards a few lengths to the East,” Elise said.

I grew fonder of the Northern queen the longer I knew her. She came to fight a war where some of her people might die—where she or her king might die—and every time she spoke it was with a steady voice. With confidence, as if this battle had already been won.

“We need to leave,” I told Kase.

“You’re barely walking.”

I pressed one palm to his heart. “We’ll move slowly anyway by taking back roads. By the time we reach the deep grove, I’ll be my old self again.”

He looked away, jaw tight. “You must promise me that if you aren’t, then you will stay back.”

My first instinct was to protest, but I bit my tongue. His request wasn’t only coming from his fears. If I was too weak to fight or use mesmer, the others would be distracted. They would be put at greater risk trying to save my neck and they could get theirs slit.

I kissed him softly. “I promise.”

With a curt nod, Kase took my hand and walked with me in slow, small steps to the door. He glanced at Elise. “Tell your warriors we’re leaving.”

“What are we doing with all the servants and Oskar Vill?”

“They’re coming with us. That or we only take Oskar and kill the rest.”

I pinched my lips. “Oh? Has my husband taken up slaughtering littles in the last four nights?”

Kase kissed the back of my hand. “As I said, we’re taking them with us. I don’t trust anyone but our folk not to scurry to the nearest skyd unit.”

I forced a smile, trying to hide my disquiet at the thought of walking with such unsteady legs all the way to Jagged Grove.

To know someone since childhood meant knowing subtle expressions. Kase could read the smallest flick of my brow, the slightest twitch of my cheek. When my mouth tightened into a thin line, he leaned in and whispered, “Don’t worry, Mallie. They have several horses and a wagon. With the other skyds we handled, we have enough fatigues and leathers to look like a small unit of guards traveling with supplies.”

My shoulders slumped in relief, drawing out a chuckle from Kase. He wrapped an arm around my shoulders and led us away from the pen where the people of the homestead were being guarded.

The gray face of Edvard Vill remained staked on a sword. To know it was done at the hands of Kase would’ve been terrifying once. But not now. I’d accepted his brutality long ago.

Kase pulled back a tent flap in the center of the yard.

Inside, savory herbs from teas meant to chase away sleep and briny hints of fish jerky awoke my senses. My insides grumbled, drawing out a chuckle from Isak who sat near the flap on a barrel of seed corn. Without asking, Isak handed me a strip of jerky and tin cup filled with the pungent drink.

The taste was smooth and ignited a bit of energy the instant it struck my tongue. I gave Isak a look of gratitude, unashamed at the sigh of satisfaction that slipped out on my next drink.

In the center of the tent, Halvar leaned over a saw table, a map of the four Eastern regions spilled out in front of him. Raum and Tova were describing the landscape near the grove and Black Palace. Valen sat at the head of the table, speaking in a low voice with Niklas and Ari, but the king was the first to see us.

He smacked Ari in the chest, silencing him, then rose. “Malin. Good to see you up.”

“Rather lazy of you, spending your days in bed while we sleep in the rain,” Ari said, a corner of his mouth curled up. “One more day, and I had a marvelous uprising planned to steal your crown.”

“I assure you, there is no uprising necessary. I would give it to you.”

“Ack, lovey.” Raum wrinkled his nose. “You need to at least make a deal out of it. Nothing for free. Remember that.”

By the hells, it was good to be surrounded by these people again.

“We will be ready to leave by nightfall,” Kase said, his tone tearing the laughter from the tent. A stern tension gathered as he reiterated the next steps and the risk of infiltrating the newly guarded Jagged Grove.

In my eyes, the greatest risk would be the unknown fae. At least the brutal ones. The folk who devoured souls, or stole likenesses, or used blood magic to turn us into husks without a free thought. But this was the step. To my bones, I knew whatever we found in the caves of Jagged Grove was important.

Something needed.

“I’d advise we stick to the river,” Halvar said, a finger to the map. “Raum tells me there are swampy banks and thick trees.”

“Yes, but we’ll have all the Vill folk traveling with us,” I said.

“Only for a short while, then they will be shipped to Skítkast with our young academy fools,” Niklas said, gesturing at a few of his Falkyns who must’ve been the ones who would take our new prisoners to their new underground prison.

Halvar pointed to another spot, explaining the route the rest of us would take. How the man already seemed to know the land of the East I didn’t know, but his route made a great deal of sense.

“Halvar has a knack for this sort of thing,” Elise whispered. “You seem confused, so I thought I’d explain.”

“He is a secret weapon I didn’t know we needed.”

“Hal will get us there, but surviving is still on us.” Elise gave me a soft smile. She looked more warrior than queen. Tunic and trousers, a long dagger sheathed to her waist, and intricate braids keeping her hair pulled off her neck.

I was glad for it. If she’d arrived in fine gowns and petty commands, we would not have been allies long.

When Kase went to Halvar to finalize the route, I leaned closer to the queen. “Are you well?”

“Bevan’s herbs have helped, but I’ve found I can only stomach seed bread.” She sighed. “I hate seed bread, and Valen is beginning to notice.”

“You could tell him.”

“If you thought Kase hovering over you was intolerable, you do not want to see Valen Ferus.” Elise scoffed. “Last frost season I came down with a chill—a mere chill, Malin. A little cough and a disastrous dripping nose, but nothing more. The man was utterly convinced I was going to the gods and kept three healers in our room constantly.” Elise snorted and turned her attention back to the table. “I keep this from him for his own safety. I am his greatest distraction, and he must focus on getting his army through another battle.”

I snickered when she glanced at her husband. As if he sensed her gaze, Valen turned in our direction and flashed Elise his white smile. One that proved his queen was his reason for existing.

“Our ultimate objective is to destroy this stronghold and find out the reason for it.” Kase’s voice drew my attention back to the conversation. He rested his palms on the table. “If it protects the ring, after what happened with the elixir wardings, we should expect the ring to be protected by deadly measures.”

“Is it possible to poison the ring with elixirs?” Valen pointed the question at Niklas.

The Falkyn considered the thought. “It’s a risk I’ll study out, but the queen’s ring is from legends. Old mesmer. I believe it would be difficult to keep it from the fated heir.”

“Oskar Vill will take us to the grove.” Kase’s eyes darkened when he glanced out the tent door. “He knows what will happen should he lie to us.”

Halvar stood. “Then we ought to prepare to leave, for it’ll be slow moving.”

“Lynx,” Kase said. “See to it the people of House Vill stay quiet on the journey.”

Lynx puffed out his chest and nodded. “Gladly.”

Kase came to my side and took my hand. There wasn’t a need to say anything.

We knew what came next. A new move, the next step in a scheme we never knew if we’d survive or meet our end when it was all over.
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Chapter 18
The Nightrender


Malin sighed and let her head fall back against my shoulder. The horse we shared was old and steady, and the forest path we took was smooth for now. I kept hold on the reins, and wrapped my other arm around her waist, pulling her firmly against my chest.

“Kase, do you remember the night you stumbled over a loose slat in the loft, and when you started to cry, you blamed the sliver of moon for not lighting your way?”

“Your memory is slipping. I did not cry.”

“Kase Eriksson, you did cry.”

“Lies.”

I did recall the night I’d skinned my big toe so badly it bled all over the straw. And I did cry like a damn little. I’d tried to hide my face, insisting I got an eyeful of straw and that was the reason for the tears.

“This moon reminds me of that night.” Malin tilted her face to the sky.

Above us, the crescent moon cast faint blue shadows over the leaves and branches, creating the illusion of long, spindly fingers reaching across the forest floor.

“We told such stories that night,” she said.

I pressed a kiss to the crook of her neck. “You told stories until I stopped crying.”

“I knew you cried.” Malin pinched my thigh, then nestled against me once again. “Do you ever wonder what might’ve been if we’d never gone to the Masque av Aska as children, if we’d never been separated?”

“Yes.” My voice was rough and low. I breathed in the clean scent of her freshly washed hair. “I told you, thoughts of you kept me alive. When it was unbearable at the palace, I would dream up a new life with a new future, and you were the focus of my world.”

“How did it go in your mind? Pretend we grew up together in the loft and that we were never parted.”

My face heated. I’d never shared my simple, dull dreams with anyone before. They seemed so ridiculous compared to the lives we lived.

“Kase? What do you see in a different life?”

Malin’s voice was soft, filled with fatigue, but when she looked at me with those big, pleading eyes, how could I deny her?

“I turn seventeen, finally old enough to take a position as an apprentice with the carpenter at the docks,” I whispered. “Then at night, I still work the fields at House Strom, saving every copper of penge.”

“Then what?”

“A turn later, the day I turn eighteen, I go to Jens with my purse of penge and prove I can buy a tenement room at the docks. I tell him I can keep food on the table, and I can take care of his girl.”

“Then?” Malin’s voice cracked.

My throat grew dry. I had not thought of my old dreams for turns. To think of them now, to know they’d never be burned behind my eyes.

I cleared the scratch away. “He gives me his blessing, and I take vows with the most beautiful girl in Mörplatts. I get a full position with the carpenter and make even more penge. We feel like bleeding royals when we can buy new shoes each turn.”

Malin laughed. It was wet and she tried to hide the small sniffle. “Is that the end?”

“No.” I tightened my grip on her body. “A little comes. Then another. Maybe a third.”

“Three?”

“I can’t keep my hands off you, obviously. Not to mention, I’m the most sought-after carpenter in the township.”

“Naturally.”

“I build us a cottage by the fjords, and we fill it with those littles.”

“We must have hogs,” Malin interjected. “And a goat. I was skilled at making cheese from the goats at House Strom.”

“You have a pen full of goats. You make the best goat cheese in all of Klockglas.” I glanced at the moon. “Every night, on my walk back from the docks, I pick those yellow flowers you always loved by the side of the trade road. I listen to you tell tales to our littles as they fall asleep. They never go to bed cold, or hungry, or wondering if they’re loved.”

She tightened her grip on my hand, her voice thick and low. “Kase.”

I didn’t stop; the words kept tumbling out. “My mesmer will grow stale because our family has nothing to fear. We grow old in the cottage, Mallie. We watch our children have children, and they never know what it means to be without a home. They never know what it means to thieve or kill.” I kissed the side of her head. “That is the life I dreamed during the turns we were parted.”

For a long pause, we said nothing. A new pain carved into my heart from a life that might’ve been. Then again, fate was never in our favor. We were destined to walk in shadows, to exploit, bribe, and wallow in blood.

“Kase,” Malin whispered.

“Yes?”

“You dreamed us a beautiful life.” She lifted my hand off her middle and pressed a kiss to the center of my palm. “But I am no less happy to share this life with you now.”

Gods, what I would do to see her have every dream, every bleeding hope, fulfilled. When she looked over her shoulder again, I gave her a smile as if I agreed. Truth be told, I did not see how it was possible for her life to be calm and lovely when her husband brought nothing but darkness and fear.

I did not know how this would all end, but I would fight for Malin’s beautiful life in a cottage by the fjord.

I would never stop fighting for it.

“Kase.” Gunnar rode up beside us. He rode a temperamental mule, and the glassy look to the animal’s eyes had me convinced he was using his mesmer a bit to control the beast. “We’re at the river caves.”

The mark where we’d drop the folk of House Vill. My insides clenched, but I offered a simple nod. I dropped my lips against Malin’s ear. “Now is the time to be honest with me. Are you able to run, should you need to?”

Her body answered before she did. Malin stiffened and looked away. “I feel much stronger.”

“Malin.”

Her chin dropped. No doubt her stubborn resolve battled against the vow she’d made to me. With a sigh, she gave in, shaking her head. “No. I could not run.”

I kissed her shoulder. “I do not keep you guarded to rule over you.”

“I know.”

Disappointment was heavy in her voice, but Malin knew the risks. She would not risk anyone we cared about to soothe her pride, but it would mean she would remain tucked safely between protectors as we made our way on foot to what remained of Jagged Grove.

I led our horse deeper into the trees where the others circled the rickety wagon we’d stolen from House Vill.

Eryka stood close to Gunnar. He whispered something in her ear that softened the worry lines splitting her forehead.

Her pale eyes caught mine as I guided the horse beside her.

“Hello.” She spoke with a cheery disposition, despite the quiver to her chin.

“Any last premonitions before we make this move?”

Eryka looked at Gunnar. He gave her a reassuring smile. “The stars have been rather timid as of late, but there is a deep . . . heaviness in my heart that this is the direction we must go. Literally.” She pointed toward the overgrown forest path leading into Jagged Grove. “We must go this way. Fate awaits us here.”

“Instinct,” Malin said. “Trust those instincts. I do not think your mesmer—glamour, I mean—is as quiet as you think.”

“As I told you.” Gunnar smiled at the fae woman and nudged her gently with his elbow.

Eryka had the look of snow. If we’d been in the thick of the frosts, she might disappear. Pale everything. But for moments under Gunnar Strom’s praise, a pink wash speckled her cheeks. “This is the move to make, but . . .”

“But what?” My voice came harsher than intended.

Gunnar shot me a glare which I returned tenfold.

Eryka shifted and looked to the sky. “I do not think it will be a comfortable road.”

My stomach knotted. Of course not. Why the hells would any of this be comfortable? The Norns enjoyed watching the pawns in their game suffer.

I kicked my heels into the horse’s sides, leading us into the crowd near the wagon. Raum and Tor pulled the back open and hopped inside the cart. Tova hurried up to inspect any who might’ve been injured or fallen ill in the days locked in the goat pen. At her signal, Sol Ferus climbed inside. The Sun Prince strode to Oskar Vill with a confidence only a man who understood how to terrify an enemy could do.

When Sol gripped under Oskar’s arm, the skyd’s wife screamed and grappled for her husband.

“No. No, leave him! Please, leave him.”

Sol ignored her and dragged Oskar out of the cart.

“Ada,” Oskar said. “I’ll return. Keep the children safe; I swear I’ll return.”

On his feet, the skydguard looked defeated. I noted how he glanced at his sister. Not with the same malice as Edvard held for Inge, but there was betrayal there.

A touch of her fear for her brother’s life struck me in the chest. Hells, Inge was too forgiving. After everything, she still did not wish Oskar dead.

In truth, I could see why. If I tried hard. He was not anything more than a man born to his circumstances. Perhaps if he hadn’t been shoved into the guard at twelve turns old, he would be a simple man with a simple homestead and a simple life.

The same as I once dreamed of a monotonous, happy existence in a cottage with a red-haired girl. Who knew what Oskar Vill could’ve been.

I swung a leg over the horse, then helped Malin to the ground.

Halvar and a few Northern warriors set to work taking the rest of the folk in the wagon down the slope to the caves.

Oskar found me in the crowd. “Don’t harm my family. I will not lie to you, but you must not harm my wife or children. They are innocent.”

I closed my eyes in an extended blink, knowing when they opened, glossy pitch would shade the color.

Oskar flinched when I butted my chest against his. “You keep your bargain, and you have nothing to fear. If you do not, well, your boy will join your brother. Then your lovely wife. You will die only after you watch life leave their eyes. Then, the littlest we’ll sell for a price.”

Oskar’s jaw pulsed. “I am not an enemy to the kingdom.”

“You are my enemy, skyd.”

“No, hear me.” The man tugged against Sol’s hold.

The Sun Prince had a firm grip on Oskar, but others began to move in. Valen watched us with a touch of caution, and Gunnar opened and closed one fist, always ready to command Oskar Vill to slit his own throat should he need to.

Oskar schooled his scrutiny to no one but me. “I am loyal to the kingdom and its people. All I have ever wanted was to help create a land where my family could live in peace.”

“You scrounge the underbelly for profit, then toss those same crooks into the prisons to rot.”

Oskar swallowed and looked away. “I have done what was needed to survive. Can you say that is not what you do? That is not what you’re doing?”

I couldn’t refute the truth. There was no limit to what I would do for the guilds and Malin. No grimy pit I would not enter.

In my silence, Oskar lowered his voice. He stepped closer. “I say again, I am loyal to the East, so if she is truly the fated heir, I will be loyal to the queen.”

Malin limped with rigid steps to my side, but even still, she held herself like a bleeding warrior. “But until you have proof, you serve Ivar, isn’t that right? A man who sells Alver folk at his masquerade. A man who murders those who might come close to claiming a power that is not his to own.”

Oskar shook his head. “I am not blind to what is going on in the kingdom. The Black Palace is threatened. That leads me to think you might be telling the truth.”

“We don’t need him to believe us.” Luca shoved through the crowd. Oskar paled at the sight of Ivar’s son.

“Gods, Lord Grym. Where . . . where did you come from?”

“I have always been here; I merely had no desire to show my face to scum like you.” Luca wrinkled his nose in a bit of disgust. “My loyalty has never been with the Black Palace.” Luca spared me a look. “We don’t need his damn belief, nor his laments to his honor. We need to get going and destroy this stronghold. It is too close for comfort.”

He meant this camp was too close to Felstad. To his family. Days away added strain to his nerves when it came to leaving Dagny and Von. I could understand it. He’d only gotten his family back after so many turns. Tempers would soon be short if we did not take the next move.

With a rough hand, I gripped Oskar’s collar and dragged him forward. “Enough talk. Time to prove your worth.”

Raum and Lynx passed around what skydguard leathers we’d stolen. Oskar donned his full uniform with the dark gambeson and leather vambraces. The rest of us added what small skydguard touches we could. A blade on a skyd belt, a woolen cowl with the symbol of the Black Palace, a cloak used during the frosts and rainy seasons.

It would need to be enough. Oskar would need to play his role and convince his fellow skyds, and whatever fae awaited us, that we belonged.

I pulled on one of the hoods, shadowing my face. I’d become Elof again. As the most recognizable to Ivar, it would keep the others safe if I was concealed.

Malin’s hand curled around my arm. Her hair had shifted to snowy cascades of curls over her shoulders, and one by one her freckles were fading. “Kase, if you wind up fatally wounded up there, I will kill you.”

A smile cut over my face. “Is that a threat?”

“A promise.”

My palm covered one side of her face, the other kept her body tucked safely against mine, and breaths came sharper. “I love you. Stay safe, stay near that fool—” I used my chin to point at Ari. He would keep Malin’s face concealed. The ambassador pretended not to hear me, but he made a gesture with his hand that was a silent curse for me to go to the hells. I grinned back at Malin. “If anyone comes close . . .”

“I know.” She ran her thumb over my bottom lip. “Introduce them to the Otherworld. You make this difficult, Nightrender.”

“As do you.”

One final kiss, and I joined the others at the front.

A prickle of mesmer rippled over my skin as I shifted features and concealed others around me in night. Valen came to my side, focused on securing his second axe to his belt. His eyes widened when he caught sight of my face.

“I didn’t realize you were an illusionist.”

“Only when I’m afraid.” My jaw pulsed in tension. What a thing to say. The words spilled out before I could stop them, and I promptly looked away to hide the flush in my face.

Valen gripped my shoulder, shaking me briefly. “Glad I’m not the only one.”

The king took the first step into the night. A small grin tugged at the corner of my mouth. At times I was too focused on my own fears, I never noticed anyone else’s.

The truth was we were all terrified.
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Chapter 19
The Memory Thief


Ari kept his eyes trained on the treetops. I snorted a laugh, desperate to forget the ache in my legs. My skin prickled like blood constantly rushed and pooled in my toes, shooting a spark of pain up my shins with every step.

“Has your raven returned?”

The ambassador shot me a narrowed glance, but soon returned his attention to the tangled branches. “As a matter of fact, I did spot the bleeding bird.”

Ari Sekundär laughed a great deal, talked even more, but he was brutal. A true warrior with thick arms for swinging blades and axes. His face had grown a layer of russet scruff over his chin, and the smeared kohl under his eyes added a feral look to his complexion.

He killed as well as anyone, but simply enjoyed grinning through the blood.

To think such a man was frightened of a bird became one of the most entertaining things I’d heard in a long time.

“You’re laughing at me,” he grumbled, “but I tell you, there is a raven following me.”

“What if it is following me?” Elise tossed her braid off her shoulder and batted her dark lashes at her friend. “Not everything is about you, Ari.”

“The fact that every word is not praising my handsomeness is truly one of life’s gravest travesties.” Ari faced the road again, but the corded muscles in his neck held tightly to his unease. “In this case, however, I would like the damn bird to find someone else to pester.”

Elise laughed and let her head fall to Ari’s shoulder for a moment. “How fortunate we two queens are to have the man who is the desire of a raven’s heart as our mighty protector tonight.”

“I am not protecting. I am walking in a place which happens to be beside two queens.”

Elise gave me a bemused look, shaking her head. “You forget, Ari, I know my husband better than you⁠—”

“Debatable.”

“. . . and I know Valen told you to hide our faces if anything goes awry.”

“Feel honored to be trusted by Kase and the king,” I added, sneaking another sly grin at Elise. “For there are more fearsome, more—how should I say it—intimidating warriors who might’ve been chosen. Like Prince Sol, or what is his consort’s name?”

“I am just as fearsome as Torsten Bror,” Ari snapped. “In fact, before I knew who Valen truly was, I was king, and Tor, Halvar, even the bleeding king were my prisoners.”

“You don’t say?” I knew this, of course. In moments alone, Kase had filled in gaps of what he knew of the Northern uprising. The brief reign of Ari Sekundär had made me like the fae even more. His immediate abdication to Valen proved he cared little for titles, and more for what was best for his folk.

Ari huffed, spinning on his heel, so he walked backward to face us. “I do say. I was incredibly formidable. Elise will tell you.”

Before the queen could deny or affirm, a squawk echoed in the trees. The incredibly formidable former king jolted and whipped his gaze back to the trees.

In the same breath, Elise and I let out muffled laughs behind our hands.

Ari glared at both of us. “We’re going to walk in silence from now on, my queens.”

“Oh, you do not know the meaning of the word silent,” Elise began, but stopped when Ari held out an arm. “Ari, we’re only⁠—”

“Quiet.” His voice was gentle, but firm. The sort of tone that lifted the hair on the back of the neck.

Only when Ari drew the short blade from his sheath did I realize the head of our small caravan had halted. From this distance, I could not make out Kase in the darkness. Something had brought him to an abrupt stop.

My teeth clenched. I reached for the dagger on my thigh. Elise already had two stiletto throwing knives in her hands.

Sound seemed to die. Not even the rustle of wind shivered the few dried leaves in the trees. I swallowed, and the sticky sound of the gulp seemed to reverberate like a bellow against the web of dead, frosty branches overhead.

I inched to Ari’s side. The ambassador hadn’t taken his eyes off the front, he hadn’t blinked. His height would give him the advantage, and I could not stomach another silent moment when my husband was the one who faced threats first.

“What do you see?” I said, moving my lips only enough to get the sound out.

“Someone is approaching.” Ari’s grip tightened on the hilt of his sword.

Expected. This was expected. I repeated the words in my head, heart racing. No doubt guards or Southern warriors would come to inspect visitors. Kase knew we’d be questioned. Whether he would admit it or not, that was the exact purpose Ari was placed near the queens. To shield us in illusion if needed.

Confident as I was in Kase’s ability to convince even the shrewdest skydguard to bend to his will, my pulse hammered in my head like a smith bludgeoning hot steel on his anvil.

“I think it’s another guard,” Ari said. His tone lost a bit of the fear. I almost breathed again when a small grin cut across the ambassador’s face. “Thought it might be one of the blood fae. We wouldn’t want to⁠—”

Ari’s words were drowned out by a wretched scream. The sort of sound that pierces the bones and rattles the skull.

Chaos surrounded us. Darkness devoured any light from the stars overhead in thick, murky shadows. We were swallowed up, shielded from the front of our caravan. I hadn’t caught my breath before the earth swayed and shifted, knocking me to my knees. Unbidden, a scream ripped from my throat when the scrape of stone on stone echoed through the trees as deep scars of shattered soil split beneath our boots.

Somewhere in the darkness, Ari gripped my upper arm, pulling me into him. Elise was there with us. As the world shattered around us, he did not forget his two charges.

“Kase!” I screamed his name until a deep burn dug into the flesh of my throat. This was his work. Something happened at the front to draw out his suffocating darkness.

The shattered soil could only be Valen.

My screams faded beneath the pitch of animalistic screeching. Hisses, roars, bellows from men. The night was enveloped in cries. I could see none of it.

A cool wind rushed past my head.

“Malin!” Elise called my name. I couldn’t see the queen, but her sharp, rapid breaths brushed over my cheeks. “Hells. Oh, hells, what was that?”

Whatever had touched Elise slithered across the skin of my arm. Wet, hot, the sensation oozed down my skin, coiling around my wrist, threading between my fingers, licking up my neck. Slow, methodical, and almost sensual.

Afraid to slash my blade with Elise and Ari so near, I clenched my eyes and stiffened against the disgusting touch.

Ari said nothing but yanked me against his chest. My forehead cracked against another skull. Elise. He’d pulled us both into his arms. The way he grunted, it did not take much to know the man was shielding us in illusion, dissuading whatever thing had attacked to overlook us.

“Malin. This way. Malin, hurry.”

My heart skipped. Kase.

“Elise! Elise where are you?”

“That’s Valen,” Elise cried out.

“This way. Hurry, follow my voice, Mal.” Kase called to us from somewhere over my left shoulder.

“Go.” Ari shoved me between my shoulders while still holding my hand. “Elise, this way.”

I had to believe he held her hand much the same. Clinging to each other we followed the desperate cries of Kase and Valen. My body stiffened when the crash of steel on steel ripped through the darkness. By the gods, weapons were drawn.

I forced myself to ignore the shouts of the Kryv, the roar of the Northern warriors in the darkness. My family, my friends, fought some unseen force. Teeth clenched, I followed Kase’s voice. He’d brought the darkness. He could see more than me, and if he was calling me away, I had to trust our folk had the upper hand.

Kase would never leave the Kryv to be slaughtered.

Elise shrieked when the silver rune circlet tucked in the braids of her hair snagged on a branch.

“Dammit.” The queen tugged, ripping out her intricate braids, but we froze at hissing in the darkness. Elise swallowed. “Something is coming.”

Ari cursed to the gods, took out his knife and cut the lock of hair holding the circlet until it was free. The chain dangled in the branches with a bit of Elise’s hair.

We left it for the creatures in the dark to take and sprinted deeper into the grove. For what seemed like a thousand steps, we traipsed through a shroud of pitch until the faint moonlight broke and we stumbled into a wooded clearing.

Ari tripped over a fallen log but righted quickly and wheeled on us. His hand went to Elise’s cheek, then mine. “All right? Are you all right?”

“Fine.” I spun around, searching the trees. “Kase!”

“Valen? Where are you?” Elise’s voice was hoarse. She pressed a hand to her belly and hunched over as if she might retch.

“Did we get off track?” Ari puzzled out loud. “They were calling in this direction.”

A twig snapped. Leaves shifted. My heart went still.

“Maaaallliin.” Kase’s voice called my name in an eerie song. Ghostly, almost breathless. More voices, those of Herja, of Valen, even a voice much like Hagen’s sang out Elise’s name. Then, Ari’s.

“Gods, no.” Ari’s soft gasp sent a hot rush of panic to my head. He grabbed my hand then his queen’s. “Run.”

Ari tried to flee with us out of the clearing, back to the darkness, but at the line of trees he skidded to a stop.

By the hells.

Slender, pale as ice creatures stepped lithely from the shadows of the trees. Red-rimmed eyes glowed a sickly looking green in the night, and their skin hung off their bones like dripping wax. Human in shape and size, their ears like the fae, but it was their jagged teeth I could not ignore.

“I need you both to listen to me very carefully,” Ari said, a heady warning in his voice. “When I say go, you run in the direction we came, and you don’t stop. You don’t look back.”

“What are they?” Elise whispered.

“Sluagh. Soul feeders. Dark fae. I should’ve recognized their damn tongues tasting us in the dark.” Ari spoke in jilted words, his gaze never leaving the line of sluagh.

Tasting us? The memory of the slithering things running up my arms in the shadows sent a shiver down my spine.

“Malin.” The center creature split its thin lips, but when it spoke its voice was that of Kase.

“Our taste lets them mimic those kept in our thoughts,” Ari murmured. “When I tell you, go.”

I couldn’t breathe. Ari wanted me to run, but I couldn’t run. My recovering legs would not get me far.

Pain fissured down my chest. Kase would hate me for it, but it was the only logical step with the fewest deaths. Taking my dagger in hand, I stepped in front of Ari. “I cannot run. But you can. Take your queen and go.”

“You must think me mad.” Ari cursed under his breath. “Run as fast as you can. I will hold them off.”

The lead sluagh laughed in a wet sound, like it had its jaws open to a rainstorm and tried to sing.

Ari flipped his sword in his grip and took out a slender dagger, aiming the point to the ground. “Be ready, and⁠—”

A screech at our backs upended our world. More of the monsters sprinted into the clearing from the back. We were surrounded in another breath.

“We’re staying. I wouldn’t bleeding leave you anyway, you bastard,” Elise said. She withdrew a dagger from its sheath on her waist and glared at the creatures.

“The back of the skulls,” Ari shouted as two skeletal sluagh lunged for him. “Aim for the back of the head, it is how they’re killed.”

There was no choice but to slash and jab. Weak limbs be damned. My dagger struck the jutting ribs of a short sluagh. A female, perhaps. Its movements were like an underwater dance and the pitch of its cry was shrill and wretched.

The clearing became a frenzy. The sluagh swiped their rotted claws, their fangs elongated the more they unhinged their massive jaws. One sluagh slashed the skin on my shoulder. I roared in pain and rammed the point of my knife through its eyes.

Blood like rusted iron spilled down its face. The sluagh fell back and let out a few shallow breaths. No time to think, I kicked its bony hips until the body rolled face down in the soil, then I thrust my blade through the back of the skull.

A harsh wheeze slipped from the creature’s throat until the beast stilled.

I had no time to catch my breath before my body was tossed forward. Knotted branches littering the ground smashed against my nose and forehead. Sickly sweet blood soaked my tongue and my weakened limbs screamed from the blow. A sharp ache bloomed down the back of my neck, and I suspected more than one rib had cracked.

Needlelike claws tangled in my hair, pricking my skull and matting my hair in small drops of blood. With a tug, a sluagh fae wrenched my head back, and hovered its bloodless face over mine.

“Malin!” Elise screamed, but in the next moment a sluagh knocked her off her feet.

Ari went for his queen, but two creatures wrapped their arms around his legs, wrestling him to the ground. He thrashed and kicked. “Fight!” Ari roared. “Fight them!”

The sluagh gurgled another laugh in front of my face, its hot, rank breath spread over my skin like a putrid wash. My heart stuttered when the creature slid its lower jaw side to side. In a pop and crack, the hinges dropped, widening its mouth large enough it could devour the whole of my face.

I tried to scream, but the moment I opened my mouth, the sluagh inhaled. Much the same as I’d always done to steal memories.

A glimmer of something white, as if the frosts drew out smoky breaths from my mouth, slipped between us. My body shivered. My head spun in delirious thoughts. Moments of pain, of love, mostly thoughts of Kase took hold like a candle’s flame in the dark. Thoughts flickered, then began to dim the more the sluagh breathed.

I was vaguely aware of Elise gasping, of Ari shouting curses, still thrashing and kicking against the fae.

Would it hurt to go to the Otherworld?

What are you doing, Malin?

Kase? What strength I had, I used to look to the side. An image of skinny Kase as a boy stared at me, frowning.

“What are you doing? Not even gonna fight? Thought you said you could do it.” Kase scoffed and thrust a honey stick in his mouth, his words messier when he spoke with the sweet in his teeth. “I’m not gonna drag you outta there, and I don’t wanna sleep alone. It’s bleeding cold tonight. Now get out like you said you would.”

Tears blurred my sight. This wasn’t real. This was . . . a memory.

Right before that fateful Masque av Aska, we’d gone into the townships. I swore up and down to all the waif littles in Mörplatts that I could scale the old abandoned well near the docks. Kase told me I’d get too tired and wouldn’t be able to get out.

I told him I was stronger than he thought. I was as much a fighter as him.

When the other children abandoned me, thinking I was lost in the well and Jens would need to come get me out, Kase stayed. He’d stayed until well after midnight, urging me to keep going until he could reach out his hand and pull me the rest of the way out.

I’d fought my way out of the well that night.

I’d fought my way back to Kase Eriksson.

It was what we did for each other. We fought the darkest fears, the darkest creatures, and we did not let them steal us away.

My body was growing too weak, too lax. I could not lift a blade, but I could fight the best way I knew how. Memories.

I let my head drop to the cold, clammy skin of the sluagh. If it would work by merely touching, I didn’t know, but I could not lift my arms to use my hands. Contact through our heads would need to be enough.

All I could do was pray these fae did not have wardings the same as the skydguard.

When the sluagh inhaled again, I did the same. Shallow at first, but each breath grew stronger. Deeper. Soon enough ghostly shapes formed in my mind.

The strangest memories formed. The sluagh lived on primal, base instincts. Hunting and mating seemed to be their core memories. Soon the sluagh stopped inhaling.

Little by little the white smoke bridging the space between me and the fae returned to my mouth. Heat once again flowed in my veins. I drew more breath. I took more memories. I dug into the depths of the sluagh’s mind until I could steal away the memory of learning from its wretched mother how to survive.

The sluagh whimpered, and my heart nearly broke for the pitiful creature.

With a great shove, I pushed the fae away from me. It curled its legs to its knobby chest and shivered.

The thing would not survive. It didn’t remember how. At this point, death was mercy, and I slammed my knife through its skull.

A scream shook me from the stun of hot blood oozing across the forest floor. Elise was desperately scrambling away from a long-armed sluagh. She fought back. The queen had not resigned to death yet and it would save her life and that of her child.

I limped over the distance between us and struck the sluagh in the notch at the base of the skull.

It thrashed for a few heartbeats before collapsing onto Elise. She kicked and gasped and cursed, desperately trying to be free of the corpse. I tucked my hands beneath her arms and dragged her out from under the body.

“Damn the hells.” Elise shuddered, swiping at her body as if a thousand prickling things ran up her arms, until her gaze whipped to the other side of the clearing. “Ari!”

Together, Elise and I darted to where Ari was slowly losing his battle between the last two sluagh.

A ragged caw drew my attention to the space above his head. By the hells, a raven pecked at the soft ears of one sluagh. It took flight when claws swiped at the bird, but in another breath the raven dove through the night and dug its talons into the scalp of the fae.

It would not kill the sluagh, but it gave Ari time to keep fighting.

Elise crept behind the one grabbing onto Ari’s ankle. I took the sluagh trying to snap its unhinged jaw toward Ari’s mouth.

With a cry of rage, Elise slammed her dagger through the sluagh’s skull to the hilt. I ended the second.

Ari rolled out of the blood seeping from the corpse. His hair was stuck to his sweaty brow and yellow spittle from the constant teeth gnashing at his face dripped off his cheeks.

“Dammit.” He kicked the dead sluagh. “Burn in the hells.” His boot slammed into the second corpse. A few more kicks and he seemed to come back to his senses. “Were you hurt much?”

The question was aimed at both me and Elise. Together we shook our heads. We almost breathed in relief. Almost relaxed. Until more screeching came from the trees.

“These were young sluagh,” Ari said, a little breathless. “More are coming.”

The raven swooped against the ambassador. It pecked at his head, crying out its call.

“Gods, cursed bird.” Ari swiped his arms overhead. “Be gone.”

The bird was relentless. Flying to the far side of the clearing, then returning to peck at Ari again.

When another bitter cry from approaching sluagh shattered the clearing, I shoved the man toward the bird. “It wants you to follow. Now, bleeding follow the raven.”

Ari gave up his resolve and sprinted behind Elise, the bird, and me.

Branches scraped my face. The ground sloped and dipped. I twisted my ankle more than once. When the raven perched on a boulder near lush ivy vines, I thought the horror of our night might at last come to an end.

Foolish of me to think following a suspicious bird would lead to hope and safety.

My scream rattled in my ears when two paces from the raven the ground gave out beneath me, and I fell into nothing but syrupy black.
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Chapter 20
The Nightrender


I killed those who deserved to die. Women and men alike. There was no remorse to be found as I stared at the slender woman at my feet. The gash over her pretty neck was deep. I hoped she choked on her blood for a few moments before the Otherworld took her.

Edvard Vill had been a cruel, controlling bastard. Battering his women and mistreating his folk at the homestead. Even hurting Oskar regularly. The bit of subtle relief at his death was felt the entire journey away from House Vill. So, it was not in my realm of possibilities that one of his lovers the night I murdered him would return and meet us at the grove with fifty skydguard and Southern warriors.

She made her choice and she paid with her life.

The fight had halted our entrance to the grove, but it ended quickly.

Valen hopped over a deep crack he’d made at the first sign of trouble. A dozen troll folk and forest fae with sharp horns in their messy hair were swallowed up in the jagged ravine. Skyds were mangled and slaughtered, doused in innards and entrails from my mesmer.

Another dozen lay dead with dark veins clawing their faces, turning the whites of their lifeless eyes a sickly gray. Dead through blight poisoning the soil beneath their feet.

Sol Ferus sat atop a fallen log, nursing a scorch mark on his hand from using too much of his magic too swiftly.

Tor kneeled in front of his consort, wrapping his palm with damp leaves and berry oils Niklas passed around to everyone needing relief from wounds.

“You’re supposed to release the blight, not play in it,” Tor said, his voice light.

Sol laughed and rested his brow against his lover’s. “Had to handle them all by myself and they were bleeding stubborn about dying. Not to mention, I was waiting for your slow ass to come burn them with me. You never showed.”

Tor shook his head, kissing the side of Sol’s jaw as he rose to his feet. “Forgive me. I was trying not to have my throat gnawed on by a troll.”

“Excuses.”

They laughed and laced their fingers together. My thoughts turned to Malin. I needed to see her. She was a survivor. No doubt at the first hint of my mesmer she would’ve known there was trouble. Ari, if the man had done his duty, would’ve taken the two queens into the trees whether they’d wanted to or not.

“Kase.” Tova approached, flicking black blood from the dark fae off her fingers. “Oskar Vill was injured. Want me to try healing him?”

I frowned. “He fought with us. No hesitation, the bastard took up arms and stood with us.”

Tova smirked; her head tilted to one side. “I think we’ve died, because it sounds like the Nightrender is telling me to heal a skydguard.”

I scoffed and gave her a shove. “Just do it.”

Once Tova left to tend to Oskar, I took note of the Kryv. Isak and Raum stood close together inspecting a few gashes they’d earned in the fight. Lynx and Eryka helped Gunnar with a bad scrape over his lip.

I sent thanks to the stars Ash and Hanna remained at Felstad and tipped my chin toward Niklas as he helped Halvar see to a wounded Luca.

“All right?” I asked.

Luca arched a brow. “I was nearly gutted by some terrifying clawed fae. Tell me something, my friend, why in the hells are the Southern folk so horrid? Why?”

I laughed and nudged his toe with my boot. “Because the fates despise us.”

“Well . . . likewise.” Luca winced when Niklas spilled a murky elixir that looked like dark honey over the wound in his side.

“Where is she?”

Valen’s voice drew me away. The king was shouting at his sister. A thing I’d never believe possible. Valen was fearsome, but did not lose his wits unless . . .

Unless Elise was in danger.

I quickened my steps, a sudden panic heating the blood in my head. With one hand, I reached out and gripped Valen’s arm. “What’s wrong? Where are they?”

Valen’s dark eyes were like pure midnight. Dangerous. Terrified. “Elise, Malin, they’re missing. So is Ari.”

For a few breaths I could imagine what the king looked like as a cursed beast. He seemed ready to crack open ribs with his bare hands.

“Valen, they are likely deep in the trees,” Herja tried to console.

I lifted my gaze to Hagen and knew he did not feel the same.

“You don’t believe that,” I snapped. “You’ve not seen them, have you? They’re missing.”

The color left Herja’s cheeks. She knew the truth but was trying to deny it.

“Where is my damn wife?” Valen raged and the earth responded. A deep crack splintered through the grove, causing a few of his own warriors to run for it before they were dropped into the ground.

Fear was a weight I could not bear.

The trees were empty. At my sides, I clenched and unclenched my fists. No one needed to tell me the truth. Malin wasn’t there. Someone—something—had targeted the two queens and taken the man we’d placed to defend them.

My wife, my bleeding soul was gone.

I did not care what it took, I did not care whose blood spilled, I would tear every piece of this kingdom apart until Malin was back in my arms. Alive.

“Bring the fae who survived,” I snarled. “I have questions they will answer.”

It took no time for the Kryv and Valen’s folk to arrange what was left of the small attack party in a line.

I approached a thick-necked troll. The fae had leathery skin, a bulbous nose, and ears too heavy to stand at a point, so they drooped over at the tips. Fear deepened the sickly yellow of his eyes as horrid imaginings spilled from his tiny brain into my thoughts. The sight of me made him wonder if I’d crack his bones one by one, if I’d cut off the tips of his ears, or if I’d force him to eat his own fingers.

A beautiful massacre I could work with.

Shadows coiled around each fae until they gasped and retched. But they couldn’t move, and I had no time for cowards fleeing before my questions were answered.

“I will take this end,” Valen said. He spun one bloodied axe in his grip.

“Do your worst, King. I look forward to it.” I glanced at the troll again. He winced when I tightened the shadows around his throat. “We, my friend, have a great deal to speak about.”

A sick crack echoed in the forest. The troll’s chest spewed blood over his pale tunic from the gash I’d sliced across his chest. Shadows took on the role of knives and mallets, battering and slicing the troll until he screamed.

I made a fist. His legs buckled as his knees bent the wrong direction, knocking him to the ground in a sweaty, gasping heap.

“I beg of you, cease.” His gruff voice trembled.

“Where would your folk take two women and a Night Folk fae?”

“I-I-I don’t—” He roared his agony when one elbow twisted.

“Your fear is delightful. Who knew someone could fear broken bones so fiercely?”

The troll’s eyes widened to the understanding of what my power would do. “I don’t know. But . . . but there are many forest folk that could’ve lured her to . . . to the center.”

“The center?”

A garbled scream interrupted our interrogation. Valen cracked his neck side to side, drawing in a breath of relief through his nose. The horned fae at his feet had an open gash splitting his wide face in two.

The king sneered with a delirious sort of violence at the next man in line. A skydguard who’d managed to survive.

“Care to try?” His voice was low, dark. It was perfectly wicked. Valen pointed his axe at the dead fae on the ground. “He had the wrong answer. Now, where is my wife?”

I glared down at my troll. “We’re losing patience. This center, where is it?”

“There is a clearing,” the troll said, “where a rocky slope guards the river. Many of the forest folk will trap and hunt there since the moon lights the way. We . . . we take power from the sun and moon and stars.”

“So I’ve heard.” I pinched his thick, bearded chin in my hand, grinning. “You’ve been most helpful.”

With the wave of my hand, the Troll’s neck snapped, jutting bits of his spine out of his skin.

I didn’t spare another look at his crumpled heap before turning toward the others. Valen had blood splattered over his face. The skydguard was dead and missing a hand.

“I know where to look.”

“Then take us there.”

The king was on the brink of losing himself. I knew the feeling. Truth be told, I hoped we both got lost along the way to finding our queens. This damn place deserved a bit of wrath.

Hells, even when I found Malin—and I would find her—I’d likely still slaughter as many folk in the new Jagged Grove as I could find.
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Chapter 21
The Memory Thief


I landed face down in dry dirt, coughing as a bit was inhaled down my throat. The moment I tried to prop up onto my elbows, I was flattened into the dirt again when Elise landed over the top of me. She groaned, mumbled an apology, and tried to roll off until Ari’s long body pinned the both of us into the ground again.

Head spinning, I coughed, gagged, and untangled my sore limbs from theirs.

Blood dripped over Elise’s brow. Ari had a gash in the middle of his lip and one ear oozed fresh blood from inside. I had few doubts I looked much the same. The rank aroma of my blood filled the dim cavern. If it bothered them, neither Elise nor Ari said anything.

Elise stood, hand on her belly, and cracked her back until she breathed out a sigh of relief.

“Follow the raven.” Ari spat the words through his teeth. He shot to his feet, brushed off his trousers, and looked up at the distant hole we’d fallen through. “Follow the damn raven, they said. Never mind it is a bird from the bleeding hells.”

I rolled my eyes and went to the queen. “Are you all right? The child?”

Her eyes were filled with stark worry. “No pains. I think . . . all is well. It is.”

I suspected she said the words with such vigor to convince herself more than me.

“Child?” Ari blinked, eyes on his queen. “What child?”

Elise swallowed and tried to stand straight under his glare. “Nothing to gawk at, Ari. My ancestors bore children on the battlefields. It is not an ailment; it is merely what it is. Don’t look at me like that. Nothing about me has changed. I can still wield a blade as⁠—”

“Elise.” Ari’s voice was sharp and demanding.

A bit of a surprise to hear him speak to his queen in such a way, then again, the Northern folk were not traditional when it came to their rulers. No mistake, Ari and Elise were friends first.

He closed the space between them. “What do you mean, child?”

Tears brightened her eyes, but she lifted her chin. “I am with child, and I am fine.” The queen’s voice cracked at the last word. “I am. I’m fine, and it will be a wonderful, joyous thing, and Valen will make . . . he’ll be a wonderful father and . . .”

Her words died off when Ari swallowed her in his strong arms. Worry, fear, no doubt tears she’d kept locked inside spilled out against his chest. She clung to his leather jerkin and silently cried.

“It will be wonderful,” he whispered. “I wish you would’ve told me, though.”

“I was busy trying to stay alive.”

“She has not even told the king, I found out by accident,” I said.

Ari closed his eyes. “He deserves to know, Elise.”

“I know.” She wiped her nose. “But you know him and how distracted he gets. Hells, with us missing, he is likely turning to bloodlust. He needs to remain focused on this fight, then we will have a great deal to celebrate.”

Ari pinched his lips together but didn’t argue. “We’ll talk about all this later. Right now, we need to get out of this bleeding troll burrow.”

“A troll burrow?” I scanned the rough walls, the sharp turns in the tunnel. There were a few torches rammed in the dirt, lighting the way. This tunnel was intentional.

“The claw marks,” Ari said, drifting his fingers over a few gashes in the clay walls. “Trolls are scavengers and hide their treasures underground.”

Ari reached for one of the torches against the tunnel mouth. The shape was roughly cut, a little jagged and narrow in some places, but at least tall enough we didn’t need to crouch too low.

“How deep does it go, do you think?” I whispered. We’d walked in silence too long and the weakness in my legs from the poison and the fight with the sluagh was showing. Each step required all my attention, all my focus, to merely keep myself upright.

“Could go on for lengths. Troll folk are known for their intricate tunnels.” Ari glanced over his shoulder at me. “You need to rest.”

“I’m fine.”

With an irritating grin, the ambassador smirked at Elise. Even more irritating was the way she smirked back.

“We’ll stop for rest at this bend up here.”

“I don’t need⁠—”

“Malin,” Elise interrupted. “You were poisoned, and you’re walking as if you only learned how yesterday. We will rest.”

To be the weakest partner was aggravating. I cursed my legs, cursed Ivar for his wretched poisons. I cursed the distance between me and Kase. The bond between us did not burn with any danger or pain, and I had to trust the Alver vow would let him know I was not lost to the Otherworld either.

Still, it did not soothe the need to have the warmth of him beneath my fingertips.

“Are you still convinced your raven led you here to be trapped, Ari?” Elise said, clearly trying to lighten the mood.

“Yes. It is a cursed bird and likely saved us from the sluagh to entomb us and watch us die a slow death.”

“Gods.” The word slipped out before I could stop it. After such chaos, then to fall into such dark quiet, nerves were claiming my thoughts with a cruel ferocity.

“No,” Ari said quickly, a false smile on his mouth. “We’ll be fine. I shouldn’t have spoken so harshly. The bird brings out the still very attractive, but more broody side of me. I swear to you, we’ll get free, Malin. And let us look at the bright side—we are trapped, but at least safe from any more hunting creatures,” Ari said. “Trolls are notorious for keeping their tunnels blocked against any other fae.”

“But we are in here.”

“And it is uncommon. I suspect it is because our magic is not the glamour of the South. Trolls collect unique magical objects. To a Southern troll, we are unique. I have fury, you have your memory magic, and Elise . . . well, I don’t know how Elise was not warded from entering.”

I shrugged and took the lead. “Unless her child is Night Folk fae.”

Ari hesitated for a moment, then barked a laugh. “Three hells, you’re probably right.” He gave Elise a soft smile. “Must be a powerful little one to get you through the troll gates.”

A touch of pride filled the queen’s eyes as we rounded the bend.

I stepped into the wider cavern, secretly ecstatic to find rest, but I stopped abruptly. “Ari, there is a door here.”

