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For my readers, always.

Believe in yourself more than anyone and despite everyone.
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PART

ONE




1

Nyte—Past

He watched the darkness tipping his fingers fade back to a warm tan, but what lay in his heart would never retract so easily. Nightsdeath settled like a sleeping monster within him once again, proud of the bloodshed that surrounded him.

The scent of vampire blood would always reek of decay. Especially the nightcrawlers. Plucking a cloth from his jacket pocket, Nyte wiped his face as he stepped over the bodies. He felt nothing and hardly remembered tearing through the dozen of them he’d come across in Alisus.

“Your father won’t be pleased,” a vampire called Ripley said from behind.

He was a soulless—the kind of vampire that consumed souls instead of blood. From Nyte’s understanding, they could glimpse everything of a person through their souls and once held a close alliance with the celestials to keep peace and rid the land and stars of those who’d committed sins unworthy of redemption.

“He’s never pleased,” Nyte said. It would be his punishment to face, but he didn’t really care.

He approached the wagon of captured fae. They all cowered, thinking they’d been saved from one fate only to be staring at something far worse. It wasn’t far from the truth, if his intentions for them were anything like the slaughter they’d just witnessed.

With ease he broke the lock, tossing it away before the iron door swung open.

The fae didn’t move.

This was the soul tarnishing part he had to turn off every emotion to face. They couldn’t all live. For it to be a believable ambush in that most escaped, there had to be casualties on both sides. Yet, looking at every frightened life before him, it was never a choice he could make.

“Not all of you can be saved, but you get to choose who walks away,” Nyte said.

It didn’t matter what he did or who he saved; there would always be a villainous taint to it. Lives had to be sacrificed, and those who got to walk away were not his redemption.

Salvation didn’t exist for a servant of Death.

The fae looked over each other, forming guards, protecting themselves and their young. Nyte stepped away from the carriage and watched them exit. Five males, three females, four young.

“Decide now which of you will die. Better yet, kill them yourselves, and you can walk away with a lifetime of wealth.”

Nyte stood calm and still. His mind reached into each of theirs. Waiting.

They’d made their choice before they got the chance to act on it.

Nyte reacted to their unspoken intentions, snapping the neck of one male who planned to lunge for the female next to him to save himself. Then Nyte twisted, reaching a hand into the chest of another who was about to turn on his friend. Finally, the last male succumbed to the hand Nyte wrapped around his throat, for the target he’d made of the young in his company. Nyte tossed him aside, not looking as Ripley caught the fae, and his silent cries didn’t last long as his soul was devoured.

The blood on Nyte’s hand disappeared in wisps of smoke as he turned to the remaining fae.

“Run south and don’t look back,” he said to them, devoid of any emotion.

It took them a moment to decide Nyte wasn’t going to turn on them as they tried to escape. They were right to be cautious, and he could only hope their fear of him, and other vampires that could come after them again, would keep their wits sharp.

The females guided the young, but one male turned back. One with short deep green hair and small horns that curved away from themselves.

“W-why did you help us?” he asked.

Nyte didn’t know what to do with such a question. It wasn’t one he’d faced before, and this group was particularly slow at retreating from him when the door of opportunity opened.

He didn’t have an answer to give. Instead, Nyte said, “Your hair could pass as a Starlight Matter enhancement. Your horns and ears will always single you out to them as fae.” He cringed at the implication. “If you want a chance at a normal life, or to stay alive and fight back . . .”

“I understand,” the male said. “Thank you.”

The gratitude didn’t sit right.

“There’s a human called Lucinda Havesten. Go to Delven Inn at the edge of Alisus. She’ll help you.”

The fae male nodded. “I won’t forget the debt we owe you.”

Before Nyte could say that he didn’t want any favors, the fae took off after his group.

“My lord,” a new vampire interrupted. A young shadowless named Lionel.

“You shouldn’t be here—”

“They have the star-maiden.”

Nyte’s eyes targeted the guard at once, causing him to stiffen.