Ari appeared, torch in hand, at my side. Before us in the small space was a crooked door blocking an off-shoot tunnel.

“What is this?” Ari said to himself, one palm on the door.

“Ari?” A rough voice came from behind the door. The sound was parched, as if whoever spoke had not wetted their tongue in days. “Is that you?”

Ari’s brow furrowed. He drew his blade and stepped to the door. “Who’s there?”

Feet shuffled, a few grunts and murmurs came from behind the door.

“Ambassador Ari?” The voice was stronger. “Tell me this isn’t a mimic.”

“By the hells.” Ari pressed a palm against the latch on the door. He jiggled the iron. “Sofia? Is that you?”

My heart dropped. Sofia was the huldra fae who’d stood with Prince Bracken.

Dry laughter filled the space between us. “Ari. Fate has smiled upon me.”

Ari lifted the hilt of his sword, preparing to crash it down on the lock, but Elise grabbed his wrist.

“Wait. What if this is another fae trick, like the sluagh?”

“Ari constantly taunts his king about taking vows with his queen,” Sofia’s raspy voice came. “He can sleep anywhere, sitting up, standing up, I’m surprised he does not sleep with his eyes open. His favorite meal is roast herring with berries, and he tells no one about his family. I’m still puzzling through the, no doubt, tragic past of the Northern Ambassador.”

Ari flinched for only a moment before grinning. “She’s proving intimate knowledge. A mimicker fae would not be able to do so as quickly. It’s Sofia.” He faced the door again. “And I do sleep with my eyes open. I’m remarkably skilled at it.”

A laugh like a ragged cough followed. “If you are so skilled, get me the hells out of here.”

Ari tried to break the lock with his sword, it ended with the side of his hand splitting open after cutting it along a sharp sliver of iron. Elise tried to pick the lock with her knives with no luck. I longed for my whalebone pick for the door wouldn’t budge.

I’d opened a door like this before. A strong lock, but rusted, brittle hinges. A curl tugged at the corner of my mouth with a new plan. Turns as a thief, working odd jobs with Hob, had taught me a few tricks on breaking a lock.

“The hinges.” I pointed to the weak spikes keeping the door in place. It was a haphazard door, one hastily made, with all the attention placed on the thick iron lock. “Knock them loose and open it the opposite way.”

“Brilliant and amoral as always, Queen Malin,” Ari said, laughing. “Learn that trick while thieving, did you?”

“It’s possible.”

“You rival the dishonor of your husband.”

I snorted and helped brace the door while Ari struck at the small spikes from the bottom up until they were knocked out of place. The door slumped to one side, and together we pulled it away from the wall in the opposite direction it was designed to open.

Inside was a dank, rounded out room. It reeked of piss and waste and vomit. Elise covered her mouth and nose with the crook of her elbow as Ari grabbed the torch and stepped inside.

I gaped like a fool for half a breath. I’d only met the huldra guard once, but at that meet she’d been mystically beautiful. Her ears were slender and pointed, her dark hair like satin, her features delicate.

The woman before me was a husk of that guard.

Her hair was matted, stained in dried blood and dirt. A gash carved through her full lips, and the greenish, pulpy bruise hinted at an infection.

Huldra folk were a type of forest nymph. I’d studied a bit after facing Sofia last time. They were fae folk with tails. Sofia boasted a foxlike tail, but it too was matted and missing patches of fur. Her body had lost its strength in the arms and face. Those bright eyes were dull and sunken.

“Sofia.” Ari went to the guard and clasped her forearm. “What happened?”

“I’m afraid the High Queen made her move, my friend. I will say she took the upper hand in this game quickly. Took Prince Bracken and his inner circle in the dead of night, had us all on a damn trade ship, and tossed into the dungeons of that awful Eastern palace before Brack could even gather his team.”

Team? Game? My jaw tightened. “This is no game. It is war.”

Sofia’s gaze flicked to me. “The hidden queen.” She bowed at the waist, almost as if she did not realize she looked as if she’d been vomited out of a dying bear. “A pleasure to see you once again. Forgive our crass way of speaking. You see, in the South, it is always a game of crowns among the royals. To my queen, this is a play to keep the high crown. Her son has been of age for three turns now, and is her greatest contender, and I am her son’s most loyal guard.”

“If Bracken and his mother are ever on opposing sides of a battle, the law of the Southern courts is that the victor will take the high crown,” Ari said.

My brows arched. “His mother did this to her own son, to her own subjects?”

“Not this.” Sofia looked around. “But tossing me, the prince, and his other trusted guards in dungeons, yes. I was brought to the forest stronghold when . . . they brought another prisoner. They wanted me to use my glamour against the other fae, but I refused.”

Lust. Huldra fae used lust and seduction. It was an interesting magic, and I admitted inwardly I’d love to watch her use it.

“How did you end up here?” Ari asked.

“Oh, blame Hodag.”

“And Hodag is?”

“The troll who dug this beautiful place.” Sofia said. “Used to feed me cinnamon cakes as a girl. She thinks she’s doing me a bleeding favor by collecting me. Her heart is in the right place, but she simply keeps forgetting to feed her prizes. Troll folk are empty in the head. That bleeding troll can’t help herself. Burrowed right into the stronghold in the trees.”

“How did she know you were there?” Ari asked.

“Bracken must’ve told her I’d been snatched since Hodag also burrowed into the palace dungeons to keep watch on her princey.” Sofia snickered, mimicking a low, raspy voice when she said the word.

“Why not burrow Bracken out, then?” I asked.

“Oh, it isn’t so simple,” Sofia said. “There are too many guards, glamour protections, and Hodag does not collect anyone whose glamour does not interest her in the moment. I’m afraid she’s too accustomed to Bracken’s glamour, so she has no motivation to snatch him. Me, however, she’s always loved watching me work. Instead of returning me to the dungeons once she found me, she took me out of nostalgia and placed me here. She also nabbed the other prisoner because she insists he has grand power.”

Sofia looked at Ari again. “Bo and Rune remain with Bracken until Signe weds the Eastern fool. If Signe is crowned the new queen of the East, then Queen Astrid’s game is over.”

“Those are Bracken’s personal guards. Signe is his younger sister,” Ari explained to us. “And . . . are Bo and Rune the only ones who stood with him?”

“There would’ve been more, but the High Queen is shrewd.” Sofia’s lip twitched. “But if you’re asking about the lovely Saga and which lot she chose, she remains with the queen.”

Ari’s jaw pulsed. “I did not ask of her. But it is no surprise she would choose the wrong side. She is captivated by those with power.”

Sofia rolled her eyes. “You and Saga pretend to know each other to the point of hatred, but I believe neither of you really knows anything.” Sofia scratched her dirty hair and started to pace. “If I can reach Bracken before the vows, then we will at least have the benefit of moon glamour on our side since the ceremony is set for the full moon.”

Ari’s eyes brightened. “Malin and Elise have not seen what the prince can do.”

“Ah.” Sofia leaned against the wall, as if the conversation were beginning to take its toll on her skeletal body. “Prince Bracken’s form quite literally wanes and waxes with the moon. Since the moon will be full on the night of the vows, he will be nearly indestructible to a blade. When the moon is but a crescent, or when the moon is hidden, he can become a mist in the wind should he desire it.”

Gods. The Southern tricks did not end.

“Then how could a prison keep him captive? The moon is not yet half full.” I asked.

“Credit my queen once again.” Sofia slumped, to the point I feared she might topple. “Queen Astrid has the ability to bind with light. We call her the queen of hellfire behind her back. Her glamour is powered by sunlight, and she can create horrific ropes of fire that no magic I’ve seen has ever been able to break.”

“And when the sun sets,” Ari interjected, “what do they use to keep Bracken contained?”

Sofia grimaced. “Horrid potions. It kept the prince in and out of consciousness. He was not lucid enough to even use his glamour. Ari, I fear they will poison him, by accident or with intent, if we do not reach him soon.”

“We’re working on it,” Ari said, irritated. “Or we were until we fell into this bleeding hole. Oh, and you should know Princess Eryka is here.”

“What?”

“She is with us,” I said. “We found her as a prisoner of the Black Palace. Perhaps you should tell the queen her new allies nearly killed her niece.”

“She is selling her daughter like a lamb going for slaughter. What would a niece do to change her mind? But it lights a hot fire within me to make them pay if they caused her harm.”

“We do have folk searching for us, so I hope we will not be trapped long,” Ari said.

For the first time, Sofia looked like she might fall into tears. “Then we would be brainless creatures not to find a way to make ourselves known.”

“Sofia,” Elise said softly. “You mentioned another prisoner.”

“Yes.” The huldra’s eyes went wide. “I almost forgot. We can’t leave him behind.”

“Who is he?”

“A sea fae of some kind. Hodag spoke of his grand ship and how she very much wanted to raid it, taking whatever magical trinkets he kept aboard. We’d better get to it before the old girl gets back and takes you lot as her treasures. Then we’ll have no hope of leaving.”

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 22
The Memory Thief


Sofia pressed a hand against the wall. Another earthy door gave way and opened to a narrow cavern.

Facing the far wall, a man sat on the ground. One leg was folded beneath him. His other leg served as a prop for his elbow. In his hand he kept flicking what looked like a large gold penge coin.

The man had long, greasy hair tucked behind tapered ears. The tattered coat over his shoulders was lined in fur, and the hem was sprawled over the ground. If he stood, it would likely touch his ankles.

The sea fae didn’t look at us, simply flicked his coin once more, catching it in his palm. “If you’ve come to die, temptress, by all means keep walking.”

Sofia scoffed. “What will you kill me with? Your broken hand?”

With an eerily slow turn, the fae glanced over his shoulder. He lifted a palm wrapped in a dirty cloth. “Care to find out?”

The man’s beard was unkempt, but it could be from his stay in the tunnel. Like Sofia, his face was sunken and looked grayer than it should. But even with his filthy appearance, the captain had a beauty to him. Eyes like red glass. Not bloody, more like polished rubies colored his irises. It was oddly captivating.

Ari stepped forward. “If you want out, you’ll come with us.”

“Why would you free me?”

“Well, if you are a prisoner here, you are an enemy of our enemies.” Ari spoke with such brevity, he seemed to have forgotten we were in a troll dungeon. “I’ve been told tales of sea folk and know if they stay on land too long without the proper spells in place, they turn a sickly color. Look at you. You’re growing sicker by the day.”

“Ah, a wise land fae.”

“Yes,” he said. “And if you are here, I’m betting you’re of some importance to the sea folk. You need our help.”

With a touch of bitterness, the sea fae unfurled his leg and slowly rose to his feet. Hells, he was tall. I had to tip my chin up a great deal to meet his eyes.

He flicked the coin and stepped closer. “I am the king of the Ever Kingdom.”

Could’ve been a lie to get us trembling, but the ferocity in his eyes left me questioning whether it was possible he could be anything other than a king.

“I don’t care if you’re the sod in the hog pen scooping the pissed-on straw,” said Ari. “We’re getting out, and we’ll do it together.”

“I do not make allies on this side of the Chasm of Seas.”

“I don’t know what the Chasm of Seas is but⁠—”

“The divide between our lands,” said the captain. “A desolate place where your power ends and mine begins.”

“Fine.” Ari waved the words away. “Still changes nothing. You came here for a purpose and made an enemy of our enemies.”

“You have nothing to convince me to join you.”

“Survival,” Elise scoffed. “Seems a fair trade if you wish to see daylight again.”

The sea fae smirked. “I do not need the help of land fae. We are not folk; we are not allies. If anything, we are distant enemies. And you have nothing I want. Leave me. I will find my own way.”

Sofia stepped forward. “Everyone desires something.”

Warm, muggy air seemed to seep from the soil the longer Sofia spoke. Truth be told, I couldn’t look away. Sofia was dirty, ragged, but stunning all at once. A marvel. That is what I would call her. A bleeding marvel.

“Watch yourself, Queen Malin,” Ari said, pulling on my arm. “Sofia can be rather intoxicating, but you are not her target.”

I hadn’t realized I’d even taken steps toward Sofia. I blinked rapidly and stood beside Ari as if he might shield me.

“Did she place me under a spell?”

“No. You’re sensing her glamour,” he whispered. “You got a little too close to the wake.”

It was working. The sea fae hadn’t blinked, even allowed Sofia to touch his bare arm through the ripped snags in his once-white shirt.

“What is it you desire?” Sofia asked, voice soft and sensual.

He hesitated, shaking his head. With another breath, the captain laughed. “You think I will fall under your spell. My mate was a sea witch, woman. Your calls have no impact on me.”

Sofia didn’t falter. “So sure? It is not your lust I am after, but your desire.”

“I do not desire you.”

“It does not matter,” Sofia whispered. For all his protests, the captain did not move when she dragged her fingers over his tangled beard. There was a chance he couldn’t. The man seemed frozen in place whether he wanted it or not. “I’ve raised your true desire in your mind, and now I will take it.”

Elise let out a small shriek with Sofia’s fingernails elongated to points. She dug them into the dirty flesh of the captain’s face. Her small palm hovered over his eyes, and compared to the sea fae she seemed tiny, yet she held him in place.

He roared his discomfort as Sofia’s claws dug deeper into his skin.

Until it ended. In one lithe motion, the sharp points of her fingernails returned to smooth rounded edges. The sea fae crumpled to his knees, gasping. A few beads of blood dripped over his brows, but when he lifted his gaze to Sofia again, his glare was a collision of hatred and respect.

Sofia hummed in the back of her throat and closed her eyes. She reminded me of Eryka, but her odd trance lasted but a moment before her eyes snapped open.

“By the gods. His desire lies with retrieving his son. They’ve taken him.”

Elise’s mouth dropped. “His son?”

The sea fae’s eyes turned a deep red, more frightening than before.

“Explain,” Ari said, voice rough. “Why would the Eastern Kingdom cross bleeding worlds to steal the son of a sea fae? I’d like to know how they even knew you existed.”

Sea creatures were from tales of the gods. There weren’t actual kingdoms beneath the waves. Except there were. Here, before me, stood a supposed king of those worlds.

“There was a call through the chasm. An old incantation that breaks the gates.” The fae looked at each of us with a deep-rooted hatred. “Such a summons has not been done in centuries.”

Ari leaned a shoulder against the wall, one brow lifted. “So, you were summoned. Why step foot on land?”

“When the heir of the Ever was taken, it did not leave much choice.” The sea fae spoke sharply, as if a constant rage was always simmering.

“Any reason they’d want your heir?”

“For his blood.”

Feverish heat prickled the back of my neck. “Why?”

“According to the ugly creature who trapped me here, the woman who used the summons was told by a seer that the boy could cleanse blood.” The sea fae grinned viciously. “It’s true, he can. Or he can poison. Let us hope he is doing the latter.”

“Do you know who the woman was who summoned you?” I had a feeling I knew. Sigurd had mentioned Britta Grym had visited seers. If Ivar was ill, perhaps she’d gone searching for a cure to his approaching death.

“I did not see her,” the sea fae said. “I was brought here by her guards. She has only spoken with me through the dark. Excuses and pleadings that I would join their petty fight here on land. I never responded and soon found myself here.”

“How does your boy heal others?”

“Drops of his blood, combined with his song, can cleanse poisoned blood. But if he holds his tongue, his blood alone will putrefy.” The first show of pride for his child was clear when he spoke of the darker side of his son’s ability.

“Seems strange a king was so easily overpowered,” Ari said, a clear look of distrust on his face.

The fae’s red eyes flashed in a warning. “Some creature in white robes did something to my damn mind.”

My chest squeezed. White robes could mean the Benevolent. “Did you feel hopeful?”

Reluctant as he was to speak, the sea fae nodded. “As if all the powers and treasures of the land would be mine. It is perhaps my grandest failing.”

“It is his power,” I whispered. “He plays on our deepest hopes.”

“It does not change the fact that my heir will be used as a personal healer for some land soul bound for the gods until the boy is dried up.”

Each breath filled the room, shrinking the walls a bit more. To stop whatever schemes the Black Palace had now fell to me. I was the queen. I was a Kryv. I would make the deal.

“We will save your boy,” I said. The sea fae studied me as I stepped next to him. His skin was unwashed and smelled of old blood and sweat. I didn’t back down. I didn’t look away. “But you must vow never to join with our enemies. You help us with whatever we need until we find your boy.”

“And my reward is?”

“Your damn son,” Ari snapped.

It was sickening how long the sea fae seemed to debate with his options. As if he considered the idea of leaving his son and what? Saving his own neck instead?

After too many heartbeats, he sighed. “Fine. The boy is a pure bloodline of sea witch and sea fae. He is too valuable.”

All gods, he was considering leaving the boy.

A clatter in the corridor drew our attention to the door.

“Ah, old Hodag has returned,” Sofia said. “Now is our chance, my new-found friends.”

“How do we escape the troll?” Elise asked.

“Oh, we don’t escape her.” Sofia let out an extended sigh. “We’ll bargain with her. Make her a greater deal until she lets us go free. Troll folk are intrigued by rare magic. As it is, we have a memory thief—” she gestured to me, then looked to the man. “And a sea fae from old lore. I’m sure we can come to an agreement.”

Scuffling steps thudded in the tunnel, then a deep, husky wail broke the quiet.

“Sweetling!” Heavy, rapid steps filled the room where Sofia was kept. “Where’re you at!”

“Slowly killing me, yet she loves me.” Sofia cupped a hand around her mouth. “In here, Hodag.”

No more than ten breaths later, a stout woman barreled into the chamber. Her ears were thicker than the fae, and the point was too heavy to stand straight. Each ear flopped over, wiggling with each deep breath she took. The troll’s skin was leathery and the color of copper. She had short, black hair that stood wild and tousled on her head, and big, glistening tears stained her cheeks.

“Oh, oh, sweetling.” Hodag beelined it for Sofia. The huldra grunted as the troll flung her muscled arms around her waist and squeezed. “Thought I lost ye.”

Sofia patted Hodag’s head. “Enough tears, but we must have a discussion.”

The troll woman pulled back, swiping at her wet cheeks. For the first time she seemed to notice there were new faces in her tunnel. “Who’re they?”

“New friends for your rooms,” Sofia said.

Hodag didn’t look pleased.

Sofia squared her bony figure to the broadness of the leathery troll. “We must have discussions on this arrangement, Hodag.”

“I kept ye safe.”

“Yes, you pulled us from the dungeons and we’re quite grateful. But,” she went on, “it is long overdue for a new arrangement. We wish to go to the surface and join our topside kin.”

The troll shook her head violently, her ears slapping the sides of her face as she did. “No. I kept ye safe here. Nasty fights going on topside, sweetling.”

“Yes, we’ve heard. But you must release us.”

Hodag’s worry faded, and her dark eyes sparkled with a touch of mischief. “What is better?”

“She’s asking what offer we can make to convince her to use her glamour to open her doors,” Sofia said. “Hodag, you’ll be honored by the High Court should you free us.”

The sweet troll had transformed into a sly creature. Her large nose wrinkled. “Sweet sweetling. Already work with High Court.”

Sofia frowned. “Hodag, you sided with the High Queen and left your princey to rot?”

“Sweet princey is alive.” The troll shrugged. “What’s better?”

“I have something.” I stepped up to Hodag. The troll woman was a head shorter than me, but in a battle of strength she looked like she could snap my bones. “Release us, Hodag, and you will receive a basket filled with stolen memories.”

The troll’s ears twitched, as if she were listening closely.

“This intrigues you?” I asked.

Hodag nodded.

“I steal memories with my glamour.”

“Stop looking at her, sea fae,” Ari’s growl drew my attention.

The sea fae had his red eyes locked on me, all at once intrigued.

Let him try to take my mesmer. I was frustrated, exhausted, and without my husband long enough to feel particularly murderous against anyone who might try to keep me parted from Kase even longer.

“I’ve stored these memories in vials,” I went on. “They are in our haven not far from here. Who among your troll folk can say they have magically acquired memories?”

Hodag considered my stipulations for a few breaths, then nodded. “Can ye bring me the queen jewel and the vials?”

“The queen jewel?”

Sofia cleared her throat. “Perhaps this might be of use for you to know. Troll folk can sniff out magical objects. It’s how she found me. Hodag speaks often about a queen’s jewel. I take it to mean a broach, a necklace, perhaps an earring. She says it is filled with magic and covets the thing.”

I snapped my gaze to the troll. “This jewel, Hodag, is it a ring?”

The troll watched me wiggle one finger and nodded.

All gods. My hands fell to the troll’s broad shoulders. “Where is it?”

She jabbed a thumb at Sofia and the sea fae. “The forest haven. Say they won’t give it up ‘till young princess vows with the dark healer.”

“The young princess is Signe,” Sofia said.

“Niall is a Mediski, a healer with a rotten heart,” I explained. “Hodag, who is in the forest haven?”

“Dark healer’s mother and his bony father.”

I pressed my palms against the burn of agitation in my cheeks; thoughts rampaged through my mind as I paced. It was true: Ivar and Britta were in Jagged Grove. No doubt, the reason for the stronghold was to guard the Lord and Lady Magnate, but also the ring. The queen’s ring. But why did they keep it from Niall? Why were they tossed into the grove in the first place?

“The ring cannot be gifted to you. It belongs to this land,” I told Hodag. “But if you help us find it, we will give you a greater reward.”

“From the Northern Kingdom as well,” Elise said. She’d slipped into the role of a queen. She spoke with gentle condescension, and it was perfect. “A dozen satchels filled with our healing flower, moonvane, and Northern gold coin.”

The troll’s eyes brightened with a bit of anticipation. She beamed at me, then Elise. “Tis good.”

“You’ll need to seal your agreements with blood,” Sofia said.

Hodag already had a small shiv made of pine in her hand. She grunted and gestured at my palm. I winced as she slashed a long cut over the meat of my thumb. Next, Hodag split her skin and shook my hand. The instant our skin touched, a hum of warmth spread up my arm until the troll beamed and pulled away.

After she did the same to Elise, she waved her hands at us, gesturing for us to stay put.

“Too many faces. I dig the new door.”

“The entrances are created with glamour to only release those she put inside,” Sofia said. “Since you fell in, she will need to accommodate the extra bodies.”

Hodag scratched her ear. “More days, then we go topside.”

“Days?” Ari groaned.

“Wait.” Elise grabbed Hodag’s arm. “Could someone topside help you dig a new opening?”

“Still many days. I dig deep.”

Elise’s eyes brightened. “I know someone who can dig deep into the earth too.”

A thrill squeezed my lungs until I couldn’t catch a deep breath as Elise directed Hodag to sniff out a group of folk who would have strange magic. The notion of foreign powers had the troll trembling with excitement. Her beady eyes didn’t blink as Elise gave her direction.

Hodag took a deep breath through her nose. “I smell them off you.”

“I don’t . . . I don’t understand.” Elise looked at Sofia.

“She wants to know if their magic will smell like you.”

“Like Ari,” Elise said. “He has fury. And some will have a scent like Malin.”

Hodag snorted and practically skipped around the room, sniffing our necks, hair, and hands. She winced for a moment at the long draw of my Alver blood, but her eyes gleamed when she went to the door.

“Can you find them?” I asked.

“Always find what I hunt,” Hodag said. “Now, stay.”

In the next breath, the troll sprinted from the room. Sofia cursed the gods.

“Food!” she shouted in the hallway. “You damn troll, we need food.”

I ignored the pleas of the huldra and grinned at the open doorway. Soon. If Hodag was as skilled as she said, soon I would have Kase Eriksson back in my arms.

And we would have the first true step toward the queen’s ring.
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Chapter 23
The Nightrender


The Black Palace would know where we hid away in Jagged Grove soon enough.

The way we kept leaving a bloody trail in our wake, it would not be long before what was left of the Southern fae hiding out in the trees fled to the gates of the palace, screaming for protection.

Let them go. We would follow them there.

I’d not allowed myself to think it, but there was the looming chance that Malin had been snatched by skyds and dragged to the Black Palace. For all I knew, she might be in chains in the dungeon, being tortured.

My eyes clamped shut as I listened to the last wails of the winged blood fae we’d found spying on us in the trees. Valen had no luck getting answers from the beast. Vile creatures with their tattered wings and penchant for draining other fae folk dry of the blood in their veins. But tonight, we brought the death, we brought the blood.

There was no remorse, no feeling at all, as I listened to the king slaughter the fae with his axes.

“She is alive, Kase.” Niklas came to my side, his back to the slaughter.

“I know.” Alver vows. I’d never been more grateful Malin and I took our vows. In the deepest parts of my soul, I knew she lived. “But I do not know if she is in pain, if she suffers, and I feel my mind slipping into a dark place filled with violence.”

Niklas hung his head. A muscle pulsed on the hinge of his jaw.

“How did you do it, Nik?” The question was soft. A hint to the wretched cracks in my soul. As if part of me had been shredded to pieces, I could not sleep, eat, I could hardly breathe without Malin here. I faced my friend. “Junie was missing for over a turn. How did you do it?”

“You remember,” Niklas said. “You know what I was like. A walking corpse. All I could cling to was our vow. I knew she was alive, and as long as I knew that, I searched for her. The search, the hope, kept me moving.”

“All I feel is fear.”

“You are more than fear. You control it, but it does not mean fear must control you. Malin knows how to survive. As do Elise and Ari.”

Niklas gave a cautious glance at Valen. Sol and Halvar pulled their brother and king off the mangled body of the fae. His face was coated in blood much the same as mine had been the night I’d killed Edvard Vill.

Valen tried to shove them off, but Sol gripped his brother’s face between his palms.

“You are losing yourself,” Sol hissed. “Keep your damn head and find your wife as her king, not a beast.”

The Sun Prince had a bit of power in that he could reach the king when others couldn’t. Valen looked ready to strike at Sol for a few moments before he closed his eyes, and his breaths came slower, more even. Sol pulled Valen by the back of the head into an embrace. He clapped his younger brother on the back until the blackness in Valen’s eyes was kinder and calmer once again.

“Be grateful,” Niklas whispered, “that you have the bond to tell you she lives. To not know, well, I cannot imagine.” He looked at the Northern king with sympathy. “It is a wonder we do not have more death beneath our feet.”

I did not want to be grateful for anything, but Niklas spoke the truth.

Valen pulled his axe out of the hip bone of the dead fae and wiped his bloody forehead with the back of his hand. His gaze flicked to mine. The Northern king knew I could feel the beating heart of my wife, but we did not know the fate of his.

Such a torture would drive me to a bloody madness much the same.

“Kase.”

I spun around as the trees parted with Raum, Bard, Hagen, and Herja. Three steps and I was next to Raum.

“Anything?” I asked. The desperation in my voice was heavy, and I cared little for it. I was bleeding desperate. His mouth tightened and there was a shadow in his silver eyes. “Raum, what is it?”

“Speak.” Valen’s rough, tortured voice caused his sister to jump. Herja took in his face, a furrow over her brow. The king didn’t soften his tone. “You come with news, then speak the damn news.”

“Brother,” Herja whispered.

“Do not coddle me. If you have found something, say it.”

Raum shifted on his feet, his hands twitching at his sides. “Two lengths from here, we found a clearing filled with slaughtered fae. There was a struggle. I saw the footprints and body imprints.”

I took a step closer to Valen out of fear the king might erupt in rage any moment. “And?”

“I found hair. Red hair in the leaves.” Raum cleared his throat and turned to Valen. “And this.”

From inside his tunic, Raum removed a silver circlet with runes etched on the side. A few pieces of golden hair were still tangled around the edges. Valen tilted his head and took the circlet with his bloodied hand.

A rough gasp scraped out of his throat. “Take us there.”

Raum was wise enough not to tease, not to argue. He dipped his chin and went to gather the others.

“Valen,” Herja said. “We’ll find her.”

“I grow tired of the assurances I do not need,” Valen said in a dark growl. “There was never a question on if I would find Elise. The question is what will become of this land until I do.”

He stormed away, shouting for Halvar and his warriors to ready themselves.

Herja’s shoulders slumped, and Hagen pulled her close against his side.

“I know how he feels,” he whispered.

“As do I.” She smiled. “But there is a bloodlust in my brother we do not understand. I fear what he will become should he sink deeper into this darkness.”

“Perhaps it is the darkness within us all that will win this battle,” I said, blinking until my eyes glazed over in shadows.

No mistake, the state of Valen Ferus caused the camp to scurry into position with haste. No matter how quickly we walked, it would not be fast enough.

Without trying, without even thinking, ten paces in front of me a wall of darkness began to gather. Raum came to a halt. “Kase?”

Fear for Malin was suffocating. But there was also fear for what might happen if we ran out of time. If we did not reach this clearing swiftly enough. Especially in Valen’s mind. He was on the brink of destroying everything and those closest to him seemed to know it.

Whispers struck me from the wall. A feeling burned in my chest. If I could simply step through and . . . and be where we wanted to go. It would give us an advantage. We might find them sooner.

Could the others follow me? I didn’t know, but my mesmer drew this out unconsciously. I always told Malin to trust her power. I would trust mine.

“You going to shadow walk?” Hagen asked.

“It took me to where I wanted to go in an instant back in Skítkast.” I needed to get to Malin. The same as it’d done when the skyds attacked, the wall of dark fears built the moment I desired to find where Malin had been.

I rolled my shoulders back. “There isn’t time to overthink it. I’m going through. Follow me or do not.”

I closed my eyes and stepped into the frigid darkness. Half a breath, half a moment, and my next step crunched over broken twigs, the tang of blood and death burned my nose.

In the next instant, Raum was at my side. He let out a shaky breath. “By the hells, that was, well, that was unsettling.”

The others started to follow.

Valen. Sol. Tor. Niklas was the only one who walked through with a look of fascination. The others were disoriented for a few breaths and a little pale.

“It was like a waking nightmare,” Herja whispered.

No mistake, the fear was worse for others than it was for me. I scanned the clearing. From the trees and distance from the river, I’d say we’d traveled at least three lengths deeper into the grove.

The burn of unease on the back of my neck hinted there were unseen eyes watching. Waiting to strike, perhaps.

Let them come.

Valen did not hide his darkness the same as me. He wore it like a mark of power, of madness, of his unwavering devotion to the wellbeing of his queen. Me, I buried the wickedness in the shadows. It did not lessen the constant ache to shred the kingdom to pieces until Malin was in my arms once again.

There was a piece of me that wished more folk would attack, all so I could dig into their flesh with fear until they begged for the Otherworld.

“Here.” Raum held up a fist. “This is where we found it.”

A massacre had occurred here. Four bodies of strange, slender fae were scattered around the clearing. Dark blood stained their lips. Some bite marks marred their pale skin.

“Sluagh.”

I turned at the sound of Eryka’s gentle, trembling voice. The fae princess covered her mouth, taking in the gore.

Gunnar stood at her back, a constant sentinel for the princess, much the same as the woman had become for him.

“What did you say?”

“They are sluagh folk. Part of the underground dwellers. Dark fae.” She blinked and a tear fell onto her cheek. “Why are they here?”

“This makes you feel a certain way,” I grumbled. “Why?”

Eryka knelt beside a dead sluagh. “These are younglings. What a cruelty to bring them here. Why would my aunt allow it?”

“Explain why this distresses you in words, not riddles,” I snapped.

Gunnar glared at me, but he was wise enough to hold his damn tongue. We did not have time for seer prophecies.

Eryka shook her head, a look of distress on her face. “The High Court fought tirelessly to bring peace to the underground realms of our kingdom. The dark fae signed peace with the light fae only a mere century ago. To allow younglings to run wild in a foreign land, it would be an act of the gods if they survived. This was a death sentence.” The princess sniffled. “As if they were nothing. As if their folk did not matter.”

“If they hurt my wife, they do not matter,” I said.

Eryka sighed. “That is the other troubling thing. Sluagh are soul drinkers. They take power from the souls of other living creatures. But they were forbidden during the peace signings to drink from fae folk or mortals. They were to hunt animals and forest creatures.

“If they attacked the queens and the ambassador, the treaties would have been dissolved. Kase,” she said my name softly, a first time for her to address me so personally. “I do not need the whispers of the stars to know this battle, if won by our enemies, will alter the fate of every kingdom. There is something dangerous at play here, and I do not know what my aunt has planned. I do not know what deals have been made, but there is a heaviness in my heart that power is being used we do not understand.”

Her words lifted the hair on my arms. Jaw tight, I stood.

“I believe your queens and the ambassador were the ones to kill the younglings,” Eryka said.

“What makes you sure?” Valen shoved past Gunnar and glared at Eryka. His anger was not truly directed at the fae princess, more at the bleeding world.

“Ari Sekundär knows how to kill a sluagh.” Eryka pointed to the stab wounds in the back of one sluagh’s head. “I believe they fought them off, but I hope to the gods the sluagh den did not take them. They would be lost in grief at the deaths of their young. You can see the bite marks. They were marked by their families. I must warn you, grown sluagh are some of the deadliest fae.”

“Malin is alive.”

“Yes. I know it too.” Eryka looked around the clearing. “I think they either fled or were . . . taken by something else before the den found them.”

My instinct was to turn toward fear, but there was a sliver of hope in the words. Ari knew how to kill the sluagh. All signs pointed to the truth that they’d successfully killed and fled. I had to believe that with Ari’s experience in the South, with Malin and Elise’s skill in survival, they ran somewhere to hide.

They were out there in the darkness. Somewhere.

In the branches overhead, the caw of a raven disturbed the melancholy. The bird bobbed its head, fluttered off the tree branch, and circled one of the overgrown paths into the deeper grove.

The raven perched once more on the branch, crying at us.

It repeated the movement twice before Eryka touched my arm. “Follow it.”

“I’m not following a—” Words cut off when I turned to face her. The whites of her eyes had glazed over until her stare was milky and cloudy.

“She’s star speaking,” Gunnar whispered. He looked to the branches. “Follow the damn bird, Kase.”

A raven. Now we were following birds. The Southern folk were strange. But Eryka’s odd trances hadn’t led us into grave danger yet.

“This way,” I shouted and cut through the wooded path the raven had circled.

The trek was uphill. A length or two down the path, our breaths were ragged, and my legs ached from the rocky path. At long last, the path opened into a flat space in a thick grove of aspen and evergreens.

I held up a fist, halting the others.

In the center of the grove a mound of dirt was moving.

“What is it?” Valen crouched beside me.

“Something is there in the soil.”

We said nothing, watching as the dirt spilled down like a small hill forming in the ground. I jolted when, all at once, a head popped out of the ground. By the hells, it was another troll. This one was daintier than the thick, bulbous troll I’d killed. A female by the shape. Still with the thick, floppy ears and large nose, but her fingers were not as wide and her stature less broad.

The troll wiggled herself half out of her hole and sniffed the air.

I expected the woman to slip back underground, but after a moment she whipped her oddly glowing eyes in our direction. Hells, not our direction she looked right at us.

“Smell ye.” She sniffed loudly until it turned into a throaty snort. “Said I could find ye. Putrid blood and earth blood. And—” The troll sniffed the air again. She furrowed her brow and pressed a hand to her mouth. “Oh, little starlight? Is it true?”

“Wait. I know her.” Eryka shoved her way through.

“Stop.” I tried to grapple for the princess, but she had already sprinted out of reach.

“Hodag!”

“Little starlight!” Hodag grunted. Eryka was not large, but when the troll woman wrapped the fae in her bulky arms, her forehead only hit Eryka’s chest. “Never thought to be seeing you ever.”

“Hodag.” Eryka turned to the trees. “She was a nursemaid for the royal children in the South. A friend.”

“Do you trust her?” Valen asked.

“Uncle.” Gunnar huffed. “It’s Eryka.”

“And I take no risks when it comes to Elise, boy.” Valen’s eyes glowed with a touch of red. Whatever power held him in violence was fighting against his better senses.

We needed to find our wives. Soon. Or the North might lose their king too.

Gunnar pinched his mouth closed and nodded, as if he saw the same darkness I did. “I understand. We can trust Eryka, though.”

“I agree,” I said and stepped out into the trees.

The troll sniffed the air again. “Putrid blood. Same as the other.”

Like a fist to my gut, I lost my breath. “Other? Troll, patience is wearing thin. Speak plainly. You saw another whose blood smelled like mine?”

Hodag hesitated for half a breath, but nodded in the end. The troll faced Valen. “Earth blood. You can dig?”

“King Valen,” Eryka said, “she’s talking about your magic. Trolls burrow, she thinks you do the same as her.”

“No.” Hodag shook her head violently, so her ears slapped her head. “No. Need to dig fast, so I get a better collection. They made bargain, and it was agreed.”

“Wait, you want us to dig?” Eryka arched a brow. “Why?”

“To go swiftly.” Hodag made a gesture of scooping with her palms and looked to Valen again. “She said you dig less than days.”

Valen chased the distance between him and the troll in the next breath. “She? You have a woman with you, troll?”

Hodag wore a look of disgust. “Too many faces. Didn’t mean to collect them, but they made new deal.”

“Trolls collect magic and store their treasures in burrows,” Eryka said. “She might’ve collected the queens and ambassador.” The princess frowned at the troll. “Hodag, we’ve talked about collecting fae folk. Nothing that breathes.”

Hodag huffed. “Saved ‘em. Did it to protect ‘em. Until the other faces came. Didn’t collect those folk.”

“Where are they?” I’d had enough of the chatter. I needed no explanation, if the troll had Malin, how it came about mattered little to me.

“This way.” Hodag shuffled into the trees, grunting and snorting as she tried to keep a quick pace.

Hope was there. But the truth was, I feared hope most of all. To have a heart broken with brutal disappointment had been a constant companion in my life. I did not know if I could stomach the hope of coming close to Malin, only to have her taken from me in a ruse.

Hodag stopped abruptly. The trees were less dense, and the earth raised slightly, but in the center of a berm was an opening. Large enough for a man to slip through. I peered over the edge. Nothing but darkness greeted me in turn.

“Mine.” Hodag said with a touch of pride. “I dig deep.”

“You say new faces weren’t supposed to be collected,” I began, voice low. “Did new folk fall into your burrow?”

Hodag nodded, a little irritated. “Aye. Out of balance.”

“Trolls do not like odds and ends. They collect with intention,” Eryka clarified.

“Earth digger.” Hodag pointed at Valen. “You dig deep.”

The king cracked his neck to the side. “Tell me where to aim, troll, and you will see soon enough.”

With Eryka’s help, Hodag explained how her burrow was arranged and how he should break the earth without causing it to cave in on the inside entirely. I directed the warriors and guild to step back when Valen lowered to one knee, palms on the earth.

I braced against a slender tree when the ground rumbled. Rock and wood cracked and bent. Valen closed his eyes. A hiss spilled from the fissures of broken ground. Dust and shattered stone burst into the air. The foundation rocked and spread apart.

Hodag marveled. The troll kept shouting her wonderment at his strange glamour. No mistake, if we did not watch the woman closely, she’d be collecting Valen next.

My pulse thudded in my skull when the chaos of soil and flinging bits of rock settled. An open wound in the ground revealed a deep cavern beneath our feet. As I peered over the edge, a strangled sound of relief burst out of my throat.

Green eyes met mine twenty paces down. “You’re late, Nightrender.”

Malin was bloody, sweaty, covered in dirt. I’d never seen a more beautiful sight.

Valen trembled as he fashioned a few roughly cut stairs into the sides of the hole. The king didn’t ask to go first, simply demanded it when Elise stepped into the moonlight; he had his wife crushed against him by the time I was halfway into the hole.

“Valen,” Elise whispered, “why are you always covered in blood?”

“You don’t want to know.” His voice was rough against the crook of her neck.

Elise’s eyes caught mine over his shoulder. A furrow of worry shadowed her face. She knew her husband better than anyone. No doubt she would figure out how close he came to losing himself.

On the final step into the cavern, I caught Malin as she flung her arms around my neck.

“Gods.” I breathed in the warmth of her skin and reveled in the tender touch of her hands. I scooped her up beneath her legs, clinging to her like I would not be able to think, move, or live without her embrace.

“You don’t believe in the gods,” she murmured against my shoulder.

“Right now, I might.”

She pulled back, tears carving lines through the grime on her face. Malin brushed her thumb over my bottom lip, tugging on it, before she crashed her mouth to mine.

I leaned against the earthy wall to brace when I feared my legs might give out. Hand on the back of her head, I parted her lips with my tongue. I devoured her.

The kiss was rough and greedy. As if we wanted to claw our way into each other. When we parted, I tasted cloying blood. Mine or hers, I didn’t care.

“I am in your debt.” Valen’s voice drew my attention. He still had Elise’s hand in his, but his other arm had hooked around Ari’s neck. He’d drawn his friend into a crushing embrace.

“There is no, nor will there ever be, debt between us,” Ari said. “I was with two queens who are quite terrifying. They saved my skin.”

Malin snorted a laugh as she slid down my body, back to standing. “That is the first time I’ve ever seen you be so modest, Ambassador. I thought you might shout it to the world how you saved us in the trees.”

Ari smirked. “You’ve fallen into my plan perfectly and have done such things for me. Go on, tell everyone what a bleeding hero I am.”

“We’ll share all your heroic feats later,” Elise said. “We need to help Sofia.”

Ari’s face sobered. “You’re right.”

I held tightly to Malin’s hand as Ari turned back into the tunnel. He returned with a haggard looking woman.

Beneath the dirt and blood on her face, a brief, distant memory filled my head. A moment in the great hall of the Black Palace. The prince of the Southern High Court. He’d come, he’d stood before Ivar.

This was one of his female guards. Or at least what was left of her.

“Valen,” Elise said. “This is Prince Bracken’s inner guard, Sofia.”

“She’s been trapped here for some time.” Ari spoke as Malin went to Sofia’s side.

“Can you walk up the staircase?” Malin asked.

The woman nodded, but her breaths were ragged. Lips cracked, cheeks sunken. How long had it been since she’d eaten or wet her mouth?

“King of the sea,” Ari said over his shoulder. “As promised. Your freedom.”

An imposing figure emerged from the cavern. His eyes, like a storm at sunset, were red and cloudy all at once. His skin was almost tinted a soft green color. Not of illness, but like sea foam or damp moss.

Questions would be answered later. I helped get the Southern guard and the strange man out of the troll’s burrow. At the surface, Tova and Niklas went to work with elixirs and herbs for the wounded.

Eryka let out a strangled cry when she saw Sofia. The princess and huldra embraced, laughing and swaying as tears cut through the dust and kohl on their faces.

“Bracken knew you were alive,” Sofia said. Her voice was weak and dry. Like spitting out sand. “I admit I always hoped, but feared the worst.”

“I do love tender reunions,” Tova whispered with a touch of irony. “I wonder if Eryka will forget about my sweet, precious Gunnar now that her family is slowly being restored.”

“Tov,” Malin tilted her head. “You sound a little protective of the princeling.”

“Maybe I am. He won’t come right out and say it, but I think he likes the strange fae. He’s not so hardened like the rest of us, and those soft hearts bleed the most.”

“Don’t look, Tova,” Malin whispered, “but I think you might have one of those soft hearts too.”

Tova leveled the small blade of her knife near Malin’s nose. “Take it back, or I take away your ability to speak.”

Malin laughed and swatted Tova’s hand away before she could set to work bandaging any of her wounds. “I’m not injured. Sofia needs the help. She’s not eaten in days.”

“Nik is handling her, and you seem blissfully unaware you have a festering gash over your brow. Hold still.”

“You’re too demanding, and I am a queen.”

Tova snorted. “Ah, I see. Claim the title when it is convenient.”

“What good is it otherwise?”

“Well, Your Bleeding Majesty, you’re all patched up. Now go, whimper about how cruel I am for caring whether you die of infection to someone who will listen.”

Malin snickered as Tova made her way toward Elise. There was already a crowd to fight through. Sol and Tor were nearly as close to Elise as Valen. The Sun Prince kept inspecting his sister-in-law, while Tor glared at her and muttered words I couldn’t hear. From what I knew of him, he was insulting her while telling her he loved her in the same breath.

Halvar shoved Tor’s shoulder, nudging him aside, and said something to the queen until she laughed.

Herja and Hagen kept going back and forth between Malin and Elise until Malin shooed them away.

“I think Elise is frustrated with you,” I whispered.

“Why?” Malin peered around my body to the small army surrounding the queen. Elise pointed her glare at us before she was swallowed behind the line of her worried family.

“You’ve sent everyone to her, and you are left in peace.”

“She knows how to be queen. I’ve no doubt she will scare everyone away when it becomes unbearable.” Malin rested her head against my shoulder. “I missed you, you know. A little. Not a great deal, but enough to make mention of it.”

“Liar.” I tugged her to my side. Malin insisted they’d only been in the burrow for half a day at most. Had the queen not convinced the troll to find us, how long would she have been trapped there without food and drink?

“How much blood stains the soil now?” she whispered.

“I do not apologize for doing what was needed to find my wife.”

“I am not asking for an apology. There are no lengths I would not go to find you, Kase. I thought I’d proved this by now.”

I kissed her forehead. “It was not me I feared for, to be honest.”

My gaze drifted back to Valen. He had Elise’s face in his palms, his brow to hers.

“Well,” Malin said softly, her eyes were shadowed in a touch of sympathy for the Northern royals, “perhaps for a moment we can rest from bloodshed.”

“For now.” I drew her knuckles to my lips. “Who is the red-eyed fae?”

“A sea fae from a place called the Chasm of Seas.”

“A sea fae? Like Sigurd said?”

Malin shrugged. “I don’t know exactly. The story he told of why he was summoned unnerved me most. Kase, the Black Palace, and likely the Southern fae, is using old mesmer. He was compelled here, and they took his son to use his blood. According to him, the boy has healing blood.”

“You believe him?”

“I don’t know. But if he is telling the truth, I think Britta Grym was behind it.” Malin hesitated. “There’s something else. Hodag told us she knows where the ring is. It’s with Ivar and Britta. It’s here in the forest.”

My eyes shadowed; my blood cooled. “Then our next move is set.” I kissed her forehead. “You should rest. Soon, we will have marks to meet.”
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Tova’s fears seemed unwarranted. Eryka spent time with Sofia, but she never seemed to stray too far from Gunnar.

Chatter went on about a few tricks of the Southern fae as we made camp. Talk centered around Bracken’s role in the court, and his sister betrothed to Niall. Princess Signe seemed like a pawn without much magic. An unfortunate player forced onto the wrong side of the game table. Frey, his brother Axel, and a few of the Northern Warriors took a great interest in Sofia and her gifts of lust and seduction.

A few tried to touch her, even insinuated they were in love with her, and wanted to take her to their beds. Most seemed to speak without a bridle on their tongues.

“Let the woman sleep. Hells, are you bleeding animals?” Herja grumbled, swatting her warriors away.

“Forgive me,” Sofia whispered; her eyes fluttered with exhaustion. “When I am injured, my control weakens, so bursts of glamour seep out. It always affects those whose hearts are not taken the most.”

“You need no forgiveness,” Herja said, hands on her hips as she glared at the men. “They ought to do better than be mindless bastards, dreaming of bedding you when you are hardly able to stand. Gods, your mothers would be ashamed of you.”

Frey and his brother looked properly chastised and scurried far away from the huldra. The others muttered apologies but looked more petulant about the distance.

In the end, Niklas and Halvar opted to protect Sofia until she strengthened and could rein in her glamour again. Their hearts belonged to others and the power of lust seemed to die on them.

We quickly arranged sleeping areas, or those who had the will, beneath draped furs in makeshift tents. Valen had arranged for guards to watch a bend in the river, giving us a place to wash.

I tilted my head, watching as the sea fae spun droplets of water around his fingers, lost in thought.

“You named yourself a king, but do you have another name we should know you by?” I asked, braiding my damp hair over my shoulder.

He lifted his eyes. His beard had been tamed and his skin scrubbed, yet he still gave me pause. I could not give a reason for my aversion to the man, but he was dangerous. It would be unwise to think he stood by us for any other reason than to retrieve his missing heir.

If the story was even true.

Half his mouth twisted in a grin, revealing one fang. “Thorvald. Thorvald of the Ever.”

“You said that before, the Ever?”

“My kingdom.” Thorvald turned his gaze back to the water, spinning his fingers until a cyclone formed. “Our lore tells us the sea is everlasting. Waters shaped the land in the beginning, and in the end, it will be the seas that swallow the land.”

Pretentious. A little arrogant. Then again, most kings likely believed their land was the truest, greatest, and most beloved by the gods.

“Well, I hope you will soon see your kingdom again.”

Thorvald scoffed, focused on the river, and I took it as my chance to give my leave of him. I hurried through the camp. Hob and Inge were already tucked beneath a thick fur, sleeping. Those from House Vill had been dragged from the caves and shipped to Skítkast two nights before. Only Oskar remained. He offered me a strained look through the fire as I strode past.

Deeper into the camp, I marked the spots where Lynx, Tova, and Raum slept. Isak leaned against a tree nearby, looking to the sky.

“All right, Isak?”

He gave me a half-hearted grin. “This is the l-l-longest I’ve been p-p-parted from Fiske since we were b-b-boys.”

“Soon,” I whispered. “This will end soon and there won’t be any reason to be parted again.”

Isak looked back to the sky. “I hope you’re right.”

I couldn’t believe otherwise. The thought of merely surviving for months or turns as we tried to take the Black Palace bent my spine in the weight of war.

But it was heartening to witness two kingdoms collide in kinship. All around the camp, fur mats, drinking horns, and washing supplies were scattered together from both the North and the guilds. No lines were drawn, only loyalty lived in these camps. Gunnar had always assured us the North would stand by our sides, but it struck me more now than before how they did more than stand with us. They’d become part of us.

We would defend them, and they would defend us, like we were all one land.

Our alliance with the Ferus royals of the North was deeper. It was made of stronger bonds. Love, friendship, respect. I liked to think those kinds of ties were made of iron, and not the brittle glass of selfish aspirations. Kinsmen earned through blood and war, not manipulations and tricks.

I scanned the space for Kase. Tor and Sol were settled beside Herja and Hagen. Halvar laughed with Gunnar, Ari, and Eryka.

Kase was the missing piece of the camp. I’d expected him to be with the king or queen, but Valen had fashioned a new burrow where he could steal away with Elise.

I doubted we would see them until sunrise. With a sigh, I looked at the private space with a bit of longing.

“I cannot bend the earth, but I am skilled at hiding in the shadows.” Kase’s warm breath brushed over my neck as he came up from behind me.

A need to touch the man tingled through my fingertips as I curled into his body, tracing the divots and shape of his arms and shoulders. “Am I so obvious?”

“You look at their hovel like you might either burn it or demand they turn it over to you.”

He curled an arm around my waist and led me toward the shadows in the trees. Beneath a bower of aspens, Kase had set up a half tent with a few sheep skins and placed a thick bear fur on the ground.

“Not fit for a queen, but it’ll have to do before we return to Felstad.”

I tugged on his hand before he could step away. “When have you ever known me to need a queen’s bed? It’s perfect.”

Kase pulled back a thick quilt. Once I was tucked beneath it, he curled his body around me, my back to his chest, and twirled the damp end of my braid in his fingers. “Last night was from the hells.” He slid one arm under my head, then kissed the top of my shoulder. “I spent too many turns away from you, and now I cannot stomach more than a day. Any time you are parted from me, the fear of never seeing you again is suffocating.”

“It is a good thing you’re stuck with me, then. For too many nights I lived life without your hands on my skin, and I plan to never go back to those nights.”

“Is that so?” Kase’s voice was dark, low, and at a wretched, yet deliciously slow pace, his hand slid down the curve of my waist.

His fingertips teased the loose band of the clean trousers Inge had given me. My next breath came out rough and ragged.

“These hands, you mean?” He pulled the lobe of my ear between his teeth and slid his hand around the curve of my hip until it disappeared beneath my waistline.

His fingertips flitted across my lower belly, sending a maddening spin to my head. “That wholly depends on how you plan to use them.”

I bucked my hips and tried to roll over to face him.

Kase tightened his hold around my body and kept me turned away. “No. You don’t move.”

I opened my mouth to protest, but swallowed every word as his arm he’d tucked beneath my head bent at the elbow, and he slipped his hand down the front of my shirt. Kase palmed one breast while his other hand slipped into the heat between my thighs.

I was torn in two.

“You see, if these hands have been missed so fiercely—” Kase kissed the nape of my neck as his fingers teased and tormented my body. He grinned against my skin when a choked moan slid out of my throat. “Then tonight they will prove how much they belong to you.”

“But my hands enjoy you too,” I said, breathless. “A great deal.”

“You’ll stay them tonight.”

“You don’t command me.”

Lies. All of it was one taunting lie. In this moment, the way he touched me, Kase could command my every move, and I would obey. A whimper slipped through my lips when his fingers curled against my center. He pulled my hips back into his, holding me tightly against his body.

“Tonight, not even a queen’s word could tell me differently.” His teeth scraped over my throat. “Now stay your hands and let mine work.”

By the gods, he made good on his word. In another breath I could not form a coherent thought. All that mattered were his beautiful hands, his safe body, his demanding, almost filthy words whispered in the darkness.

No mistake, he’d had control of me from the moment he pulled me away from the others. My body was not my own, my mind no longer clear. I gave in and gave up the desire to return the favor. The man tortured me to a blinding peak. His fingers pinched and stroked the heat of my core, then added a slow, tender attention to my breasts, my middle, my throat, as if each touch left a brand of Kase behind.

My body arched against his hands until he left me writhing, bursting at the seams until I crashed over the edge. Kase tilted my head back as I cried out and covered my mouth with his. His kiss devoured the sobs of release. His touch slowed, and his lips and embrace slowly returned me back to the present.

“You’ll pay for that soon enough, Nightrender,” I whispered in a breathless sigh as I rolled onto my shoulder and nestled against his chest.

Kase kissed my head. “I look forward to it.”
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Morning came too swiftly. Body aches racked my limbs from head to foot, but I buried the discomfort and helped load the camp.

Valen was a different king in the pale dawn. His muscles relaxed, and a bright, mischievous gleam returned to the dark shade of his eyes. His arm remained possessive around Elise’s waist, but he did not look as villainous with blood dripping down his face any longer.

“Where is this ship of yours?” Valen asked the sea king.

“It will come to me when I call,” Thorvald muttered his reply.

Kase did not trust Thorvald. True, he distrusted most folk, but on this we were united in our reservations.

Thorvald sneered at us without giving up more answers and slipped toward the back of our caravan.

“He’s rather unpleasant, wouldn’t you say?” Ari appeared at my other side, sifting through an array of wild nuts on his open palm.

“It’s a good thing I’m quite accustomed to dealing with unpleasant folk.” I linked my arm with Kase’s, laughing at the wrinkle on his forehead.

“Are you saying I’m unpleasant? My own wife?”

“I am,” Ari interrupted. “If she will not say it, then I will.”

The ambassador dodged a swipe from Kase’s fist and laughed as he strode away to walk with Valen and Elise.

Kase called for the camp to follow through the hedges, but I saw the flicker of a grin on his mouth.

“Mal.” Hob worked his way to the front with me and Kase. The sun was high, but the air held a cruel bite of frost. Hob’s cheeks were flushed from sprinting in the cold by the time he found his way to us. “Did you want the troll?”

“The troll? Hodag?”

“I’m asking because last night, the little creature said she got a whiff of something and burrowed away. Could be a risk.”

I sighed. He wasn’t wrong, but what were we to do now? “She is gone. The only one capable of digging her out is Valen, but that would risk our position.”

“Figured.” Hob shuddered against a gust of wind. “Still, thought you ought to know.”

“We’ll get to Felstad quickly,” Kase said. “Then we’ll see about the troll. It would be to our benefit to have a burrower on our side.”

“It will be good to return.” Hob looked over his shoulder, a bit of worry furrowed in his brow.

I elbowed his ribs. “Is Inge well? Her brother isn’t being a bother, is he?”

“No. He even spoke to her this morning, asked her about our little.” Hob chuckled. “She decided to grow a great deal these last weeks.”

“Oh, you’re having a daughter, are you?”

Hob’s cheeks reddened a bit more. “Call it a feeling, Mal.”

“For your sake, I hope it is a girl with a disposition like her mother. Not a son with a disposition like his father.”

“Gods, can you imagine?” Hob laughed softly. “I’d like to get Inge out of the wilds for a time, that’s all.”

Felstad wasn’t what I’d call out of the wilds, but I understood the need to get behind the ruin walls all the same. There was peace there. A bit of security against the cruelty of the land.

Hob returned to the back, reiterating how they’d keep watch for the missing troll.

“Inge should not come out anymore before the little arrives,” Kase said once we were alone again. “After what happened to Dagny, it is better to keep any young ones hidden from the Black Palace.”

My stomach soured. “You think they’d⁠—”

“It is the cruelest torture,” Kase said. “To rob a mother of her young one, leave her not knowing if they lived or died. Yes. Niall, Ivar, even the Lady Magnate would not be afraid to use littles against us.”

No doubt, those were his reasons why he often demanded Ash and Hanna stay behind. I could not help but think of Elise. Should we lose this fight, what a prize a queen’s child might be as leverage, or as torture.

I shook the thought away, taking Kase’s hand.

At the crossroads that would take us in the direction of the palace or toward the depths of Limericks and Felstad, Kase paused to give time for food and water.

“We’ll send for Junie and the others.” Kase passed me a skin of water. “Now that we have a lead on the ring, I have a feeling we’ll need everyone.”

“Agreed,” I said. It did not sit well with me to have so much distance between us and those still in Skítkast.

“We’re close, Mallie,” he whispered. “One way or another, this battle is close.”

His voice was heavy with a burden he kept to himself. Fears he did not speak aloud, as if it might make them come to pass if he did. But buried beneath the trepidation was a lilt of excitement, of power, and I clung to it.

He believed in this, he knew the risk was alive and deadly, but he believed in our plan, our steps. I took a bit of his strength and straightened my spine.

But resolve threatened to shatter when at the next step, a scream broke through the shadows.
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Chapter 26
The Nightrender


We sprinted through the trees. Not more than a few paces, and the forest thinned. I skidded to a stop, nearly smashing into Hagen’s back. Herja had been the one to scream. She hugged her middle as Hagen positioned himself in front of her, blade drawn.

Bard was with them. He held out his hands ready to break bone. But it was the body hanging from the tree limb that sent acid toiling in my middle.

Malin emerged from the trees a few moments after me. She collided with my body, and the desire to shield her from the truth grew tight and painful in my chest. I couldn’t shield her, though, not from this.

“No.” Malin covered her mouth with one palm. Tears sprung to her eyes, glazing the gilded green into glass. One blink spilled twin tears onto her cheeks as she stared at the man strung up by his neck, his body dangling in the trees. “Sigurd.”

The steelman was dead. His body had been beaten. Pulpy bruises littered his face. Every plane of his body revealed torture and brutality. From the way his fingers were bent at odd angles to the rune curses that had been carved into his cheeks and forehead. They’d hacked at his hair, leaving little on his scalp, and deep, cruel gashes carved up his wrists and arms.

Beside the tree where he’d been strung up, snorts and guttural wails filled the morning. Rage threaded with fear as I opened my palm, spilling shadows from my fingertips and aiming them at the bleeding troll.

Hodag shrieked and sobbed when the misty ribbons tied around her throat holding her in place as I stormed to the tree.

“You killed our man, troll.” My voice was dry as crushed stone and heady with a threat of death.

“No.” Hodag shook her head violently, whipping her own damp cheeks with her floppy ears. “No. But . . . but I did a bad thing. Bad thing, indeed.”

Closing my fist, I tightened the darkness around the creature until the path of her throat tightened and air grew scarce.

“N-No,” Hodag rasped out.

I’d snap her neck. Sigurd had my protection and I’d failed him. Horribly. I would not apologize for putting every effort into finding Malin these last days. I’d simply not expected our lack of attention elsewhere would get the man slaughtered.

“Kase.” Eryka placed a hand on my arm.

Bold of the fae. Now was not the time to speak to me in her riddles or phrases. Whether she liked Gunnar or not, I was locked in a need to kill something. To ease my own guilt, for vengeance, for the thrill of it. I cared little so long as someone died for what had been done to the steelman.

“Take your hand off me,” I growled, my eyes growing blacker with every word.

“Let me speak to her.” Eryka’s voice was firmer, almost powerful. “Hodag is no killer. She did not do this but is clearly upset by it. She’ll know what happened.”

Only when Malin slid her palm into my other hand did I release my mesmer grip on the troll. Irritated, I opened my arm, mutely instructing Eryka to have her way with the troll.

I paced, my dark gaze trained on the troll and fae princess. There was part of me that was aware Malin had not moved at my side, part of me fully aware she’d not taken her eyes off the steelman’s form. Her pain cut through me like a burning knife and added to the clotting guilt in my chest.

“We will take him,” I grumbled, unwilling, perhaps afraid, to look at her. “Then we will send Sigurd to the great hall of the Otherworld properly.”

Malin shifted on her feet at long last. She curled a hand around my wrist and urged me to look at her. The heat of pain in her eyes peeled back my skull and saw into my darkest thoughts. “It wasn’t your fault, Kase.”

The woman would be the unraveling of every secret I kept inside. Of course, she’d see the truth buried beneath sharp words and scheming.

My jaw clenched. “I did not keep my end of the deal.”

“We cannot predict every move. We cannot be at every place. We can only do our best,” she whispered, touching my cheek. “Sigurd knew the risks and still stood with us. He believed in you.”

I chuckled darkly, thinking of some of the final words he’d said to me.

“No. He believed in his queen.”

“Come Hodag, you’re safe here.” Eryka returned, one hand on Hodag’s shoulder.

“Tis my fault, starlight,” the troll sobbed.

“What happened?” I glared at the troll. “You abandoned our camp, then we find our man dead.”

“Hodag did not kill the man,” Eryka whispered. “He was killed in front of Hodag, and she was forced to wait here with his body until we found him.”

“You’re quite sure,” I snarled. “Almost like you know more than⁠—”

“Kase.” Malin narrowed her eyes. “Eryka did not take part in this.”

The logical part of my brain knew Eryka was a genuine soul and likely incapable of betraying anyone. But guilt and anger had a way of trying to place blame anywhere but on me when, in truth, it was me who’d been responsible for keeping Sigurd breathing.

“Hodag is blood sworn with Malin,” Eryka went on. “She was promised memories to free them from the burrow, and the nearer we came to Felstad, that blood oath allowed her to catch the scent of her prize.”

For the first time, I took note of the bundle in Hodag’s hands. Malin’s memories of the skyds we’d killed after taking the camps.

“You’ve been to Felstad,” Malin said.

My heart sunk like a ball of lead. “If you’ve been to Felstad, why do you look green in the face, troll?”

Hodag sniffled and lifted her beady eyes to mine. “Wasn’t careful. Other trolls sniffed me out. My beautiful tunnel led ‘em . . . led ‘em right to ‘em. My fault.”

“Eryka, explain what she means.” The tremble of rage rolled off my tongue. “Now.”

Herja and Hagen had joined us, along with Valen, Elise, and most of the Kryv. Eryka hesitated; she looked at Gunnar for half a breath before going on. “The stronghold is no longer at the grove. The fae folk guarding our enemies took note of Hodag’s tunnel. When she burrowed to Felstad, they followed. They had the steelman in their grasp, and when they found the ruins . . . they invaded.”

“They found Felstad.” Malin’s trembling whisper struck me like a thousand nicks of a knife point.

There it was. The truth we all realized, but no one dared speak out loud. If Hodag had the memories Malin had hidden in the ruins, if the stronghold had followed Hodag’s trail, then it meant Ivar and Britta had overtaken our haven.

This meant . . .

“Laila.” Herja dropped her bow and sobbed against Hagen’s chest. “They have Laila!”

The littles. Ash. Hanna. Von. All the children we’d left behind were now in the hands of Britta and Ivar.

“What did you say?” Luca shoved through Halvar and Raum. His attention was locked on me. “They took Felstad. They took my family?”

“Luc,” Raum tried to reach for him, but Luca shoved him off.

“I promised Dagny she would never fear the palace again.” His voice cracked in a heavy darkness. “I left her there. I won’t put her through it again, Kase. I won’t let them take her again.”

I gripped the back of his neck, pulling his forehead to mine. Luca could be flippant and bold, even as a boy it was rare to get him to show anything but irony or playful whims. When it came to Dagny, he was clear glass. The fear, pain, the passion he felt for her was written in every crease on his face.

“Luca.” My tone was dark, but steady. “They won’t touch her again.”

I could not stomach the notion of anyone left in Felstad slaughtered or strung up like Sigurd.

“They will have my heir.” The sea fae cut through the crowd. His tone was steady, almost unbothered. “Take me to this place.”

“We will all take this place,” I said. My voice was jagged, like broken glass. “There is more than your boy at risk in those walls.”

“He is the heir to the Ever.”

I broke. My hand curled around his throat. Malin reached for me, but no one truly pulled me back. I lowered my voice to something low and rough. A true threat in every word. “I do not care if he is made of gold. His life holds no greater value than my Kryv, than an innocent princess, than Von Grym.”

“You’d do well to remember the importance of some littles over others.”

“I’d do well to kill you now.”

“Enough.” Malin stepped between us. Her voice still quivered, but there was growing strength there. “We will take them all. No little will die to the Black Palace. Not one.”

The sea fae sloughed off Malin’s touch. “See that you keep that vow, or it will be your head I seek.”

“Watch how you speak to my wife.” My lip curled, but Malin yanked on my arm before more blood spilled.

She led me away from the pompous bastard of a sea fae, leaving Thorvald to endure the glares and sneers of Luca and Hagen. Two fathers whose children were degraded by the fae, and I had a glimmer of hope they’d deal with the fool and spare me the trouble.

“Kase,” Malin whispered. She slipped her fingers through mine. “We need to take Sigurd. He deserves to rest properly, and he can show us the truth.”

Malin’s thumb brushed over my little finger. A distant look lived in her eyes, but I understood. She’d take Sigurd’s final memories. Painful as it was, the steelman was a key to what truly happened here today.
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We found refuge in a dark grove of spruce and aspens. The area was concealed and would give us time to plan. I could not rid myself of the guilt. First, for not protecting Sigurd properly. Second, for his pathetic funeral pyre. We’d needed to work swiftly, and had burned him in a pit hardly fit for a goat.

Malin finished placing the last of the wildflower blooms around a stone she’d placed near his ashes. “I hope you save me a place at the table of the gods so we may tell bawdy tales someday, my friend.”

I palmed the leather pouch filled with bone dust. Sigurd had been robbed of his life too soon. He hadn’t deserved death, but the first thing Malin had done was take his little finger, and had Niklas help her crush it to dust.

“It is my way of keeping him alive, at least a little,” she’d told me.

Straightaway Malin had used the bone dust to confirm Hodag’s tale. The Black Palace had control of the ruins. Sigurd had been snatched off the streets after he’d been caught talking about the memory thief near the docks. An Elixist had taken the truth of his connection to us through serums that loosened the tongue, and they’d tortured him, but it wasn’t enough to break the steelman.

“He never gave us up entirely,” Malin said proudly. “He fought against the serums and never told them where we’d been headed. He was killed because of his loyalty.”

I swallowed thickly. In truth, I’d underestimated the steelman. I knew he was a bit of a rebel at heart. He valued Malin, but I did not think he would be a man made of stone and iron when blades tore into his skin.

We could avenge him. Even though he deserved much more.

Malin backed away and I knelt beside the stone. I said nothing. The words wouldn’t come. But I pressed a hand against the cold rock. A silent promise he wouldn’t die in vain.

No one who was trapped or harmed within the walls of Felstad would go without getting the justice owed to them through blood and bone of our enemies soon enough.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 27
The Nightrender


Luca couldn’t be calmed. The longer he dwelled on the truth that Dagny and his son were trapped in Felstad, with the history of Dagny’s suffering, the more he spun into a dangerous impulsiveness. By my word, Niklas dosed him with sleeping herbs that would keep him silent until at least midday tomorrow.

Better for him to sleep and keep breathing than watch him slip out of our sight and storm the walls of Felstad alone and get his heart cut out.

I backed out of the fur-lined shanty we’d made for Luca to sleep it off, listening to him snore softly.

“How is he?”

Startled, I had one hand on the sword on my waist, only relaxing when I realized it was Elise. The queen stared at a sleeping Luca with a touch of sympathy.

“How would you be?”

Elise smirked. “You know how I was, Kase. Did we not meet when I was in the throes of desperation?”

“That we did.” I folded my arms over my chest. “Luca will get some much-needed rest, but like the lot of us, he will not be whole until his family is safe.”

“These folk of your Black Palace, they are despicable,” she said, voice hard, almost cruel. “My cousin and sister were wretched, but their first act was not to use young ones as pawns. I fear for Laila, for Ash, and your little Hanna. Ellis, and Luca’s young son. Even Thorvald’s child.”

The queen was practically spitting her disdain.

“They are cowards, Elise. And they will pay.”

“You have a scheme forming in that stubborn skull of yours?”

“I always do.” With a wink, I opened one arm, urging her to go ahead of me toward a fire in the center of our camp.

Near the fire, Gunnar paced like a man lost in madness. He’d been as unreachable as Luca since learning of his sister’s captivity. Eryka sat beside Sofia, but her eyes were on Gunnar Strom.

Hagen looked distraught. He seemed torn between his daughter’s predicament, his son’s boiling rage, and the fact that his lover had not spoken since the confrontation earlier. He’d placed one hand on the back of her neck as Herja simply stared blankly at the fire.

I knew Herja Ferus had been silent for centuries, a curse only broken when Valen took his place as king. This silence was perhaps more unnerving than any curse. No mistake, Herja would slaughter anyone who harmed her children, but the stun had yet to shift into a mother’s rage.

Thorvald kept his distance and said nothing. Merely flicked his coin and studied the stars.

The Kryv were huddled with Sol, Tor, and Halvar, likely plotting our next moves, and Malin watched Ari near two thick trees with a touch of bewilderment.

Ari muttered at one of the trees, throwing a rock at the branches.

“What the hells is wrong with you now?” I snapped.

He spun around, a wild look in his eyes. “It’s back.”

“What is?”

“The damn raven.” He let out a grunt of frustration and heaved another rock toward the treetops. True enough, a raven cawed and flew away.

Elise sighed. “Ari is convinced the raven is following him.”

“It is following me! I am intoxicating, this I know, but I am wholly convinced this wretched fiend comes from the hells and is sent to spy on us from our enemies.”

My brow furrowed. The bird had flown away, but I kept my gaze schooled on the branches where it had perched. “He could be onto something. A raven led us to Hodag before we found you.”

Ari’s mouth parted. “There is something with that bleeding bird.”

It was a thought to keep in the back of our minds, but we had other worries. “Forget the bird for now. We need to take back Felstad.”

Valen rose from a log when we approached. “Kase, we take your lead on the next moves. You know the ruins, the forest, and you know your enemies greater than any of us.”

Hesitation and pitiful confidence were not emotions I was accustomed to. As the Nightrender, the cruel dealmaker of the East, I’d taken each step with unwavering confidence and surety. But for a stark moment breath was robbed from my lungs at the notion of leading two kingdoms.

The pressure had never been as crushing. The stakes had never been so high. Children depended on us. Malin’s right to the throne depended on these next moves. All our bleeding lives hung in the balance of the next steps.

I held Valen’s stare for a long pause. He gave me a subtle nod as if he understood the reason for my hesitation. Malin slipped her hand through mine. She gave me a small smile, one filled with a thousand words. Her confidence had never wavered in me. Even when I did not want to believe in myself when we were young, she’d always been there telling me to stop mumbling and do whatever it took until we were victorious.

She had not changed.

We would fight side by side until the end.

“We know they have Felstad, no doubt it was taken with the help of Southern folk. Our first move is seeing what we are up against. A small scouting group will go into Limericks.”

Almost immediately, the task fell to me, Raum, Thorvald, Hagen, and Gunnar. Raum for his eyes, the rest of us because of the littles. No mistake, Luca would slit my throat when he woke and discovered I’d not let him join.

“It is time to send word to Junius,” I went on. “The ring is here. We need them to join us.”

Niklas stood. “I’ll send word straightaway.”

“Isak,” I said. “Go with him to the post. Watch your backs. I’m not losing anyone else to the Black Palace.”

Niklas tugged the bronze rings over his fingers. Isak hooded his head. With a simple wave, they faded into the darkness.

“By morning, we will know our moves,” I said. “Prepare yourselves. A war is brewing.” A few grunts of agreement rose, and fists pounded over hearts. I kissed the back of Malin’s hand. “I will see you at the dawn.”

Malin rested her head to mine. “You had better.”
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“I need you to promise me something.” Gunnar said, dark and low. We were less than half a length away from Felstad when he grabbed my arm, pulling me away from the others. “If anyone has harmed my sister, Ash, or Hanna, I get to kill them.”

I could appreciate his bloodlust, but I had my own to battle against. I gripped a handful of his tunic and pulled him close. “You will need to get in line. For even if they have not touched them, I plan to place pieces of them throughout the kingdom.”

Gunnar flicked his brows, grinning viciously. “I’ve always liked the way you think, Nightrender.”

“Hold.” Raum said. “We’re not alone.”

Such a simple statement, but from Raum it was enough to send my heart into my throat.

On instinct, I draped us in my shadows.

“Where?” I whispered.

“The trees,” Raum said. He pointed, but I could not see anyone. No mistake, they were near the tops, or too far away for any naked eye but his to see. “I need to get a little closer. They’re well concealed.”

“Hold tightly to each other,” I instructed the others. “It’s going to get very dark.”

Mesmer gathered all the fear in my heart and blanketed us in dripping shadows. Cold prickled up my arms. Each breath dragged the damp mist of my magic into my lungs and froze the back of my throat.

Raum took the lead. His slow, feathery steps hardly made a sound as we trudged forward. Gunnar gripped my bicep, Hagen held onto Gunnar, and Thorvald brought up the rear. The sea fae had not said much. A few questions about the direction we walked and our nearness to the sea, but he was silent otherwise. He was only here to look after his own interests, after all.

So long as he did not betray us, I didn’t mind his silence.

Every muscle in my body tightened and ached. We were so few, if a full unit of skyds were in the forest, even with mesmer, I wasn’t convinced we could defeat them.

Not more than fifty paces in, Raum stopped abruptly. I opened my mouth to query about what he saw but stopped when he barked a rough laugh.

“Pull back the shadows, Kase. They’re no threat to us.” Raum cupped his hands around his mouth and cooed like a shrill dove. A Kryv signal. My blood raced to my head when a few breaths later another coo returned his call.

Bushes rustled and two figures broke through. They were donned in black from head to foot, but when the hoods were pulled back, I grinned.

“Junie,” I said, clasping her hand tightly in a greeting. “What the hells are you doing here?”

Raum released Fiske from a quick embrace and turned to Junius.

“Fiske saw darkness at Felstad,” Junie said.

I looked at my Kryv. “You saw?”

“It was clear something dangerous was going to happen. I didn’t know what.” Fiske looked over his shoulder hesitantly. “Until now.”

My stomach boiled in sickness. “We only learned today that Felstad had been taken. Ash and Hanna are in there, as are Von and Laila Strom.”

Both Junius and Fiske looked at Hagen and Gunnar with sympathy. Fiske scanned our faces, his eyes already asking the question without needing to speak a word.

“Isak is with us.” I clapped a hand on his shoulder.

“And Nik?” Junie asked.

“Isak and Niklas just left to send word to you.”

“It will fall on an empty nest.”

“You brought everyone?”

“The Falkyns are here to do your bidding, Nightrender.” Junie dipped her chin, grinning a little wickedly.

“Kase, we saw the guards at Felstad.” Fiske rubbed the back of his neck and shifted as if discomposed.

“Take us.” My voice sharpened like thorns, dripping with disdain and hate. “That is why we’ve come tonight. We need to take it back.”

Fiske and Junie shared a look. One that left a heavy bit of foreboding in my gut. They knew me well enough to hold their tongues. They knew I would need to see things for myself, no matter how hopeless.

And it was hopeless.

I’d not felt such a wretched despondency since the day I was taken into the Black Palace as a boy. Hundreds of Southern fae, the twisted kind, guarded the ruins. Massive jötunn giant folk with square teeth and clubs instead of swords. Spindly fae with fangs and tattered wings. Troll folk that could burrow the ground out from under us. Pixie fae that could cloud our minds and take hold of our senses in their illusions.

Then there were the warriors. Fae folk with glamour I didn’t know. Were they illusionists? Could they see steps of the future in the stars like Eryka, or prey on our seediest desires like Sofia?

The Southern guards were horrid on their own. But on the ledges, in the windows, no doubt scattered across our hallways were dozens more skydguard. There were Alvers. Rifters positioned with blades, Profetiks who might see as mightily as Raum, or with the sensitivity to sound Vali had. Hypnotiks paced across the jagged ledges of the ruins, ready to ensnare us in their tricks of the mind.

Ivar and Britta had not simply taken Felstad. They’d transformed it into their new stronghold.

“Will you say it, or shall I?” Junius said.

I closed my eyes. “Our mesmer will not outlast theirs.”

“Nor will our blades,” Thorvald spoke for the first time in tolls. “We step in there, it means death.”

I rubbed the sides of my head. No. There had to be a bleeding way in. I would not leave them to the wolves.

“We have the North.”

“Kase,” Hagen said. “Look at it. They would suffer innumerable losses.”

“We knew we would face their armies. We’re in a bleeding war.”

“But we intended to face this with the queen’s ring, and at a different time, with different moves,” Hagen said.

“Sea fae? What of your forces? You said you were a king,” Gunnar asked.

Thorvald frowned and folded his arms over his thick chest. “I would add to your swords only. And my crew is minimal. Our magic does nothing on land.”

I cursed, pacing. I had to think. My mind spun in different scenarios. Malin could rob memories of some. Maybe. Shadow walking? We could slip past the walls, but then what? How many guards were inside the ruins that we could not see?

Isak could darken the mind. Gunnar could command a few dozen guards to slit their throats.

But we would move slowly. We’d fatigue too quickly, and their forces would overwhelm us.

What would become of the warriors trapped inside and our young ones in the meantime? Who would not live through it? Likely most, if not all of us. Then what? We take Felstad, we would still need to face the Black Palace, but we would have even fewer numbers.

“Send me in,” Gunnar offered. “I’ll find where the children are, and you slink in and get them.”

“I’m not sacrificing both my children,” Hagen snarled.

“Burn them out,” said Thorvald. “I’ll do it.”

“And risk your son going up in flames?” I glared at the fae.

“I would not let that happen and would not start the flames until I had my heir in hand.”

“But my daughter,” Hagen said in more of a growl than words, “let her burn, right?”

He stalked toward the sea fae, no doubt ready to throttle the bastard.

I placed a hand on Hagen’s chest, halting him in place, then schooled my glare at Thorvald. “We don’t leave any of our folk behind. We’re going to return to the others. And we will not sleep, we will not eat until we scheme, steal, or kill our way in. We are not leaving this grove until our littles are back and safe, and everyone who laid hands on them is dead.”
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Chapter 28
The Memory Thief


Sol, Tor, and Halvar had prepared what meager rations we had in a meal, and the moment Isak and Niklas returned, they set off with Lynx and Tova to snare a few fish.

I watched Herja with a bit of caution. She’d said nothing, merely fallen into work as if she desperately wanted to keep her hands busy.

There was a large part of me that did not want to pester her, a piece of me that was too uneasy with other folk and their emotions that I figured anything I tried to say would be wrong. Kase had always been my safe place to be unashamedly me. Those turns in the hayloft, thieving for the life that was stolen from us, had not given me ample opportunity to mold into friendly society.

But if Kase were here, he’d read my expression and tell me to stop being a blubbering coward and follow the instinct to speak to the woman.

We were sisters, after all. If she, well frankly, if she did not get on with me for being me, then there was nothing I could do about it.

I only knew how to be Malin—a memory thief, a little bloodthirsty, and a woman who wanted to live a quiet life with a killer somewhere deep in the forest.

Shaking the nerves from my hands, I strode behind her and rested a palm on her shoulder. “Herja, there is nothing I can say that will ease your worry, but I want you to know I will never stop fighting to get her free of the Black Palace. I do not fight for the throne; I fight for the freedom of those I love most.”

She stopped fidgeting with the kindling and blinked at me. Herja Ferus was a warrior for her kingdom. The woman had survived horrors I did not want to know, kept her children alive, then risked her life to free them. But in this moment, her broken heart bled through her tears.

“I am trapped in a nightmare,” she whispered. “One I have tried to forget. When Hagen was not with us during our captivity, I was also separated from my children. Good behavior earned me the right to see them. I am trapped in those dark times when I was alone, fearing if my family lived or died.”

She shuddered and fought valiantly to keep her voice steady, as if speaking of her fears was a sign of weakness.

What I had learned about fear was it did not amount to weakness. Fear gave us power if we chose to use the terrors of our hearts to stir our blood, to pick up our swords, to kill for, and defend what we loved.

I wrapped my arms around her shoulders. “Your fear for your family is only proof of your love for them. I swear to you, they will leave this kingdom in one piece. I swear it.”

Herja gripped the back of my top, clinging to me. “I will not leave without them.” She said it more to herself, like a declaration of what she demanded of fate. “I will not.”

“You won’t,” I said. “This is the last piece of your battle, Herja. This is where you and Hagen will win the freedom you have always wanted for your family.”

For the first time since we’d found Sigurd’s body, a smile teased the corner of her mouth.

“Malin!” Elise called from the other end of our makeshift camp. “They’re back.”

Herja’s fingers dug into my arm. Together we sprinted toward the trees.

Beams of sunlight burst into dozens of gilded prisms and shadowed the haggard figures of Kase and the others. My heart squeezed. Gunnar dragged his bow beside him. Hagen’s jaw was set as if it were made of stone, and Kase’s eyes were like the purest ink. But beyond them more shadows appeared, more people.

Isak stood a few paces behind me and let out a string of incomplete words as he battled his own tongue. In the end, he gave up and sprinted forward, finally shouting out a strangled, “Fiske!”

There would be news shared I didn’t want to hear. The dreariness was written among their countenances, but the smile cracking my face was inescapable at the sight of our folk from Skítkast. More so when Niklas, clever, unflappable Niklas Tjuv, hung his head for a few breaths, pressed a hand over his heart, and had to compose himself before he bolted after Isak straight into Junius’s arms.

The shadows masking Kase’s eyes faded when he saw me. Arms open, I wrapped myself up in his embrace. I speckled his neck with kisses, then pulled back, studying his face. “You come with bad news, don’t you?”

He brushed his palm over my cheek, tucking a stray lock of hair behind my ear, and kissed my forehead. “I don’t see a move, Mallie.”

The words came in a hushed plea. A quiet, humble admission meant for no one but me. Love for this man heated my skin. He was fearsome, blood that could never be washed away stained his hands, but to me he cracked his ribs and let me see fears and burdens he once shouldered alone.

I pulled him closer. “Perhaps, together, we can.”

With a wry smile, he nodded and faced the others behind him. We stood, hand in hand, watching as Niklas rejoined his guild, as Fiske held Isak’s face in his palms and kissed him against a towering evergreen tree as if no one else were around.

“Fiske had a premonition,” Kase explained. “They came on their own, and we found each other at Felstad.”

“What else did you find there?”

Kase’s lips tightened into a harsh line. He said nothing and tugged me back toward the camp. After a few frenzied moments of making way for our increased numbers, we were gathered around the fire.

The only one who remained on the edge near the shadows was Thorvald, a silent, stoic, unsavory outsider.

I held my breath and took it all in. For the first time since accepting I would only rise by finding the queen’s ring, this moment felt like a true council of leaders. Like a bleeding royal court.

“There is no other way to say this but the truth.” Kase rested a hand on the hilt of the blacksteel on his waist. “With our numbers, even with our mesmer, to take Felstad would be devastating.”

With the help of the others, Kase explained the forces of Southern Fae, the Alvers, and skyds guarding the ruins.

Herja held onto Hagen’s arm, her face as stone. “What about tunneling? Valen, you . . . you could break the foundation.”

“There are troll folk that would greet you there, no doubt,” Sofia said with a bit of venom. “My queen is not playing a fair game. Jötunn folk are forbidden from leaving their icy peaks in the South. Part of our peace treaties. If the trolls work with the giants, your bones will turn to dust.”

“We expected the South to fight with the Black Palace,” Kase agreed, “but we did not expect these . . . fae.”

“But we have fury,” Herja insisted. “And . . . your mesmer. Hagen can block magic, even fury.”

“We must be realistic,” Niklas said. “It will exhaust most of us. Yes, we have fury and mesmer, but so do they. And more of it.”

“But Valen could⁠—”

“Even if I could break the ground beneath them,” Valen said softly, “it might bring down the walls of the ruins on their heads. On Laila.”

Herja’s eyes welled with new tears. “Sol? Your blight?”

The Sun Prince looked at his sister as if her tears were shredding him to pieces. “I can try, Herja. For you, for Laila, I will. But you know the risks.” He hesitated. “You know once my fury is released it is almost impossible to control.”

“No. Valen could pull it back. He . . . he heals your blight.”

“He could try,” Sol said more firmly. “But what if we can’t get all of it? What if it poisoned Stieg, or the children?”

“Shadow walking?” Kase offered. “I could shadow walk into the ruins. I know the halls like I know how to breathe.”

“True,” Niklas said. “But then what? You walk right into a unit of skyds? Those soul-sucking fae?”

“If it takes me where I desire, it might lead me right to the littles.”

“It might. Or again, it might land you at the mercy of the sluagh,” Ari snapped. “You might be able to save one child, if you’re lucky two, but be honest, Kase. This cannot be accomplished alone. We don’t know what awaits in the walls of your haven.”

“The guilds live to fight impossible battles,” Junius said, taking soft steps toward Herja. “We could take the littles back with mesmer, with any of the ideas we’ve said. I have no doubt. But the cost would be losing this fight, for we would have no armies at the end of it. We would free them, only to have them return to captivity again. The North could lose half its warriors in a battle. With the South, it would be a matter of time before the East took this fight back to New Etta.”

Silent tears dripped onto Herja’s cheeks. Hagen pulled her against his side.

My stomach clenched. Breaths were sharp. Angry. “So we give up? We knew we would fight, and yes, the additional forces from the South have been surprising, but we have no other choice.”

A hush fell over the council. All eyes pinned me in my place. Moments such as these would usually have me desperate to fade into a background, but tonight, hatred for the Black Palace, and a bit of fear for those I loved trapped in Felstad, kept my words flowing.

“Every chance we have at winning this battle is in those ruins.” I took a step forward, counting off each notion on my fingers. “The ring. I hate it, but we do not know what sort of power will come when the queen’s ring is in our possession. There are more warriors behind those walls. Blades we need. I’ve no doubt Ivar is hiding out among his army. It could be a chance to slit his throat.”

“But most importantly.” I paused, taking in every eye. “In the Kryv, we do not leave our folk behind, and—” I grinned at Raum who winked. “We do not shy away from the impossible.”

Bits of the flames seemed to take hold beneath my feet, traveling like a molten flow through my bones and veins until my heart raced in a frenzy.

“Malin is right,” Kase said, wholly the Nightrender. A cunning sort of smile curved his handsome features into something wicked. “What is the price of freedom? Our measly lives? Fine, take it if it means those I love can go on and live in the sunlight without fear.

“This is no longer only a fight for the East. This is a fight to keep the North. To protect the sea.” He glared at Thorvald. “Many of us are willing to die for our young ones trapped in those walls, but I . . . do not see the next steps to take to even break through to them.”

I gripped Kase’s hand. Doubtless the admission scraped and cut its way from his throat.

“If anyone has ideas, speak them now.” He scanned the crowd. “We have plans to make and our home to reclaim.”

By the time the sun had chased away the misty dawn, Halvar had offered a few formations, a few stealth tactics that were promising, but always ended in the probable deaths of those who’d see them through. Sofia gave up all insight she could on the forbidden dark fae of her homeland.

“They are blood bonded to be peaceful.” She shook her head. “I do not know what glamour has been used to bring them here, to allow them to break their treaties, but it certainly came from the High Queen.”

An eerie prickle slithered up my arms. There were dark games aplenty, and something told me even after we were victorious or dead, a deeper darkness would need to be conquered with the Southern fae.

Valen and Sol were both willing to use their fury, but after more discussion, the others agreed the risks were too great. Sol explained that his dark magic was deadly and soaked into the ground beneath the feet of others. It did not hold prejudice. He could point it at one person at first, but soon he would lose control and it would poison the surrounding area.

“We need to face the truth,” Gunnar said, voice rough. “Unless we are immortal, some of us will greet the Otherworld earlier than we’d planned.”

The brutality of his honesty carved a place on my bones. There was a sharp fear so deep in my heart, I was afraid I’d never shake the presence of it.

Kase would go. I knew it, and I would not be able to stop him. If he went, then I went. I looked at Hagen and Bard. One should remain back; one of my brothers could take up the throne. They could finish this fight for us if we failed.

I made plans to have that uncomfortable discussion soon, but was shaken when Eryka’s soft, rote voice floated over the crowd.

“It is quite a blessing we have an immortal among us.”

Gunnar looked at his fae woman, brow raised.

My breath caught in my throat. Eryka’s eyes were nearly white.

“Keep her going,” Sofia whispered, one hand on Gunnar’s arm. “Speak to her, keep her in the trance.”

Gunnar licked his lips. “Immortal? Eryka, who . . . who among us is immortal?”

Eryka swayed on her feet for half a breath. “A beast of blood that cannot die. Within the curse repeated those answers lie.”

She let out a long gasp and her legs seemed to give out. Gunnar caught her, holding her close, his mouth open. Eryka lifted her head. Her eyes were once more the icy blue and she flushed when she took in Gunnar’s arms around her body.

“I cannot say I am displeased to have your hands on my body,” she said brightly. “Merely surprised.”

Gunnar scoffed nervously and looked around before helping Eryka stand upright. “Uh, do you recall what you just said?”

Her smile faded. “Oh, no. Did I do it again? I am trying to focus and control these empty moments.” She rubbed her forehead. “What did I say?”

“You said . . . we have someone immortal among us. A beast of blood and⁠—”

“Me.” Valen stepped forward, his eyes on the fire. Elise’s brow furrowed, but soon a flush rose on her pale neck as if panic were catching hold. Jaw tight, Valen looked up. “She was speaking of me.”

“Valen,” Tor said. “You misunderstood.”

“Tell me what I misunderstood, Tor.” His eyes narrowed. “A beast of blood, a curse repeated. Was I, or was I not, immortal during the curse?”

“Valen.” Halvar spit his name through his teeth. It was the only time I’d ever seen the playful knight look pale and discomposed. “No.”

Elise covered her mouth, shaking her head.

Valen looked at his silent siblings. “You feel the remains of your curses, yes? Sol, do you feel the darkness that took your mind?”

With a bit of reluctance, the Sun Prince nodded.

“Herja. Your voice, do you ever feel the pressure still? The toll it takes to speak?”

A new tear dripped onto her cheek. Valen nodded when she said nothing. “It is the same with me. The bloodlust, the creature is there.”

“Valen,” Elise said in a gasp. “It ended. Don’t talk like this.”

“Forgive me.” He faced his queen with a look of shame. “You ended my suffering, you brought me life again, Elise, but there are dark pieces of me I have never released. I don’t know if I ever will.”

“You’re not cursed,” Elise said. No, she demanded it.

“No.” He shook his head. “I am not, but I could be again. That’s what it means, isn’t it? The bloodlust is there, the rage. It would not be so hard to fall into the beast I was again.”

“No.” Elise’s voice broke. Her hands wrung the hem of her tunic until her knuckles pulled white. “No. Stop it. You’re not going to ever feel that way again and . . . you can’t anyway. You’d need Calista, and she’s . . . she’s in the West and⁠—”

“The Western side of the land?” Thorvald once more flicked his coin. “Is that all? You need someone to travel there?”

“It would take at least a week,” Kase said, “Then the time it takes to find one girl in an entire kingdom.”

“Land fae are not the only folk who can summon. Give me the girl’s name and anything you know of her.” Thorvald held up the coin in his hand. “Then get me to the sea, and I will show you the power of the Ever King. Isn’t that what I am here for? Be of use until I have my heir?”

By the gods. A new move had been granted to us by the strange fae and a horrid curse I knew nothing about. I spared a glance at Elise. She was green, silent, and frozen as if she’d been robbed of the air in her lungs.

I reached out my hand and took her elbow, giving her a reassuring squeeze. She did not blink. She didn’t move at all.

“Do we do this?” Kase looked at Valen. “Do you wish to see if it is possible?”

The king’s dark eyes were like midnight. He looked at his queen, almost pleading that she give him a twitch of the eye, of the lip, anything.

Elise turned away, jaw tight, her arms hugging her middle.

Valen closed his eyes and let out a long breath. The king said nothing for a stretched pause before facing Thorvald. “Go to the West. Find a girl named Calista, and tell her the cursed king has need of his storyteller.”
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Chapter 29
The Nightrender


After dousing the fire, I convinced Malin to try to sleep a few tolls in our small shanty. Sleep never came.

I held her to me, one of her legs draped over mine, her arms around my waist, but our eyes were open. Instead of a quiet, albeit reluctant, acceptance of the unnerving steps we’d be taking, we clung to each other and listened to the battle of words in the trees.

I supposed they thought no one would hear, thought they were concealed enough, but we endured every pain laden word as if we were beside them all along.

Elise sobbed, pleaded, then raged at Valen for agreeing to this risk.

“We do not know if it is even possible,” he said, a tremble of frustrated terror in his voice. “But if this is the way to protect our family, then I will do it.”

“Our family? You think, you actually think, losing you is what is right for our family?”

I winced at the hurt, the wretched pain in Elise’s voice. Taunt her as I did, I could not deny I cared for the Northern royals like they were part of my own bleeding guild.

Back and forth they went, tears, pain, raised tones that came from no other place but the fears burrowed deep in the bones.

“I vowed you would never . . .” Elise choked on a sob. “That you would never endure that pain again. You have no right to break my promises.”

Valen’s voice softened, but in their tirade they’d unknowingly drifted closer to our shanty. We still heard their every word and every broken gasp.

“And I vowed to keep you safe. We lose this fight here, and it will come to you, my love. And the next war might take you from me. I need you, Elise. I need you to trust me that this feels like the step to take. I cannot shake the thought, but I cannot do it without you.”

Elise’s next words were muffled. As if she spoke against a feather pillow. No doubt she was in her husband’s arms.

I dropped my gaze to Malin.

She gnawed on her bottom lip and nuzzled against my neck. “My heart breaks for her.”

Because beneath her guarded exterior, beneath the viciousness she’d learned in her turns scraping through the streets of Mörplatts, Malin had a devoted heart. Once someone earned her love, she never let them go. But this heartbreak, this came from something else. Something I’d known since the night the Northern longships had arrived on our shores.

Words did not need to be spoken when fear revealed the deepest thoughts of the soul to me.

Elise might’ve smirked and teased the night she arrived, but behind her brevity was a fear not for herself.

Tonight, Malin tried to conceal the same fear. She failed beautifully.

“Because of their little?” I whispered.

Malin’s eyes widened. “You know?”

“If I want to break Queen Elise with her fears, I need only do two things: kill her king, or her child. Since no one has mentioned a royal infant left behind, it did not take much to figure this child has not been born yet.”

“Sometimes your mesmer is⁠—”

“Magnificent? Inspiring? Stunningly vicious?”

“Annoying.” Malin grinned, but there was no joy in it. “Fears have a way of giving up secrets, don’t they?”

“They do.” I drew the tip of my nose across her cheek, holding her, breathing the pine and earthy scent of her skin. Fears gave away the darkest secrets of the heart. Malin could not read my fears, but there was no sense keeping the truth of darker, drearier things from her. “It is the queen’s fear that has brought clarity to my mind about this step. If Valen goes into Felstad,” I said slowly, “I must go with him.”

“What?”

“I know Felstad the way I know the sun rises. I could lead them through.”

“Kase—”

“How do we ask this of a king who is not even the ruler of our kingdom? How do we ask him to risk everything for us if we are not willing to do the same?” I rubbed my hand along the soft skin of her arm. “If I help, we all have a better chance at returning in one piece.”

Malin’s eyes welled with tears, but she didn’t dispute any of it. She blinked, ignoring when tears finally fell onto her freckled cheeks, then held me a little tighter as she rested her head on my chest.
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The time for rest ended all too swiftly and soon found ourselves near the hidden sea coves off the shores of the Forest of Limericks.

Thorvald breathed in the briny winds of the Howl. The waves crashed against the rocky shore down from the beach, sending sprays of mist curling into the air. His lashes fluttered across his moss-toned skin, and his eyes watched as the waters succumbed to the swells.

Only Raum, Ari, and Valen had journeyed with me to the seashore. The risk of any patrolling skydguard catching us in so great a number was too high.

Dangerous as traipsing the woods was, I believed I had the simpler assignment. Malin and Tova were the ones left to manage a disoriented Luca now that Niklas’s sleeping elixirs had worn off. I’d witnessed Luca the first time he learned Dagny had been sold to the cheer houses.

It was a pitiful sight that would leave any heart barren and bereft.

The thought of it all drew my eyes to Valen. He stood silent and stoic near the edge of the sea, staring at the dark horizon as if his thoughts were buried somewhere in the distance.

For Dagny. Ash. Hanna. Von. For the little princess and the king’s warriors. My stomach flipped and my heart soured at the sacrifice he would make to ensure our plan succeeded.

True, I didn’t fully understand the meaning of this curse he’d endured. I didn’t truly understand how such mesmer—or whatever magic it was—worked. Was it literal? Did the king sprout tusks and claws and fur? Did he become a ghastly sort of wolf? Or was it metaphorical in that his actions were beastly?

Could a curse undone be cast again? Was this even the only way to do this? We knew a war was coming, perhaps we should trust our forces more and merely attack the old-fashioned way. Axes, swords, and blood.

But if a few of us managed to survive, what was the cost? Would we dent the Black Palace enough to claim the throne? Doubtful. If we did not claim the throne, no mistake, a wounded Black Palace would turn their violence on a weakened Etta and attack the North.

They would rob Valen, Elise, and their people of their hard-fought, infantile victory.

“I fear your thoughts will break your skull if you do not cease them, Kase.” Valen let out a rough chuckle without turning around.

I rolled my eyes and stepped beside him. “I am losing my talent at mystery. Malin knows what I think before I do, and now, apparently, so do you.”

Valen smiled, a distant look, but a smile all the same. “Stop whirling your brain for my sake. This is the move, and we see it through. Isn’t that your motto?”

“Plans can change.”

“But you feel it, right? This is the best, safest, move to make.” He leveled me in a tight stare, his eyes boring into mine. Almost daring me to oppose him.

I couldn’t. Despise this plan as I did, there was a gnawing against my innards that Eryka’s premonition gave us a flicker of light in the dark. A possible way to save our folk without destroying the others.

“I did not come to fight in your war, only to send you back to one of the hells in mine.”

There it was. The guilt I hated to admit.

Had I never made myself known on the shores of the North turns ago, I still believed they would’ve been victorious. But Malin would not be in danger, of course the dreadful downside would have been never reuniting. Herja wouldn’t have employed the Guild of Kryv to find Hagen, but could’ve hunted him down another way, and Valen and Elise would not be facing the end of love they had suffered to keep.

“Don’t do that,” Valen warned. He squared his body to mine. “This fight was destined to come. You sense it the same as me. There is a darkness in the soil of these kingdoms, and I fear it has only begun.” Valen cupped a hand behind my neck like I’d seen him do with Halvar, Tor, with his brother. “Four fated queens, isn’t that the story you once told Elise? By my count, we are not yet halfway done, my friend.”

My jaw pulsed. The fable of fated queens destined to save the lands from an evil power, each retelling was written a little differently, and kept pushing further from myth and closer to the truth.

“Then we ought to finish it quickly,” I said darkly. “I’m tired of folk trying to kill me.”

Valen laughed and nodded. “I will drink to that when this is over.”

“Where is your vessel, fae?” Raum grumbled. “Do you plan to swim to the West, or did your folk abandon you?”

Valen and I strode over to where Thorvald sifted through the black sand at the water’s edge. The sea fae turned his gaze to Raum and smirked. “Stand back. They were never far.”

Thorvald stripped the fur cloak from his shoulders, flicked his gold coin, and stepped up to his ankles in the gentle lap of the tide. When he tossed his coin into the air again, he let it fall into the sea.

Nothing happened. For a moment.

Thorvald retrieved his coin from the shallow water, then it all changed.

Like a blade slicing through the current, the sea split as a form emerged from the water. Foamy white rose as the tides pulled back, as watery walls rose in a wide, violent seam. I steeled myself, shadowing my utter amazement as, from the depths of the sea, a ship emerged.

Not a typical longship like those of the Kryv or the North. This ship had three masts, square sails, and the stempost jutted with a screeching, fanged woman on the front instead of a sea serpent. The wood planks were painted black, the sails were stained dark red, reminding me of fresh blood. Wind gathered around the keel and hull, spewing mist against our faces as the ship carved its way to the surface. Water and sea moss dripped from the rails, the riggings, the masts. The wood groaned as the ship rocked side to side.

A few moments later, the sea toppled in on itself once more, and the ship dipped and bobbed, righting itself on the surface.

Thorvald looked over his shoulder, grinning wide and viciously. With his lips curled over his teeth, the slightly longer points of the fanged canines gleamed in the sunlight. “As I was saying, we do not travel the same, land fae.”

A small boat peeled from the side of the large vessel. Two men aboard rowed toward the shore. Thorvald spoke a few joyful words in a language I didn’t understand as the lead man stepped out.

The newcomer had gangly locks braided in bone beads that dripped in sea water. His beard was split down the middle and through the center of his nose was a gold ring. His ears were pointed much like Valen’s and Thorvald’s, and his eyes shone in the vibrant red, but with a touch of gold around his irises. They gleamed like gemstones polished and smoothed from the constant ebb and flow of water.

“Thought I’d be taking the crown,” the newcomer said, laughing.

Thorvald bellowed a throaty chuckle. “Half surprised to see you still lying-in wait.”

“Aye. Another day and I’d have left you for dead.”

Grinning, Thorvald clasped the man’s forearm with a firm shake. “Harald, these land fae have a plan to retrieve the heir.” Thorvald made a quick gesture to the man at his side. “This is Harald, my brother and seneschal.”

Harald narrowed his eyes. “What’s it to them?”

“The heir is being held with some of their own,” Thorvald explained.

“You actually trust ‘em?” he asked in disbelief.

Thorvald hesitated, looking to me, then Valen. “I trust them enough. We’re to bring them a land witch of some kind to help us retrieve the heir.”

I ground my teeth together. If Thorvald addressed his boy as nothing but the heir one more time, I’d devise a plan to fake the boy’s death and keep him here. Callous fathers and mothers were the sort of folk I had little patience for when such innocent young ones depended on us to keep them breathing, fed, and loved. Littles deserved a safe place, a safe family.

Harald snorted something wet and thick in the back of his throat, then hocked it out onto the sand. “Where’s this witch?”

“To the west,” Thorvald said. He pocketed his gold coin. “We will be crossing through the Undersea channels to reach her.”

Ari stepped forward. “You’re certain I can go where you go?”

I didn’t like this side of the plan, but understood the merit. Ari had offered himself up to join Thorvald in the journey to find the storyteller. The woman would recognize him, and Thorvald would hopefully think twice about betraying us.

Then again, he might gut Ari where he stood and disappear into the sea. It was not as if the fae seemed to hold much affection for his missing boy.

“Watch your back,” Valen muttered to Ari.

“Always, My King. Always.”

“I will be back before tomorrow’s moon,” Thorvald said.

I raised a brow. “Impossible.”

The sea king merely scoffed. “Meet us where the small sea opens to the endless waters.”

He had a strange way of speaking, but I knew enough to deduce he meant where the Howl spilled into the Fate’s Ocean. “Why there?”

“I do not want to be around this witch without the ability to drown her if she is as powerful as you say.”

Coward. I bit the word back.

Valen didn’t hold his tongue. “If you find her and harm her or my ambassador, I will kill you, then raise your son as a land fae.”

Thorvald’s lips curled. “No need for threats, land king. I’ll bring your little witch, and if she behaves, she keeps breathing. Meet us at tomorrow’s moon.”

He turned back to the sea with Harald before we could utter a reply. We watched in a bit of stunned silence as the sea fae joined his brother in the small boat, Ari in tow, and returned to the massive, black vessel.

The ship tilted, and with violent tides, the massive barque was soon swallowed up by the currents the same as it was spat out.
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Chapter 30
The Memory Thief


My fingernails dug into the side of the Northern warship. Even with the added length and width, the ship still pitched and rocked until my insides burned up the back of my throat.

Tack on the fact that we’d been forced to sneak out to sea to meet a fae king I didn’t trust, then work with a fate witch who planned to curse our ally, while it was all meant to be done at an impossible travel speed—my nerves were burning with unease.

We were a small crew. Elise and Valen. Sol, Tor, and Halvar. Gunnar and Eryka. Herja, Hagen, and Bard. Then me and Kase.

Niklas, Junie, and the Kryv were tasked with keeping the others safe and concealed in Limericks. The day spent hidden in the trees provided Niklas time to work up a few foul-smelling elixirs that would serve as a barrier to forest creatures and trackers from the Black Palace.

“You’re certain this is where he said to meet?” Sol peered over the side of the ship into the choppy waves.

“No,” Kase said. “None of what he told us made any sense. How could he possibly travel to the Western Kingdom and back in so short a time?”

After reporting back what had happened with Thorvald, Junie and Niklas had shown us maps of the four kingdoms. If the cartographers were accurate, the Western Kingdom was a small land tucked away at a distance of at least a week from Klockglas.

“His ship burst from the sea,” Valen said. “We don’t know how they use their water magic.”

With how little we understood about the sea fae world, it was wholly possible they could travel the ocean in a blink. Or perhaps it was the vessel itself that provided the speed. I didn’t know, it didn’t matter. So long as Thorvald came through, I wouldn’t question how it was done.

My gaze jumped to Elise standing alone near the stempost. I crossed the length of the ship and gently touched her arm.

She lifted her wet eyes. “Malin.”

“Say the word,” I whispered, “and we will find another way.”

This was war. Sacrifices were made in battle. But I could not deny Elise and I shared a like mindedness when it came to our husbands. I’d sacrifice a great deal, but not Kase. Not him. No mistake, Elise would go to despicable lengths to protect her kingdom, but I had a feeling she would not give up her king, either.

She turned back to the sea, the tears in her eyes never falling. “But there isn’t another way, is there? Valen believes it, Niklas, and Kase too. Even Ari believes we could win should we attack, but the cost would be devastating.”

I despised the Black Palace and the Southern Kingdom with a fiery ache that never extinguished. A constant simmer of rage and disdain had claimed a corner of my chest. Gods, we’d felt so prepared, truly believed taking the claim to the throne was the move to make. Yet at every turn, it seemed our enemies were a step ahead. As if they could anticipate our plans before we even made them.

Elise lifted her chin, her voice had grown hoarse from the tears shed. “So, do not fret for me. I will stand by Valen if he believes this is the path we must take. But that does not mean I have not made plans of my own to ensure he does not suffer.”

A shiver prickled up the back of my neck. There was a bit of foreboding in her words. I’d intended to press her on it, but out in the darkness, a hiss rippled over the sea. The ship pitched to the side, throwing us off balance. Elise and I both clung to the rail as the dark water swirled and frothed. The foamy maelstrom spun like a cyclone until a sharp, splintered point stabbed through the surface.

Kase had described the sea swallowing Thorvald’s ship, but to see such a massive vessel simply rise from the depths of the sea, the sight of it stilled words on my tongue. I gaped as the stormy sea released the ship. Crimson sails, black laths. It looked as if the ship had endless levels and decks.

The keel shot upward for the sky until the bulky stern emerged from the sea, and the bow slammed back onto the waves, dipping below the water until the vessel righted and the surface calmed.

By the gods, it was impossible and wondrous all at once.

I took Elise’s hand as we hurried to the stern of the warship with the others.

Thorvald’s ship sailed alongside ours. The sea fae stood atop a tall deck, peering down at us with a new glow to his red eyes.

“As promised.”

Rough, bearded, oddly dressed men grunted and released a thick plank from one side of the ship. Hagen and Gunnar helped gather the end and lock the plank in place over the rail of ours.

Kase laced his fingers with mine, squeezing my hand, as three figures appeared at the top of the plank.

Ari stepped forward first, a little green in the face. “Three hells, that was bleeding disorienting. I’ll stick to the land, thank you very much.”

The ambassador was damp and ruffled the water out of his hair as we embraced him. Gods, I hadn’t expected to be so relieved over a man I’d just met. But something had linked Ari Sekundär between kingdoms. Like he had a role to play for us all. I cared fiercely about the bleeding fae.

“Well, well, well. Didn’t think you lot would miss me so soon.” A girl, no more than sixteen turns, stood in the center of the plank, another man at her side. Her hair was pale as new parchment and her grin suggested that she planned to laugh as she robbed us blind. The girl dressed in tattered trousers, cinched at her slender, bony hips with a rope belt. She hid the top of her head with a brimmed hat made of silk or satin, with bones dangling from the braid over her shoulder.

Her trousers cut off above her ankles where her leather boots began.

Unimposing, she was hardly a threat. This was the fate witch? A mere slip of a girl?

She took a confident step down the plank, and the man at her back followed. Her companion bore a strong resemblance to the girl, but for a chin dusted in dark scruff and two gold hoops in his ears. Pale in complexion, but broader, a little older, with a freshly lit herb roll between his lips.

The nearer the girl came, the brighter her smile grew. By the end of the plank, she was practically running toward the others.

“Kind heart.” She rushed to Elise first, grinning. Elise let out a wet laugh and embraced her. When they pulled apart the girl narrowed her eyes. “A troubled heart. When you see the beast within, let him in⁠—”

“To let him go,” Elise whispered.

“Hold tightly to the hand you took, kind heart. As shadows surround you, never let go until the light breaks.”

I didn’t understand a word of what this girl was saying, but the way Elise held her stare, I gathered she did.

The girl looked to Valen next. “Cursed King.”

“Calista.” He tipped his head in a greeting. “You look like you’ve grown by ten turns.”

She snickered, revealing her youth. “Helps to show one’s true age when they are not being fed dried bread once a day in a dank cell.” She patted his arm. “We’ll talk more soon. First, I would like to better understand why you sent a bleeding sea fae to . . .”

Her words died off when her gaze landed on Sol Ferus. For the first time the mischievous grin faltered, and a tremble wrinkled her chin.

“Lump?” Her voice sounded like a breathless whimper. The sound of disbelief.

Sol wore a gentle, almost distant, smile. “Hello, little bird.”

Calista stopped fighting the tremble in her voice. She dropped the attempt to look ruthless and sprinted over to Sol, swallowing his neck in a crushing embrace. “Lumpy! Well, you don’t look so lumpy anymore. You’re all rippled and hard now, aren’t you?” As she spoke, she padded her hands around Sol’s arms and chest. He simply laughed. Even Tor bit down on his lip to hide his smile. Calista sniffed and hugged Sol’s neck again. “I . . . never knew what became of you after . . . after that night.”

“Sol and Calista spent turns imprisoned together during the curses,” Elise whispered to me and Kase. “He did not know who he was, nor did she know him, but they’d speak to each other and kept each other company.”

Sol laughed and pulled back, pressing a kiss to Calista’s forehead. “This one did more than speak. Gods girl, the way you can chatter. Always called her the little bird in my head.”

The man who came with Calista snorted a laugh.

Calista slugged her fist against Sol’s arm. “It kept your mind bleeding coherent. At least a little, didn’t it?”

With a laugh, Sol nodded and pulled her against his chest once more. “Yes. Your chatter kept me fighting and trying to remember.”

“Knew it.” Calista nuzzled her face a little against the Sun Prince then released him. “Just remember that. Helps knowing you’re a bleeding royal. Always good to have allies with the higher-ups, that’s what I say.”

I hadn’t uttered a word, merely clung to Kase’s hand. This girl, well, she was young. Yet we were balancing the fate of lives on what she had to say.

It dipped my stomach worse than the pitch of the sea.

“Can we get a move on with this?” Thorvald stomped onto the warship from the plank. His shirt was damp, but not as wet as I thought it should be after sailing underwater.

Calista frowned. “Pushy. I told you I wanted a moment with them.”

“Your moment is up,” he said darkly.

With a sigh, Calista took a step away from Sol and positioned herself in the middle of our small crew. “All right, Cursed King, tell me what this is all about. I don’t like what little things I’m hearing. Almost refused to come.”

“Why did you come?” Valen asked.

“Because it’s you.” Calista opened her hands with an irritated look, as if it should’ve been obvious. “And that bleeding sea sod did some kind of spell. I had to come.”

“I told you he summoned you.” Ari jabbed his thumb toward Thorvald. “That coin is something interesting. He whispered to it and the next thing I knew we were in a little tavern, and she walks right in the door.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t like it.” Calista pinched her lips for a few breaths before barreling on. “Summoning is bad enough, then he had the guts, no, the audacity, to take my cherished inkwell captive. It’s what I write the stories with.” She narrowed her eyes at Thorvald. “Shameful. My ink did nothing to you.”

“You’ll get it back when you do what you came to do.”

Calista huffed, facing Valen again. “You want to unravel all my hard work in fixing you the first time?”

“I think Elise and I did some of the work.”

“Only a bit. Never would’ve happened without me. Now you want to ruin it,” she said, nearly pouting.

“I don’t,” Valen admitted. “But there are children at risk, and there is magic we don’t understand in this war. To get an object needed to win, and if we want to spare a great deal of lives lost, one must be invincible. Unless there are other ways to make one invincible.”

Calista sighed. “I can’t make someone a god. But bring back a fated curse, it could be done.” Elise closed her eyes and turned away. Calista seemed to notice and cleared her throat, her forehead wrinkled with unease. The girl reached into the pocket of her trousers, removing a wadded roll of parchment. “Stefan, my quill.”

“I don’t like this, Cal. Sounds like too much.” The man with the herb roll spoke through a long drag.

Calista rolled her eyes. “He’s my brother and doesn’t think I have the strength to write new tales.”

“It’s not about strength,” Stefan said. “It’s about drawing too much unwanted attention.”

“They’re not hunting me anymore, Stef.” Calista tilted her head toward Valen and Elise. “They won.”

“It’s not distant kingdoms I’m talking about.”

“Forgive my brother,” Calista said. “He believes in ghost stories and old myths. Thinks I’m going to attract the dark godly-like attention.”

“Many of us believe similar things,” Thorvald muttered.

With a shrug, Calista unrolled the parchment. “The way I see it, the Norns gave me my magic, so it’s their fault if I use it.”

“Is it too much for you, Calista?” Elise asked, almost hopeful. “Before you left us last, you mentioned you felt you could not twist any more stories.”

“True,” she said. “But I’ve been learning in the turns we’ve been apart. I have a teacher who’s helped me uncover a few tricks.”

Her brother shifted. He didn’t like this, and I wanted to know why.

“Who is this teacher, and what makes you certain it will help us now?” I asked.

Calista tilted her head, studying me. “I don’t know his name, Shadow Queen. But he’s helped me feel the words instead of trying to outwit the Norns. Seems to work better.”

My eyes widened. “Why do you call me that name?”

“If my brother will stop being stubborn, and if the bleeding sea fae will give up my ink, I suspect you’ll see soon enough.” She looked to Elise and Valen once more. “You’re certain about this? I do not know the endings when I put pen to parchment. I cannot say what will come.”

Valen pressed Elise’s knuckles to his lips, searching his wife’s face. She averted her gaze, looking away toward the ship’s deck. With a sigh, Valen’s shoulders slumped, but he looked back to the girl. “We do not see another choice.”

“If you say so.” Calista cracked her knuckles and nodded. “I’ll do my best to keep you breathing.”
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Chapter 31
The Memory Thief


Stefan tossed his herb roll over the side of the ship and reluctantly pulled out a black raven quill from the pocket of his canvas jacket. He hesitated for a breath, then handed it to his sister.

Thorvald snapped his fingers and one of his sea swabs on the ship revealed an inkwell wrapped in a dirty linen cloth. The swab handed it to Calista, then scurried back to Thorvald’s ship as if standing near land fae would force him to stay on our side of the chasm.

“Once this quill touches parchment, have it understood there is no shortage of messages the Norns may give,” Calista said. “I will alter a path through a curse, but that does not leave anyone in our presence immune to missives of fate.”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“It means, Shadow Queen, when the pathways are opened through me, sometimes hints of destiny come through to help guide another toward a fated path they might not choose otherwise.”

“Hints at the future,” Eryka whispered.

Calista shrugged. “I suppose. There is always a choice, but there are consequences for those choices. I merely deliver foreshadows or guidance toward a path of fate. They might be dreary; they might be joyous. It is your choice to heed the missive or not.”

My stomach tangled in tight, heated knots. Eryka was a seer, but her trances felt more like a guide leading us forward after we had already chosen a path.

This sort of mesmer seemed more dangerous. More sinister. Missives of fate we could not avoid, or if we consciously did avoid them, disastrous consequences would follow.

All at once, I did not want the girl to place her pen to the parchment at all.

Kase tightened his hold around my hand and offered a small smile. No doubt he tasted my fear of this girl’s magic like a soiled bit of jerky. I leaned into him. This was the move, and it would do us no good if I wobbled about in uncertainty.

Calista sat on one of the benches in the warship, splayed out the crinkled parchment, and closed her eyes. The hum of an eerie tune came from her throat as she spun the quill between her fingers.

I startled when she snapped open her eyes, a subtle shimmer glazed across the blue, and Kase had to catch me around the waist.

Calista dipped the quill in the ink. Nothing but the gentle lap of water on wood, the groan of heavy ships rocking side to side, and the scratch of pen to parchment was heard as she scribbled a few lines, reading the words aloud like a storybook.

“Deep within, find a king’s hateful foe and return again to the beast you know.
By light of moon, a beastly reign begins anew.
Nary a thought but death and gore, our beast king lusts for blood once more. Until . . .”



Calista paused. Her lashes fluttered, and the quill halted. She pointed her gaze to the sky. The melancholy humming returned as she studied the velvet night. Sea wind whipped her hair around her face as the girl swayed a little on her bench. Like the song stirred the words she needed to write.

Another heartbeat, another breath, and she turned her attention to the parchment.

“Until blood’s desire is shadowed, forgotten, and gone. Only then, will our earth king, at last, move on.”



Calista returned the quill to the inkwell. She tried to hide it, but her hands trembled as she carefully tore the words out of the big sheet of parchment.

“This alters your fate, Cursed King,” she said softly. “This was not in your plan, and there are consequences for changing the Norn’s desires.”

“I see no other way. Was it not a seer of fate who led us here?” Valen pointed at Eryka. The fae woman shrunk a bit behind Gunnar, but she did not deny what she’d said, nor what she saw in her trance. “It has always remained, the . . . call to blood. The memory of those days. What if this is the reason?”

“What if, indeed.” Calista sniffed, rereading her words. “I hope you find a way to forget it, to be free of it this time. Royal blood is not the key as it once was. It is not so simple. There is no respite between changes. Fate is being cruel and punishing you, it seems.”

“No respite between changes?” Tor stepped forward, a dark sort of pain in his eyes. “But before there were weeks between and . . .”

“By light of moon,” Valen said, voice hard and flat. “Seems I will need to be bound and chained each night.”

“Dammit.” Halvar leaned over the rail of the ship. He looked pale.

“Could someone else be cursed?” Ari came to Valen’s side.

Calista narrowed her eyes, studying him. “It’s possible. But it’d take time you don’t have. I am returning a curse that never truly left him in complete peace. It is like stirring that memory.”

I froze when Calista flicked her eyes to me. How much did she know—or sense—about my mesmer?

“How long?” Ari asked. “To build a new curse, I mean.”

“It is an intricate spell cast,” Calista said. “Curses feed on individual attributes and twists them. I would need to learn your greatest attribute, then conjure a curse to use that against you.”

“I am loyal,” Ari offered.

“So shall I curse you with the proclivity to betray folk?”

“Strong. An illusionist. I am clever.” Ari’s voice hitched to a new desperation.

“Curses must take time to build their story.” Calista tilted her head. “Lumpy was clever, so he lost his bleeding mind. Seems pointless for you to go mad. The princess was a warrior with a voice for battle. She went silent, forced to fight for her life.” Calista glanced at Herja. “I’ve been taught a great deal about how these curses were made. It is the reason the cursed king became vicious. His ability on the battlefield became a lust for blood. But the first storyteller took weeks to build her tales.”

“Ari,” Valen said, gripping his friend’s shoulder. “Thank you, but you are needed here. I need you to help me look after Etta should it . . . should it go wrong.”

Ari placed his hands on his hips. His mouth tightened as if he wanted to argue but thought better of it. In one stiff step, he moved back to the rail. As far from Calista as he could.

“I need blood,” Calista went on. “To change fate requires blood. But you likely remember how it was done.”

Valen used the edge of a knife he had tethered to the inside of his arm and pricked his finger. Calista guided his fingertip toward the parchment.

“Uncle.” Gunnar tapped Valen’s forearm. “We . . . we should find another way.”

“You say that? The one who has such faith in your woman’s trances. Did she not suggest this?”

Gunnar looked toward the sea, jaw tight. “It’s not fair.”

“Life never is.” Valen smiled with a bit of sadness and turned to Elise.

She lifted her chin high, then fought to keep her voice steady. “You promised to return to me always. Today is not the day you begin breaking promises to me, Valen Ferus.”

“I would not dream of it.”

Valen swallowed with effort and pressed the dark bloody spot on his finger to the parchment.

Calista sliced her own finger and added a drop of blood over Valen’s. The air tightened in hot, clammy pressure, much like a storm built over the water but never revealed itself. Calista pressed her palm over the torn shred of words, and straightaway the parchment sparked in fiery embers, burning into a strange oblivion.

Only bits of ash remained on the bench.

Calista’s shoulders slouched, her voice small. “It is done.”

Valen clenched and unclenched his fists. Elise wrapped her arms around his waist.

I didn’t know what to expect, but he seemed utterly unchanged. Then again, the words had said ‘by light of moon’. The sky was lightening as the moon faded over the Fate’s Ocean and the sun peeked over the horizon.

But the coming night could look vastly different.

Herja and Sol looked despondent. I knew the feeling. What was there to say? Valen had cursed himself, willingly, for our war. There weren’t words to give that seemed adequate. To attempt to comfort him would be a waste. What we could do, what we would do, was find a way to ensure this curse claimed him but once.

Calista returned her quill. She began scratching new words on the parchment. I held my breath until she tore two lines into ragged strips. “To Lumpy and his consort.”

“Wait, this was for the land king,” Thorvald snapped. His irritation deepened the red of his eyes.

Calista, a new smooth velvet to her voice, smiled. “As I told you, once my connection is opened, the Norns deliver the missives they wish to deliver. Now hush. I’ve still not forgiven you for snatching my ink.”

Sol and Tor shared a look, then stepped forward and took the strips of parchment.

“Are these curses?”

“No. Think of them as hints as the star fae said.”

A wrinkle furrowed Sol’s brow as he read. “A new journey rises from the flames?”

“Cries in the ashes,” Tor read. “Mind the hedges.” He looked at Sol. “What the hells?”

“Never said it was simple to decipher, my loves,” Calista said and picked up her quill once again. “Shadow King.”

No one moved for a breath until I realized she was looking at Kase. I nudged his ribs with my elbow.

Kase lifted one brow. “Me?”

Calista sighed. “Don’t be stupid. That’s what I said.”

Kase snatched the thin piece of parchment from the girl. He looked to me, and I understood. He wouldn’t want to attempt to read it in front of the others.

“The beacon of a crown beckons you through. Step from darkness and take back what has always belonged to you.”

“I hate riddles,” Kase murmured and shoved the piece of parchment into a pocket on his trousers.

When Calista attempted to hand Thorvald a piece of parchment he snubbed the gesture. “I do not need land magic telling me my fate.”

“I’d heed the missive,” Stefan said.

“It is already given,” Calista added. “There is no avoiding what fate has in store. But it would be less painful if you give thought to the warnings.”

“No.” Thorvald’s red eyes flashed with a bit of malice.

Calista shrugged again. “Fine. Act rashly in anger, do not befriend new allies. Let us see how your fate unfolds.”

She glared at Thorvald, crinkling the strip of parchment, and tossing it into the sea before he could change his mind.

“I have one more.” The last strip of parchment hung between her fingers. Calista’s eyes were trained on Ari. “Stand-in King. This is for you.”

With a touch of hesitation, he took the parchment from her, reading silently. His eyes widened and red tinted his cheeks.

“Heed or do not,” Calista warned. “You have seen the power of fate. Fight it or accept it.”

“What does it say?” Elise asked.

Ari cleared his throat, tucking his parchment away. “Forgive me, My Queen. I’d rather not say. It has nothing to do with anyone but me.”

Elise shot Ari a bemused look, but honored his request and kept quiet.

“That is all I have left to write.” Calista stood and packed away her supplies. She looked weaker, a little more frightened, but she fought to hide it all through grins and smart words. “We’ll sail home from the East’s shores. I’m afraid I’m out of trust for the sea fae and do not wish to travel with him.”

Thorvald snorted. “Suit yourself, little witch.”

“Offensive,” she said and turned her back on the sea king. “Care to ferry us to the docks?”

“It’s not safe to travel from the East. You should stay with us,” Halvar said.

“We’ll be fine. We know how to get around.”

“Calista—” Elise started, but went quiet when Stefan held up a hand.

“It’s no use. She’s leaving because her mysterious teacher would not want her to be far for too long.”

“You do not believe he exists, but he does,” Calista said with a bit of a pout to her lip.

Halvar rubbed the back of his neck, uneasy. “I suppose we do have a small longboat we can spare.”

Once it was settled how to get the girl and her brother back on the sea for the West, Thorvald began pulling back the plank.

“You’re not joining us?” Kase asked.

“What good would it do if we are sending in the invincible, cursed king?” Thorvald glared down at us from the tall deck of his ship. “Bring me my heir alive and in one piece, and we shall leave. We’ll become nothing but a bad memory with a vow never to join your enemies.”

Pompous ass. What did it matter if Valen would lead the way into the ruins? Any father I knew would be one step behind to ensure his child’s rescue was successful. What little I knew of Thorvald, I’d concluded he cared a great deal more about the future claim his son had to the throne than he did for the actual boy.

We bid a tense farewell to the sea king, vowing to send word one way or the other about his son within two nights.

The return to shore was somber and silent.

We docked in the cove as the first flickers of sunlight ignited the Howl in a brilliant sheen of sunlit gold.

Halvar directed Calista and her companions to the hidden longboats that had been tucked away in the sea reeds half a length down the shore.

She embraced Sol. “Write to me, Lump. You didn’t say much, but I still miss you.”

“I will write to you, but you must write back.”

“Swear it. Who else will I tell how fearsome I’ve become in the West?”

Sol kissed her forehead once more before releasing the girl. Then, Calista faced Valen and Elise.

“I wish you luck,” she said. “I’m still perturbed you undid my marvelous work from before, but not enough to wish you ill. In fact, I wish you quite the opposite. I . . . I care for you lot, you know. Sort of think we saved each other.”

Elise cupped one side of Calista’s pale face. “We did, and I hope we always will.”

“If it’s not too much trouble, send me word, yes?” The girl blinked too rapidly. If I had to guess, I’d say she was fighting a swell of emotion she didn’t want to show.

“We will,” Elise said.

Calista backed away and started into the wooded path after her brother, but paused. I held my breath when her eyes locked on me and glazed like they’d done on the ship.

“Share your crown, step into darkness, and beastly ways may be forgotten. The light of his heart will brighten the night.”

“Wait.” I reached for her. “What does that mean?”

“You’ll see.” Calista turned and winked at Elise. “Remember, hold tightly to the hand you took and never let go until the light breaks.”

She said nothing more and stepped into the trees. The girl who’d cursed us, directed us, she was simply gone.
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Chapter 32
The Nightrender


Night came too swiftly. Conflicting emotions battled in the center of my chest. There was the viciously anxious side that wanted nothing more than to retrieve our folk at Felstad, then burn the tainted ruins to the ground with the Lady Magnate inside.

On a flat boulder, I sat, knee bouncing as we waited.

Valen had his forehead pressed to Elise’s brow. The queen’s fingers were threaded through his hair, tears on her cheeks. Both whispered to the other words none of us could hear. They deserved a moment of privacy.

Elise let out a sob and clung to Valen’s neck. He buried his face against her shoulder, his hands running the length of her spine. Valen pressed kisses to her neck until Elise pulled back and kissed his mouth.

I looked away. By the hells, the taut guilt was an annoyance. Schemes had never left me unsteady. When I made a move, I made it with certainty. But this? Should the rolls be reversed, I did not know if I could step back from Malin and do it.

The king and queen were risking everything in this moment. A debt was building between us that I would never be able to repay.

When Valen kissed his wife on the brow once more, Tor and Halvar finally went to his side. Moonlight would soon take him. Valen kissed each one of Elise’s fingertips, taking a pause on the two missing tips on her hand, then walked backward, his eyes on his wife until he slipped into the trees.

Malin studied the first stars blinking in the sky. Moonlight cast the highlights in her hair in a silvery glow. She wrung her hands around the hem of her tunic and seemed not to notice a thing around her.

I brushed my knuckles down the back of her arm, and the moment she realized it was me, she flung her arms around my neck.

“By the hells.” Her voice cracked. “You make this difficult. I think I hate you for it.”

I tightened my hold around her waist, burying my head in the warm crook of her neck and shoulder. I kissed her there. “We will meet again before you have time to worry.”

“Liar.”

“I love you.”

She nuzzled her face against my throat, her damp cheek wetting my skin with her tears. “You are my whole damn soul, and if you do not return, I will drag you from the Otherworld myself.”

I laughed and trapped her face between my palms. “We did not fight so hard to be together to have it all ripped away now.” My nose brushed hers. “Look after the queen. I will see you there when the time is right.”

Malin’s chin quivered. “You make sure to return to me, but bring her king back with you.”

I had no plans of losing Valen Ferus tonight. The trouble was I had no idea what was about to happen.

All I knew was the camp was to remain at a distance and behind protections until we were long out of sight. They were our second line of defense and would follow to Felstad once Valen—hopefully—cleared an opening for our army to break through.

While they waited, Niklas had lined one half of our camp with an herbal elixir he said warded against most creatures in the forest. Hagen stood in front of the line, ready to guard against mesmer or earth fury. Would his ability to block also guard against a curse? I didn’t know.

Bard, Northern Warriors, Falkyn, and Kryv all waited, weapons in hand, to protect Malin, Elise, and the innocent folk we dragged at our backs.

I looked over my shoulder once more.

Malin smiled, a heady fear written in every furrow, every freckle of her face. She was dressed in black. A leather jerkin over her shoulders with loops and buckles littered in small knives. Tova had helped paint Malin’s eyes in kohl and pinned a wreath crown of rowan berries in both queens’ hair.

Two fated queens in battle together. The moment felt significant, and I hated it. One step closer to the end, but the nearer we came to our battle, the more I feared Malin would be taken from me and I would not be able to get her back.

Malin linked her arm with Elise, although I wasn’t certain the Northern queen even realized it. I’d never seen such a pallid expression on the woman. The way she looked off in the distance, it was as if Elise Ferus was not even aware of her surroundings.

“I should go with you.” Thirty paces away, Sol Ferus argued with Tor, Halvar, and Valen.

“We did this for centuries,” Tor said, voice low. “We will do it again. We’re prepared for it.”

Sol let out a breath of frustration. “He’s my brother, and I should be there with him.”

Heat burned my throat, cascading to my chest. Fear, warm and sharp, spilled through my veins. The corner of my mouth twisted with admiration for the Sun Prince. Sol wanted to be with Valen for no other reason than the eldest prince was terrified he might lose his brother once again.

These folk were worth stepping into battle with. The sort that loved fiercely. The ones unafraid to be the villain to protect the ones that held their hearts.

Valen rose from a crouch. His forehead was beaded in sweat. Wet, painful red lined his eyes. But nothing else about him seemed amiss. He hooked an arm around his brother’s neck and pulled him close.

Sol gave in and pounded a fist more than once between Valen’s shoulders. His brow furrowed and he buried his face against Valen’s neck.

“You always looked after me,” Valen said.

“Reluctantly,” Sol muttered.

“True. But now I need you to stay back.”

“I don’t know if I can.”

“Sol.” Valen looked at him with a pained expression. “Elise . . . remember what I told you. I need to know you are there for her, if⁠—”

“Shut up, Valen,” Sol snapped, hugging him once more. “Don’t say the word ‘if’ again. There is no damn if.”

It took more persuading from Halvar and Tor, but eventually Sol embraced his friend and knight, then his brother one final time, and kissed Tor before stalking past me.

His blue eyes were alight in rage, pain, and fear. “Keep them alive until we meet you, Nightrender.”

“I plan to.”

Once Sol was near the others, Valen blew out a long, shuddering breath when Tor handed him a vivid red cloth. The king handled the fabric with care, almost a terrible reverence, then slipped it around his face.

“The red helps us find him in the dark better,” Halvar explained.

Cold light swept over the forest floor. The moon shone down on us like a cruel enemy. Like the forest knew a shift was coming, not even the wind rustled the leaves.

Valen winced and closed his eyes. Hells, it was striking me like a blow to the jaw that this was happening. The king’s breaths were sharp and labored. Disbelief, denial, a bit of my own fear clouded my mind. To think for turns and turns these three had done this sent a sick wave through my insides.

To think if we did not succeed, Valen’s curse would return every night.

Doubt had a way of inciting a deeper, fiercer fear. Perhaps we’d stepped wrong. For this felt horribly wrong. We should’ve fought harder, accepted our fate that if we attacked Felstad and were called to the Otherworld, so be it.

It was simple to say now that I was watching the Northern King groan in pain. His back and shoulders arched. His voice deepened.

The moonlight filtered through the clouds. In the instant the cold beams touched Valen’s skin, the king released a deep, guttural cry. His hands gripped his own hair, and he pressed his face into the ground.

The snap of a twig spurred my attention away from the sickly sight. Luca and Hob appeared from the deep trees.

Tor hissed at them to get back and hurry.

Hob’s eyes went wide as he watched Valen writhe on the ground. Each breath was more haggard.

Luca lifted his eyes to me, pain written across his face. For the king, for Dagny, for Von, all of it compounded into one shadowed look. He nodded. A silent signal that they’d done their part.

Telling Luca Grym he was forced to wait here until a signal that might never come when his lover and child were captured was worse than trying to feed a rabid dog and keep your fingers. Tor had been the brilliant one to give Luca a task, to feel included and keep his thoughts focused.

A beast of bloodlust needed blood.

Luca and Hob had spilled leather skins of rabbit blood across the forest leading to Felstad. Once there, it would be up to us to get Valen in the thick of it all.

Every aspect of this plan held risk and likely failure. But it was too late to look back. I rolled my shoulders, cracked my neck, and ceased my bleeding doubts. This was the move, and I damn well was going to see it through.

My confidence waned into horror when on Valen’s next cry, it came out as a deep, painful bellow. A roar that shattered the darkness and rattled our spirits. His bones looked elongated. His shoulders were more rigid, with more sharp points. Black veins slithered up the sides of his neck and wrists, like rotten blood flowed under his skin.

Tor and Halvar stepped behind their king, both stoic and silent.

Another roar ripped from Valen’s throat, then it fell into snorts and growls.

I held my breath as the king rose with jerky movements. Black, rotten claws had sprouted from his fingers. He lifted his face to the sky, the mask slipping to his chin as he drew a long inhale through his nose.

Three hells. His eyes were like blood, his lips blue and cracked. But curled over his lips were yellowed, jagged fangs.

My heart sank.

No mistake, we’d just damned Valen Ferus.

The creature in his place sniffed the air. It took little time before his head snapped in the direction of the bloodied forest. A wet, deep growl escaped his throat, then he sprinted off into the darkness.

“Keep up, keep us concealed, and do not lose him,” Halvar shouted at me.

I didn’t have time to reconsider another bleeding thought before I raced after them into the night.
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Chapter 33
The Nightrender


Cursed hells, he was fast.

My ribs seemed ready to crack against the deep expansion of my lungs when I skidded to a stop behind a thick spruce.

Tor held up a hand. Halvar had an arrow pointed into the clearing as we watched the king sniff the air. Blood splattered the velvet petals of wildflowers and the long branches of shrubs like a war had been fought where we stood. Bile burned my throat as I watched Valen on his knees, dragging his clawed fingers through the bloodied leaves and twigs, then swiped his tongue over the claws, lapping it up.

“Nearly there,” I whispered to Halvar. “We need to get him through the trees.”

“He’s too caught up in the gore,” Halvar said.

I bit the tip of my tongue, scanning the space, mind whirling. “He is a hunter, yes?”

“He’ll attack anything.”

“Good.” I tossed back my hood and unsheathed the sword off my hip.

“Kase,” Tor snapped. “What are you⁠—”

He didn’t finish before I darted into the clearing. I paused only to grab a small stone and toss it at the king.

Valen grunted when the rock struck his shoulder. My heart stuttered when his bloody eyes caught sight of me. No recognition, no friendship, nothing but feral rage lived in those eyes.

The icy tendrils of fear gripped my heart like bony fingers. For a breath, I was frozen in place when a man I admired looked at me like he wanted nothing more than to rip open the pulse point of my throat and lap up all the blood throbbing in my veins.

“Kase!” Tor shouted.

Bleeding hells, I had to focus. I narrowed my eyes and sneered at Valen. “Come catch me, beastie.”

Then, I dove into the trees.

Heavy thuds of wild steps came right at my back. Run. All I could do was command my feet to push forward. Leaves and branches thrashed around my face, snagging my clothes and skin. Valen had no thought, no care for scrapes against briars or foliage. He pursued me with a desperate obsession.

My body burned. My lungs ached. I gritted my teeth and pushed harder.

Almost there.

A swipe of his claws caught me on the shoulder. Cloying, rotted Alver blood perfumed the damp moss of the forest. Dammit. Hot breath came in ragged spurts behind me. One more swipe and I was gone.

Endless fear coiled my shoulders in darkness. Desperately, I pulled at shadows until the beast roared in frustration. I ran forward, my blood dripping with each step. Even hidden, Valen would catch the scent of my blood and hopefully follow.

The heat of exhaustion ripped through my legs. When I thought I might topple over from the pace, I spilled out of the trees onto the bridge leading to Felstad.

Murky darkness cocooned me on the bridge. To pull mists thicker than black ink wasn’t difficult, not with fear bleeding out from every pore I had.

Locked in my mesmer, Valen didn’t see me when he came at my back, but he paused in front of the ruins. Head tilted, he scanned the broken walls, the lighted windows, the shadows of movement from the intruders.

His crimson eyes brightened. Blood dripped from his lip where he’d lapped up the blood from the journey, and his mouth parted with a sharp inhale. Could he sense the army beyond the bridge? The pumping hearts of fae and skyds, or was my blood too much?

He needed to get closer, needed to catch sight of an enemy. Beneath the shadows, I dipped my fingertips into the blood on my arm and painted the stone walls of the archway covering the bridge.

From deep in his throat, Valen growled.

Closer. A few more steps, beastie.

I skirted along the bridge, buried in the cloak of mesmer. The small forest sprouting in the courtyard was guarded at the entrance by three skyds. Guards marched back and forth in front of the gate. These bastards had taken my Felstad, my home, and turned it into a place in one of the hells.

They’d pay. Brutally, if I had my way. Visions, no, hopes of Valen shredding the skin off their bones, digging his teeth into their throats thrummed through my veins.

Valen was still sniffing about the droplets of blood I’d left behind on the wall, but he followed the trail.

I crouched beside a tangle of slim aspen trees, no doubt looking like a corner shadow, and waited.

The skyds were wholly unaware that the scratching and shuffling in the tunnel was not the wind, it wasn’t a forest rodent. A wave of satisfaction dripped through my chest. This would be over quickly. The king would be our way in, but I had plans to begin this battle and end it.

They’d robbed the Kryv of our safety, of the most innocent among us. For their terror, their worry, for their pain, I’d make the Black Palace suffer tonight.

I lifted a knife from my belt. The guards came close to me, mere paces away, and wholly unaware I was hidden in the shadows. I aimed the point of my knife at the center guard, then let it fly.

He gasped when the point rammed through his throat, then crumbled to his knees. In the next heartbeat, one of the skyds blew a ram’s horn, and the other pointed his sword toward the covered bridge when a deep growl broke the night.

Valen stepped into the streaks of moonlight.

By the hells, nothing thrilled me more than the sight of trembling broad swords in the hands of my enemies. They gaped at Valen. His claws, the blood on his face, the glow of his eyes.

“Stay back,” one skyd shouted. They’d long forgotten about their dead companion, or where the rogue knife had come from, and instead kept an unwavering watch on Valen.

Pointless. In another breath, Valen’s lust for blood and pain took hold. He attacked. Primal and wild, with no skill of battle the skyds could counter. It was, in every way, a perfect vision of murderous desire. The king lunged, unafraid of the cut of swords against his body. The more his flesh soaked in his own blood, the more power he seemed to gain.

His jaws clamped on the face of one guard, peeling back the skin there. The guard screamed his agony and fell. Valen swiped at the second with his claws. Narrow, deep gashes opened up the skyds throat. Not fatal, but enough to pump fresh blood with his pulse. In another breath, Valen had him pinned to the ground, feasting on his throat until the guard stopped moving.

More guards spilled into the front courtyard, but it was a marvel of sheer, perfect violence watching Valen’s lust for blood turn to slaughter.

Fae came, some like the dead sluagh we found. They tried to press their mouths close to Valen’s, but the beast rammed his claws into their necks, shredding their airways to pieces.

Rifters came. They snapped Valen’s arms, his legs. He roared his agony, but never fell. Never ceased his dance of savagery.

From my corner, I opened my palms, embracing the fear soaking the courtyard, and coiled my mesmer around new victims. I closed a fist and the shadows snapped three guards at their spines. They crumbled backward, and I moved to more. Like knives and arrows, darkness plunged into chests and innards.

My arms trembled. Strength would wane soon, but the death I caused helped strengthen Valen. Already the king entered Felstad stronger than he’d arrived.

When Valen was well into his slaughter, I removed my shroud of mesmer and followed a step behind the king. Any guard Valen tossed aside broken, but still breathing, I slipped behind and finished with my sword.

“Kase.” Tor skidded to my side, one hand on my arm. “What the hells was that?”

“He needed to get closer,” I said. “Seems to be working.”

Tor lifted his gaze. Screams bellowed out from the inner corridors. Calls for the protection of Ivar and his lady added to my own bloodlust. Ivar was here.

“Did he harm you?” Halvar appeared, breathless and dripping in sweat.

“A scratch.”

Halvar barked a laugh. “Gods, it’s working.”

The greatest victory of the night was the vicious grin splitting over Tor’s usually stoic face.

“Tell us where to lead him, and he will obliterate them,” Halvar said, loading an arrow.

With the courtyard bathed in blood and Valen still slaughtering his way into the corridors, we would need to keep him contained with killing our enemies, but away from our people. I scanned the upper floors, then dropped my gaze toward the weapon wall.

My heart sank.

Tethered behind iron bars, Dagny screamed watching the ferocity of Valen spill blood. She was stripped to nothing but a diaphanous chemise. Scabs and welts were raised along her arms and flesh. Open one of those marks and she would be devoured.

“Cover me.”

Tor and Halvar sprinted at my back, watching their king, as I skidded to a stop at Dagny’s cage.

“Dag. Dagny, look at me.”

She lifted her dirty face, and a wrinkle of emotion filled her brow once she recognized me. “Kase.”

I hacked at the pathetic ropes keeping her cage locked. Not even iron. Enough to keep her locked inside, but simple enough to break through. When I pulled the cage door open, she fell against me. Her arms choked my throat and she sobbed.

There were times I could be kind, maybe Malin would say I could be tender, but not now.

My grip tightened on her arms as I pulled back. Voice rough, I gave Dagny a slight shake to catch her attention. “Focus, Dag. Where are they keeping the littles?”

Dagny blinked. “Um, they . . . they, I think they’re in the upper library.”

Logical. The room was the largest intact space in the ruins, and it didn’t have windows. I nudged Dagny toward the entrance. “Go. Luca and the others are out there. They’re coming.”

“I’m not leaving my son!”

Dagny was frantic. She’d need to forgive my briskness later. I gripped her chin and pulled her face close. “You will go now, and you will leave the littles to me. Get out of here. I will not risk my life worrying for yours.”

I’d known Dagny since we were children. It meant I knew what spurred her into action. She had enough trust in me to stand aside, to know I would not leave these ruins without her boy. Fresh tears blurred her eyes, but she nodded.

“Fight to the end, Kase.” She rasped out, then leaned closer, venom in her words. “Make them pay.”

Dagny sprinted for the entrance as Valen roared and bit down on the hand of a redheaded fae warrior. The warrior shrieked as the king gnawed off three of his fingers, then rammed a battle axe into his chest with one hand, shredding half his cheek off with the claws of his other.

I jolted when a skydguard stabbed Valen through the ribs. The first instinct was to run to him, to save him, but all the wound did was draw Valen’s attention. The guard had his bowels spilling onto the stones in three breaths.

“We need to get to the second floor,” I told Halvar.

“We’ll lead Valen through the hallways. You get upstairs,” he said. “Tor. Light the signal. It is time to show these bastards what becomes of them when they raise a blade against our people.”

Tor opened one fist. Blue flames rippled over his fingers. He wrapped his fiery palm around a tree. In an instant, the flames devoured the branches and rose upward in the courtyard.

The writhing signal went up in the night; the time had come.

Battles were beginning.
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Chapter 34
The Memory Thief


Hold.

If one more damn person told me to hold, I would stab them. A full toll had gone by, and we’d been pummeled by distant screams, wails, and shouts, but not the bleeding signal.

Each shriek, or roar, or cry of pain had Elise flinching at my side.

She looked like a warrior in her battle leathers with weapons strapped to her waist. But inside, I had few doubts, she was but shattered glass. I knew the feeling. Valen was cursed, but for now, at least he could not die.

I could not say the same of my husband.

What was taking so bleeding long? My blissful optimism had rooted the thought in my head that with a beast, with blades, with mesmer we would be claiming victory perhaps half a toll after I bid farewell to Kase.

The air grew thick with tension, the smell of foul, spicy sweat, and leather. This was a turning point. A notion we all understood. From this moment on, all regions in the East would know the thieves in the shadows had declared war against the Black Palace.

“Malin.”

I looked over my shoulder. Bard, Hagen, and Hob were in the lead. Behind them were the rest of the Kryv.

I narrowed my eyes at the hawker. “Hob, you were staying with Inge.”

The fool was dressed in leathers with vambraces on his wrists.

“Thought about what you said. Chose not to listen.”

“Is this how it will be if I am queen? Giving orders, and having folk pick and choose what they obey?”

“Likely.” Hob adjusted a strap across his shoulder. “Embrace your kingdom of vagabonds, Mal. Cherish it. Love it.”

I rolled my eyes, facing Bard. He’d been the one to call my name.

“We made your banner,” Bard said.

There were moments when we hardly knew what to say to each other. It was slow going, making up for the turns Bard and I had stood at odds. In these moments, he looked as loving and loyal as Hagen.

“My banner?”

Bard smirked and removed a wooden charm much like Kase’s whittled raven I still wore around my neck. This charm was of finer craftsmanship, but of the same design. I blinked; my thumbs traced the ridges of the carved raven clutching a blooming rose in its talons. The intricate carvings surrounding the raven and rose, if painted in black, would be as shadows.

“Every kingdom must have its banner, Mal,” Tova said, propping her chin on Bard’s shoulder from behind. She popped a few nuts onto her tongue, munching in my brother’s ear. Then again, Tova was not one who fretted over personal space.

Bard didn’t move away, either out of fear of her knives, or maybe he simply didn’t mind.

“Bard thought of it,” Hagen said. “Isak designed it. The rest of us made them.”

I lifted my eyes to the redhead hidden in black battle paint. He winked.

“You made more than one?” I held my breath as, one by one, the Kryv removed their own medallions strung about their necks.

“We are with you, lovey,” Raum said from the back. “Our shadow queen of thieves. To the end.”

Each swallow was as though sand clogged my throat. I took the medallion and gingerly placed it around my neck. Damn them. I blinked rapidly, refusing to sob like a bleeding little, and offered up a curt nod. “To the end.”

“There it is.” Herja cried out. “The signal!”

I snapped my gaze to the trees. All gods. It was time. A blue glow rose over the black bowers of aspens, coiling up the branches of evergreens toward the sky like masquerade ribbons.

The flames were too unusual, too misty and bright to be anything other than Tor’s fire magic.

Elise had remained silent most of the day and into the night. No longer.

The Northern queen faced her people and lifted a short blade crusted in gemstones on the silver hilt. “Not so long ago, we fought for freedom; we shed our blood to crush the heads of tyrants. We do so again this night. We fight for Etta, to keep her shores locked in peace. For your families, for your people, fight. Fight for your king who sacrifices himself for you!”

The warriors pounded their chests and roared a battle cry.

A cruel grin spread over my face. I glanced at the Kryv. Tova chuckled as if this were all a game. Raum winked. Each of us clutched our new medallions like a new breath of hope filled our lungs from the small wooden pieces.

“Let’s give them pain and misery, my friends,” Niklas shouted.

“Fight to the end!” A collective roar issued from the Kryv, filled the night with a new power. One that latched onto the bones, filled the blood, and sank into the heart until our fear bled into strength.

We sprinted into the trees. Fire burned my throat. My breaths came harsh and angry, the pulse of blood through my limbs urged me onward. Pushed me faster.

It was a stunning sight. From the ferocity of war grew a heady thrill. Beside me, I watched as men and women, fae and Alver, burned the same. We did not fight for power tonight. We did not fight for a throne or greed or titles. Tonight, every heart pounded with the fight for our people, for our families, for our friends.

And that was a fight worth dying for.

By the time the imposing stone walls of the ruins came into view, the blue fire raged across the indoor forest. Chaos reigned inside the walls. Shouts and cries of guards rattled in my skull. The air grew heavy with the heated tang of blood, piss, and bowels as dozens of scattered bodies littered the grounds of Felstad.

“We find the littles first,” I shouted. “Take out as many skyds as you can on your way.”

My cry was answered by wicked laughter and shouts of agreement. But another distant roar sent a chill down my spine.

Valen was in there, lost in blood. He’d been our way in. Now, we had to get him out and docile before he unknowingly slaughtered the rest of us or the young ones.

“Lynx,” I said, gripping his thick arm. “You know what to do should you see the king.”

Lynx gestured at Sol. “We’ll see to it, Mal. Get to Ash and Hanna.”

Once they disappeared into the smoke and shadows, I let out a rough breath. Our steps had led us here. Unease prickled up my arms, lifting the small hairs. I knew tonight would shift this battle. This was the beginning of the end.

I tightened my grip on the short blade in my hand and raced toward the ruins.

With more confidence than me, Elise commanded the North forward. Herja and Gunnar took to the walls with the archers. Thick husk ropes with barbed hooks on the ends were tossed across the crumbling walls, catching the edge.

Once they reached the outer walls, Bard crouched and lined a trap with Niklas’s tricky elixirs. Those without the herbs sewn in their skin would be attacked with boil-causing powders when they tripped the twine wire.

Raum and Tova kept pace at my flanks.

“Someone’s coming!” Raum shouted as we entered the bridge. Shredded skydguard marred the ground. Their faces were clawed, necks bitten, and choppy wounds fountained blood from their armor. Evidence of Valen’s feral axe swings and thirst for blood.

No mercy. No thought. These guards were killed through brutal slaughter.

I forced my gaze away from the death littering the ground in time to see the flicker of white sprinting through the shadows.

“Dag!” Raum said before any of us could clearly see.

The nearer she came, the more rage bubbled in my veins. She’d been beaten, clearly. She was half naked and coated in blood and dirt.

Dagny let out a broken sob and fell into Raum’s arms. “They’re in there,” she said, breathless. “The library. They’re in the library.”

“How’d you get out?”

“Kase.” She lifted her head. “Where’s Luc?”

“Somewhere in this mess.” Raum said. “Keep going East, and you’ll find⁠—”

“I am not running,” she snapped. “I came out here to find a damn sword. Now arm me, and I will fight beside my family.”

Raum was wise enough not to argue, and with a shrug, he handed her a silver dagger from his leg. “Send them to the hells, Dag.”

The inner courtyard was soaked in flames. I coughed against the smoke and followed a clear path to the left corridor. All around us, warriors and Falkyns battled with skydguard and fae.

More of the winged sluagh screeched and hissed as swords chopped at their knobby limbs and wings. Fae with goat eyes, some with antlers, others looked like trolls, sliced their blades at our folk.

Most of the Southern fae reminded me of Eryka. Sleek and mystic with pointed ears and silky hair. But they seemed on edge when Sofia stepped into the center of a dozen skydguard. All menacing, all looking to race to be the first to run her through.

Sofia had strengthened with square meals. Her pale skin was vibrant as starlight, her hair like freshly bundled straw. But for a moment, her eyes went black. She let one sleeve of her loose tunic slip off her shoulder, and the skyds were lost.

A thick, wet warmth clouded the space around Sofia for fifty paces either way. Iron clanged against the stone floor, echoing deep into the corridors, as the whole unit of skyds dropped their blades.

Sofia’s eyes returned to a bright moss green, and the guards fell to their knees. Some rushed for her, utterly transfixed by the woman. They begged and pleaded for her to have them, for her to go to their beds. Vulgar descriptions of her legs, of her breasts were splattered about in slurred words.

They did not stand a chance.

My insides swirled with a bit of dark thrill when shadows seeped from the far side of the courtyard.

The coils of dark went unnoticed by the skyds, and in the next breath the shadows pierced through every chest until gaping holes opened each heart.

Kase stepped out from between two pillars. His eyes locked on me. He gave Sofia a nod of credit for her role in seducing the skydguard, but in three more strides he had his grip tightened around my wrist.

“Where’s Valen?” I asked, positioning myself close to his side.

“Tor and Halvar are trying to lead him off. Get to the lib⁠—”

“Library, yes, Dag is with us.”

Kase nodded, then kissed me. Desperation lived in the short, rough kiss. “Get the littles, stay clear of the king, and I will meet you outside.”

“Where are you going?”

Kase stepped away, a twisted grin on his face. “To find Ivar.”

He disappeared into the honeycomb of smoky corridors. I wheeled in the opposite direction and climbed one of the spiral staircases. Halfway up, I caught up with Tova, Dagny, and Raum.

On the second floor, bodies littered the corridor. My heart squeezed.

Some were dressed in the North’s warrior fatigues, some were Falkyns. Most were from the South, or were skyds, but the pain of death took me from behind.

Everyone lost to us reminded me of how we’d already lost those close to us before.

“Malin,” Tova shouted. “The door is open!”

My eyes snapped off one of the dead Falkyns. The library door swung on its hinges. Like a fist gripping my insides, my stomach clenched. We bolted down the hall, dodging the fallen as best we could.

I skidded into the room.

“Mal!”

There was no time to take a breath before Ash had his lanky arms choking my waist. The boy would best me in height within two turns, but for now, he squeezed tightly, head against my chest.

A rough gasp slipped from my throat as I held him. Over his messy mop of dark hair, I met Elise’s gaze.

“Wasn’t our mark to be here, I know,” she said. In her arms, Laila clung to her body, squeezing her aunt’s neck. “But Ellis managed to get free and found us.”

Ellis was taller than Ash, but had just as boyish in his features. One of his fellow warriors hurriedly patched a gash over his cheek. Hanna stood a step away, heavy tears in her eyes. I pulled her against me and kissed the top of her head. “Did they harm you? Any of you?”

“A bit,” Ash said, almost proud. “But we fought to the damn end and protected the young princess. Again. I broke so many legs before they put the magisk on me.”

For the first time, I noted the silver bands scattered across the floor.

Tova and Raum helped Stieg and the other warriors who’d been beaten severely. In truth, I’d half expected them all to be dead.

“A bit of torture is all,” Stieg said, wincing after Raum helped him to his feet. “Kept us alive since they wanted us to give up our plans. Typical, stupid hope. As if we would turn our backs on our bleeding king.”

Dagny sobbed when Von leapt into her arms. She stroked his hair and kissed his dirty cheeks.

I cupped Hanna’s cheek with one hand, and Ash’s with the other. “We will be fighting our way out. Stay close, use your mesmer, use your blades. I must tell you, if you see the Northern king, for now, do not go near him.”

Ash’s brow furrowed. “But⁠—”

“Ash,” I interrupted. He was fascinated with Valen, likely considered the king his royal friend, and would aim to help him. “You must obey me on this. We will explain soon.”

The boy pinched his mouth together but nodded. “As you say, Mal.”

Hanna tugged on my hand and pointed to the far corner. She waved her fingers in a finger-speak of the word boy.

A child huddled in the shadows; his arms hugged his knees to his chest. Gods. I’d nearly forgotten about Thorvald’s son. His eyes were the stunning ruby red like his father, but with a bit more golden brown in the center. His ears were sharply tapered to a point, and when I reached for him, he hissed.

The curl of his lip revealed two tiny points to his canines.

Name. What was the boy’s bleeding name? Damn Thorvald had given us nothing. “I’m going to take you to your father.”

The sea fae looked sickly. His skin wasn’t tinted like Thorvald’s. More a russet, almost bronze hue, but his lips were cracked. Flakes of flesh were dried and sloughing off his cheeks and arms.

“He needs water.” Stieg came behind me.

When he looked to Stieg, the boy’s sharp eyes softened, as if he were looking at safety. At comfort.

He trusted the warrior.

I stepped back. “He’ll go with you. Are you able to take him?”

Stieg’s arms were battered, and blood dripped from open wounds. One wrist looked broken, but still he crouched. “Erik, remember what I said about my folk coming for us? We must leave. You’ve been on land too long, boy.”

Erik hesitated. He was so young. No more than four or five turns, and the fear in his eyes cracked a new wound in my chest. After a few moments, he reached his arms for Stieg.

“I’m afraid I can’t hold you,” Stieg admitted. “Your leg still hurts?”

Erik recoiled, nodding.

Stieg glanced back at me, then faced the boy. “Trust in Queen Malin. She will keep you safe.”

I gave the boy a small smile and opened my arms. He glared. How could we blame the boy? He’d been snatched off his ship, separated from his folk, and mistreated for weeks. Still, with another reassuring look from Stieg, Erik staggered to his feet and limped to me. He allowed me to lift him into my arms, and I held the back of his head, urging him to keep his face hidden.

A rage-filled roar rattled too close for comfort. Our time to leave was now.

“Go!” I shouted to the room.

Those without littles in their arms shoved through the doorway. My blood pounded in my ears. All around us, smoke thickened within the corridors in blackened ash. Injured as he was, Stieg still led at the front with Raum and Tova.

“We’ll go out through Kase’s chamber,” Raum shouted. “The tower has a path to scale down if we tread carefully.”

We didn’t question. There were no titles or ranks when it came to survival. If Raum could see through the darkness, we’d follow him.

Erik whimpered against my shoulder, but never loosened his grip on my neck. The spiral steps rounding up to the uppermost floor came swiftly, and I had to brace against the wall to keep from stumbling.

The screech of steel against steel waned. Cries softened, but at our backs shouts and chaos encroached on us in the shadows.

“We’re all right,” I whispered, holding the fae boy closer.

“Hurry.” Raum stood at the door of Kase’s chamber.

My heart ached at the sight of this place. A place where I fell deeper in love with the man, where we gave ourselves to each other and faced our fears together.

It would burn before dawn.

“I’ll go first,” Raum said. “There is rope in a crate at the bottom. I’ll bring it back up and we’ll get out of here.”

In the next breath, Raum was out the window, on his way to the hedges and wild briars below.

“Stieg, you’re bleeding too much,” Elise said, the bite of worry sharp in her voice. Gently, she placed Laila beside Hanna and Ash, then went to look at her warrior’s arm. Elise peeled back his vambrace on the left arm and winced. A ghastly wound looked as if it had been opened and healed countless times. Now the skin was festering in sickly green and milky yellow. “You’re infected.”

“I’ll heal.”

From the stairwell a deep, wet growl rumbled up the steps.

My heart froze. No one seemed to breathe as the rumble of an unseen creature drew closer. Fear strangled me in thick waves in the back of my throat. Valen. But it wasn’t the king, not really. He’d kill us without thought.

“Ash,” I snapped, setting Erik on the ground and stepping in front of the boy. “Hanna, get behind me.”

With Tova and Dagny’s help, we formed a wall around all the littles. Tova glanced out the window and called down to Raum in as low a voice as she could. “Get moving or we’re bleeding dead.”

It was too late.

With a throaty huff, the doorway filled with the broken, bloodied frame of Valen. His eyes trained on the bloody drops from Stieg’s wound.

I swallowed a gasp when he realized there were pumping hearts in the room. His cracked lips were soaked in blood. Jagged fangs hung over his jaw, and his fingers, from black claw to wrist, were stained in red.

“Gods.” Stieg cursed on a breath. His eyes flicked to his seeping wound, to the blood drops behind him that had led the beast to our doorway.

This wasn’t Valen, not now, but if he slaughtered this room, he would end his own wife. He’d end his whole bleeding heart, and he would never be the same.

Stieg seemed to have the same idea and tried to reach for Elise, but Valen lunged in the same moment.

I screamed. Truth be told, the sound of it was swallowed by the screams of everyone.

“No, Valen!” Elise’s cry was broken and desperate.

“Elise!” I shouted as the queen leapt in front of her warrior, her friend.

I was ready to witness the death of the queen at the hand of her cursed husband, but the beast skidded to a halt at the sight of her. Death still lived in the red of his eyes, but he paused. Elise held out her hand, tears on her face. She held his stare; she held her ground.

Valen’s bloody lips curled over his teeth, revealing the whole length of his fangs.

By the gods, for a fleeting moment he seemed to recognize her. At least, something about his wife’s presence brought the monster within to a calm. It must’ve been the power she’d spoken of, I could not explain the hesitation any other way.

It ended too soon. Valen reared one hand back as if he’d strike her down. He didn’t get the chance. From the outer corridor, two dark figures pummeled into the king’s back, knocking him to the ground. He thrashed and snarled.

Tor and Halvar were there, holding the king’s writhing arms.

“Forgot how bleeding fast he was,” Halvar grunted, wrestling Valen’s arm behind his back.

Two more men materialized up the staircase. Lynx and Sol helped wrestle Valen into submission.

Sol dropped to his knees to help Halvar pin his younger brother to the ground. “Do it!”

I let out a breath of relief as Lynx rested a hand on Valen’s head. The beast kicked at him, snapped his jaws, and nearly caught his finger.

Elise knelt beside her husband and placed her palm on his tense body. He stopped snapping his teeth, stopped kicking, and Lynx struck. It took but moments for Valen to go still beneath his calming mesmer.

Silenced and bound, with Sol’s help, Lynx draped the king over his shoulders, ready to carry him out.

Tears burned my eyes for all Valen had sacrificed. Because of him, we’d been able to take Felstad by surprise, we’d been able to fight our way in. Now, we’d find a bleeding way to save him.

“Ready to go?” Raum appeared in the window, a thick rope in hand. He caught sight of the king’s limp body and arched his brows. “Don’t tell me I missed something exciting.”

“Go,” I snapped. “We need to get them clear, then we need to find Kase. He’s seeking Ivar. Alone.”
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Chapter 35
The Nightrender


There were rooms in the far corners of Felstad. Areas where the master of the ruins might’ve dined or slept when Felstad was a glorious worship chantry turns ago. Here, the smoke was not as thick. The flames devouring the stone walls hadn’t yet eaten their way here.

I was wrapped in darkness as I crept along the corridor. From time to time, a fae or skydguard would run past me, fleeing or acting on orders, I didn’t care. The vise around my innards kept me stalking forward through the dark. A sensation that crept up and down my spine, telling me this was the way to Ivar. Our paths would collide here.

One of us would not leave these ruins with breath in our lungs.

The final door in the arched corridor was unguarded and cracked slightly. Light danced from inside. I gripped my blacksteel sword, blood burning from my fingertips and across my chest in anticipation. With a long breath out, I kicked open the door.

“Don’t come closer, Nightrender.”

I halted abruptly. Not out of compliance, but pure stun. The Lady Magnate stood over a fur lined mat. Heavy blankets of wiry bear pelts and rabbit furs were arranged in the center of the room.

Britta held a blade in one hand and in the other was . . . the bleeding glass ring.

“Lady Magnate,” I said, cruelly. “What games are you playing? That ring does nothing for you. Hand it over and I might let you live to see my wife take the throne.”

“Our games are at an end,” she whispered. “I can see that now. All I wanted was Niall to claim the throne. I never wanted him to be a puppet.”

I had no idea what she was talking about, but the tremble in her voice unnerved me.

The Lady Magnate fiddled with the queen’s ring, and I had the inclination to cut off her hand and to take it to the rightful owner. But violence would wait another moment. My eyes abandoned the ring to the skeletal figure tucked beneath the furs.

All hells. Ivar.

“What did you do to him? He’s why you wanted the sea fae, isn’t he?”

“I did what was needed to try to keep the Lord Magnate from withering further.”

“He’s used the ring.” I took a step closer. “It destroyed him because he was not the chosen heir. Surely you see it.”

Britta glanced at the bed. “The ring destroyed him, but he was still the safer choice. For now. Until I could free my son from the influences of darkness. By . . . by imposters who plan to rule all the magicks of every land!”

“You’ve gone mad.” My pulse kicked harder in my veins. “Ivar was never poisoned by an Elixist. He’s dying because of you.”

“He lived because of me. Because of Ivar’s power the Grym bloodline will be the force to secure the East.”

“Your bloodline?” I rolled the blade in my hand, eyes narrowed. “Niall has abandoned you; he has left his father to rot in the forest.”

Britta grimaced. “He is beginning to see the truth and will cut off her influence, I know it.”

“Whose?”

“Use that clever head and figure it out for yourself. I have no place here any longer. No hope to hold on to. I will not stand by and watch the kingdom we tried to build destroyed because she sold her soul to darkness. She comes to our kingdom, infiltrates our land, all with a desire to widen her influence, not strengthen ours.”

“Queen Astrid?”

Britta’s mouth tightened. “There is a new darkness rising. Tear down the Black Palace, and new wars will begin on different shores, Kase. It is inevitable.”

What the hells was she talking about?

Britta let tears fall onto her cheeks without attempting to wipe them away as she strode to the side of Ivar’s bed. The Lord Magnate breathed in a rasp, like pebbles rattling in his lungs. Where only weeks before he’d been strong and imposing, now he was but withered bones.

Britta dropped her blade and lifted a hollow horn filled with tallow wax. “It’s over, Kase. You fight so hard to put your little memory thief on the throne, but it is cursed. A death sentence.” She offered a forlorn look at the ring. “Perhaps I should hand this to you and damn her to its power instead of my own son.”

“Britta,” I snapped, a sudden panic in my chest when she raised the candle over the bed. “Give me the ring. Let us leave, come to an accord. Malin is the true queen, and we can find peace here.”

“There are too many who do not wish her to be queen, Kase.” Britta tilted her head to one side. “What is the use in fighting?”

With a shriek of fear, Britta dropped the candle on the furs of Ivar’s bed. The flames caught hold of the oils on the skins and burst into a wall of fire.

The heat knocked me back. I hooked my arm over my face to shield my eyes at the same moment Britta screamed in pain as fire licked at her skirts, swallowing her and what was left of Ivar.

I’d killed more than I could recall, but the sounds of her cries of pain were the most wretched shrieks I’d endured. Fear, potent enough to cripple me, gripped my chest. With a desperate swipe of my hand, I took her fear of pain and death and ended her cries in a simple snap of her neck.

Fire reached for the wooden slats of the broken rooftop, the trees growing in tangles over the holes in the ruins, and swallowed the bones of Felstad.

Quickly, I skidded across the floorboards and curled my hand around the ring where it had fallen out of Britta’s hand.

A broken rafter snapped and fell onto my arm as I pulled back. “Dammit.”

I swatted at the burning threads of my tunic and looked up when more wood snapped and cracked. The walls were consumed by fire, and soon, I would be too.

I sprinted out into the hallway and down the stairs. Death littered the floors of the ruins, but there was no time to inspect the faces. All I could do was hope, worthless hope, that my family, my wife, and my guild were safe.

Outside, the fire ignited the forest in a wash of violent red. I crossed the covered bridge, dodging the first skyds Valen had slaughtered, and cut through the thick brush outside the borders of Felstad.

When I broke through a lingonberry hedge, I smashed into a solid form.

“Gods, Kase.” Sol Ferus whipped around. “We were coming back for you.”

“Malin . . .” was all I had the air to choke out.

“Safe. She is on her way back to get you. We’re all out. Nik lost a few of his guild, and the littles and our warriors are wounded badly. But on your side, only Isak was struck during the fighting.”

My stomach dropped. “He’s all right?”

“He’ll live. It’s not deep.”

I blew out a long breath. Thoughts of Fiske turning to darkness if he lost Isak faded as quickly as they’d come.

From the hedges, Tor emerged with Gunnar and Eryka at his back. They did not have time to take a step closer before Malin shoved through the lot of them and flung her arms around my neck.

By the skies, I would never tire of this woman’s body in my arms. I crushed her to me, kissed the sweat and soot off her brow, and took her lips. No mistake, I tasted of blood and dirt, but we did not care the way we devoured each other.

“You’re hurt, Kase.”

“Have you seen yourself?” Dried blood coated her upper lip from her nose. Gashes lined her neck.

“I’ll survive. There are others who are worse off.”

“Valen?” I whispered.

“He’s sleeping. Still . . . still changed.”

The king would be our priority. No question.

“We need to figure out how to undo the curse.”

Malin nodded. “Those of us who received missives or directives from Calista are trying to make sense of them. I have a feeling our answers are buried in riddles. But I think I need the ring.”

I winced as I lifted my burned arm, but a tentative smile curled my lip. “And you shall have it.”

“Kase, you . . .” Her words choked off as she reached for the glass ring.

I closed it in my fist. “Not yet. After what happened with Edvard, we need Niklas to inspect it first for any lethal warding spells.”

She nodded and swallowed with more effort. “What of Ivar?”

“Britta burned everything. They’re dead, Mallie. The Lord and Lady Magnate.”

Malin placed her hand on the side of my face. Unease, relief, all of it lived in her eyes as she kissed me gently. “Then we have won in many ways already. We need to see to that wound, Kase.”

Yellow and white flecks of skin oozed from the wet burn. She wasn’t wrong. I didn’t fret over wounds much, but this would be infected by morning if left unmanaged.

Sol and Tor kept to our backs, Gunnar and Eryka a step behind them. A silent decision to serve as our guards, I supposed. I didn’t mind the closeness, nor the kinship. To know so many of us would die for the other kept us stronger. Kept us loyal.

Not five paces down the road a shrill mewling cry broke over the snap of flames.

“What was that?” Sol paused, scanning the shadows.

“A tree cat,” I suggested. “Probably caught in the smoke.”

The whimper came again. Less like a tree cat, more like an unknown.

“That sounds . . . almost human,” Sol said. He went to the lingonberry shrubs, Tor at his back. The border of Felstad was lined with old, hollow trees and tall hedges.

I didn’t want to wait but fought the urge to snap at them to return. They’d come to my aid and fought for my wife. I could let them find their damn cat, until⁠—

“By the gods.” Tor dipped his hands in the hedges at the base of one of the deadened trees. From a hollow knot he pulled out what looked like a dark linen cloth. “It’s a child. A fae.”

Sol stared wide-eyed at the infant in his consort’s arms.

Eryka sniffled and stepped to Tor’s side. “Luck and omens are still a firm belief among the deep wood folk of the South.” She let out a sigh. “This boy must’ve been born recently. To be born during bloodshed, well, it would be easy for them to believe he came with bad omens. They left him as an offering to the gods.”

“Like the hells they did,” Tor snapped. “I’m not leaving him out here.”

Eryka eyes flashed in a white shine. “Of course you won’t. Who will call you Daj if you do?”

At that Tor fumbled. His dirty fingernails dug into the linen cloth of the infant. Gunnar scoffed, but smiled, tugging Eryka against his side once her eyes cleared.

The bleeding woman still didn’t realize half the things she said out loud.

“Daj?” Tor lifted his gaze to Sol.

The Sun Prince was lost in his thoughts for a moment, then tugged back the linen cloth, studying the young fae’s soft features. “A new journey rises from the flames.”

He glanced back at the tower of fire from Felstad.

Tor’s mouth dropped. “Cries in the dark. Mind the hedges.”

“Gods. That’s what Calista told you both.” Malin covered her smile with her palm. “You were supposed to find him.”

“A new journey.” Sol cleared his throat, studying Tor’s face.

Tor simply took Sol’s hand, the infant in the crook of his elbow, and said, “Come then. We have things to discuss.”

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 36
The Nightrender


“Do you think Queen Astrid has sinister plans, then?” Niklas asked. He tapped a knife back and forth on his knees.

“I think it was foolish of Britta not to think an ambitious queen would not be here to spread her influence.”

“But what is the end result?”

“Britta kept hinting there was dark power that would take over every kingdom and every type of magic.”

Niklas frowned. “It’s not that hard to believe one of the kingdoms would eventually want to overthrow them all.”

We’d need to keep watch on the Southern Kingdom. Out of anything, I knew they could pose future threats.

“There.” Niklas secured the linen bandage over my burn. “You’re ready. She’s waiting for you.”

The fires of Felstad had died to embers, but the smoke still rose from the ashes over the treetops when I stepped out of the tent.

Sol and Tor had gone to converse with Herja and Hagen over the abandoned fae boy. The way Herja cuddled the child now, I had no doubt the North had just found its newest prince.

Not the perfect timing to add a helpless infant to our number, but if the fae was to be the new son of the Sun Prince and Torsten, I’d defend him like he was our own.

Our folk still nursed their wounds, but any Mediskis and Elixists paid close mind to the littles we’d rescued.

Stieg had his fingers bound by Tova. He gave me a nod as I strode past. Thorvald’s son had fallen asleep on Stieg’s lap after Niklas had splinted the boy’s broken leg and smeared a mossy elixir over burns and knife wounds that would horribly scar the boy in time.

Sometimes I wondered how dark my soul could go, but I did not torture littles. The Black Palace had lost all its humanity after seeing the wounds across Thorvald’s son, across Ash’s back. Even Hanna had wounds on her belly and spine.

If Ivar and Britta were not already dead, I would hang them upside down the way Niklas had done to Eero, then welcomed anyone who wished to have a go at them with blades.

A gust of wind snapped through the trees, billowing her red hair off her neck like a bleeding cape.

Malin stood silent and stiff at the path that would lead us back to Felstad. Before she turned around, I slipped my fingers into hers, squeezing her hand tightly.

Her misty eyes lifted to mine. The same relief still lived in her features when we were reunited outside the walls of Felstad. Alive and together.

“I’m frightened, Kase,” she whispered.

“I know.” I pulled her close and kissed her cheek. “I am always at your side. You do not ever need to do life alone if you do not wish it.”

“I know.” She let her head fall to my shoulder. “We will rebuild it. When this is over, we’ll rebuild the ruins.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“It does. Felstad was a piece of you, and to see it this way cannot be easy.”

“Our haven is together, Malin. You, me, the Kryv. Barren walls mean nothing. It is the people who fill them that matter.”

“Nightrender, I hate to tell you this,” she said slyly, “but you are sounding much more like a person who believes in love more than fear.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Do you want me to join you or not because⁠—”

She laughed, a rough sound, almost like she might cry along with it, and pulled my arm back when I tried to walk away. “Yes. I want you here. Stay. I’ll never hint that you’re a loving man again.”

“Good.”

Hand in hand, we returned to the edge of the camp. Northern folk, Kryv, and Falkyn stood in a huddle, all eyes locking on Malin when we came closer. Hagen and Bard shoved through the line of folk and joined us on either side.

They had the same fear as me—there was nothing we could do to protect her from this. Still, it meant something to know her two brothers would stand at her side, always with her, even if we were at the mercy of magic we did not understand.

One by one, the royals of the North joined us. Herja clung to Gunnar’s arm, Laila perched on her hip until Hagen urged his family to his side. Sol and Tor were somber, but now Sol held the sleeping fae babe in his arms.

I swallowed the knot in my throat and tightened my hold on Malin’s hand. We were absent the support of the king and queen of the North. Elise had not left Valen’s side in the shanty where he still remained locked in Lynx’s mesmer. Lynx was with her, waiting to return the king under a trance should he wake before daylight.

Niklas had his arm draped around Junie’s shoulders at the head of the circle. Between his thumb and finger, he rolled the queen’s ring. The runes on the edges had not stopped glowing since Malin had stepped next to it once again.

With a grin, Niklas held out the ring in his open palm. “There is nothing I found that will harm you, Mal. Are you ready to take up your crown?”

Malin straightened her shoulders. Slowly, she unfurled her hand from mine and strode forward.

I couldn’t breathe.

I couldn’t think.

If anything happened to her . . .

“Shall we see what all the fuss is about?” she said. A shaky laugh followed. A few chuckles filtered through the crowd, but in truth, the lot of us were wholly unsettled.

Malin licked her lips. A subtle tremble to her fingertips was the only hint she was afraid at all as she splayed her fingers out.

Silence devoured the forest.

“Nik,” she whispered. “I can hear your thoughts, past and present. It would help if you kept your more worrisome thoughts to yourself.”

Niklas’s eyes widened. He glanced at the ring in his grip. “Come again?”

Malin tried to keep her voice steady. “I hear your thoughts, or actually, your memories. Only yours. I know . . . I know I could take power of your mind right now. And it’s horribly frightening because your thoughts are very heavily concerned that this ring will kill me.”

She heard whispers of memories the way I sensed the whispers and taste of fear. Merely standing beside the ring had added to her bleeding mesmer.

“I’m always worried any new magic will kill us,” Niklas insisted.

“That’s true too,” Malin agreed, a nervous swipe of her tongue over her lips gave up her disquiet.

“Malin, you truly can hear my thoughts?”

“Just . . . your memories, I think. Memories that go back turns. I know exactly what you thought when you saw Junie for the first time.”

“Really?” Junie looked to her husband, then back to Malin. “We will have a discussion later, Mal.”

“By the gods. Because I hold the ring, I would guess. It’s as if the power has connected us. Made me your victim if I were your enemy. What a vicious thought.” Niklas’s expression took on the bright gleam he always wore when he could not wait to study and explore a new mesmer. He softened his voice. “All the more reason to believe this ring has been waiting for you, my wicked shadow queen.”

Niklas gave her a small nod, and with great care, eased the ring over Malin’s middle finger.
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Chapter 37
The Memory Thief


Something dangerous, something incredible unlocked within me.

Whether it was beneficial or vicious, I didn’t know. The cool glass of the queen’s ring heated around my finger, sizing at once to the shape of me. Shadows mingled with flashes of light. All of it swirled around me with the violence of a sudden sea storm.

My hair whipped around my face. I closed my eyes. The burst of furious mesmer was terrifying, intoxicating. I had no clue how to use it or calm the storm.

In the fury of spinning mesmer, the runes flashed like trapped flames. What was I to do? How did I command the ring? How did I connect to it? What would I now be able to do?

With every thought, every question, the fury of shadows and gilded skeins of light tightened around me like a funnel of power. I held the sides of my face, screaming, terrified it would swallow me whole. Until, after a few moments, flashes of faces, of voices, of people swirled before my eyes. Some I recognized, some I didn’t.

Images passed through my mind so quickly, I was only able to catch flashes of moments. Of memories from so many of the folk I knew.

Glimpses of Ivar wearing the ring; I saw his face contort from warping the power that was never meant for him and it had me doubling over in pain, as if I were the one in agony.

The ache eased, and I blinked through tears as I relived a moment of laughing with Tova in her room in Felstad. Next, a younger Hagen brought me sweet milk cakes in the hayloft and wiped away my tears after Kase disappeared.

I saw the flash of the scene when Kase and I grew our first turnip behind the stables all on our own. I was going to the past. In the memory, we’d only been eight turns and laughed as we congratulated ourselves on our gardening prowess.

I gasped when the memory of Jens caring for my dying mother flashed in my face. Amongst the images, there were three shadows—no—three figures. They seemed almost feminine. The shadows remained unmoving and steady as the cyclone of memories flew past.

The Norns. I could think of no one else they could be. Was I truly seeing projections of gods? Kase would tell me it was all in my head, true women of fate did not exist. Imagined or real, the shadows were a strange comfort in the storm.

All at once, the spinning ceased, and I was no longer in the clearing. Blood pulsed in my skull like an incessant fist beating on the bone. My fingernails dug into my palms until I swallowed the burn of sick back into my swirling stomach.

Where was Kase? The Kryv?

I’d dropped into an unfamiliar room. A warm fire burned in a small inglenook. Furs on a wide bed were tucked around a basket filled with soft linens. I held my breath and peered over the edge.

A baby? A child no more than a few months slept peacefully in the basket.

“Jonas, you cannot go back out there. You won’t return.”

My heart stilled when a tall man, his hair was dark auburn with glints of sunset red highlights, wheeled on a woman and held her face in his hands. “Sig, we were never meant to return. I’ll hold them off. Take her. As far as you can and hide her.”

“No.” The woman’s voice cracked.

Tears burned my eyes. My mother. She was my mother. And he . . . he was my father. The whisper of the truth threaded from my mind to my heart, and I simply knew. Moss green flecks in his eyes, the playful curve of his smile, skin flushed pink no matter the emotion. Bits and pieces of this man were reflected at me whenever I looked in a mirror.

My father held out his hand, revealing the glowing queen’s ring in his palm. “Have faith in what you saw, my love.”

“I do. All the more reason for you not to go, Jonas.” My mother sounded frantic. “They’ll kill you and take the crown.”

“Sig, what choice do we have? If we run, they will kill her. I will fight knowing she will be safe,” he said. “You saw this path. Like the queen of old, you are not merely a memory worker. You see into the future paths of fate itself.”

“Yes, and you can alter any memory from any man, any woman, so we should use our mesmer.”

“We have for too long and have lost too many. This is the path, Sig. I will see it through. And you, my fierce love, will do the same.” He kissed her palm, a grim smile on his face.

My mother closed her eyes, voice soft as she said, “You must hide the crown. They cannot take it.”

“I will do what I can. But they are close.” He kissed her on the forehead. “Should it fall to our enemies, have faith it will find her again.”

“Lord Jonas.” A woman rushed into the tent, breathless. On her hip she balanced a plump boy, no older than a turn, but his eyes . . . they were blackened by misty shadows.

“Kase.” His name slid out of my throat.

“They’re coming,” the woman said.

“Anja.” My father sheathed a sword and strode over to the woman. He smiled at her child, at Kase, and ruffled his messy tuft of hair. “Go with Lady Sig. Tonight our fears will be realized, and we begin a new path of fate.”

Anja blinked her teary eyes toward my mother. “No. This . . . this isn’t right.”

“You swore to me you’d look after the princess.”

Anja hugged little Kase tighter against her body. “I will, always, but I-I-I can’t lose you both. Not like Sander.”

My father rested a hand on her shoulder. “He died with honor, Anja. Without Sander, we would never have retrieved the crown.” My father looked at the ring. “It is likely that our fight is lost. But if she is safe, then she will have time to grow. Time to strengthen. Time for them both to become who they were meant to be before the crown is restored. These children will restore our legacy.”

A quick tap of Kase’s nose had the boy giggling.

“He will be greater than even his father,” Jonas said. “A master of darkness to lead forward a queen of shadows.”

“We don’t know if he will have the same strength of mesmer as Sander,” Anja whispered.

Shouts drew their eyes toward the opening in the tent. My father’s jaw tightened. He turned to my mother and kissed her. Hard. Tears wetted both their cheeks.

“I love you. I’ll be with you until we meet again. Save our girl, Sig. You know where to go.” He brushed a lock of hair out of her eyes. “She will be a glorious queen.”

“Save my place.” My mother’s voice was small. Broken.

With a smile, he kissed her gently once more. “Always.”

I wanted to chase after him when he left. I wanted to look into the eyes of the man who created me, who loved me enough to die for me. But the room swirled again, landing me in a thick wood.

My mother and Anja crouched behind a log. Tied to Anja’s back was a crying Kase, and in the crook of her elbow she held me, bundled in furs as she tugged at my mother’s arm.

“Lady Sig, where are you hit? Show me.” Anja frantically scanned my mother’s middle. Blood soaked through the woolen dress.

My mother winced and swatted Anja’s hands away. “We’re nearly there. Anja, you must listen to me.”

“Sig—”

“Listen well.” My mother’s dark eyes were filled with fire. “They’ve not seen you yet. Find lodging for you and your son, create your new story to tell. A fisherman’s widow perhaps, but stay close to House Strom. Keep watch over her.”

“Sig, I . . . you know I will not last that long. My blood will rot without my vow with Sander.” Anja held out her hand. Blotchy red marks dotted her skin.

“You still have turns, Anja. I have days. You are the one I trust most in this wretched world. House Eriksson, our wonderful, terrifying house of shadows.” My mother laughed, but sadness lined the sound. “House Eld will bring forth a queen of shadows, I have seen her. It cannot be coincidence. Our littles are intertwined.”

Anja blinked and swiped away her tears. “How? The crown is with our enemies and⁠—”

My mother winced. “They do not know of her. They will think they’ve won until it calls for her. Until she is strong enough. Teach your boy of his strength, but do not speak of Malin’s bloodline, Anja. She cannot be known.”

“Can you trust this man?”

My mother nodded. “He is already caring for my brother’s boy, and Jonas’s sister’s son. The princes have been well cared for.”

“What will happen if she . . . when she wears the ring?”

My mother smiled weakly. “The glass crown directs the true ruler to their desires and connects her to the fiercest strength of her mesmer, and most importantly, should she heed it, the crown will whisper the steps of her fated path, making her wise, and brave, and . . . powerful.”

The thud of horses in the distance spurred Anja to help my mother back to her feet. The wood spun, and the last I saw of Anja Eriksson was when she led my mother, me in her arms, to the door of House Strom.

She ran into the shadows at the same moment Jens Strom answered the door.

The cyclone of images faded. In a rush, the darkness released me, and I was once again returned to the clearing filled with Kryv. With Kase.

He reached for me. “Are you all right?”

“Did you . . . did you see that?” I asked, breathlessly.

“We saw nothing,” Niklas said. “You just froze for a moment, your eyes sort of went dark, and the ring . . . it burned like a flame. But Kase felt something.”

My grip tightened on his hand. “What did you feel?”

He let out an exhausted sigh. “A connection. The moment you placed that ring on your finger, I felt linked to you. In a different way. As if all your fears beckoned me to you. I felt as if I could go to you wherever you stood. Be it in the North, the peaks. Anywhere.”

“Through shadow walking?”

“Yes.”

“You’re vowed,” Lynx said with a shrug. “Alver vows are powerful are they not? If Malin strengthens with the ring, why not her husband?”

“Interesting thoughts, Lynxy,” Niklas said, a sly grin curled in the corners of his mouth. “Next time, follow that connection, Kase. Let us see what happens.”

Desires. The ring had delivered the memory of my parents, the memory of my mother telling me the true power of the relic. It would lead me toward my desires and give me the power to see them through.

I glanced at my finger. The glass was bright as the setting sun. No one had seen the furious spiral of memories. My parents. My father. Jonas Eld, a name no one knew, a man from the second royal bloodline who’d sacrificed his life to keep us safe.

I cupped Kase’s cheek. “I come from House Eld, Kase. And you . . . your father’s name was Sander. He was a Malevolent like you.”

“Malin, what did you see?”

“I was shown that the ring leads me toward the desires of my heart. I had the desire to understand the power and how to use the ring. So, I was shown the night my father died. I saw my mother, and she spoke of the ring’s power.” I knew Kase’s mother had worked at House Strom, but she’d died before my fourth turn. I had mere shadows of memories of the woman. “I saw your mother, Kase. Anja Eriksson delivered me and my mother to House Strom.”

“No,” Kase said. “She was a servant there. My father was⁠—”

“Not a fisherman as Jens thought,” I whispered. “It was the story she told to remain close to House Strom.” The ring burned my skin slightly. “I can show you.”

A tight knot pressed against my heart. Some power deep inside told me, much the same as bone dust, now if I desired to share a thought, I would be able to do it. Warmth gathered beneath my palm on his face. Kase closed his eyes as I thought only of what I’d seen. From start to finish.

His jaw pulsed when he looked at me again. “We were always together.”

“Always.” I kissed him, gripping his hair to hold him close. When I broke away, I rested my forehead to his. “House Eriksson was always destined to rise with House Eld. I am a shadow queen, your shadow queen.” I found Bard and Hagen in the crowd. “And I am your cousin. We do share blood.”

Hagen smiled with a touch of caution. “I’ll stick to being your brother, Mal.”

“Same,” said Bard.

My eyes drifted to Sol, then Herja. The desire to save the Northern king from his curse was suffocating. But how could I help him? The thought rolled around in my head. A comfortable, soft burn coated the glass until a gentle whisper returned. This time, the voice was familiar. Calista’s.

Share your crown, step into darkness, and beastly ways may be forgotten.

“I think I know how to help Valen.”

Share my crown. My parents had continually called the ring my crown. A fleeting image flashed through my thoughts. Moments when I’d walked with Kase after we’d taken him from the Black Palace. We’d walked hand in hand through his mind, in the darkness, and I’d stolen the warped memories.

Doubtless, stealing Valen’s memories would be different than hiding the false memories of the förvirring in Kase, but it would be the same in many ways by bringing out the truth of his heart amongst the pain.

“Where is Elise?” I asked. “We need to set to work before the sunrise.”
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Chapter 38
The Memory Thief


“You remember what Calista told you?” I asked.

Elise nodded. “Hold tightly to the hand I took. Until the light breaks.”

I wiped the sweat off my palms onto my tunic. Valen Ferus was still unmoving and covered in blood. The sun would change his appearance, but for now he still appeared much like a collision between a man and rabid wolf.

Elise rested beside her husband. She clasped his hand and pressed her cheek over his heart.

With a deep breath, I removed the ring from my finger and deftly slid it onto Valen’s smallest finger. The whispers were subtle, and they required me to puzzle through much of the words, but once I made the decision, once I truly believed this was exactly what Calista’s short directive meant, my heart burned with the rightness of it all.

I took the opposite side of Valen. With a final glance at his siblings, at Hagen and Bard, at Kase, I closed my eyes and pressed my palm to his damp forehead.

Smoke didn’t rise to my mind. No, the shadows devoured me.
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Cold. The first sensation I noted when the swirl of shadows faded, and my vision grew clearer was the frigid air. The pain of it dug into my skin. No mistake, it took all my strength to keep focused.

When I’d stepped into Kase’s memories to walk with him, he’d been there at my side immediately. Here, I saw nothing but emptiness. The sound of water dripping in the stillness lifted the hairs on my head.

What had I done? Where was Valen?

Then, as if the thought of his name parted the shadows, twenty paces away the king groaned, hissed, and thrashed on the damp nothingness at our feet. My heart squeezed in my chest. On his knees, Valen curled over himself, clutching his middle.

His true likeness had returned, but he was tormented. He twitched and jerked as if his body were devouring itself from the inside out. The creature within would fight to the bloody end to stay in control of his mind and heart.

My fingers trembled as I reached out to touch his shoulder. “Valen.”

He whipped his gaze to mine. I was ashamed of the shriek that peeled out of my throat, but his eyes burned, like blood had seeped into the smooth black of his true color. His lips pulled up into a snarl. Gods, the curse clung to him like a living thing desperate to pull him back into the brutality he’d once lived.

I thought he might lash at me as he raised his fists. Could he harm me in here? I wasn’t certain what would happen if he could.

I took a deep breath and fought to steady my voice. “Valen. I’m going to take the pain from you.”

For a moment, the red died in his eyes. Then, he doubled over his knees, moaning. I would not fail Elise. I would not fail an entire bleeding kingdom because this past life, this horrid entity, still lived within him.

He’d risked it all to save Laila, Ash, and Hanna. He put his life on the line to secure not only our kingdom, but his as well.

This is not where he would lose himself.

“Valen,” I said again, sternly.

He looked at me, confused, then slowly, the rage and murderous gleam in his eyes faded. “Malin?”

“Yes. I’m here to take this pain away.”

Valen drew in harsh breaths a few times through his nose. He shook his head. “I can’t . . . I can’t let it go.”

The light of his heart will brighten the night.

Calista’s words bloomed in my chest. The girl’s words were unfolding with each step we took. She’d been guiding me for this moment. Blood was not the answer to break Valen’s curse. I was.

The light of his heart could only mean Elise.

I had the queen’s ring, but I was, at my core, always a memory worker.

“Valen, let me show you why you should let go of the pain.”

I prayed to any gods listening that he’d trust me. Even for a moment, I prayed he’d walk with me as Kase had until he found the doorway out of this torture.

His jaw pulsed, but soon enough, Valen reached one of his hands and curled it in my smaller palm. I tugged, easing him off his knees and back to his feet.

“Stay with me,” I whispered. “I’ll be with you to the end.”

At our first step, a hiss came to our backs. Black mist shifted and thrashed like a swarm of black bees waiting to sting. Valen studied the mass of darkness, watching it sway like a coil of dark sea mist blowing in a violent wind.

“Darkness lives in me,” he whispered.

I pulled him another step. “But there is more to you than darkness. You must simply remember it and believe it.”

The king grimaced, as if pulling away from the demon at his back was painful.

The more steps we took, the more smoke billowed around our legs. The same as stealing memories through bone dust, smoky shapes and dark figures formed from the empty abyss beneath our feet.

A scene built, and we could hear distant voices speaking in whispers, becoming clearer the closer we stepped.

“Are you paying for my silence?”

“Doesn’t everyone in Mellanstrad?”

My breath hitched. Valen’s hand tightened in mine.

“What is this?” he asked.

“Memories.” I smiled as the smoke pulled away and the moment in his past sharpened. “The ones you hold close to your heart. The ones darkness wants you to forget.”

Valen and Elise stood close in some sort of damp alley behind a rowdy building. She looked different, dressed like, well, she was dressed like a boy. And Valen, he wore a bleeding waistcoat. His hair was golden and shorter in his memory. And . . . where the hells were his fae ears?

I bit back on my questions and listened.

The memory version of Valen leaned close to Elise’s ear. She stiffened. I wasn’t certain she even breathed.

“Even still,” he whispered, “keep your shim for another day, de hän.”

The memory faded away.

At my side, Valen looked weak, but a faint smile tugged on his lips. “That was the first time I ever spoke to Elise. She thought she was so clever dressing like a man. I could spot her across a room.”

Behind us, the hissing and snapping of the beast still clawed its way at our backs.

“Come, let’s keep moving.” I held onto his arms, taking a few shuffling steps before a new memory appeared.

“Are we in a library?” In every direction were walls of books and parchment. A hint of dust, mint, and wine wafted in the air.

But in the center of the memory, Valen was still dressed like the merchants in Klockglas. He took a sip out of a drinking horn, grinning behind the cup at Elise who sat on a fur-covered duvet. She wore a crown of rowan berries and kept her hair long over her shoulders.

The fire of a queen had not yet ignited in her eyes.

“Kvinna,” Valen said, a laugh in his voice. “What is it you want to ask?”

Elise shifted in her seat. “I was simply wondering where your people are from.”

“What is your guess?”

“I’ve heard you are nobility from a different kingdom.”

“Is that what people say?”

“That is the hope. Many a mother would happily toss their daughters at your feet.”

A rush of heat flooded my veins. The connection of what this past Valen had felt in the moment speaking to his future queen spilled into me in a dawning realization. He’d fought an attraction to the woman. If he did not look so miserly and weak at my side, I might laugh at how foolish it was to fight the budding sensation in his heart.

“Wouldn’t work, I’m afraid,” he told the memory of his wife. “I prefer my women off their knees, upright, and standing on their own.”

“At your back?” Elise asked snidely.

“At my side.”

I knew I liked the Northern King.

I tapped Valen’s arm and gestured at Elise’s expression. “I can feel that this is when she saw you as someone who could take her heart. Look at her face. She’s seeing you differently.”

Valen rubbed slow circles over his chest. “Where is she, Malin? I want . . .”

His voice cut off as his chin dropped. Valen’s body trembled with exertion. I shot a narrowed glare at the looming darkness, silently cursing it. The pain, the pull to blood would not take him. Not when this was working. This was the answer; it had to be.

“Shall we see more?” I smiled and hid my elation when Valen tried to grin back.

Moments shifted from smoke and mist, curling, and unfurling into various images: moments where a future king and his future queen began to fall in love. I witnessed Elise tending to Valen when he was suffering from his ‘ailment’.

His thoughts gave away that he’d succumbed to his curse, but Elise didn’t know. She called him Legion; she cared for him.

There was an attack. I held my breath as they fought against rogues in their kingdom, as Elise killed a man for the first time. Valen held her through the stun of taking a life.

In a memory with soft candlelight, I crouched to listen as Elise admitted to her Legion Grey about the loss of her fingertips. Bile burned the back of my throat, not from my distress, but from the memory of Valen. He shifted in his seat as she told her tale, for he’d cut off the tips—no, not him—the beast inside.

“I didn’t know this,” I said.

Valen nodded as the scene shifted to a narrow cooking room. The memory of the king paced, hands in his hair.

“I could’ve slaughtered her that night.” The memory of the king dug his fingers through his tousled hair. “This must end, it’s too great a risk.”

“She lived. More of a sign this is fated,” an old man told him. “She is your answer.”

“Gods,” I whispered. “It’s Bevan.”

“He kept the curse at bay quite often,” Valen told me and turned back to the memory.

“No.” Past Valen shook his head. “No. I can’t do this to her. We know how this ends, old man.”

“We don’t know that.”

“It requires blood. What the hells do you think that means?” Valen snarled.

“I don’t know,” Bevan spat back. “But Elise is not a lamb meant for slaughter. She is meant to play a role in your life. Do not stop because you went and felt something deeper for the woman. Think of your companions. They suffer the same as you. Now, see it through or be cursed to forever live with the monster.”

I stood by Valen’s side as we studied memory after memory. Laughter, pain, attraction. We paused to watch as new images formed from the smoke. Tense moment of shouting, pleading, of pain when Elise discovered the truth of his lies.

Though she did not know it at the time, Valen’s heart had shattered when she looked at him like a monster. Like a beast.

There was the queen I knew. The fire in her eyes blazed as she unknowingly challenged her future king, as she fought him.

As she left him.

But at the next scene, I covered my mouth and dug my fingernails into Valen’s arm. “By the hells, who is that?”

Valen’s lips curled into a sneer. “A dead man.”

In the smoky images, a man with blond, messy hair had tethered Elise to a bed and was locked in a battle with Valen’s axes.

I wanted to ask how the king had ended the bastard. There was no reality where a man like Valen Ferus would allow someone who’d harmed his queen to live.

I held my tongue as the man faded from view and smoke and ash built a new scene.

The tang of blood burned my nose. Death and sorrow lived in whatever these moments would bring. Valen and I spun around slowly, taking in the swirl of smoke forming a new memory. My skin prickled in anticipation. This would hurt. Whatever moment was coming, it was laden in pain.

“I’ve never forgotten this night.” Valen whispered. “I never will.”

He crouched, brow furrowed, and reached out for the shadowy image of his wife as she cradled the last moments of Legion Grey in her lap.

“Why did you do that?” Elise sobbed. Blood coated Valen’s lips. A gaping wound fountained with blood from his chest.

“I couldn’t . . . let you.” He reached a bloodied hand to the side of her face. “You freed me.”

I wiped a tear away. All I saw was Kase as Elise sobbed, begging her Legion to return to her.

The agony of losing my husband to the Black Palace was enough to last me a lifetime. To truly believe he’d gone to the Otherworld, I could not stomach the idea of such pain.

But her anguish didn’t last for long.

Valen smiled at my side. His first true smile since we’d begun. Brilliant light faded in the memory, and I stood by as the curse ended that first time.

“Ah,” I muttered, grinning. “There are your ears. I suppose the curse hid them.”

He scoffed with a nod. “It hid many things. This was a liberating, yet painful moment. I knew I would leave Elise. I was too focused on my revenge, still believing my family was gone.” He stared at his hands. “It ached knowing my true name, but nothing ached as wretchedly as losing her.”

“She is waiting for you, Valen. She is out there, loving you. Needing you.”

He peered over his shoulder at the looming darkness. With a shudder he turned away again. “I thought the curse ended that day. But look at me. It has always remained; I’ve merely ignored it. What king would hold onto such wickedness, such darkness?”

No answer I could give would appease him. The cruel side of this burden wanted him to believe he was unworthy of his crown and queen.

I urged him onward.

Valen’s steps came easier as we traipsed through memories. He even laughed at a few moments when Elise pushed back against his stubbornness. He paused at the night they finally gave into the physical desires they’d resisted.

I looked to the side, feeling wholly like an intruder in such an intimate moment, but the king was captivated.

“I knew I loved her before,” he whispered as he studied the memory of his arms wrapped around Elise’s sleeping body. “But that moment, seeing her next to me, I knew I never wanted to wake again without her by my side.”

I walked with Valen through the first battles of their war. To see the bloodshed, the fear, was a strange kind of agony. This is what we faced. More pain, more fear, more risk. Folk attempted to betray their new queen; Valen slaughtered them. He was captured; his wife raised the army.

“By the gods.” My voice came out in a gasp as I traipsed the ghosts of their battlefield. “It’s Kase.”

Valen chuckled at my side as a memory of him looking into the black eyes of my husband stirred from the smoke. Kase wore battle paint across his eyes and lips. His skin was sweat-soaked, and blood had splattered across his cheeks.

“I’d like to move this along, King.” Kase pointed his blade at a retreating man. Gods, the bastard who’d hurt Elise. “Hurry it up. Some of us would like to leave this bleeding kingdom.”

“Always a delight, isn’t he?” Valen said softly.

I wanted to let out a cheer when Valen caught the fleeing man and sliced his axe through his skull. In the end, he got what he deserved.

The most poignant moment was a memory that took Valen’s breath, one that brought him to pause. It came when smoke parted and he saw Elise across the battlefield, breathing heavily, a blade in her hand. She looked nowhere but at him. Valen didn’t blink.

She leapt into his arms, and he clung to her, kissing her as if she might disappear. I witnessed their unity as they grew their new kingdom. Witnessed laughter, love, and adoration between a young king and queen.

But a hollow, agonizing cry shook the memories back into the darkness.

Valen looked over his shoulder with hesitation. “It remains. I feel it, pulling me back. I don’t know if I can be free this time.”

“You can. I’m here to help you. Remember what Calista told you. Until blood’s desire is shadowed, forgotten, and gone⁠—”

“Only then, will our earth king, at last, move on,” he finished.

“But she also told me to step into the shadows and beastly ways could be forgotten.” I lifted my palm. Ribbons of darkness wove like mist around my fingers. “I am a memory thief. I have shared my crown with you. Let me in, Valen, and let me do what I am best at.”

Valen studied the shadows on my hand with reservation.

“I can take this pain from you,” I whispered. “But you must choose to let it go first. You cling to it as if you believe you deserve this. But that isn’t true, Valen. You have a life waiting for you. You have love.”

Valen’s breaths grew ragged. He closed his eyes. “It holds me here. You don’t understand the pull to bloodlust. It consumes me.”

“Greater things await you. Things you have fought for, bled for. Do not let darkness win.”

“I have let it back in,” he said, voice rough. Almost monstrous. Like he was shifting into the hollow creature again. “Elise . . . gods, she deserves more than this. I . . . chose to ruin us.”

Hells, I was losing him. He curled over his knees again, gasping.

I gripped his arm. The muscles beneath my palm flinched under my touch. “Choose her, Valen. This doesn’t own any piece of your heart and mind. Those pieces belong to her. She is waiting for you.”

His teeth clenched. The cloud billowed closer.

Gods, Elise would need to forgive me.

“Valen.” He turned his haggard face toward mine. “You must let it go. They need you. Your wife and . . . and your child.”

He blinked several times. “You know?”

Now, I was stunned. “Wait, you know?”

The smallest glimmer of a smile teased the king’s mouth. “Elise hates seed bread.” He straightened, as if speaking of his wife forced the darkness away. “I found herbs a few days after we arrived and worried she might be hiding an injury from me, so I asked Niklas what they were used for.”

“You haven’t said anything.”

His smile widened. “I do not want to spoil whatever grand reveal she has planned. I did mention my suspicion to Sol when I agreed to be cursed once again. It was the only way I could stomach the idea. If it did not go according to plan, I needed to know he would keep her—them—safe.”

“Then remember what you were shown here,” I said. “Elise loved you despite the curse. She chose you despite lies, war, and the risks. You think she deserves more? She does not want more than you. She wants her life with you.”

His brow furrowed in emotion. “She is resilient. She is my everything, Malin. I am king, but I would be nothing if not for her.” The darkness shrieked when the king laughed, ignoring it at long last. Valen shook his head, smiling. “A child. I can hardly believe it.”

“She feared you would insist she stay back. That is the only reason she’s kept it from you.”

“I assure you, there is a piece of me that would like to send her back to the North this instant, but we are stronger together, and . . . in truth, I do not know where any of us are safe until this fight is over.”

It would end soon. I could feel it deep inside. This battle was coming to a head.

“This curse is your past.” I pointed at the fading darkness. “It served a purpose; it created the family you have now. But it is time to let it go for good.”

He studied the mist for a pause. “You’d think such a thing would be simple. That I would be running from this wretched thing. But the longing for blood is like another piece of me.”

“Not anymore. We spill blood to guard those we love. You do not need to lust after it another day.”

He clenched his fists, then closed his eyes. “I want to see my wife, Malin. I can feel her.”

“Because she is holding you right now.”

The swirl of darkness raged. Like a beast caught in a maelstrom, it screeched and thrashed in a wild rage.

It wanted Valen. It wanted to live in his blood, his thoughts, his heart. I squared to the darkness and lifted my palms, commanding my mesmer to take it. Devour it. I wanted to smother the damn creature until it was nothing but a fable they’d tell their children someday.

Shadows spilled from my fingertips. Like Kase’s, they draped over my shoulders and strangled the thrashing curse. I gritted my teeth, desperate to hold the mesmer. The damn curse fought back, pushed and pulled, angrily trying to break free.

Valen stood straight, eyes clear, and came to my side. “No more,” he said. “As you said, Mal. All the pieces of me will belong to my family.”

It was a somber, powerful farewell.

Heat simmered in my palms and more shadows choked life from the curse. I closed my eyes and slowly pulled my mesmer back.

Memories of cursed Valen flickered in my head. They were now mine to keep and to kill. Smoke and ash wrapped around the memories and snuffed them out. Much the same as the moment shadows invaded the thoughts of the skydguard on that first attack, my shadows now stole pieces of wickedness from the king.

It was nothing more than a curse that would become a distant memory buried in darkness.

Valen let out a long breath. He blinked, and clarity returned to his eyes, a grateful smile on his face.

“Hold to the memories that matter most, King Valen,” I whispered. “Now, come back to your family.”
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Chapter 39
The Nightrender


A new wall of swirling shadows had formed between me and Malin. She still had her hand on Valen’s forehead. Elise stroked the king’s cheek. His features had returned to his true face almost immediately after Malin slipped into his thoughts. But when Malin placed the ring on Valen’s finger, his fear clung to me, blocking out the fear of others around us. Almost as if the ring opened the shadows, giving me a gateway to reach anyone wearing the queen’s ring.

“Where are you planning to jump?” Raum studied the wall with a new fascination.

“Nowhere. It is the same feeling as when Malin wore the ring.” I didn’t look at him, didn’t turn away from the rising darkness. “The ring is helping Malin enter Valen’s head, and it seems to have opened his fears to me. It’s blocking out all others. I can’t feel yours.”

Raum smirked. “Because I’m fearless, my liege.” He sobered once he looked to the growing wall again. “The ring has made you stronger. The same way it is strengthening Mal.”

I stopped wondering about the shadow wall the moment Malin’s eyes snapped open. I smacked Raum’s arm, and we hurried back to her side as she backed away from Valen.

Through the darkness, the king shifted. He rubbed a hand down his face.

Elise sat up, her hand on his chest. “Valen?”

A grin played with my lips when his hand reached up and touched his wife’s cheek. I couldn’t hear what he said, but in the next breath, Elise had her face buried in his neck, holding him close.

The wall of darkness surrounded the crowd as warriors greeted their king. Valen rose to his feet and embraced Herja and Hagen. Sol and Tor beamed at the sight of him. Halvar’s laughter broke the somberness, along with powerful claps on Valen’s back.

“I nearly thought I’d bear the heavy weight of the crown again,” Ari said.

Valen chuckled and embraced his ambassador.

I lifted my gaze to Valen, hiding my disquiet for a moment. “King. Good of you to come back to us. Or are you going to try to rip my arm off again?”

Valen’s mouth curved in a grin. “I’m back, but I make no promises on the arm.”

I didn’t know what came over me, but I embraced the man. Bleeding pulled him close and pounded a fist on his back. Gods, he did the same to me, and I was certain all the chaos had made us lose our minds for a moment.

I cleared my throat and stepped back.

“Kase,” Malin said, studying the wall of shadows. “Were you going to go somewhere?”

“The ring did it,” Raum said in a lazy tone. “Same as before. Seems now that you’ve powered up all the lovely mesmer in the thing, it beckons to our dear Kase whenever someone dons the bleeding ring.”

Malin’s brow furrowed when she looked to me again. “You connected to Valen this time?”

“I did.” I held up my hand as a signal to stay back. “Valen, move back by Malin. I want to try something.”

Stepping next to the inky wall, I closed my eyes, and crossed the barrier. Like falling too fast, or startling out of a dream, a rush of cool wind brushed over my face, but nearly as soon as it began I slammed into Valen, even after he had moved his position.

He hurried and caught my arm, steadying me from falling backward. A laugh scraped out when I met his eyes. “This brought me directly to you. Not just a place. It was focused on where you were.”

“I’m trying it.” Raum called out near the misty barrier.

“Raum, wait⁠—”

Why did I even attempt to reason with him? Raum took the wall at a run and was promptly swallowed up in the shadows. In the next breath he was a pace away from me. He stumbled, steadying himself by clutching to my shoulder.

“Three hells, did you see that?”

“No,” Gunnar said with a bit of derision. “We were all turned away at the same moment and missed you suddenly appearing out of thin air.”

“Watch the tone, princeling.” Raum looked at me. “The moment I stepped in, I knew I’d be here. He’s right. His mesmer connects to the ring.”

“But Ivar had been wearing it for turns,” Fiske said.

“Yes,” I agreed. “But Malin is the heir. She’s awakened the true power of it.”

And that power had connected with my mesmer in a fascinating way. All the things I could do with a deep connection to the ring. I could be at Malin’s side in an instant. If an enemy donned the ring, I could—three hells—breath stilled in my chest when schemes and games and marks shaped in my skull with all the things I could do if an enemy donned the ring. A final step, a final plan.

“Kase.” Malin folded her arms over her chest; her attention flicked to the shadows at our backs. “Are you going to explain what has you so thrilled?”

“Yes. Will you run another test for me? Someone wear the ring. Then go far from us, far enough we cannot see you.”

Niklas was practically snapping his teeth to have a chance to touch the ring, so naturally he was the one who volunteered.

“What about The Withering?” Malin asked.

“Valen is not withered. I think it takes time. A few moments won’t do harm.” Niklas held out his hand. “Ring me.”

Junius worried her teeth into her bottom lip as Malin placed the ring on Niklas’s hand.

“Go away, Nik,” I said. “But think of something that scares you.”

“We are always afraid, my friend. Shan’t be but a moment.” Niklas sprinted into the trees, fading from sight.

I waited for ten breaths, then closed my eyes. It took a moment to feel the strange wave of fear. Taut, grimy nerves rolled over my shoulders, down my arms, until an unsettling numbness took hold of my fingertips. A fear of losing Junie, of the unknowns Nik had endured when she’d been a prisoner in the North.

Gasps of surprise rippled through our camp when a new wall rose from the ground. Taller than before, richer in the shade of black. The more I focused on it, the denser it became.

“What is it?” Hob shouted from a log he’d perched upon with Inge.

“It’s fear. Deep, unshakeable fears, but the ring hones them to a single target,” I said. Could I build it out? Surround the grove to aim at a certain place?

I spread out my palms. The darkness blanketed the forest floor, diving beneath the ground like tree roots, then bursting to the surface and shaping a barrier between branches and trunks. The wall encircled at least a hundred paces of the grove from every direction.

“Gunnar, do you see that boulder there?” I pointed to a rocky slope at the edge of the shadow wall. “The tallest one?”

“I see it,” Gunnar said, coming to my side.

“Good. I’m going to go to Nik. He’s my target. But you focus on that boulder and step through.”

Gunnar scrubbed his hands together and nodded. I counted down, then together we crossed into the wall.

One breath, one heartbeat passed, and I stepped out of the darkness directly in front of Niklas. He’d hidden between two fallen logs, well concealed by trees and tall grass.

He beamed, mischief in his eyes. “I’d say we have some plans to make with this little shadow walking development.”

“I hit the damn boulder!” Gunnar’s voice rose in the distance.

The smile couldn’t be helped. Shadows had always been my shield, my cloak against the cruelties of the East.

Now, they would help us win back the wretched kingdom at long last.
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Chapter 40
The Nightrender


Niall’s vows would be in two days’ time. The moon was nearly full, and already coaches and cabriolets had been spotted traveling the roads of Klockglas toward the Black Palace.

My blood was in a constant boil waiting for our mark. Niall would expect us, no mistake. By now, announcements had already been made that the Lord and Lady Magnate were brutally murdered by the memory thief and the Malevolent.

Sabain had been spotted by Raum, Isak, Fiske, and Hob at their last watch duty. The bastard had been taking to the streets of Rutten, mesmerizing the entire bleeding township with sickly twisted hopes that Niall would be their saving grace against our murderous guild. Hells, I could hardly stand the anticipation of driving my blacksteel through his bowels.

The grounds of the Black Palace would be well protected, but if our scheme worked, the Rifters and violent Southern fae Niall planned to guard his gates would not be a problem.

I supposed I should’ve been grateful for the moment of distraction of a loose end we needed to see through before we took our blades to the Black Palace.

After Valen was freed from the bloodlust, we’d rested, then returned to the sea, the small red-eyed fae boy in tow.

Thorvald’s son looked worse than the night we’d found him. Bruises had deepened, his leg was still splinted where the bone had snapped just below the knee, and the gashes still oozed blood through the hardened scabs.

Despite it all, the child seemed overjoyed to be out upon the waters. His little fingers drifted in the smooth waves as we bobbed on one of the North’s warships in the space where the Howl Sea met the Fates Ocean.

Stieg, Valen, and Elise sat beside the boy, keeping him distracted by asking him questions about his home while we waited for Thorvald’s return.

Gunnar stood at the bow with Eryka, staring at the stars and laughing. Herja and Hagen were with Sol and Tor. The two men had dozens of questions for the princess on raising an infant. Officially, the found fae boy would be named the newest prince in the North.

Malin slipped her fingers through mine. “You are staring at the tide with murderous attention. Has it offended you?”

I chuckled and kissed her palm. “Not yet, but if Thorvald does not hurry his damn⁠—”

The moment I started to utter my threat, the sea billowed in frothy white. The water parted, and in great gusts of wind and power, Thorvald’s ship shattered through the surface of the ocean.

Erik smiled, but there was a bit of trepidation in his expression. As if he looked forward to seeing his father, but feared the man in the same breath.

Thorvald’s massive, strangely shaped ship banked next to the warship.

“Ready, Erik?” Stieg asked.

The boy nodded and allowed the warrior to lift him, careful not to jostle his broken leg too fiercely.

The clank of chains, and the whistle of rope unraveling rattled the night as a long gangplank connected the two ships. From the main deck of the ship, Thorvald appeared. He looked healthier, his skin smoother, his cheekbones less pronounced after a few nights back on the sea.

The sea king stomped down the plank, his brother at his back. Once he stepped on the warship, Thorvald’s red eyes locked on his boy.

Erik’s smile widened. “Papa.”

Thorvald didn’t show a hint of satisfaction. Not a lick of gratitude. Hells, he seemed bleeding angry at the sight of his boy.

With narrowed eyes he looked to Valen, Elise, then found me in the darkness. “What did you do?”

“Do?” Valen’s tone took on a bit of the beastly growl. “What the hells do you mean, what did we do? We rescued your son and killed half an army, you bastard.”

“I asked for the heir of the Ever to be returned in one piece.”

Thorvald snapped his fingers. At once, Harald hurried to Stieg and snatched Erik out of the warrior’s arms. The boy winced but didn’t cry out when his leg wiggled too much.

“There he is,” Harald said cheerfully, patting Erik’s back. “Ready for a swim, my boy?”

The hair on my arms lifted when Harald scurried back to the plank, almost desperate to get out of his brother’s wake.

Valen narrowed his eyes at the sea king. “If you don’t want the boy, then hand him back. We will tend to him.”

Thorvald sneered. “He will be marred the rest of his life. Likely, he’ll never walk right. What sort of strength and confidence do you think that will wield for the heir?”

“A great deal, since the little endured torture and did not break,” Valen said, one hand resting on one battle axe. By now, Hagen, Tor, and Sol began crowding behind the king, blocking Elise and Herja.

Gunnar stood by my shoulder. In truth, I’d unknowingly made my way toward Valen and the others, sword in hand.

“Torture.” Thorvald mulled the word around like a rancid bit of meat. “At the hands of your folk.”

“Our enemies,” Valen corrected.

“Land fae, land folk, you are all the same.” Thorvald looked about the ship. “The boy was a perfect heir. A prize to his people, and now he has been ruined. Seems only fair we make one of your beautiful things ugly as penance for our burden.”

The next moves unraveled into a bloody mess. I could hardly follow what sword belonged to whom.

Thorvald had a blade with a crimson hilt in hand, and he lunged forward with wicked speed. He did not aim at Valen, or me. He’d gone for the weakest-looking of us. He’d gone for the one who foolishly remained unarmed.

Eryka screamed when Thorvald’s blade aimed for her eye.

“No!” Gunnar shouted.

I did not know if it was his mesmer, or if the roar of his voice startled Thorvald, but the blade swerved off course just enough that instead of impaling Eryka’s face, the edge cut a long gash from her brow to her cheek.

She sobbed, clutching her face as she stumbled. Gunnar caught her in his arms before she slammed into the rail.

Thorvald had a mere moment to grin his satisfaction at spilling blood before Valen’s axe was thrust deep into his chest.

“Thorvald!” Harald roared from the ship, dropping his screaming nephew, and rushed back to the plank.

I stepped in front of his path, eyes black, blade outstretched. “I would think carefully about your move, sea fae.”

“You have no power on the sea,” he spat back.

“So sure?” Inky coils wrapped around his throat. “It seems you’re rather terrified even in your realm.”

Harald swallowed thickly, but he was wise enough to hold his steps.

“You made a mistake touching one of our own,” Valen growled close to Thorvald’s face. “You see, the girl means a great deal to my nephew. That makes her ours.”

Thorvald coughed. Blood splattered over his lips.

“Go to the hells, sea king.” Valen ripped his axe from the fae’s chest.

Thorvald collapsed in a heap of blood. His waist struck the rail of the warship, and as if the waves reached forth to snag its lost king, he was pulled over the edge of the ship to the black depths of the Fate’s Ocean.

No one moved for a few breaths. Eryka’s sobs mingled with the clash of waves against the keel. I met Malin’s gaze. She was stiff, eyes wide, but she did not cower beneath her fear. She held steady, the ring aglow on her finger.

In the next breath, a clank of metal dropped onto the deck of the ship beside Valen’s boot. Thorvald’s coin . . . had simply appeared.

Valen eyed the coin with a bit of trepidation.

“Ten turns, earth king.” Harald’s voice was rough, a low timbre riddled in an unspoken threat. “The mantle of the lord of the Ever is untouchable for ten turns according to our laws.” His red eyes dropped to the coin.

The mantle?

“It’s a mark of the king,” I muttered.

“You . . . you d-defeated their k-king,” Eryka said through her sobs as if her snippets of wisdom couldn’t be helped.

“The coin marks the lord of their kingdom,” I said softly, lifting my eyes to Valen. “I suppose that makes you⁠—”

“Ten turns,” Harald spat again. “And the title can be challenged. It can be taken back.”

Valen’s jaw tightened. He scooped the coin from the deck and held it between his fingers. The black of his eyes deepened in a searing glare aimed at Harald. The stunned crew aboard the ship said nothing, merely watched Valen with a strange, bewildered awe.

A muscle pulsed in Valen’s jaw when he stretched one hand over the roll of the waves. The currents deepened to rough swells. White foam gathered and the water began to whirl around, knocking the ship in a wild pitch.

“All gods.” Herja cried out, clinging to Hagen as the warship was tossed about.

Harald hissed commands to his crew in a language I didn’t understand. I stared in disbelief as jagged, sopping peaks of black stone sea floor carved through the surface. A monstrous barrier began to divide the two ships, the two realms.

“I did not need to slaughter your brother to prove we always held more power than the sea.” Valen shouted over the rage of the new wall of sea peaks slicing through the ocean. “Consider this my first order. The sea fae shall remain where they belong. Crushed and locked in their cold, dark depths. Should you step foot on land, we will kill you.”

Before the rocky wall hid Thorvald’s ship entirely, Harald offered Valen a final, hateful glance and held up all ten of his long, knobby fingers. A silent threat. A new feud. A new enemy.

Only once the waves calmed and the threat of Harald’s vengeance was safely tucked away for a future worry did we rush to Eryka.

Elise was already holding a cloth to the girl’s face. When Gunnar tried to reach for the fae she jerked away.

“No,” she whispered. “Please, don’t look at me.”

Gunnar showed a new pain in his eyes. “Eryka⁠—”

“I’m ruined.”

“Gods.” Ari shook his head and muttered low enough only Malin and I could hear. “The Court of Stars in the South is notoriously vain. Eryka’s humility is truly an anomaly, but she was raised to be the image of perfection. Seems some lessons never leave.”

Disquieting pity took hold in my chest. I grimaced. I didn’t care for Eryka, she was an irrelevant passenger to me. At least I’d thought as much. But anger, aimed at her folk in the South for causing her to think a bleeding scar would render her worthless, simmered in my blood.

Ignoring her pleas for him to turn away, Gunnar took hold of Eryka’s face, careful around her wound and pulled her mouth firmly to his.

Valen and Sol chuckled. Ari smirked and offered a slow applause.

Gunnar kissed Eryka like she was his last chance to gather breath. When he pulled away, she gaped at him with bright eyes, the protests for him to leave dead on her tongue.

“Woman, if you do not know by now that I would follow you anywhere, then I have failed in the worst way,” he whispered against her lips. “You’ve earned your first battle scar, and I will look at it every damn day with a bit of awe for its beauty.”

He kissed her again. The whole of the ship shook off the unnerving confrontation on the sea, each member of the Ferus family and Hagen insisting they’d been the influence on teaching Gunnar Strom his sweet words.

As the ship sailed back toward Klockglas, I glanced once over my shoulder. The ominous wall was a mark of this battle.

No doubt, it would be a mark of battles still left to fight.

“What shall I call him now?” Ari leaned over the rail, not looking anywhere but the sea as he began one of his rants. “King of earth and sea? Gods, his head will get so big. The king who sacrificed his life to a curse to clear a path for us to rescue, not just anyone, but children. Children, Nightrender. That’s heroic enough to get poems and sagas carved into bleeding stone.

“Now he has won some mark of a sea king. I’m sure Niklas will want to study it out, but I’m taking it as Valen has a bit of power that the sea folk will want. I could do without more enemies, but alas, here we are. Are you ready, Nightrender?” Ari finished in a short breath.

The man and his words. Must’ve been exhausting to live in his head with so many bleeding thoughts bouncing around. “Ready for?”

“For the next move? Is the plan secured?”

My stomach tightened and soured in a knot I was certain would remain until this ended. In our favor or otherwise.

“It’s set. When we return, it will be time for us all to meet our final marks.”
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Chapter 41
The Memory Thief


Dull light dusted over Kase’s face. I traced his profile with my finger. His bright eyes held mine. A somber grin cut over his features and he pulled me in for a gentle kiss. Beneath the furs of our sleeping mat, I draped my leg over his hip, wishing to get a little closer, hold him a little longer.

Every time we parted it was a rush of hot nerves. Would we return? Would we see each other again? Today, tension added a vicious pressure in my chest. Niall would take vows with Signe of the Court of Hearts at the full moon on the morrow. For the last week, I’d studied and used the ring to prepare for this moment.

The mesmer in the relic was less about memories and more about desire. A connection to fate for the one chosen to don the ring. Every whisper guiding me whenever I wore the band was unnerving. I could not puzzle out if they came from my own mind or if they belonged to another, but whatever I sought to learn, the shadows in my head would show me.

I knew it amplified my ability to take and share memories, gave me the ability to slip into the very heads of others as I’d done with Valen.

The strangest part of stealing Valen’s curse was the king could still recall the lust for blood. It was as if the ring had allowed me to shadow the desire to answer the call, rendering his curse worthless. A memory that had no power over him any longer.

The ring gave me the power to share thoughts with a simple touch. I could transfer orders. If Halvar, Niklas, or Raum wanted to pass along battle information, I could do it without a single word being written, without the risk of any plan falling into the hands of our enemies.

But my favorite moments were here, with the man who held my heart, when I could share hidden memories of a girl who loved a boy in the hayloft.

I placed my own palm against the side of my head, smiling softly as the hum of mesmer pulled into the glass band. Then, I cupped the side of Kase’s face, pulsing a memory of my own and gave it to him.

He smiled, closing his eyes.

“Do you see it?”

Kase laughed. “I never knew I made you so uneasy.”

The memory of when I’d paced the hayloft, not more than a few weeks before he disappeared, fretting over the desire to kiss him again.

It had been over a turn since his lips had touched mine when we were littles, and I’d determined it was time for another. My stomach had rolled in sick waves. I’d grown sweaty practicing my reasonings out loud, as if I could convince Kase we were making a deal.

Now, he kissed me in our bed. Deep and sweet. “I would’ve done it had you said something.” He grinned with a touch of mischief. “Of course, I would’ve made a big to-do about it all to hide how much I wanted to do the same. I’d insist it was to get you to be silent about it, or another way to make you think I didn’t actually enjoy it.”

I laughed. “It is a good thing I’m bolder with my kisses now.”

“I have no complaints, wife.”

The mood sobered again. I brushed a hand over his cheek, kissing his nose, then embraced him. “I should get going.”

“You’ll be in the clearing to the north?”

I nodded. “Gathering for some of the food stores.”

Kase pulled back, jaw tight, a clear reluctance to let me go. “Then I shall see you soon.”

He pinched my jaw between his thumb and finger and kissed me deeply until we had to finally unravel our limbs. Kase watched me, shadows over his eyes, as I left the tent.

“Ready, Queen Malin?” Sofia had already shouldered a canvas sack used to gather wild berries, nuts, and mushrooms throughout Jagged Grove.

I took up a pack of my own, slipping a fur cloak over my shoulders. Frost shimmered over the curled edges of leaves and branches. The air was sharp and clean, but a hint of blood and smoke seemed to stain the kingdom from the constant bloodshed.

By the head of the path leading into the trees, Ari waited.

“Thrilled to be our guard this day, Ambassador?” I asked, trying to keep the nerves hidden in my voice. My unease would do us no good.

“Always.” Ari smiled. He did not ramble, did not expound. Perhaps he was as uneasy as me.

We did not say much as we trekked into the forest. Occasionally, we’d pick something and place it in our packs. Ari would scan the treetops as we walked.

“Still looking for your raven?” I asked.

“I’ve seen less of the beast,” he admitted. “But it’s an unnerving sensation knowing its beady little eyes are likely out there watching.”

“When this is all over, you should claim it as your pet.”

“I might do that,” Ari said, forcing a laugh through his tension. “Might be a stunning addition to my mystery to have a raven atop my shoulder and have everyone wonder about its true purpose. Does it share wisdom like Huginn and Muninn? Does it steal for me? Is it a companion since I have no lover who warms my bed?”

“Ah, it takes quite a man to admit such things,” Sofia said.

“It is no secret,” Ari said, grinning. “Who has the time to pleasure a woman—and I assure you she would be wholly ruined in the greatest of ways if I had the time—when my bleeding folk keep joining wars from which I must constantly save them?”

I did not have time to finish laughing at his quip before the ground shattered out from beneath us. I screamed from the dip and braced to greet the harsh earth. The three of us landed with a grunt. Dust and debris billowed around our heads.

Sofia cursed and rubbed her head, staggering to her feet.

Ari groaned and rolled on his shoulder. “Three hells, I tire of falling into holes.”

A shadow crept over the edge of the burrow, drawing my eyes to the mouth of the hole. “Hodag, what have you done?”

Behind the twitchy troll a row of skydguard trained their blades at us, sneering with a twisted sort of glee.

Hodag fiddled with her dirty fingers. “Sorry, queenie. I like my queenie more.”

“Gods, I do hate traitors,” Ari grumbled.

We were helpless to escape. Skydguard descended into the hole. The only blade we had was promptly snatched from Ari’s sheath before the ambassador and Sofia were pinned to the ground and bound in chains.

I lifted my chin in defiance when three guards forced me to my knees, tugging my hair back as they slipped a magisk collar over my neck. I was ashamed of the sharp wince I gave them after the boiling silver burned my skin.

My stomach dropped when another face peered into the burrow. His pearl white robes were dirty at the hem from trudging through the woods. His grin was the sort of expression only a man who loved to kill for the fun of it could wear.

“Take the others to the dungeons,” the Benevolent said. “No doubt we can find a way to negotiate with their respective kingdoms. But take the memory thief to our king. Call her an early gift for his vows.”

A burlap sack was roughly tossed over my head, and I was thrown into darkness.
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Chapter 42
The Nightrender


Angry clouds littered the sky. Almost like day knew dreary things awaited us.

Malin had been gone for nearly a clock toll, and I could not keep my eyes off the trailhead.

“Kase,” Luca said, nudging my ribs. “Eat something. We have a long day of preparation ahead of us.”

I glanced at the wooden plate in his hands. A bit of bread and dried fish. The idea of eating made my stomach sour. I took the plate to appease him but made no move to eat. Together, Luca and I strode to the long canvas tent where we had maps of the Black Palace strewn about.

Halvar and Niklas muttered in low tones about a potential area to attack during the vow masque. From the corner of the tent, Elise caught my eye. She let out a nervous breath, set a horn of some drink on the ground, and came to me.

“This feels like the moment we met, Nightrender,” she whispered. “The same desperation and anticipation for a rising battle is in the air.”

I nodded, holding her gaze. She understood the unyielding pressure on my chest better than anyone in this tent. “Agreed, Queen.”

“I want you to know, I will fight for your land with the same strength you fought for ours.”

My instinct was to be trite, a little sarcastic. Perhaps make a comment about how she was with child, and everyone knew queens who were with child could not hold a sword correctly. Instead, my throat tightened at the underlying meaning of her words. Gods, I’d gone from being the feared shadow of the land to a man who could hardly contain emotion when prodded enough.

I cleared the scratch away and gave her a single, curt nod. “You have my thanks, Elise.”

She squeezed my arm. “Whether you like it or not, Kase, we are family; you are ours. So is Malin.”

I couldn’t voice it, but I did like it. I liked the belonging a great deal. It soothed the sharp, jagged pain in the center of my chest, a feeling deep inside that told me danger lived within this day.

The flap of the tent was tossed back. I didn’t turn around. Didn’t look even as my heart stuttered.

Valen stepped into the center of the tent with Sol and Hagen standing on either side. He looked at me, a gleam of darkness in his gaze. “Ari, Sofia, and Malin seem to have fallen into a troll burrow. They’ve been taken by the Black Palace.”

Unbidden, shadows gathered around me. My eyes turned their darkest black. I could not form a word. Death. Slaughter. Torture. It all awaited those who’d touched my wife.

I leaned onto my fingertips over the map table. My gaze bounced to the Kryv. Tova, Lynx, Isak, Raum, Fiske. They were ready. No questions. Hob stood beside Inge and Bard Strom. He’d taken a liking to setting the traps with Malin’s brother. But he kissed his lover’s knuckles and added a hunting knife to a sheath on the small of his back.

A hawker once, a thief. Now he was a man willing to die for his queen.

My gaze drifted to Ash and Hanna. Young as they were, they’d not gone a day this week without their drums strapped to their backs, blades on their belts, and battle runes marked on their young faces. I could not protect them from this. Frankly, this was their kingdom as much as it was mine. They deserved to fight for it.

Gunnar had his arm around Eryka’s waist. The deep gash down her face was red, and scabbed, but she had not hidden it, even asked Herja to braid her hair off her face, revealing a new viciousness in her gentle eyes.

Niklas fitted his gold rings over his knuckles. “Say the word, my friend.”

“This kingdom will burn,” I said, voice rough. “It is time for us to light the torch.”

I’d see it done, or I would die trying.
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Chapter 43
The Memory Thief


Cherry liqueurs. Honey cakes drizzled in sugar glaze. Roasted quail in lingonberry sauce. The sweet and savory air struck me like a forgotten nightmare as the prison coach rolled into the masquerade courtyard.

Grand tables draped in satin linens lined every edge, and a lacquered wooden dais was in the center with two high-backed thrones cushioned in velvet.

Minstrels and playful fools rehearsed in the corner with lyres and lutes and rawhide drums. Familiar tunes of folk songs blared across the courtyard as the boisterous, masked jesters pranced around or balanced on stilts.

Serfs ran to-and-fro between tables, stacking gold plates and finely crafted drinking horns for a feast at the morrow’s sunset. Silver bells tinkled as the coach rumbled beneath a few low-hanging tree branches wrapped in ribbons and chimes. When the leaves shuddered, clouds of gold and silver dust billowed between the bars.

Ari sneezed and waved the dust away. “At least we shall have a marvelous set up for a celebration.”

I smirked. True, at least we would have that.

Every eye turned our way as we were driven past. Some serfs looked on with a touch of fear, of unknowns, others clapped and commended the skydguard for capturing whatever fiend was behind bars. A woman with a burlap bonnet atop her blonde curls studied the cart. Through the gaps, our eyes met. I wasn’t certain, but the way she lifted a hand over her mouth, I wondered if she knew who had been captured.

An imposing black stallion clicked its hooves, slowing beside the coach where my fingers jutted through the bars.

“Tell me something, did the Malevolent ever tell you why he despises me so?” Sabain crooned from his charge. “We were not always enemies, you know.”

I tilted my head. “What does it matter to me? If you are a current enemy of my husband, then you are also mine.”

Sabain chortled. “Without question? You simply follow the Malevolent blindly?”

“Ah, do not fuss. I know it must be difficult knowing you do not have a woman who gives you the same devotion.”

“Hardly.” Sabain slowed his horse so he could lean closer to the bars. “The Malevolent despises me because I did what he could not.”

I turned away, signaling I’d rather not listen to his stupid mouth.

Sabain cared little and barreled on. “We were the cherished Anomalies of the Black Palace. Opposites of equal strength. Ivar wished to test who was the greater of the two.”

My fist clenched over my knees.

“Would you like to know who became the victor?” Sabain didn’t wait for my response. “Me. This is the petty reason your husband hates the sight of the Black Palace. He was favored, then found wanting because he could not accomplish the task Ivar demanded of him.”

“And what task was that?” Dammit, Malin. Anger boiled over in thick blasts. I could not keep my mouth closed when the distance and unknowns between Kase and me had me teetering on a maddening edge.

My outburst was made worse when Sabain grinned like he’d won something.

“He couldn’t kill me. He had every opportunity. Ivar placed us in a match to the death. Kase had me pinned, could’ve slit my throat, but at the time he saw me, I suppose, as a friend. What a fool.”

My heart cracked. I wanted to tear out Sabain’s tongue.

“A fool because there are no such things as true friends. Only survival. He refused to land the killing blow.” The Benevolent sighed with heady satisfaction. “The Lord Magnate gave me the opportunity to kill him. I took it.”

“Yet he lives. Yet he frightens you.”

Sabain’s smile faded. “I manipulated him with hope, then took great pleasure joining the Rifters of the palace in shredding him to pieces. If the pleadings of Luca Grym had not softened his father, Ivar would never have stopped us.” Sabain pulled back on the furred bridle. “The best part, Memory Thief, was all while he screamed, he had sickening hope that he’d survive to see the girl he left behind. It kept him from accepting death. How does it feel to know you kept him in prolonged torture he could not escape?”

The scars marring Kase’s back. Such rage, such personal hatred had gone into those marks. I blinked through tears. If Kase did not have a chance to break Sabain, then I would take the task with pleasure.

“You must feel like such a brave man,” I said. “To torture a child who risked his own life to save yours. My, how the gods will despise you and toss you from their hall when you lie dying, choking on your own blood. Alone.”

Sabain’s jaw twitched.

I laughed cruelly. “What? Was your tale of how you scarred my husband supposed to bring me to doubt him? Make me think he was weak and you the formidable foe?” I shook my head, eyes narrowed, and lowered my voice to a dark hiss. “It has only proven what a worthless coward you are.”

Sabain glared at me, then whistled. “Captain.” He paused, waiting for the skydguard captain to bring his own horse to Sabain’s side. “Change of plans. The memory thief will join her foreign counterparts in the cells.”

“But Lord Niall said⁠—”

“I’m aware of what our future king said.” Sabain’s eyes locked with mine. His were blank and soulless. “But this woman is far too great a risk to give her space in the palace. He will understand.”

Together, the captain and Benevolent galloped away. I watched them leave, racing through the portcullis as the heavy gates clanked out of position.

Once they were gone, I leaned back against the bars, grinning.

Ari met my smile. “Nicely done, Queen Malin. I thought it might take a great deal more time to irritate them enough to kick you down with us peasants.”

Sofia snickered and fiddled with the herb bands on her wrists. They were meant to weaken her glamour, much like the magisk bands. The skyds would not know, but the herb blocks were irrelevant since Niklas had created strands of elixirs to counteract the blocks and braided the strands of powder in hers and Ari’s hair. They’d be able to use their power even bound.

“Well played, indeed,” Sofia said. “So, what does this mean?”

I let my head fall back as we passed through the shadows of the arched bridge into the inner walls of the Black Palace. “It means we have met our mark.”
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“They will send Sabain, Mallie.” Kase had whispered three nights ago. “Or he will insist on being the one to take you. He is obsessed with gaining glory.”

“He won’t touch me, Kase.”

“You don’t know that.”

One hand stroked the rough stubble of his cheek. “This is the move. We’ve looked at every angle and this is the move. I feel it with every fiber. We’re ready.”

His eyes were burdened, a little broken, as he relented to the plan. A wretched, risky plan.

“You remember what I told you then? To slice at Sabain, all you must do is make him think you see him as a weakling. You will earn his temper. Hit your marks, Malin. I beg of you.”

“Consider it done, Nightrender.”

Kase had kissed me. He’d stripped me bare. He’d loved my body hard and soft, gentle and fierce until the sun broke over the hills.
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I watched, unmoving as two skydguard quickly tethered my wrists behind my back and bent me over a stone block, rendering me immobile.

They could do anything to me. Perhaps they would. It was the risk we knew was always there. After capturing me, the way folk could batter me as long as a magisk collar was on my neck was always one of the darkest risks.

“Touch her,” Ari’s rough voice rang out in the cell next to mine, “and I will see to it not only my king, but the Malevolent you all fear so much will find you, take your wives, and slaughter your children in front of you.”

“You have no room to speak, fae,” one guard said. “You are behind bars.”

“For now. But you know as well as I, your new king will wish to make alliances with the North. Who better to speak for the North than the royal ambassador? But I assure you, King Valen and Queen Elise do not take kindly to men with such weak manhood that they must force themselves on a woman.”

The skydguard held my wrists, but both snorted their disgust.

“We aren’t going to touch under her skirts,” a guard muttered. “But I’ll keep the bitch contained any way I like.”

With that he tugged, harder than necessary, until the queen’s ring was removed from my finger.

Mark two.

Once the ring was gone, they tossed me to the ground and slammed the barred door behind them.

I scrambled to the bars, breathing heavily, and reached an arm out for the guards. “No, wait. You don’t understand the power of that ring. You don’t know what it can do. Return it to me, gods, please.”

Cruel, deep laughter echoed through the dungeon corridors. From the shadows, Niall emerged. A thick, bear fur cloak draped his shoulders. More runes had been inked on his cheekbones. His hair was still kept shorn on the sides with a long braid down the center of his head like a fin.

Niall had grown broader, angrier, and more arrogant. Clearly, from the gleam in his eyes, he knew he’d won.

“I do love when a woman begs.” Niall plucked the queen’s ring from the guard’s fingers and studied it. The runes glowed faintly as he crouched in front of me.

“Do not wear that ring, Niall,” I whispered. “You know what became of your father.”

“Yes, I do. And I promise you, Malin Strom, I am not the fool Ivar was. The reason I sent him away. I could not tolerate such weakness. I have a great many plans for this ring and how it will grow my kingdom. You have a grand role to play.” Niall handed the ring to a wizened old man who looked like he’d started to rot in his worship robes. The holy man took the ring with a cloth and folded the glow of the runes beneath it. Niall rose, staring down at me in the dark. “I had planned to keep you in one of the royal chambers in the palace. I thought our talks of peace might go better after you’d rested comfortably.”

“I doubt it.”

“Yes. Now, I agree. I am told you have been, and will be, nothing but trouble.” Niall curled his fists around the bars. “But consider this, Malin. If you misbehave, if I return and find you have fought at all, then she will pay the price.”

A door clanged open, and guards dragged a whimpering Dagny into the light.

“Dag! No.” I made a desperate reach for her.

“I could use a concubine,” Niall said. “It is a pity your folk send so many of you out into the forest unaccompanied and unarmed. I thought my foolish brother cared for the woman.”

Dagny cried out in pain as the skydguard forced her to her knees.

“Leave her, you bastard.”

Niall leaned close to me, close enough I could feel his breath on my face. “Behave, or Dagny will live her life on her back, tied to my bed, until I take her body so much her heart gives out.”

I trembled, fists tight at my sides, but I relented. I gave in and nodded mutely.

“Good girl.” Niall clicked his tongue and strode past Dagny.

Before he left the room, he flicked his fingers. The skyds heaved Dagny to her feet, each guard taking one of her arms.

In the doorway of the dungeons, Dagny looked over her shoulder, her eyes locked with mine.

She winked before the door slammed shut.

Mark three.
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Chapter 44
The Memory Thief


Niall had left behind two bulky skydguard to keep watch. One had burns across his chin that left his beard patchy and stringy on half his face. The other was thinner, but the sneer on his face reminded me of a cat cornered and ready to lash out.

Both formidable, yet at our mercy.

“What a girl could do with such men as you.” Sofia’s singsong voice filtered through the darkness. She leaned her shoulder against the bars of her cell. The sleeve of her tunic slipped, revealing her smooth skin.

The guards shifted, dropping their weapons, and nearly spilled blood over which of the two earned the pleasure of unlocking her cell door. They fumbled inside, oblivious to their movements as they locked the door behind them.

Sofia purred against the burned guard’s ear, then traced the cat-like skyd’s flat nose. She giggled like a woman in love and tugged on their tunics, a flash of her glamour burning in her eyes as they disappeared out of sight.

Ragged breaths, a few groans, then two wet grunts followed.

After a few moments, Sofia reappeared, wiping a lock of hair off her brow. “Well then, shall we get to it?”

She beamed, spinning the key ring around her finger.

“You are terrifying,” I said with a laugh.

“So I’m told.” Sofia winked, already out of her cell and racing to Ari’s door.

The ambassador slipped through the small gap.

“Get going,” I told them in a low hiss. “More will return soon.”

Ari’s lip twitched. He’d protested more than once at the thought of leaving me unattended in the cells.

“Ari,” I said. “You need to go. Your illusions must reach this room and with Sofia as she works.”

Ari would be stretched to the brink, no mistake. He’d need to perch somewhere in the middle of two separate rooms in the dungeon to create believable illusions that if Niall returned, he would think nothing was amiss, but also enough tricks of the mind to hide Sofia’s plans in the deeper cells.

“Ambassador, I work quickly, you know this,” Sofia said. “Not even half a toll will pass, then we will all be back.”

The next moves were critical, and they were our only window of rescuing more than a few lives without getting our own throats slit.

“Half a toll,” Ari demanded. “Not a moment longer. Malin.” He strode to my cell door. “I will tap on the bars for three fast, then two long beats when the illusion has passed. It can be disorienting in the dark like this.”

I nodded, hoping it wasn’t obvious how reluctant I truly was to bid them farewell. Even for half a toll.

Ari gripped my hand through the bars, his gaze rife with the worry of a loyal friend, then with Sofia he drifted toward the heavy iron door in the back of the cells.

The silence was suffocating. I hated my weakness, but after only a few moments, I slid down the wall and hugged my knees to my chest. Soon, humming came from Ari’s cell. Hilarious lamenting tunes of his piss poor luck. From this angle, the frightened face of Sofia was visible in her cell.

Gods. All so lifelike. Even the two guards once again stood watch in the corner. When, in truth, their bodies were shoved in the corner of Sofia’s cell.

I reeled through the moves in my head. With the Kryv’s knowledge of the bowels of the palace, we’d taken strongly educated guesses on how and where to meet certain marks.

If I recalled correctly, Ari would be somewhere in a mop closet halfway between these smaller cells and the long stretch of cages used during the Alver trades at the Masque av Aska. His illusions would keep suspicion off Sofia who, if all went well, should be trudging toward the long cell corridor underground in Hodag’s previously dug tunnel.

I would remain alone. It would give longevity to Ari’s illusion if he only needed to cover himself and Sofia.

Time crept by in disorienting waves. Surely it had been half a toll. Then again, for all I knew it had only been two ticks of a clock.

I jolted when soft footsteps padded down the narrow staircase from the upper levels. All hells, this would be our test. I hurried to the bars of my cell, prepared to do anything as a distraction to keep whoever was coming from looking too closely at the other two cells.

A figure entered the cavern and paused near the doorway, lighting one of the candles in an iron sconce. I blinked against the dim light and scanned the familiar face.

Deep ocean blue eyes held mine against her pale features. Her hair was braided over one shoulder, glossy and ink black. At the point of each fae ear, she had a silver stud pierced. The woman wore thin vambraces and a leather jerkin over a thick woolen tunic, and her boiled leather boots to the knees.

She was the guard who’d joined the prince when Kase was still a prisoner here. A woman I thought was Sofia’s friend.

A traitor in my eyes.

She swallowed and held up a tray. “I was told to bring food.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Already taking orders from Niall?”

“He will be my princess’s husband, in turn, he will be a lord over soldiers such as me.”

“He’s a sniveling bastard, so I wonder what that makes you if you do his bidding without batting a lash?”

Her lips thinned and she slid one of the plates of dried cheese and flatbread through a narrow slot on the bottom of the bars.

Slowly, she made her way to Sofia’s cell. Her shoulders slumped as she whispered, “Sof.”

The illusion of Sofia stared blankly at the woman. She said nothing. No mistake, Ari had no idea the woman was even here, so the illusion picked at her long fingernails, utterly ignoring the guard.

“I did not know this would happen,” the guard whispered.

I snorted my disgust. “What did you expect? They would give her a warm bath and a bleeding gown to wear?”

With more venom, the guard peeled away from Sofia’s cell and stomped toward Ari’s. She held his gaze. Ah, yes. I recalled their tumultuous interactions now. They were not fond of each other.

“Eat.” She snapped and slid the plate under his cell.

“You should say please,” I said. “Manners do go a long way, even when you betray your folk.”

She gripped one of the bars of my cell with such force, I could almost believe she could bend it. “It is because of folk like you beginning foolish wars that I must make difficult choices.”

“Difficult choices. Was it a difficult choice when your side slit my friend’s throat? Or when they tortured young ones? Is that what you call difficult? I call it spineless.”

She was a beautiful fae, even with her features contorted in . . . something. Couldn’t be remorse. For if a traitor were remorseful, they certainly wouldn’t keep betraying, keep torturing those they called friends.

“If you would simply . . . cease this battle . . .” She paused, shaking her head. “You would be preventing a great deal of pain.”

“For whom? Do you not realize what the Black Palace does to our people here? They are sold, tortured, and abused. There is already a great deal of pain. I will not stop fighting for a place where folk can live a true life. Not one forced to come from the gutter, from thieving, killing. I will not stop.”

“You don’t understand,” she said almost desperately. “The more wars that are fought, the more the ones he wants on the throne are not successful, the more dangerous⁠—”

“Leave, Saga. No one wants to hear your excuses.”

My heart backflipped when Ari’s voice came from the cell over. How did he know she was here?

Saga closed her eyes for a few breaths. When she opened them again, I could’ve sworn a glaze of tears coated the color. “You should eat. Tell Sofia I won’t mention the troll burrow leading to the prince.”

My mouth parted. Saga was already halfway up the staircase before my words caught up with my stun. She knew what we were doing.

“You hide things,” I called after her. “Your true thoughts.”

She halted and looked over her shoulder with a heavy somberness. “We all hide things, Queen Malin. And I was not part of torturing littles or killing your spy. I’m sorry you lost a friend.”

I had no reason to, but I believed her.

“We could help you.” Gods, what was I saying? She was a traitor to her friends and yet . . . there was a churning in my gut telling me there was a great deal she left unsaid. A reluctance a person who believed in their side of a war would not share. She didn’t believe in this war, and I did not think she believed in her queen or Niall, either.

Saga turned away and trudged up the stairs slowly, calling back as she left. “No. You can’t.”

When the door clicked at the top of the staircase, Ari stepped from the shadows. His bright eyes were narrowed into slits. Angry and dark, he walked to my cell door. He knocked three long, two short.

I let out a rough breath. “How long were you there?”

“Long enough to warn you not to trust that woman.”

“I had the feeling she was hiding something.”

“Oh yes. Many things, if I had to guess.”

“You hate her?”

Ari hesitated. “I learned long ago, Queen Malin, to detest any man, woman, or child who did not fight for their own folk. In the turns I’ve served as ambassador, I have watched Saga cater to every cruel command given by Queen Astrid. I have watched her smother boldness. So, yes. I detest weak-spined folk such as her.”

By the gods, there was such pain in his voice. I had the unnerving urge to embrace the man until he told me all the aches and heartbreak of his boyhood.

Beneath his brevity was a tale of Ari Sekundär I was not sure anyone truly knew.

“I do hate it when Ari loses his smile.”

I snapped my eyes back to the door. Prince Bracken had an arm draped over Sofia’s shoulder. Behind him were two more male fae. All three were too skinny. Their cheekbones protruded and their eyes had little shine to them, but they were strong enough to stand on their own.

Ari’s light expression returned. “Bracken, it would be rather dull if I kept this enchanting smile on my face at all times. Malin, you remember Prince Bracken, don’t you?”

“You are looking well, Prince.”

“Such sweet lies.” He winced as Sofia led him into her cell. “I’m rather embarrassed I’ve missed all the fun you lot have been having. More ashamed knowing my mother got the drop on me straight away.”

“You’re free now, Brack,” Sofia said. “And it is a full moon tomorrow night.”

The prince beamed. “That it is.”

Mark four.

Prince Bracken’s magic involved the moonlight. Waxing and waning. He was able to dissipate into mist when the moon was hidden, or with a full orb, even in his weakened state, Sofia assured us his skin would be as stone. Too thick for a blade to cut, too hardened for the sharpest arrow to impale.

If we’d have been able to reach the prince sooner, we might’ve saved Valen a bit of trouble by having an invincible prince without curses.

The gravel and damp soil of the dungeon floor shifted. From the clods of dirt, a thick head poked through. Hodag spluttered and coughed, digging her way out of the hole.

“Oh, my princey.” The troll raced into Sofia’s cell and slammed into Bracken’s body. Her heavy arms squeezed his bony middle. Fat tears dripped over her leathery cheeks as she sobbed. “Thought you was lost.”

“There, there, Hodag.” Bracken patted her head. “All is well. I’m told you dug a marvelous hole to entrap Sofia and our friends. Quite the ruse.”

Hodag released the prince and puffed out her chest. “Dug it with care. Not too deep, but enough those guards would believe it well.”

I flicked my gaze to Ari. He met mine. Saga knew Hodag had been part of our capture if she knew there was a burrow leading to Bracken’s cell. And if the fae knew that, she likely knew we’d intentionally been captured.

Only time would tell if she ratted us out, or if she was not quite as detestable as Ari believed.

“Hodag, you must return to your post with the queen, so she doesn’t suspect you,” Sofia said. “I’ll keep watch on the prince.”

The troll wiped her eyes. “I could get you out now.”

“We explained this. Not until the right moment.” Sofia cupped Hodag’s broad chin. “You did well.”

The troll bowed her head and quickly hid any hint she’d burrowed into our cell block.

“Rune, Bo,” Sofia told the two fae who came with Bracken. “There are two guards in my cell. You’ll become them.”

They grinned with a touch of wickedness and disappeared into Sofia’s cell.

Ari tapped on my bars as he strode toward his. “See you soon, Mal. You don’t mind if I call you Mal? I’ve heard our dear Kase call you Mallie, but I absolutely believe if I dared use the endearment I would be without a tongue.”

“Only my closest friends call me Mal.” There was a fleeting shadow over his face. He tipped his chin and began to move, but I gripped his wrist. “So, I would be offended if you didn’t.”

Ari’s smile was slow, almost uncertain. But, as always, he buried any unease behind his words. “I knew my wondrous qualities would win you over.”

He left me with a wink and sealed himself—at least it would seem as if he had—back in his lonesome cell.

I let out a quivering breath and slumped against the cold stone wall.

Not long now.
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Chapter 45
The Nightrender


It wouldn’t be long now.

I watched the glow of the sun peak around the spires of the Black Palace. The brilliance of the sunrise collided with the grim black of the jagged rods as if they were knives rammed into the rich blood of a heart.

One night. Malin had spent a whole damn night in the palace, and it was far too long. This day could not begin nor conclude fast enough.

I closed my eyes, breathed deeply through my nose. Close. We were so bleeding close.

For now, our focus wasn’t on the palace. It was held by a small worship chantry built outside the gates. From my place in the small patch of cornstalks, I had a clear view of Gunnar, Isak, and Raum.

They were dressed like disheveled farmers looking for a blessing from the gods. Raum turned toward the gardens. Behind me Hagen, Fiske, and Tova watched on, weapons ready if the meet went sour.

Gunnar rapped on the door, removed the tattered, brimmed hat off his head, and fiddled with it in his hands.

He appeared meek, docile, wholly unthreatening when the holy man’s female servant opened the door. In truth, the woman was more than a servant. For nearly thirty turns they’d been secret lovers. Even had a secret son who lived with their two grandchildren in Hemlig. But how could a holy man of the Black Palace reveal he’d not only fallen in love with a measly servant, he’d created a new inferior bloodline?

Both were aged now with graying hair, but to keep pretenses she would play the role of a simpering servant.

Gunnar said something hurriedly to the woman. As expected, the woman shook her head. I had few doubts she was sharply telling the poor farmer her master had far too many important things to see to today than a prayer for a dying man.

Gunnar pretended to be persistent. Even Isak joined in, hopefully playing on her sympathies with his stuttering tongue.

The woman’s face pinched when Isak wiped his eyes.

Tova snickered behind me. “Men made of muscle with hair growing in all places of their bodies, but one sheds a single tear and women melt.”

“Women enjoy a warrior’s body, but they want a gentle heart, Tov,” Fiske said.

“Oh, and you know so much about what women want in a lover? You are vowed to a man.”

Hagen snorted a laugh, but Fiske simply shrugged, raking his fingers through his dark hair. “But I have lived with your pining after every serf and every warrior since we were twelve. It has been annoyingly informative.”

“I do not pine.” Tova’s fists balled, likely fighting the urge to pinch or pound Fiske’s arm.

I held up a hand, silencing them. The holy man joined his servant-lover in the doorway. With care, he patted her hand and, if he was wise, made a grand show of explaining to his woman how there was always time to offer a prayer to the Otherworld.

Not long after he left the doorway, Gunnar faced the woman and murmured something low. Her eyes glazed over, but she made no attempt to follow. The woman merely closed the door to the worship house.

“I asked you not to mesmerize her,” the holy man was chastising Gunnar by the time they slipped into the cornhusks.

“It’s for her own good if she keeps her nose out of this,” Gunnar said.

The holy man sighed, pushed back a few stalks of corn, and jolted when he caught my gaze. He had enough fear of me and my guild, it was simple enough to coat my eyes and scare the life out of him.

I rose from my crouch and picked at a stray husk. “Well?”

The old man swallowed hard. “I received word last night that our new king is moving rather sluggishly.”

The corner of my mouth twitched in a smirk. Luca will be pleased to know Dagny’s risk was not in vain. It was an intricate scheme, one that took up Niklas’s nights over the last two weeks developing an undetectable elixir strong enough to weaken Niall, but not Dagny.

Every thread of her dress, every strand of her hair had been laced with it. Touching her would make Niall ill. A way to keep Dagny protected, while hindering Niall’s reflexes and making his temperament more agreeable, more malleable to a man like the holy officiate of his vows.

Luca would be murderous knowing the effects of the poison were taking hold since it meant his brother had touched his lover, but Dag knew what she was doing. She knew her role and did it well. We knew Niall would not be able to resist taking her as a slight to his brother, and he’d done it without hesitation.

“He hasn’t bedded her?” I asked the holy man, voice rough.

“If the call for stomach soothing herbs this morning was a clue, I believe he might’ve tried, but did not get very far.” The holy man nearly smiled. “When his innards had settled, I made it clear his future alliance with the South would be threatened should he touch another woman before the vows.”

Dagny had known the risks, but if Niall had forced her into his bed, it would be a battle among the Falkyns, Kryv, and Luca on who laid the first strike against him.

This entire plan would be made easier if fatal elixirs could go as easily undetected, but Niklas had grumbled he was not a god and did not have the power to create such a feat in so short a time.

Elixists at the palace would sniff out a death poison before it could take hold. We’d settled for weakening elixirs and designed each mark to move swiftly.

“What else?” I leveled my stare at the holy man.

“I did as you asked,” he told me. “The future king did not have your woman slaughtered. In fact, I think he took my hint that she could be of value to a new extreme. He plans to meet with her today.”

“Extreme is what I want, holy man.” My voice was low. Dangerous. “The more value he sees in her, the more he will try to win her over to his side.”

“He plans to bring her to the vows.”

“Good. See that he does. And do not let him touch the ring until the proper moment.”

“I know my duty. But I warn you, your woman ought to cooperate at the vows if she is wise.” He hesitated a moment, and said in a hushed tone, “He will do all he can to make her submit to him.”

“I have no need to hear your opinions on what my wife should do. See the rest of our agreement through and I will keep my end of our deal.”

The holy man pinched his lips in a tight line, scolding me with his eyes for a few breaths. “Fine.” He slumped in agreement. “Where are your courtiers?”

Tova held up a hand. She gathered the gaudy skirt she was forced to wear, adjusted the silver points tipping her ears, then hurried through the cornhusks like a whisper. Hardly a stalk moved until she returned with Eryka and Elise in tow.

Much like Tova, the princess and queen were dressed as they were to appear—Southern fae courtiers going to a revel. Elise had to cap her ears in gold points, and Eryka had spent the night with Junius dyeing her silver hair to a deep forest green.

All three women slid feathered masks over their faces.

The holy man sighed. “All right then. Let us wait for the bride.”

Eryka led the way, but paused at Gunnar’s side, squeezing his hand.

Elise stopped near me. “Keep watch over my folk, Nightrender.”

“Valen does not need me as a nursemaid.”

Her brow arched. “I was talking about everyone.”

“Sure you were.”

Elise chuckled. “Don’t come in and slaughter everyone. Let’s have a bit of tact as we take over a kingdom.”

The three women followed the holy man back toward his cottage. To have the man officiating Niall’s vows in my pocket was more than helpful. He was not a difficult mark to find. The Black Palace used the same folk to officiate ceremonies until they were too bleeding old to stand straight.

A little pressure when we first began our plans, and the old man broke. He’d admitted what would happen to his woman should the palace ever discover the truth of their relationship.

Turns of hiding had grown the man a rather delightful bitterness toward House Grym I’d used to break the last of his resolve. He’d given us an eye within the palace and given us our in to rid ourselves of a final threat.

Right on time, a line of fine coaches rumbled down the path toward the white cottage.

Tradition demanded a future bride be blessed by a man of the gods before her vows. Rather foolish of Niall to send the royals of the South with so few guards. It was almost insulting how confident the bastard was that he would not lose this fight.

The officiator stood amongst the courtiers who were called to be chaperones of their princess.

Signe emerged from the coach, and I despised Niall and Astrid even more. She couldn’t have been older than sixteen. A skinny thing with big, owl-like eyes and a weak chin. A bleeding girl who hadn’t grown into her own features yet.

The holy man bowed his head as she strode past. I had to give it to the princess, she was terrified, but kept her shoulders back as she approached the three women.

Before any further passengers could emerge from the royal coach, I looked over my shoulder at the others, grinning. “Fight to the end.”

In a rush, we burst from the cornfield. The guards who’d accompanied Astrid and Signe sprang into action. They didn’t last long. Isak darkened the minds of most. The guards screamed and dug at their faces.

Fiske slit their throats, one step behind his husband.

Sluagh wings burst out of battle fatigues. Fangs bared, the blood fae descended upon us. I held out a hand. Thick ropes of black wrapped around necks and wings. I clenched my fist, and the bones of the sluagh crushed. Their bodies thudded to the ground like pounding drums.

Hagen blocked mesmer, glamour, and every other source of magic. Gunnar and Raum ended the stunned guards with steel.

I gathered darkness, shading the whole damn sun, and ripped open the door of the finest coach.

Inside, Astrid held up a rope made of flames. The gleam of the fiery bursts on the strand ignited the queen’s pale face in a golden sheen. Astrid’s hair was the color of rich sapphires with two silver strands in the front of her hairline. The shell of one pointed ear was pierced from tip to lobe, and her eyes were such a pale blue they seemed almost silver.

The queen snapped her fire rope in a warning. Ari had explained enough about those ropes to know that once bound, there was no escaping until the queen released you. Beside the queen was the troll.

With a rushed breath, Astrid shrieked at Hodag. “Go! Get help for your queen, you fool!”

Hodag rushed into action. I mocked a quick swipe for the troll, but she was out the window and burrowing away in two breaths.

I hoped she’d find her way to Malin to tell her we were coming.

Astrid turned her gaze back to me. True, the queen had her fire ropes, but she had fear too.

A great deal of it.

One slice of my hand and the blaze of her glamoured rope faded into nothing.

Astrid’s eyes widened. “How⁠—”

I had my hand around the queen’s throat in another breath. “When you fear your glamour will not be enough to stop me, well, it’s quite simple to make it so.”

The queen’s breaths grew heavy. She glared back at me. “Here to kill me, shadow worker?”

“No,” I said. “Your fate will be given to your son.”

“My son is a prisoner,” she spat.

“Not for long”

Astrid’s jaw twitched. “Then what are you doing here? Plan to make me a hostage? Looking for a ransom? I assure you my son won’t pay.”

“I doubt he would.” I narrowed my eyes. “No, Queen. I’m not here for coin. I’m merely removing a nuisance. Your daughter will claim no crown here today and you will not be around to see it.”

For the first time, a look of unease filled the queen’s eyes. “Don’t kill my daughter. She was a pawn, nothing more.”

“I have no plans to kill the girl.”

“You won’t win.” Astrid’s eyes went glassy. Tears? “There are powers stronger than you.”

“Yes, you believe you are one of them. Britta Grym seemed to think you had a strange grasp on Niall. Is that true? Did you arrange this vow to spread your influence?”

“You wouldn’t understand.” She turned away, her nose in the air. “And I will not waste a moment explaining it to you. Kill me, imprison me. More with the same ambition as me will come again.”

She was as power mad as Britta.

Astrid whimpered when I gripped her jaw tightly and shoved my face close to hers. “You began a war against my wife. If it were up to me, you’d be dead already.”

She laughed. A cruel, harsh sound. One that lifted the hair on my neck.

“Dark days are coming. Take your throne. You will not keep it long. None of us will.”

“No. Only you. When your son defeats you, then he shall take you as his problem.” I was done with her lunacy and knocked on the coach’s wall. “Gunnar.”

The princeling appeared in the window, a bright thrill lived in his eyes. “My turn?”

I stepped aside as Gunnar came around and shoved his long body into the coach. “All right, queenie. You’re going to return to our camp silently. Once there, you will be bound, and you will not fight. In fact, you’ll beg us to tie you up. You will not utter a single word until you see your son after the battle is won.”

A hopeful command, but it worked. Astrid’s jaw clenched. She went still and glared at the both of us with a new kind of hatred.

I left the coach to Raum and Hagen to drive back to our camp. There remained enough Falkyns and warriors to guard an unmoving queen.

Without the High Queen, we would have one less enemy to battle. If Eryka and Ari were correct, if they found the prince, then Bracken could claim the crown if his mother was defeated. They assured us it was to our benefit to let Astrid live. All part of Southern games and politics. When a ruler conceded the loyalty, it ran deeper than if the predecessor simply died.

It had already paid off to have an ally in a foreign king. When Bracken ascended, having two would be even better.

“She’s ready, Kase.”

I whipped around. Tova stepped out of the cottage, scratching the edge of her ear where the pointed cap had been.

“She believed you?”

“All it took was Eryka. One look at her cousin and the princess believed anything she said. She’ll do her best to delay the actual vows. I tell you, a new light has sparked in her eyes knowing we plan to rescue her brother. We have her loyalty”

If all had gone according to plan, Sofia would already have the prince. If Ari had the stamina, his illusions would make it so no one would see the empty cells.

I mentally ran through the next steps. From now on, Tova, Eryka, and Elise would stick with Signe. They’d go in with combustible powders, dropping them around the palace.

Valen would be at the bridge and rivers. Sol and Tor would be lying in wait deep in the ravines.

Bard would go with Isak and Nik, distract the guards at the different gates, and traps would be set.

Herja, Junius, and Halvar would head up the archers on the peaks.

I would wait with the rest along the edges of the gates for the sign it was our time to make the final move. The final stand.

I stared at the gates in the distance. Soon. We’d face our fate soon.
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Chapter 46
The Memory Thief


We were running out of time.

“Get in there,” I snapped.

“Hurry now, princey.”

Hodag returned shortly after dawn. Kase and the others had met their first mark. We were progressing. I uttered a silent prayer that we’d make it through this alive.

Even four heads shorter than the fae prince, the troll was sturdy and helped ease Bracken into the burrow. Blood pacts had been made with the troll, ensuring she would not entrap them in her burrow. In return, she would be rewarded with the moonvane blossoms Elise had promised in Jagged Grove, but also a crown of fury-iron from the North.

Bracken winced as he eased into the hole. I reeled through the steps. Dryck, the aleman would house the prince, Sofia, and the prince’s two guards in his aleroom for a time. Bevan and a few fellow Elixists would be there, waiting to offer herbs and aid to heal them before they returned to fulfill, what I hoped, would be Bracken’s claim to the Southern Kingdom.

Ari would remain here. I hated the thought, but his illusions were still needed a little longer. The toll his mesmer—his fury—was taking was clear.

Ari helped toss dirt and rocks over the hole once Hodag disappeared into her burrow. He slouched. His eyes were sunken, and his face was tight and strained.

“Ari,” I whispered. “Take a rest. No one is here but us.”

The ambassador sighed. A shimmer of blue light flashed over his eyes, and he slid to the ground, wiping sweat off his brow.

He lifted his gaze to the small window and laughed deliriously. “Ah, look, Mal. My raven has returned.” I saw nothing until he lifted a black feather balanced on the window ledge. “You know what’s odd? All through the night, I was able to keep my illusions. I’ve never held my fury so long without rest. Perhaps my birdish companion does not wish me ill, after all.”

“It likely cannot stop looking at your handsomeness.”

Ari’s face brightened. “I was about to say the same thing.”

For the next while we sat quietly, speaking about nothing really. Ari told me the tale of the night he believed he was the true king of the North. I told him of the Masque av Aska where I lost Kase.

When footsteps came on the steps, I froze. “Ari. Get in your cell.”

He looked more rested, and quickly locked himself behind bars. Sofia’s soft singing returned, and two illusions of guards were once more standing in place by the time a living skydguard entered the dungeon.

The two men swept their eyes over the dank cells. Mildew and freshly tilled earth were piled over Hodag’s burrow. Ari was fatigued, but with a little more power, a little more energy he’d be able to keep the guards’ attention diverted from the evidence of the burrow. Finding nothing amiss, they came to my cell and unlocked the door.

“You’re to meet with the king.”

“The Northern King? For that is the only king I know of. Good. We’re friends.”

One skyd gripped my hair so briskly, it felt as if my scalp were splitting down the middle. “Get walking.”

I looked once at Ari’s cell. The ambassador dangled his wrists out of the gaps in the bars, gaze locked on me. He gave me a small, reassuring smile before he was shut behind the thick, wooden door.

The skyds took me to the upper rooms to meet with Niall. He looked half bear the way he had thick pelts wrapped around his shoulders. I fought the urge to roll my eyes at the bronze crown atop his head and the gold rings he’d fashioned for his thick fingers.

But I breathed easier when I noted the absence of one ring in particular.

“I’ve not put it on.” Niall said. His tone was light, almost friendly. With a lazy gesture, he signaled to an opened wooden box.

The queen’s ring was atop a pillow of satin. The runes shone vibrantly.

Niall dismissed his guards to stand outside the door. I supposed he thought I was no threat with my hands bound and the ring at his disposal. He’d be proved wrong soon enough.

“I take it you’re surprised I’ve not claimed the ring as my own.”

I raised one shoulder and let it fall with a huff, appearing utterly bored. “I don’t worry myself with trying to understand what goes on in your head.”

Niall grinned. I expected the back of his hand over my cheek, not a smile. In truth, I welcomed any bruises, any gashes he brought. Kase would see to it each one was avenged, and I did love watching my husband make his enemies pay.

“I’m not a fool, dännisk Strom. I do not share the same power lust as my father or my mother. I know what this ring did to Ivar. He died a slow, painful death. I believe its power heightened only after you stepped into the presence of this.” His gaze schooled on the ring.

“Strange, but it sounds like you believe I am fated to wear that ring.”

“I do.” Niall tilted his head; the curve of his mouth was made up of arrogance and cruelty. “But, even still, I will be king.”

“Good for you. I disagree, of course, but you may try.”

Niall rose from his seat, stopping only two paces in front of me. “I won’t kill you, Malin. I’ll let you live a good life, one of position and power.” He paused and touched a finger to the edge of my jaw. “One with love.”

His breaths were burdened, as if he’d run across the throne room twice. Likely the cause of Dagny’s elixirs staining his lungs.

“I am here to claim my birthright,” I said, hiding how little I cared for a title. “Not stand in the shadows as you take it.”

“Think of it, though. Think of what peace we could bring. Together. Blood of both royal bloodlines would once more lead this kingdom.”

“Then I will ask your brother to serve as my royal counselor.”

Niall’s face hardened. “You say you are destined to wear this ring, and there is no denying the ring wakes for you. You will not wither, but my bloodline has always been told it is destined to have a place here. Why not avoid bloodshed and fulfill both prophecies?”

“I will never stand with you.” I took a bold step closer, my chest butting his. “You are spineless. Selling off your own folk. Abusing, raping, terrorizing those weaker than you. Tell me, your bride is so young. Will you chain her to your bed if she refuses you? Will you take what you want because of your power?”

Niall took each lashing word in stride. He hardly seemed bothered.

I huffed and looked away. “Take the ring. Wither away. I’d like to return to my cell now.”

“You will have a say in this kingdom,” Niall said. “Stand with me, let our folk believe the ring chose me, and I swear to you, you will have an equal say in the good, the terrible, and the justice in the East.”

“You must think I am a fool to believe a word you say.”

Niall laughed softly, but with a rough hand he gripped my arm, yanking my body against his. “Here is the last offer. If you do not want an equal footing in this kingdom, fine. But if you want your lover to live, if you don’t want a young kingdom to tragically lose its king, or your brother once again returned to the sea prisons, then you will do as I ask.” Niall dug his fingernails deeper into my flesh and lowered his voice. “I’d like to show you something.”

Niall led me to an open window in the back of the room. He handed me a spyglass. “Look through it, to the hills over the river.

He pointed to a distant place over the gates. With a bit of hesitation, I lifted the spyglass to my eye. The moment the glass focused, a rough gasp escaped my throat.

“No! Kase, no!”

On the edge of the hill, half-hidden in the tall grass, Kase, Ash, and Hanna looked to be arranging some sort of trap. With them were Valen and Hagen.

What they did not see were the approaching Southern warriors. Blood fae, forest fae, they were closing in from every side.

“Leave him! Call them off.” I dropped the spyglass as a tear squeezed from the corner of my eye. “Call them off.”

“What is your choice?”

I blinked back and forth from the ring to the slaughter awaiting my family on the hillside. Heart racing, I hung my head. “I will never let anyone doubt the ring has always belonged to you. Let me stand near it as you wear it, and it will glow as if it were made for you.”

“I cannot wear it.”

“It only requires a moment. A show of proof. It won’t wither you unless you wear it often.”

Niall nodded his head slowly. He went to the window and flashed a mirror. The sun flickered over the glass surface. A signal. He was calling off the guards.

I let out a ragged breath.

“Keep your word.” Niall turned and gripped my chin. “Do as I ask, and I let them live. Turn against me, they die. Now, go get dressed.”

“Dressed?”

Niall’s grin was cruel and dark. “For the restored Masque av Aska, where you will see to it a new king is crowned.”
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Chapter 47
The Memory Thief


Half my face was covered in a blue feather mask. An eternity had passed since the last Masque av Aska, and yet on the other hand it felt as if we’d rescued Hagen yesterday.

My hair had been braided behind my neck. My lips were painted in shimmering gold. The gown Niall had selected was made of black silk with raven feathers over the sleeves and neckline.

A knock sounded on the door, but without waiting for an invitation, Niall stepped inside and crossed the space between us. He wore a matching black ensemble, complete with raven wing feathers on his shoulders. His face was half hidden by a simple golden eye mask.

He carried the wooden box in his hands. “You look lovely, Malin.”

“You look like an imposter.”

Niall told a skyd who’d followed him to remove the silver chain around my neck. “I will remove your magisk collar, Malin. But I will have magisk bands around your neck, your ankles, and your wrists if you think of using your mesmer, understand?”

I didn’t respond, simply held his stare while the skyd took off the band.

“How does it feel knowing so many lives that you love are in your hands?” Niall asked. “We have countless skyds watching for your husband. When you think on it, a whole kingdom rests on your shoulders. For if the Northern king dies, I will attack their shores. With the South as our allies, they will be slaughtered.”

I pinched my lips, clenched my fists. “Let’s get on with this, then. You have me. Stop talking and do it.”

Niall wore such a smug expression, it took every sliver of control not to slap it away. He ushered me forward, demanding I place an attached hood over my red hair to conceal every recognizable piece of the memory thief.

The masquerade courtyard was bursting in color. Frosted blues. Burnished yellows. Peacock greens. The banquet tables were no longer empty but stacked high in freshly cooked fowl and fish and eel. All of yesterday’s honey cakes were now coated in white cream for the vows. Logs covered in white linens adorned either side of an aisle, and at the end was a wicker archway blooming in sweet purple blossoms.

Niall held out an arm at the top of the staircase that would take us down to the revelry.

A pretentious looking man dusted Niall’s raven feather shoulders and painted a rune of longevity and strength on his forehead.

“My Lord,” he said, his accent more contrived than his face. “There has been a change with the vows.”

“What change?” Niall growled.

The man remained unruffled and sniffed his arrogance. “With your word, we suggest placing the coronation of our new king first. It would seem the High Queen of the South is . . . well, she has been misplaced.”

Niall’s eyes flashed in dark venom when he glanced at me. I held up my hands in defense.

“How in the hells do you misplace a queen?” Niall spat at his servant.

“The princess insisted her mother had slipped away to gather a few soothing herbs. Another reason the crowning ought to go first. It would seem your bride is rather sour to her stomach.” The man opened his arm, gesturing to the dais.

Princess Signe fanned her face with a large feather. Her three veiled attendants circled around her, doting over their young royal.

“Pity,” I murmured close to Niall. “Seems if you touch her in your marital bed, she might be disgusted enough to spill her stomach all over you.”

He didn’t turn around, didn’t acknowledge me. Instead, his voice came out in a low, harsh rumble. “You would do well to remember, my guards take great pleasure in pain. I’d hate for those you care for might suffer.”

I kept my mouth tight and stepped back. If being the obedient prisoner kept my family safe, I would hold my tongue. For now.

A vein throbbed in Niall’s neck. At long last, he waved his attendant aside. “What does it matter which comes first? We are not leaving this courtyard without a king and an alliance. See that the coronation is ready.”

The servant dipped at the waist and scurried down the staircase.

“Behave, Malin,” Niall said, again without looking my way. “You are nothing but an attendant serving her king with his crown tonight. No one will know your face, or the Malevolent dies.”

Soon, the same bearded man who’d taken the ring yesterday arrived in worship robes. He bowed to Niall and did not acknowledge me. Why would he? It would draw attention that the holy man might have something to do with me and my folk.

He knew how to play his role well.

“I will take the ring, My Lord, and we shall walk to the dais together.”

“Behind the woman. You will block line of sight to her as she places the ring on my finger.”

The holy man furrowed his brow. “The . . . the woman will place the ring?”

“Yes.” It would be strange to have anyone bequeath such honor upon a noble other than another noble or holy officiator. Then again, no one here truly knew how to perform a royal coronation. Niall didn’t leave room for argument. “Now lead.”

The guests were dressed as they had been not so many weeks ago. Feathers and satin, waistcoats and gold dust. Most had not pinned their masks to their faces, but I had no doubt every guest was splitting at the seams with excitement for another Masque av Aska.

So, Ivar was dead. So, war was on the brink. What did it matter when their new king offered them wine and tricks until dawn?

I kept an even stride behind Niall. High nobles waited impatiently behind the dais. Southern folk stood near their princess. A few lifted their masks, scanning the gates with a bit of trepidation. No doubt the absences of Astrid had more than a few fae uneasy.

“Do you not wish to wait for the Southern queen?” I murmured.

“Queen Astrid is not a critical piece in my ascension. I have the crown and the alliance. I do not need an aggravating mother watching my every move. So, no. I do not care, nor wonder where she’s gone. In fact, I rather hope she fell into a troll burrow.”

“Gods. Do you care about nothing but yourself?”

“Oh, Malin. Why waste the time?”

He was horrid. My pulse would not cease thudding in my head, but my blood chilled when I caught his eye. The Benevolent was at the forefront of the dais. His wicked smile was a glimpse to the hardened soul inside.

If fate favored us, this would be his last night living.

What was happening outside the gates? Where was Kase now? Was Ari found out in the dungeons, possibly killed? I flicked my eyes to the young Southern princess. She looked nothing like Bracken, but had an innocent loveliness about her.

The nearer we came to the end of the aisle, the more my confidence in our plans, our moves began to wane. Who was I to bring so many people here to die for a land that had shown us no kindness? Who was I to claim I had the brains, the courage, and the grit to take a throne?

Bend, but do not break.

Tova’s gentle plea ran through my head. I drew in a sharp breath through my nose. This was the move. Kase believed in me. So did the guilds. Hells, an entire bleeding kingdom had come to fight our war out of loyalty to a queen they’d never met.

Niall finally stopped the procession at the end of the aisle. He turned toward me. “You’ll place the ring, then move behind me so the officiator can speak.”

Low, near my hip, the holy man slid the ring box into my palm. I hated how my hands trembled when I opened the lid. The glass ring was polished to perfection. The moment the top was removed, the black runes sparked to gold.

“Our people,” the holy man shouted. He turned toward the crowd, shielding me and Niall as I pinched the ring and hovered it near his little finger. “Our king will be crowned with the ring of legends. It will bear proof the blood in his veins has been chosen to lead our land into a new era. Blessed by the Norns with gifts of fate.”

The holy man raised his arms, and murmured prayers lifted up from the folk in the audience, echoing across the courtyard.

Warmth pulsed into my fingertips where I touched the ring. For a moment, I was lost in the strange beauty of it.

“Remember, I will end Kase without remorse,” Niall growled.

When I smiled, I took a bit of satisfaction at his look of surprise. “Of course, you will.”

I slid the ring onto Niall’s finger and stepped back. Satisfied, Niall lifted his hand to reveal the glow of the runes. All around, people gasped, some applauded, others sobbed their gratitude for a restored throne.

None of it lasted long.

Soon the stone walls of the courtyard were filled with shrieks and cries of fear. Ladies clung to their men as they reached for their swords.

Niall watched with horror as every edge of the courtyard, every gate surrounding the Black Palace, was swiftly surrounded by looming walls of darkness, tall as the highest gate around the yard.

“What is this?”

“It is a pity you are so afraid, Niall.” I sneered, practically baring my teeth. “Those fears are about to be realized.”

“What did you do?” He clawed at the ring, then froze.

Directly behind Niall Grym, black eyes stepped into the light.
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Chapter 48
The Nightrender


Shadow walking had been one of our first steps in the final plan from the moment I realized it could be done. But when the connection to the ring proved we could focus where we walked, the plan was sealed as the final show at the wicked masquerade.

Malin would be captured by the Black Palace. Niall would be convinced he needed Malin alive to keep him in power. She would be the one to place the ring onto Niall’s finger.

Then, we would walk through darkness and bring their nightmares to life.

The heady thrill of a plan unraveling quickened my pulse as the burn of fear soaked into my heart and tongue. My chest burned with a direct link to Niall Grym, and, hells, he had a great many fears.

“It’s done.” I said softly.

“Finally.” Raum beamed and unsheathed his sword.

Whistles all around the forest echoed, signaling everyone in their different positions that the shadows would come. To step through. To attack.

I opened my palms, and like phantoms, billows of darkness shot toward the sky. Thick, syrupy black formed a mighty circle around us. The same way Gunnar had been able to focus on walking to a boulder deep in the trees, we would walk into the courtyard of the Black Palace and take our places before they could retaliate.

Herja, Halvar, and Gunnar were with the archers and would emerge at the staircases leading to the upper gates. Valen, the Sun Prince, and Tor would step through near the bridges. Warriors and Falkyns would descend at every edge of the courtyard.

We would have the palace surrounded.

I gave a nod to Ash and Hanna down the line of warriors. They smiled and pounded on their battle drums.

Ten beats went by, then I took the first step into the darkness.

Cold bit at my face, but frosty air was soon enveloped by sweet hints of cream and icing, of rosemary and juices from roast pheasant.

Before my last step, I emerged on the other side of the shadow wall, directly behind Niall Grym.

Malin was masked and grinning three paces away. Niall fought to free himself from the ring, but his panic kept him fumbling like a fool. Guests screamed and scrambled out of their seats, clamoring over others in search of an escape.

They would not get far. The shadow wall had locked around the furthest gate of the palace. From all corners and every edge, our army stepped through.

I wasted no time and gripped Niall’s wrist with the ring. He had half a breath to look at my face before I sliced the sharpened edge through the bone of his little finger.

“This does not belong to you.”

Niall roared his pain, stumbling into Raum who clutched the bastard to his chest, a knife to his throat.

The instant the queen’s ring and Niall’s finger were in my hand, a blast of brilliant light shot toward me.

Sabain raced across the courtyard, aiming his mesmer at my head.

“Kase!” Malin screamed.

I fired back at Sabain with the darkness built from all the fears of this day, from the pain of the past, the horrors of the unknowns. All of it had festered and cracked open when the blast of shadows collided with Sabain’s chest.

He crossed his arms like a shield over his heart but stumbled against the force of it.

Sabain’s shoulders rose and fell in furious breaths when he locked his gaze on me. Another blast of mesmer and energy would fail too swiftly. With my gaze on his face, I unsheathed my blacksteel sword.

Sabain’s cruel eyes darted from my sword to the bloody ring in my hand. Instead of holding his ground, the coward spun on his heel and disappeared into the swarm of war. I cursed and lowered my sword, drawn away by the sweet sound of Malin’s laughter. She cheered alongside the Northern warrior, Frey.

I followed their line of sight to the Black Palace as Luca and Hob burst into a unit of skydguard beside the cooking room. They’d snatched Dagny from the inner palace, and now she fought at Luca’s side. Dagny swung a sword a little naively, but enough to get a few hacks into flesh.

The ground rumbled. Cobbles snapped out of place.

Not the worst Valen would do tonight, but the movement was meant as a signal they were in place. From atop the palace rooftop, Halvar cheered when Ari emerged from a back doorway that led into the cellars and dungeons. He’d never truly been trapped, but it was a relief to see his face alive and fighting.

The ambassador joined Luca and Dagny without a pause to catch a breath. Luca confused the guards with multiple projections of different Falkyns and Kryv, overwhelming the units so Dagny could impale their innards.

Ari fought with as much bloodlust, but his rage was pointed at one fae more than others. A woman. They grunted and crossed blades like it was a race to spill the other’s blood. It was a strange fight. Passion filled. Hatred and . . . more. There was more than rage in Ari’s eyes as he fought the woman.

Folk tried to flee into the palace, but the elixirs our false fae courtiers had previously set burst once people crossed certain thresholds. Shards of glass littered the courtyard, beams at doorways toppled, and thick dark smoke billowed from the palace, forcing people back to the masquerade courtyard.

“Luca!” Niall cried out, furious.

Raum struck him in the side of the head, and once Elise, Tova, and Eryka appeared, they went to work binding Niall to the posts of his dais.

Princess Signe slapped a long dagger against her palm, grinning and revealing two jagged fangs in her mouth.

“I must tell you,” Signe said to Niall, “I’ve decided I will not be taking vows with you.”

Eryka laughed with a bit of pride and linked her arm with her cousin, placing the girl on watch over Niall along with one of the Falkyns.

Malin leaned over my shoulder, her gaze on Niall. “You should learn the difference between your brother’s illusions and what is reality. Kase was never there in the grass. Then again, you did not truly have power over the Southern fae by then anyway.” Malin glanced at me, her eyes wild. “Those guards claimed fealty to Bracken?”

“The moment he showed his face they knew he was the victor.” I sneered at Niall. “He’ll be here soon for the rest. The fae did enjoy playing a new game against you, though. Made their attack look damn near believable even against illusions.”

“A thousand praises, Niall,” Malin went on, laughing cruelly. “You were utterly terrifying the way you described the torture he’d endure. Truly graphic, but the truth is you’ve never had control of this night.”

Elise shoved a dirty linen gag into Niall’s mouth when he opened it to shout his retorts at us. The queen beamed and spun a sword in her grip.

“Go win your kingdom!”

At long last, I claimed the moment, even the briefest pause, to crush Malin’s body against mine. She ripped off her mask and kissed me hard and fast. With her mouth to mine, I slid the bloody ring onto her finger.

I pulled back enough to whisper, “Hit your marks, wife.”

Shadows slithered off her skin like long serpents and hunted her victims. Southern warriors. Blood fae. Skyds. Nobles fighting too much. There were no prejudices when it came to her mesmer.

I watched with a bit of awe as her darkness coiled around dozens of folk all at once. They cried out as her mesmer slid into their heads through noses and ears, much like she’d done when she’d devoured the skyds in Skítkast.

What memories she was taking, I didn’t know. It didn’t matter. When Malin pulled the shadows back, the people she’d claimed looked around, confused and terrified.

Our warriors moved in and took the Southern fae, the skyds. Kryv and Falkyns hurried in and relieved the nobles of their weapons.

Blood stained the gaudy ribbons. Tables already lined with the feast were overturned, splattering the stones with glazes and syrups and ale. Folk tried to flee over the gates but were met with spiked fence posts shooting up from the soil. Ash, Hanna, Stieg, and Ellis had been particularly proud of those traps.

No one was leaving until every witness left alive saw the truth of Malin’s power.

The stun of the surprise attack faded. Skydguard units roared and attacked with fearsome strength. We’d cut down enough with our onslaught, their numbers were at long last more aligned with ours. The North, the Falkyns, and the Kryv took the upper hand quickly.

Black Palace Alvers tried to strike, but Hagen and Hanna were already blocking Rifters and Hypnotiks. It wasn’t long before the Alvers, the ones not so lost to Ivar’s förvirring, recognized this was a chance at freedom.

They turned their blades on the skyds and they fought alongside thieves and vagabonds.

Gunnar and Herja led the archers in a wave of arrows. From the stables, the border walls, the sloped rooftops of the palace, they herded the skyds toward the bridge connecting the main palace to the masquerade courtyard.

When more than fifty guards tried to use the bridge in retreat, a burst of poisonous blue fire erupted from the ravine below.

The ground shook in a violent wave, taking the bridge down and the skyds with it. Bodies turned to ash. Screams faded into wet, gory thuds when those who’d dodged the fire fell over the edges of the shattered ground and broke over the stones of the bridge.

Tor and Sol would be able to blast their violent fire and blight at least four more times before losing their strength.

Valen could take out half the palace before he’d be forced to turn to his axes.

Folk screamed and cowered in the chaos. Elise, Eryka, and Tova met their marks, weaving in and out, binding people as prisoners.

“Kase!” Gunnar shouted from a watch tower. He pointed at a corner gate, practically bouncing on his toes. “The Southern fae! They’re here. The prince!”

A smile curled in the corner of my mouth. The gate flung open. Sofia ran in first, a fae with iridescent wings came next. The prince stepped into the courtyard. Hodag had described him as near death, but this prince nearly glowed under the moonlight. His body was strong and thick with corded muscles.

With the full moon, Bracken would be stronger than any of us. Part of me did not believe his skin could be as impenetrable as stone until a skyd took a wild swing and the blow landed on the crook of Bracken’s neck and shoulder.

By the hells, the prince hardly flinched. With a fierce glare, he turned on the skyd. Bracken had his sword impaling the same spot in the skydguard’s neck in the next breath.

“The Prince of the Court of Hearts claims his place as High King!” Bracken shouted. “Queen Astrid has been defeated and imprisoned. Cease your fighting or die.”

Bracken’s voice flowed over the courtyard. Fiske and Isak whooped nearby when the majority of the Southern Fae hesitated, but after a few moments began to drop their weapons, submitting to the victor of the game. To their new king.

The skydguard were not so willing. Niall was subdued, but still struggled and grunted.

Malin ran into a cluster of skydguard with Raum. A blade sliced through the air at my back. I spun around with just enough time to lift my blacksteel to block the strike.

A burly skyd sliced a second blade at my middle. I spun away, cutting at his knees. He dodged. I lunged. The damn guard earned a hit to my shoulder. To pull my mesmer was thwarted since this bleeding skyd was the sort who held little fear for battle. Instead, he thrived on it.

His sword jabbed. I danced away and swung at his spine. The tip of my sword sliced his ribs, dropping him to one knee.

The ground shook again. A fracture split beneath our boots and . . . there it was. A glimmer of fear.

I laughed out loud. The skyd was terrified of heights. He’d watched dozens of his fellow guards fall to a brutal death because of Valen.

Almost like the king knew I had need of his magic, another violent shudder widened the crevice beneath us. In the corner of my eye, Valen lowered again. He gave me a dark smile.

The guard gave a valiant effort to bury his fear of falling to the hells, but it was too late. I slammed my palm onto the cobblestones. Beneath my hand the gash in the courtyard widened and the skyd could not escape it.

He screamed as he fell into nothingness.

I looked to the king. Valen’s smile was wide, almost conniving, until it dropped.

“Kase!” The king lifted an axe as if he might throw it. “At your back!”

I spun around and a sharp burn filled my middle.

Sabain’s unfeeling eyes held mine. My body trembled. Slowly, I looked to the space between us. A short blade filled the center of my stomach. My head grew foggy, but I knew . . . I knew this wound was too deep, too violent.

Sabain snapped his teeth at me and ripped the sword from my middle. He laughed. He would’ve kept laughing if an axe did not slice deep into his shoulder.

“Gods!” Valen cursed his miss, but it was enough to wound Sabain. Enough to get him to back away to protect his own worthless life.

Fetid blood burned in the back of my throat. A scream rattled in my ears. The one capable of breaking my heart.

When I stumbled, slender arms were there to catch me. Malin’s bright eyes hovered over me. Blood heated my lips, but in truth the pain wasn’t even so bad anymore. I . . . I couldn’t feel anything.

“Don’t cry, Mallie,” I whispered. “Nothing hurts.”

“Kase.” She sobbed, brushing my hair off my face incessantly. “Kase, don’t you dare leave me. Don’t you dare. Kase. Kase!”

Her face was the last I saw before the world went dark.
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Chapter 49
The Memory Thief


This wasn’t happening. It couldn’t be. I was lost in an illusion.

This. Wasn’t. Happening.

“Kase!” I screamed as his eyes rolled back in his head.

Valen dropped beside me, panicked as he checked the pulse point on Kase’s neck, as he scanned the pool of blood gathering around Kase’s middle. The king’s dark eyes locked on mine. There was disbelief in his gaze, but resignation too.

No. No. No.

“No!” I screamed at Valen. The ring scorched my skin. I clasped my hands to Kase’s cheeks. He didn’t respond, didn’t reach for me. “To the Otherworld and back. To the damn Otherworld!”

I pressed my brow to his. I made him a promise and I would keep it. Nothing mattered but keeping this man breathing. Not a war, not a bleeding crown. Nothing mattered but Kase Eriksson.

My throat grew raw from my screams. My desperation clawed at my desire to keep him alive, to hear him laugh when he thought no one was looking. I would kill a thousand men if I could wake to his crooked grin again. If I could fall asleep in his arms while we argued about what flavor of honey stick would be sweeter.

Disoriented and desperate, I cried out my rage and broken heart, holding onto Kase’s unmoving body. The courtyard spun in a whirlwind. Flashes of light speared the sky. Whispers of shadows curled around us.

Voices filled my head. Words of guidance, of acceptance for death.

“He’s mine!” I screamed. They couldn’t have him. Whatever lived in the Otherworld, gods, fate, monsters, they could not have him.

All at once, the spinning ceased. Darkness surrounded me like it had when I’d stepped into Valen’s mind.

“A fate kings and queens, nor thief or peasant can escape.” A woman—or a spectral of one—stood before me. Her skin translucent, her hair nothing but misty darkness. Her eyes were milky white. “His fate is mine.”

I licked my dry lips. The ring was nothing but a band of fire in the darkness. Painful, but the ache drew a constant thrum of power. I did not know if this was in my head, but if this was the fate of death, I would slit her throat if she took my husband from me too soon.

“It is not his fate.”

“His fate . . .” The misty woman tilted her head. “Or another.”

The hisses in the dark taunted me. They urged me to play the role of gods and choose who I deemed worthy to die. Who I cared so little about their life did not matter.

Flashes of faces I loved overtook my mind. Niklas laughed as he tossed some of his fiery elixirs. No. I couldn’t take Nik. Gunnar, next. He cheered on Eryka. I screamed as visions of their wretched deaths were offered up instead of Kase’s.

Cruel laughter etched through the folds of my mind like a disease spreading until hopelessness took hold. Death and violence found Hob, Herja, and Elise. Or perhaps I ought to pick Ash, Hanna. Maybe Hagen or Bard.

Folk I loved and cherished were offered up in a maddening swirl of blood and death. I clutched the sides of my head, silently begging her to take me instead. I screamed my frustration when the whisper of the horrid spectral continued to taunt me with her endless reminders that Kase was nearing his final breath.

His fate is mine.

I did not bend. I broke.

“Enough!” The ring roared in fire, lighting the shadows between us. The scorch of mesmer ignited in my veins. I schooled my gaze on the ghostly woman until the cruel whispers faded and angry screams replaced them.

She would not take him. She would forget his bleeding face until Kase Eriksson was an old, frail man ready to greet the gods.

Pressure knotted in my chest like dozens of fists pressed against my heart. I couldn’t hold the rush of mesmer another moment. Another scream scraped up my throat, and I flung my arms wide. A blast of darkness erupted from my palms, my chest, from what seemed to be every pore on my skin.

The cruel spectral was devoured by billows of shadows as furious wind gathered the night. Like serpents, the ribbons of shadows split in a dozen different directions through the haze of the courtyard. Time seemed to slow but for the darkness. Each slithering shadow sped around boots, bodies. They leapt over flipped tables and broken cobblestones.

Voices hissed in my ear. Demands I cease fighting our fate. I refused. Next, low hisses of threats, promises of pain filled my head. I buried every sound and shouted out a single reply, “You do not get to take him, you will take another.”

One face burned in my mind. A single heartbeat beckoned my rage and called my darkness.

Sabain.

Coils of night hunted him until I found him near the stairs of the courtyard that would lead to the boathouse. I set my jaw, every muscle throbbed, and I balled my fists.

Half a heartbeat was all it took to entangle the Benevolent in my shadows. Sabain crashed forward, his forehead struck the stones on the ground. With a groan, he rolled over onto his back, eyes spinning wildly in his head. Part of me believed he did not see me. It didn’t matter. His fate was sealed whether he saw my face or lived a horrible nightmare of an unseen force.

The whirlwind still raged, but I stretched out my hand through the storm. My palm gripped his face. My mesmer latched onto his thoughts in an instant. The Benevolent’s screams were a sweet song.

Darkness cut into every crevice of his skull. Ears, nose, mouth, my shadows slid into Sabain’s mind. I inhaled to the point my chest couldn’t expand. At least a dozen more times, I breathed in until smoke and memories were ripped from his mind and placed into mine.

Ghostly shapes gathered in my head. The moments of Kase falling under Sabain’s sword spilled into my mind in reverse. Heat blossomed beneath my palm. The images sharpened. Kase was back on his feet, in shock as Sabain rammed his sword through his middle. Then, the sword was yanked free of Kase’s stomach, and Sabain took a few back paces. Smoke wrapped around the moments of Kase before Sabain attacked.

Sabain’s fearful gaze found mine, and at last, I knew he saw my face. “No!” He screamed. “Leave me.”

“He did not kill you as a boy,” I snarled. “But I will kill you as a man.”

The ring hummed in mesmer, but I never let up. I drew more breath; more shadows suffocated the bastard. Memories pulled from his past, his childhood. The moments where the Benevolent might’ve had a chance to be decent, but instead he chose to be the sniveling weakling he was added hot rage to my heart.

His screams weakened. His body went slack. The blurred moments of his infancy were mine, until I came to the precipice, the earliest thoughts, the earliest reflexes of the man. Once more the spectral was there, silent and ominous in the storm of darkness.

I locked my gaze on the misty shape, then ripped my palm away from the Benevolent. I’d taken his beginning, his existence. He was nothing but bones and flesh. When I pulled back my hands, a coil of gold, the same fiery red as the runes on the queen’s ring, danced over my palm.

By the hells, I didn’t understand what I’d just done, but a strange confidence kept me reeling through every step. As if my mesmer knew how to finish this.

“Here is your life. Forget the other.” I reeled back and tossed the ball of light at the ghostly woman. The instant it touched the shadows, a blast of heat and power knocked me backward.

My hair whipped my face, darkness burst into the lanterns and scents of the courtyard. Blood and ale, death and sugar. A sickly collision of revelry and war. When the storm faded, I was once more sprawled out over Kase’s chest.

All around me folk had gathered. They stared at us with a mixture of awe and terror. Let them stare, I leaned over Kase’s body and clutched his face, desperately searching for warmth in his skin, for breath in his lungs.

Kase’s chest lifted in a rough gasp. Then another. Deep, living breaths.

His eyes fluttered open. They were glassy at first, but when they locked on mine, he lifted his hand to my cheek. His voice cracked as he whispered, “To the Otherworld and back, Mallie.”

I collapsed on his chest, my arms squeezing his neck, and sobbed.

Exhaustion and adrenaline seeped out of my pores, but I refused to loosen my grip. I let my tears soak his tunic. Kase made no attempt to move, keeping me locked in his arms. Gods, I didn’t know if the battle still waged, but we were defended by a circle of Kryv and warriors.

“Kase. Malin.” When we both looked up, Luca was only a few paces away. Blood soaked his face, smoke and ash darkened his clothes, but he was alive. His hand was clasped tightly in Dagny’s. He grinned at the both of us. “It’s over.”
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Chapter 50
The Nightrender


I was alive. Death had tried to claim me, and for a moment I’d been certain it had. But somewhere in the dark, Malin’s voice broke into my senses. She’d screamed and raged. She’d battled with her words with someone unseen. Then, breath filled my lungs. My wound closed as if it had not existed, and I was returned to the heat of the battlefield.

“Kase. Malin.” Luca shoved through the crowd, Dagny beside him. “It’s over.”

Malin and I shared a look with each other. Her eyes were puffy, and tear tracks carved salty scars through the blood and sweat on her cheeks. I tugged on her bottom lip with my thumb. “It’s over.”

She released my neck, not saying a word. Together we stood. Everyone stared at us like we might burst into flames.

I had plans to work through what had happened here today, but later. We had to finish this. For good.

“Kase,” Raum called, waving his hand to bring us closer. “Get over here.”

At the staircase leading to the river, I choked on my own breath. Sabain was sprawled out on his back. Dead. Burned into his forehead was a simmering rune mark. The edges still burned red as if it were freshly made.

A brand would be painful but not fatal. Nor would a shoulder wound.

“He took the mark,” Malin whispered.

“What mark?”

Malin held up the ring. The golden runes were dulling now that her mesmer was fatiguing. But the inverted rune for life was black. The same symbol etched onto Sabain’s head.

“One of the rune marks went out.”

“Wait, Malin,” I said, my head spun in the strangeness of it all. “Did you do this? With the ring?”

“I heard the words in my head,” she said thickly. “They wanted to take you, and I . . . I wouldn’t let them. They tried to get me to pick someone we loved, b-but how could I take Ash, or . . . or Niklas, or Elise? The voices were horrid.” Malin hiccupped as emotion took hold. “Taunting me, telling me such cruel things. They tried to frighten me, but I couldn’t . . . no, I wouldn’t, let you go. I picked his face from the crowd, Kase. I wanted him to suffer.”

I blinked, trying to keep up with what she was saying. I assumed ‘they’ meant the power of the ring. Malin had mentioned whispers guided her when she wore it, much the same as fear whispered to me. “You killed Sabain? How?”

Tears dripped onto her cheeks; her jaw tightened. “I drained him of his pathetic existence. I took every memory until there was not a single flicker of life left. I don’t know how, but . . . but I knew another life was needed if . . . if Death was going to forget you.”

I did not believe in gods, but something strange had pulled me back from the edge of death. I could hardly grapple with the truth of it. My wife’s power . . . had robbed me from the sight of death. Whether her mesmer literally stole the memory from some deity or if her passion, if our vow, somehow dragged me back by taking the energy of Sabain’s dying body, really didn’t matter.

She was a staggering force. A brutal, vicious, perfect queen of shadows.

“Malin,” I said, but no words seemed worthy to describe the awe.

Malin buried her face against my chest. “I would not let the Otherworld have you.”

Her muffled sobs broke a new crack down my chest. When she pulled away, she glared at Sabain’s unmoving body. Had I wanted to kill the bastard for all he’d done to me? Yes. But knowing death snuck up from behind and took him long before his fated time was wholly satisfying.

“I think I understand the marks,” she whispered.

“What do you think?”

“These are powerful gifts of fate. Death, the past, present, and future. Using them often would be dangerous. I think the dead rune means . . . I can never do it again. One chance to twist fate with memories, then it is done. Perhaps I have the ability to still alter a past, or a present. Perhaps I could change a future if I desired. But if I had to guess, the ring allows one chance.” She tightened her grip around my waist. “Don’t you dare try to die again, Kase. I’m not sure I will be able to piss on the fates again and bring you back.”

I laughed, still stunned, and kissed the top of her head. All hells, my wife held the gift of altering the past, the present, and the future.

But there wouldn’t be a need to use them. All I saw ahead was light. What would I change in the past when it all led me to her? What would I change in my present when I held her in my arms? How could a future with Malin at my side need to be altered in the slightest?

The queen’s ring would burn for her until our last breaths.

I pinched her chin between my fingers and hovered my lips over hers. “You are formidable, My Queen, and I am terribly in love with you.”

Malin released a wet laugh and kissed me. She kissed me like she might lose me. I would have her kiss me like this always. We knew too well the pain of the alternative. We’d come too close to losing each other too many times.

Never again.
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The wounded were being cared for by Elixists and Mediskis all along the back courtyard in the palace.

Sol finally had color in his face again, now that Niklas insisted the deep stab wound in the center of Torsten’s ribs had missed his heart and lungs and he would be well in a few weeks. Elise had nearly collapsed after the fighting ceased.

Half the army seemed to be beside her table. Valen had not budged even though Bevan had insisted she merely needed more water. Halvar somberly marked the fallen warriors, clasping their hands over their blades.

Junie did the same with Raum for the Falkyns. They lost twelve of their guild. Twelve.

I looked at the Kryv as they aided others. We’d lost Vali. I was nearly bound for my own funeral pyre. I could not stomach losing any of them.

“Nightrender.” The old holy man strode across the yard to me. “You will keep our agreement?”

“You kept your end of the bargain. I will personally see to it you and your woman have passage to Hemlig to live with your son, his wife, and your grandchildren until you greet the Otherworld. No shame, holy man. Tell folk all you want that you love the woman. Claim your family.”

His eyes welled with unshed emotion as he clasped my forearm before he disappeared out of the broken courtyard.

Malin stood across the yard with Bard and Hob. There was nothing but death and destruction around us, but it would be weeks before we unraveled it all. All I wanted to do in this moment was fall asleep beside my wife.

Preferably without clothing.

“We have a great deal of prisoners.” Ari stepped in front of me, destroying all my plans.

I frowned. “Expected after a bleeding battle.”

“Yes, but we have dangerous prisoners. Queen Astrid,” he counted off on his fingers. “Niall Grym being some of the more imposing ones.”

I followed his gaze to the place where Stieg helped other warriors, and of course, Ash, Hanna, and Ellis had corralled the prisoners. Among the dozens of skydguard and fae warriors, Niall slumped against a fence post. As did the woman Ari had battled. Her wrists were bound behind her back, and a despondent curve set her mouth in tension.

I clapped Ari on the shoulder. “Why don’t you find places for them all? Bracken will need to be part of the sentencing, and we need rest before we do anything logical.”

“Agreed. I’ve not used fury for so long before, then fought in a damn war straightaway. I knew I was impressive, but this goes beyond even my imaginings.”

I shoved him again until we both laughed.

Ari’s smile faded. He clasped my forearm. “I’m glad you’re alive, Kase. Truly.”

“Me too.”

Prisoners were led to the dungeons under the Black Palace. Hodag had returned to fill in her burrows in case anyone grew clever and tried to escape.

Bracken’s two guards, the one with the wings and another green-haired fae, were among those who would stand watch the first night. Eryka told us they were Bo and Rune, two forest fae with unique glamour.

Bo was a tracker. He could find anything, through storm or sun, he would not lose a scent. Rune was unique. Not only for the wings he could reveal or hide, but when his eyes turned white, anyone meeting his stare turned to stone. To stone.

I could not fathom it, but it was enough to keep most prisoners quiet and docile.

We overtook the palace, finding sleeping rooms, raiding the kitchens, befriending serfs and servants who’d taken cover when battle raged.

I skipped a boisterous gathering in the massive dining hall with the Kryv, Prince Bracken, and his warriors. All I wanted was Malin. Niall’s chambers were locked, and more than one groan came from behind the door.

Slowly, I removed my hand and backed away.

“Wise choice.” Sol Ferus clapped a hand on my shoulder as he strode past to another chamber down the hall. He had a few cuts and bruises but wasn’t half asleep on his feet like most of us. “Malin insisted Elise have the finest room. Valen went inside not long ago.”

I promptly turned away from the door after Sol disappeared into his room.

Luca and Dagny had claimed Luca’s old chamber.

I would not sleep where Britta or Ivar slept. It left skydguard tower as the place she might be. Malin had a soft spot for the room I’d used when my mind was taken from her. One glance at the wall near the window and the memory of her soft gasps, the heat of her center clenching around my hand, and I agreed wholeheartedly this was the best room.

From the doorway I smiled, my heart racing at the sight of her damp, washed hair splayed out over a pillow like rays of sunlight.

I stripped my top and my boots, and slid beneath the furs, draping an arm around her waist. Malin jolted awake.

She blinked into focus and traced my jawline. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep.”

“You need sleep.” I kissed her forehead and tugged her closer.

“I need you.”

“You have me, Mallie. Always.” I tucked her head under my chin. “Sleep. We have every tomorrow from now on.”
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Chapter 51
The Memory Thief


I woke to heat running down my middle. Unbidden, a groan slipped out when my eyes cracked and Kase’s mouth was slowly devouring my body.

“Is this how you will wake me from now on?”

“If you ask it of me, I have no complaints,” he said, kissing my inner thigh.

I shifted my hips, fitting him between me. “Nor would I, Nightrender.”

Kase covered me with his body and crushed my mouth against his. His hand slid up my ribs, teasing my breast. I wrapped my legs around his waist, holding his hips against the heat of my core and arched into him.

“Are you making silent demands of me,” he whispered against my neck.

I whimpered when his teeth tugged at my ear. “Yes. I don’t know why you’ve left these demands unsatisfied. You are wearing pants Kase, and I hate it.”

He laughed, nipping and sucking on my throat as he lifted enough to remove his trousers. There was a frenzy unlocked within me when his skin touched mine. A desperate need to be as near to him as I could.

I dug my fingernails into his hips, urging him closer. Kase’s eyes darkened with need and gave one thrust, joining us.

The frenzy didn’t ease.

Kase held my gaze and rocked his hips against mine as he filled me completely. Every rough breath and gentle touch claimed every piece of me.

My ankles locked around his hips. I held on tighter, desperate to rid us of any space between our bodies. The way he made love to me was different. It was deeper. We’d fought our whole lives for this moment. A time when we were free to love each other. When no one had sinister plans to separate us. We’d dreamed of the day when we could use our mesmer, not as the Malevolent of the Black Palace. Not as a memory thief who was born to be hunted.

As Kase and Malin. First loves. Only loves.

I scratched at the scars on his back as each movement deepened until my body couldn’t take more of it. I cried out his name, burying my face against his neck. His release came in the next thrust. He held me, trembling, then collapsed over my body.

I adjusted, so his cheek was on my chest. For a long moment, we didn’t move. Only our heavy breaths filled the quiet of the room.

“I love you, Malin Strom,” he whispered.

“Eriksson.”

“What?”

I kissed the top of his head. “You call me Strom often. When are you going to finally let your house claim the orphan girl from the hayloft?”

Kase propped onto his elbows, the gold of his eyes flashing playfully. “You were part of House Eriksson from the first time you held my hand during a nightmare. I’m a little offended it took you so long to catch up.”

“Me? Gods, you’re infuriating sometimes.” I pinched his sides, drawing out the laughter he shared with so few people.

A sound I would have with me until the end of days. No. Even longer.
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I swallowed, embarrassed that the reflex was rough enough it made a gulping noise. Kase squeezed my hand, his smile encouraging.

Hells, he looked formidable and delicious all at once. Dressed in black, shadows draping off his shoulders, encircling the both of us like a dark mantle.

“This is your moment, Mal,” Tova said in a rough whisper. She bit into one of the many honey cakes left uneaten and not smashed after the battle. “Give them their new queen.”

Once everyone had been roused from a night of fighting, once wounds had been cleaned and bandaged, once our dead were properly prepared for the many funeral pyres, we’d gathered in the long council room.

Folk of the East, nobles and common alike, filled the gaps and alcoves. On his knees at the head of the room, Niall Grym stared at the floor. He would meet his fate today.

On my other side, Elise squeezed my hand, her blue eyes held mine. “This is your birthright. A fated queen.”

Nerves were irritating. I knew the ring woke for me, but turns of being irrelevant had a way of chipping at the soul. Doubt and a bit of fear were thick and sharp. I knew the Kryv accepted me, they’d made me one of theirs.

But would a kingdom do the same? Only yesterday I’d been their enemy.

I blew out a long breath. With shadows around me and Kase at my side, I stepped into the center of the room. The walk toward Niall took ages. Whispers followed me, but I kept my gaze straight ahead.

“You do not know what you’ve done,” Niall said, voice harsh, like pebbles rattled in the back of his throat.

“I know you believe there is some dark power that wanted you on the throne, but the ring chose me. Fate chose me.”

I scanned a few curious faces of noble folk, of Alvers from across the kingdom. There were academics who’d arrived after the academy had been overthrown. Wealthy who had been pampered by Ivar. Alvers who’d emerged from their dark corners of hiding across the regions peered over shoulders curiously. All waited for their sign of proof I was who I said.

“Then kill me, memory thief,” Niall said. “Take your throne. You will do me a service. More battles are to come, and I shall watch them at the table of the gods while you lot bleed.”

The unquenchable fear of future battles prickled up my back. No. This was our victory—it was foretold by my mother, by sagas from centuries ago. Niall Grym had no power here. Nor did his manipulative, ominous words.

“I am not a memory thief.” I lifted my voice so all could hear. “I am Malin. Born of House Eld, the royal line of the queens of old, raised by House Strom, and vowed for the eternities to House Eriksson. I have many names, but I am not a simple memory thief. I am the fated one to hold this ring.”

I shot my hand in the air, revealing the burning glow of the rune marks. Murmurs grew louder across the room. Anticipation, fear, a new thrill gathered around us like smoke, breathing in and out of our lungs. Adding a bit of fire to the blood.

I tilted my head, grinning at Niall. “I will not kill you. What would that prove? These folk need to see the truth of my words. That is your fate, Niall Grym; you shall secure my throne.”

Raum, Lynx, and Isak were the ones who held Niall’s shoulders. They kept him from thrashing too much as I covered Niall’s face with the hand with the ring.

Kase was close. His shadows thickened like a comforting embrace. But soon, the darkness spilled from my palms. There were times I wondered what the mesmer of the last queen looked like. Was it bright and comforting? What mesmer had her lover had, what had her vows created?

Shadows were ours. Feared by some, revered by others.

I smiled as thin rivulets of dark mist slid through Niall’s nose and parted mouth. I inhaled. The cool pull of his memories was bitter on my tongue. One after the other. More breath pulled inky darkness from Niall into me. With the ring, I whispered my desire, a future I had planned for Niall Grym in my head.

Soft, eerie voices returned with direction on how it should be done.

In the early dawn, I’d fretted over the fate of our prisoners. Of Niall most of all. The thought of slitting his throat had upset my insides like a storm inside. I’d nearly vomited at the idea. Then a new thought came. One I’d taken to Kase, to Luca, even to Valen and Elise since they had been in this place not so long ago.

I would take the memories of my enemy, but with the ring, I would reshape his thoughts. Like Ivar’s mesmer, I would change who he was in his own mind. But the added power of the ring would not leave a glimmer of true memories. He would be a man in the world who wished to live a simple life and would never know the truth of his past.

Perhaps it was not the vengeful death many wanted for Niall Grym.

Some might call it merciful. They wouldn’t for long.

When the warmth from the queen’s ring had bloomed throughout my body, I knew it was the best way to prove who I was. The way to truly end the battle of the East. Even still, I’d asked the others. Luca and Dagny had the most reason to hate Niall. But they’d agreed.

Now, they stood close, hand in hand, and watched as I took Niall’s need to destroy his younger brother, as I stole the memories of Dagny, and instead made her simply a woman he would see in passing. Niall would not even know he was a Mediski.

He would be nothing to us. We would be nothing to him.

On my last draw of breath, my eyes fluttered open. Silence grew like a physical thing in the room, pressing against the walls, causing the space to shrink against us.

When Niall lifted his head, his eyes were different. They were absent his cruelty. His lips twitched in a small grin. “Hello, de hän.” Niall looked around. He stared at Luca head on. There was no recognition. “Forgive me, but I seem to . . . not know where I am exactly.”

My heart raced. I’d altered the entire truth of his being. A new history, a new life. I’d stolen the truth and replaced it fully with something else.

Unless he was lying.

She did not wait for me to wave her over. Junius was at my side in the next breath and stepped in front of Niall.

“What is your name?” she asked.

Niall held her stare for a few breaths. “Uh, my name. My name is Kettil of House Nyse.”

Junius flicked her fingertips and went on. “What is it you do, Kettil?”

“I labor in gardens and fields of Castle Ravenspire in the Kingdom of Etta.” Niall scanned his sweaty tunic, and once again looked around the council room. “But as I said, I, well, I seem to have gotten lost.”

“You do not know where you are, or why you would be here?”

Niall’s eyes filled with tears. “I . . . I betrayed my king.” He reached for Junius, clinging to her wrists. “Gods, I didn’t mean to, but I had to fight for the fae. I had to.”

I gestured to Valen and Elise, biting down on my lip to hide the thrill in my smile. When the king and queen faced Niall, his eyes widened with a horrified stun.

“My King,” Niall fell facedown, sobbing. “My Queen, forgive me.”

“This is so strange,” Elise whispered only to me.

“Don’t let us down,” Kase grumbled.

Niklas, Luca, and Kase, had all given ideas to the king if my mesmer brought us to this moment.

Valen cleared his throat and took bits and pieces from suggestions of those of us in the East. “Kettil Nyse, for betraying your king and your people you will meet the gods at the dawn.”

Niall sobbed and tried to reach for Valen’s feet. The king kicked him away, and lifted his chin, signaling to Raum and Isak. “Take him to await his fate.”

“Please, I beg of you,” Niall cried out when the two Kryv tucked their hands under his arms. “My king, please!”

With a grin, Junius faced me. “He told no lies. He had no memory of his old life and never will. It simply does not exist any longer. Niall Grym is dead.”

Silence broke as people gasped. Some cheered. But I froze in place when one of the lords from Furen dropped to his knees before me. The shuffle of feet and rustles of skirts followed. I gaped at the room as a wave of people lowered to their knees.

To me. They bowed to me.

“Knew they wouldn’t bleeding resist once they saw the ring,” Niklas chuckled.

I freed a shaky breath and threaded my fingers with Kase’s. Together we faced the crowd. “I have the ring, but . . . I will not live in a kingdom where choice is taken. I am not the only one who could rule here. In truth, there are many others who would do better.” I gestured to Niklas, to Luca. To my brothers. “The choice is returned to the people on who should hold the crown.”

Kase tugged me against his side. Hanna shoved her way to the front and held my hand while we waited.

Hells, this was almost as horrid as a battle. Waiting for folk to move, to utter a word. Perhaps I was a fool. These noblemen and ladies might fight to the bloody end to steal a crown now. They might start a new war, but the hum of soft chatter faded when Prince Bracken stepped forward.

He looked healthy again but for the dark circles beneath his eyes. His silvery hair was tied off his face, and his pale eyes bright.

“I do not hold a word of law in your kingdom,” Bracken said. To the stun of folk standing nearby, the prince lowered to one knee. “But in our short acquaintance, I want your people to know, the High Court respects and would be proud allies of the shadow queen.”

Elise and Valen came forward next.

Valen grinned with a touch of playfulness. “The Kingdom of Etta will always be allied with the shadow queen. With you, Malin.”

More people bowed. Some kneeled. A great many called my name. Tears burned my eyes, washing away the choking doubt.

Kase pressed his lips close to my ear. “You are their chosen queen, Malin. You will never be forgotten in the hayloft again.”

I clung to him. A single tear dripped onto my cheek as I looked out to the crowd. To my people.

My kingdom.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 52
The Nightrender


“I’m not wearing it.” I folded my arms over my chest in a stand of defiance.

Elise huffed. “You are such an infant. It’s not that bad.”

A week after the battle ended, Malin was the unopposed queen, but as her husband, it seemed to mean the stupid folk of the East wanted me as some sort of king.

That meant bleeding crowns.

I pointed at the black circlet in Elise’s grip. “I’m not putting that on my head.”

“You are the king.”

The title had not settled inside me. I doubted it ever would. Malin and I were not royals. We were thieves. We lived in the underbelly, and now folk expected us to be stuffy and polite.

I refused. And frankly, so did my wife. Her council consisted of thieves and smugglers. She’d considered a few noble folk, but in the end her queries and thoughts were tossed around with the Kryv and Falkyns.

The East would not look the same under her rule. I could hardly wait to see it all unfold, but I would not wear a damn crown.

“Really?” Elise shook her head when my eyes blackened. The queen tossed the circlet back onto the pillow and shook her head. “You’re impossible.”

Malin snickered and took hold of my hand. “Come on. I want to have a good view for this.”

“A good view?” I scoffed. “You have the throne, Mal.”

“True. Still, I’ve been looking forward to this all week. Bracken is interesting and I bet he’ll be clever.”

The whole of the week had meant unraveling one thread after the other, then sewing it all back together again. We’d discovered a prison in Jagged Grove. Many of the prisoners were forgotten and had died.

Malin had found Dain and his young sister, Metta, Ansel’s and Sasha’s children, huddled together in the dark.

Ansel and Sasha were gone. Executed, along with most of House Strom.

The two children of the grounds master were taken by Hagen and Herja. Ansel had been Hagen’s friend, and Hagen had vowed to give the littles a good life in Etta when they returned to the North.

Oskar Vill had been killed defending our camp when rogue fae tried to rescue Queen Astrid. Inge mourned her brother, but took in his wife and children. Slowly, they would rebuild what had been lost between them.

We could use a day of entertainment to shake us from the loss and blood.

Any skyds left standing were tossed into the sea prisons. The academy grounds were repaired, and Niklas was given reign over the space, and access to every repository on the grounds to learn and study. Thief or noble alike. The last of the prisoners were Southern warriors. This was Bracken’s day to have his word.

We entered the masquerade courtyard. Still half broken, but it was returning to its original order. Valen had helped restore most of what he’d broken during the battle. Niklas had determined he wanted Valen to keep the walls around the Falkyn Nest.

“Makes us look terrifying to outsiders. Like we’re a bleeding fortress that ought not to be messed with,” he’d said.

I guided Malin to the seat at the head of the courtyard.

She bit her bottom lip, hiding a smile. “You look stiff, Kase. Ease up.”

I pressed a kiss to her knuckles, leaning close. “I will never grow accustomed to so many damn people bowing to me or gawking at me.”

“Keep frightening them, and perhaps they’ll stop.”

“I like this plan of yours.” I sat beside her in the gaudy, padded chair, slumped, and hardly regal, as Bracken stepped into the center of the court. “I think I will do just that, wife.”

Queen Astrid was returned to the palace after spending the week bound and under guard at our camp.

She was dirty, but still held her chin high as her son approached. “My son. You fought well. Although, I do feel most credit should be delivered to your team.”

“I assure you it will be.” Bracken clicked his tongue. “You were rather fearsome yourself. A tricky, cheat though, capturing me before we even left the South.”

Astrid flipped her hair off her shoulder. “A lesson, son. Be quicker than your enemy.”

“A lesson I shall take to heart.”

After a moment, Queen Astrid lowered to her knees. “Per our laws, I have been defeated in a claim to the throne. I willingly abdicate my seat as High Queen to my son and heir, Bracken. High King of the Court of Hearts. He will remain unchallenged, according to our laws, for no less than a dozen turns.”

The fae folk lowered to their knees. They praised their new king. I would never understand the way the royals fought battles like a game, as if bloodshed did not matter so long as you were victorious.

Bracken held up his hands as his people cheered.

I kept my gaze on Astrid. She smiled. Called her son the king, but there was fear there. A dark secret she carried beneath her smile.

My fist curled over my knee. Inwardly, I marked the queen of the South. She was to be watched from a distance. Should she try to destroy our new ally, or wreak havoc on our kingdom again, I would end her.

Malin laughed with most folk as Bracken began to deliver punishments for those warriors who’d fought on the side of his mother.

Things such as, food would taste sour for fifty turns. They would drop their sword every time they tried to swing it. Some would not be able to grow a beard, or they would not be able to satisfy a lover. All were sealed by an incantation delivered up by a wrinkled fae with a snowy beard down to his waist.

“I was informed this morning,” Bracken announced to the courtyard, “to some thrilling news that will surely strengthen our new bond as kingdoms. My cousin, Eryka, has accepted the hand of Prince Gunnar. I give my blessing to their union without question, but what of his folk?”

Herja and Hagen stood. Laila had been reunited with her parents, along with Von to Luca and Dagny, and the abandoned fae boy to Sol and Tor.

The young princess had already become a caretaker for Dain and Metta, overjoyed to be an older sister. She released their little hands as Hagen picked her up and whispered in her ear.

After a moment, she shot Bracken a toothy grin. “We give our blessing!”

The crowd cheered. Gunnar sat beside his parents, his face had grown red, but he pulled Eryka against his side, kissing the scar on her cheek.

“It is a historic alliance. The union of three kingdoms,” Bracken said. “A prince born of both the East and North, and a princess of the South. These are the bonds that will keep us at peace, bonds that will keep us strong.”

My mouth parted. Malin looked at me at the same time. We both laughed.

“She was right all along,” Malin said. “Eryka would be key in uniting three kingdoms.”

Her random, wild prophecies were more than ramblings. I still thought she didn’t know what she was saying half the time, but she loved Gunnar Strom. That I knew. That was all that mattered, I supposed.

The last order, Bracken had the woman Ari battled brought forward.

“Dear Saga,” he said. “Your choice to stand as my opposition was difficult to stomach.”

“Nothing against you, My King,” Saga said. “My loyalty has always, and will always, remain with the High Court. It now belongs to you.”

Ari scoffed, loudly.

The sound drove Bracken’s attention to the ambassador, and a new light shone in the new king’s eyes as he faced the woman once more. “I believe you. We’ve known each other too long Saga for me to deliver too harsh a punishment. But there must be some consequence. You understand, don’t you?”

“I do.”

“Good.” Bracken was plotting something. He was a tease, a mischief maker. And admittedly, I looked forward to seeing what he would say next. One hand on Saga’s shoulder, he went on. “Saga of House Korsson, for your role in the battle against your king, you will be bound to servitude for . . .” Bracken paused, considering his options. “For one hundred turns to a single master. Ambassador Ari Sekundär of the North.”

“What?” Ari shot to his feet. “Bracken, what⁠—”

He was cut off when Bracken went on, muffling a laugh. “With the hope, you two might finally stop bickering.”

Saga looked horridly pale. She curled her fists around Bracken’s tunic as she lost her composure. “Brack, no. Please, I beg of you. I will serve you for a century. I’ll serve Bo. I will serve the bleeding trolls, please.”

Bracken held up his hand. “It is done, Saga. But do not worry, Ari is in the South so often it will be as if you never left. And,” he said, enunciating, “I know you will soon see what we all enjoy about him. I do look forward to watching it.”

“No.” Ari said with a low growl. “Bracken, I do not want her.”

Bracken sighed. “Then, the only other punishment I can think of is the deadly kind.”

Saga’s face blanched, but so did Ari’s.

He was being cornered. True, this might be a game to Bracken, but even if the fae king did not realize it, he was manipulating the ambassador. I knew Ari enough to know he would not watch a woman be slaughtered if he could stop it, even if he disliked her.

No mistake, Bracken knew the same thing.

After a moment, all Ari could manage was, “Fine. Do it.”

Before anyone could say another word, the old wrinkled fae went to Saga’s side and performed an incantation, binding Saga Korsson to Ari.

Another game. Another jest.

Ari was furious. The playful man I knew was barely keeping rage buried beneath the surface. Valen went to his ambassador and whispered something.

Ari glared at Saga. She glared back at him in return.

“Doesn’t seem fair,” Malin said. “The way Ari looks, it’s like this is a punishment for him too.”

“If he wishes it, we’ll work with Niklas. Perhaps we can find a way to sever the connection.”

Malin seemed appeased at that. I studied Saga, eyes narrowed. Like Astrid, she kept hidden fears inside. But more than anything, fear of Ari Sekundär was there. Why?

Silently, I marked her too. I’d keep watch, shadowed sentinels for Ari. I might be viewed as a king now, but I never lost sight of my marks.
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Alone at long last, I held Malin to my chest in our bed. We did not plan to reside entirely at the Black Palace. Already plans were being made to restore Felstad.

I wanted the haven to remain open for the Kryv, for Falkyns. A trade post and fort of sorts. We could return often, but it would be a place where Niklas could have his books and goods transferred. It could be a place where Alvers and thieves could go, unafraid.

Hob and Inge had already agreed to be the lord and lady of the trade. They would live in the trees, raising their littles, and haggling with traders as they’d always done.

“I can’t believe we’re here,” Malin whispered. She drew small circles on my bare chest. “It seems like this has always been my dream, but I was too afraid to truly dream it.”

I cupped a hand around her face, pulling her lips close to mine. “We can dream any dream, Mallie. Of good kings and gods’ magic.”

She smiled. “Of places where we are not hunted or afraid.”

“You have always been my dream, Malin,” I said. “You have always been my light in the darkness. No one will take it from us now.”

“To the Otherworld and back, Kase.” She closed her eyes. “I will love you to the Otherworld and back.”

I pulled her mouth to mine. A rush of heated emotion took me as I clung to her body. No scheme on the horizon. No bribe or trick. From the girl in the hayloft who stole my boyish heart, to the queen who owned my very soul.

She was mine.

She always would be, and I would certainly always be hers.
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The Ambassador


The Eastern Kingdom was packed from shore to shore with folk I valued, respected, and considered my family. My people.

Even still, I could not pack my bags to leave this bleeding place fast enough.

There was a constant thrum of fire in my blood. A need to move. To speak. The few nights we’d spent drinking ourselves dumb had been pleasant. A revel I would store away in my mind and cling to when days were dull. But as always, the fire returned. There was more to do, more tasks to accomplish, more protections to secure around the people I loved most. I grew uneasy when I was stagnate.

But now the usual excitement, the typical burn of new adventure was absent.

Damn Bracken.

He was not my king, but there was not much I could do but accept his terms. A contract, he no doubt found utterly hilarious.

To me, it was torture.

I had my reasons, the same as Valen, for despising weak spines and traitors.

To bind me to the woman who could not find a backbone sturdy enough to even save her friends, and a young princess who admired her, was not a game. It was a prison sentence that darkened the vigor of life.

Still, with all my disdain, I hadn’t puzzled through why I had not let the blade fall on her neck.

A nudge. A gut twist. Something loosened my tongue, and I agreed to the hundred turn sentence in lieu of watching Saga’s head split from her shoulders.

I shoved the final black tunic into the thick canvas traveling pack and dragged my palms down my face, massaging the tension from my skull. I hated very few in this life, so what a stroke of irony that I was tethered to the woman I could not look at without dreaming of ways to end her.

Except now she knew I wouldn’t.

I’d spared her life. No doubt, the moment of weakness would be used against me.

I tied the ends of the pack together and conjured up ideas on how to torment my new serf for the next century until my grin, no doubt, looked similar to that vicious grin Kase always gave before he laid out a deadly scheme in that black heart of his.

Knuckles rapped on my door. “Ships are ready. I thought we might walk to the docks together.”

Valen folded his arms over his chest and grinned.

How far we’d come. Once he’d been my prisoner, once he thought I would vow with Elise for the gain of Etta. No mistake, my king had wanted to wring my neck a hundred times, but I could easily say Valen Ferus had become my truest friend. But not even my king knew everything that went on up in my head.

Truth be told, I could not think of a person alive who knew the truth of my past.

I’d rather keep certain things to myself. Some secrets were too tainted and dark to share.

“I would consider it an honor.” I shouldered the pack and followed him out the door. “And by honor, I mean an honor for you, My King.”

Valen laughed and nudged my arm.

The Black Palace grounds were already changing. Gone were enslaved Alver folk. Now mesmer would be free to walk in the sunlight. The Falkyn smugglers and Kryv would manage the massive trade square, and unlike the North’s transition when Valen and Elise took the throne, the noble folk seemed overjoyed to have their fated queen returned to them.

Superstitious bastards. All they needed to witness was Malin’s control of the ring and their enemies didn’t stand a chance. The people of the East wouldn’t have allowed anyone but the king and queen of shadows.

My heart warmed as I caught the final farewells with Hagen and Herja.

“It will be good to see your sister with her family after so long,” I told Valen.

He nodded. “Laila has not stopped making plans with her daj and the two littles they’re taking in once they return. And she’s already making demands that Malin and Kase must come visit her and frighten the children of the gentry. Laila finds the noble littles rude.”

I laughed. The little princess was too kind-hearted. “We left with the North with one stowaway child and are returning with a handful more.”

“True.” Valen’s eyes drifted to Sol and Tor. I smiled as the Sun Prince and Torsten laughed when the big-eyed fae infant cooed at a rune charm Tor dangled over his face. Valen nudged my ribs “Aleksi is the name Sol and Tor picked for the boy.”

“Aleksi. I like it. Almost sounds like Ari.”

Valen chuckled. “Right. Almost.” He paused halfway down one of the docks. “Ari. I wanted to discuss something with you.”

“Discuss away. I am always at your whims, unless they become tiresome, or irksome, or I am otherwise engaged. Then, I will, in fact, ignore you without remorse.”

“I hoped you would return to the South to keep watch on Gunnar as they prepare for the vows.”

“Not as the ambassador?”

“You are always my ambassador, but with Bracken on the throne, peace with the Southern Kingdom will be simpler than it might’ve been.” Valen glanced toward the longship holding Herja. “She worries. We all do. It has been many tumultuous turns, and I know it would put us at ease if you were close to Gunnar during preparations. I don’t know if you realize, but you are the only one not vowed to me, and who does not share my blood, that I trust most.”

Gods. Gods. All gods.

Each word pierced the thing deep in my chest. I’d been alone for so long before Valen and Elise Ferus. True, I’d been surrounded by rebels, but had always been detached in a way. Distant.

To have my respect and love for them returned choked my constant words from my throat for a few breaths.

In the end, I did nothing more than dip my chin in a nod and say, “I would be honored.”

Valen clapped me on the shoulder, but his smile was burdened.

“Is there something else?” I asked.

His dark eyes drifted to the longship I would be using. My insides twisted up in the sharp, jagged briars. Saga was already boarded, her wrists bound. She stood by the stempost, letting the sea breeze toss her dark hair around her face.

Her eyes were closed, and I hated how much I wanted to know what she was thinking.

“I know what it is like to be enslaved, Ari.”

Of the things Valen could’ve said, none would’ve cut deeper than that swift reminder that my friends were tortured for centuries.

“Should I have let her die?”

Valen let out a long sigh. “There were days I wish I would’ve been granted death.”

“Gods.” I dragged my fingers through my hair, a boil of frustration bloomed in my chest. “It is not as if I will curse the woman as you were cursed.”

“What will you do with her?”

“I-I don’t know. Have her polish my boots. Bring me warm milk when I can’t sleep. Perhaps she will comb my hair.”

“You’re trying to jest. A habit of yours when you are not comfortable,” Valen said, grinning knowingly. I took it back. I did not love my king like a brother anymore. Valen held my uneasy stare. “You are one of the best men I know, Ari.”

“Oh, you misspoke. I believe you meant to say I am the best man you know.”

“All I’m saying is I would hate to watch bitterness and your own hatred turn you into someone you are not.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“I know you keep things from us. Pains from life, perhaps? Fears? I don’t know, but I know you do not care for that woman.” Valen glanced at Saga again. “All I ask is that my friend does not become a cruel master and ease his own pain by causing pain for another.”

A ram’s horn bellowed from Halvar’s lead warship.

“Write to us when you reach the South, tell us you are safe. We will see you at the vows soon.” Valen pulled me into an embrace.

“I will come for the child,” I said, voice rough. “I mean, I will come to see my new prince or princess. Take care of your wife, or I might steal her away.”

Valen laughed. “The woman will have all her wants and needs met. Keep my nephew safe and perhaps we will name our child Ari.”

“Really?”

“No.” Valen winked and left me to board the smaller longship bound for the Southern seas.

I boarded the ship, wholly avoiding the stempost area. I was the commanding voice on the ship and gave the orders to one of Bracken’s guards on the route we should use to return. Frey and Axel always traveled with me and had found a bit of comfort in the South as much as I did.

I enjoyed having two faces from home. Frey had been with me since we met as young rebels hidden in the shanties of the North. I’d consider us friends, but neither Frey nor his brother ever asked much about me, not like Elise or Valen did. Not like Malin and Kase.

That must be a requirement of a king or queen. To be nosy.

“We’re ready, Ari,” Frey said.

I gave him the nod to set sail and hugged one arm around the dragon’s head sternpost, breathing in the sharp sea air.

Another war won. More enemies dispatched to the hells.

Niall Grym had been executed at the hand of his brother after Valen had played the king and allowed it to be so. There was a bit of satisfaction knowing Luca had gotten his vengeance. I’d been educated on the suffering of his lover, of what Niall had done to keep their small family torn apart. The man deserved to have every scale of skin peeled off slowly.

To learn the cruel acts of Niall Grym had left a sour taste in my mouth, and with too many haunting memories that I had slept very little since the battle ended.

I drew in a long breath through my nose, seeking even a bit of the carefree satisfaction that we’d survived and had nothing but bright days ahead, but there was disquiet in my veins. As if a bit of darkness still remained under the surface of victory.

I would keep a distant watch over Gunnar. The prince had lived as a Kryv for two turns. He was capable of slitting a throat, but I would be a backup should he need it. Meanwhile, I made plans to look deeper into Queen Astrid.

She’d played a vicious game and I did not trust her. And now, thanks to Bracken, I needed to consider what to do with my new serf shackled to me for the unforeseeable future.

Her betrayal for standing with Astrid cut open my chest and pummeled my heart to a bloody, bitter pulp.

All hells, I did not even know why I cared other than there was an unwilling pull to understand Saga. To know why she seemed frigid and cold, but had a look of weary concern for others in her eyes.

I had secrets. But I was certain so did she.

Then, there was the other cause of my disquiet.

Jaw tight, I dug into my pocket and removed the wrinkled piece of parchment from Calista. The words had taunted me since that day on the sea. My thumb brushed over the slanted writing, re-reading the missive for the hundredth time.

Hate burns with love when moonlight makes hidden truths known. Follow the raven and heal a broken crown and broken heart.

I did not know what it all meant. I knew the haunting raven following me all this time had some purpose. But what, I couldn’t say.

My gaze lifted. I froze. In the same moment, Saga’s eyes locked on mine across the ship. She glared her own hatred, then whipped around, facing the sea.

I clenched my teeth until they ached and shoved the parchment back into my pocket, forcing my back to the woman. It would be too soon before I looked at her again.

Hate burns with love.

The only person on this ship I hated was Saga. I shunned the idea that anything but disdain could be felt for the woman.

Hate for her would never burn into anything close to love.

Not even the gods could grant such miracles.
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It’s finally time for Ari to step into his main character energy and discover the truth behind the enemy he’s bound to for the next century. Maybe he’ll discover the truth behind a mysterious raven. Keep reading HERE
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Not ready to say farewell? Enjoy a bonus book (over 50,000 words) of bonus material from the first two kingdoms along with a sneak peek into the Ever Seas series, the tales of the second generation of the Broken Kingdoms HERE
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