“If that’s true—”

“It is. They have her captive in the tower back in Astrinus.”

Cold, cruel laughter erupted inside him, but he didn’t release it.

“They don’t have the star-maiden,” Nyte said with mocking calm, but a thrill began to rise in his chest. “She has them.”

She had her back to him. Lengths of unique silver hair spilled behind her with strands catching an iridescent sheen from the moonlight she stared at.

Nyte dismissed all the guards before entering the cell.

This moment was his. To face her once and for all. He wanted to relish it all to himself.

He kept back, cloaked in shadow, and her lack of reaction had him questioning her highly admired senses and wit.

Until she began to turn.

Only a flicker of silver-blue caught his sight before he was slammed by a force as shackling as death and as condemning as hell.

Nyte slipped into her mind out of instinct, erasing the sight of him. The shadow cover was not enough to hide from it.

This impossibility.

It was fucking impossible.

A wicked trick, yet he couldn’t figure out how she was convincing a part of his being that they belonged together. That she was his to bond and protect and strengthen.

No. She was his to weaken, destroy, and eradicate.

She was a cunning yet absolutely stunning little thing.

Fury rose in him at her utter audacity in trying her celestial bewitchment on him. Her silver eyes searched the cell and Nyte eased a fraction knowing she wasn’t immune to his ability to bend minds.

Astraea.

The Daughter of Dusk and Dawn. The beloved ruler of all Solanis. The star-maiden.

A magnificent and undeniably powerful creature.

The pull to her became gravity-defying while he stood rooted.

He had to get out of here and took two steps before her voice did something no other had before: it silenced every beast of his mind.

“Why do you hide?”

Her voice.

He fought a strong urge to expel it from his mind, losing to the rapture of wanting to hear it again.

“Why do you pretend to be captured?” He couldn’t resist the answer he eased into her mind.

She heard it with a shallow gasp. Drawing his gaze to pink full lips now parted faintly and—fuck, he should kill her and be done with it.

Nyte hadn’t come armed when her death by his hands alone would be most gratifying. Now, there was a demon in his mind that would sooner tear at his own flesh than lay on her with malicious intent.

Astraea would die. He would make sure of it.

The heavy chains clanged as she examined her bonds.

“They certainly feel real,” she said. “Though I can’t say the same for you.”

He wanted to melt the iron circling her wrists and strangle the guard who was responsible for equipping them with the chain between them.

Stars above, he wanted to—

“You must be the one they call Nightsdeath,” she drawled.

The name wasn’t right. Not from her. Yet that evil within him peeked out with sinful glee toward his greatest enemy.

Starlight.

It marked her. The scent, like lavender and honey, pulled Nyte inches closer to take a full inhale. Intoxicating. Another step. She was a drug, and he was oh too curious to sample knowing he could cut out the affliction like any plague. Just indulge a little more.

“Where do you get that impression?” he sent back in answer.

He’d faced countless threats. Seen bloodshed of every color. Yet danger of the most lethal kind was always the most beautiful. And Astraea . . . she was such a mesmerizing, taunting, and beautiful thing that it didn’t seem fair to the rest of the world to compare her to anything else in it. In the shadow of what she was.

The brightest star.

“I’ve heard of your mind talents,” she said plainly, so unimpressed, unafraid. Her indifference toward him flared wildly in him.

When her face lifted fully, the impact of her eyes locking on his was like his next step slammed straight into the stone wall.

It was right then, against his will, he pledged to her: No one would harm her. No one would touch her. No one except him.

So when he found the mark scoring across her cheek, freshly scabbed and still flushing rose against her pale complexion, Nyte almost lost his whole fucking composure.

He wouldn’t ask her. No. Something about the hidden gleam in her eye told him she would use any words as a craft. The impression that he cared about a mark on her was sure to strike back like a blade in his chest.

Yet even more perplexing was how easily she found Nyte’s stare when he was sure his image was still blocked from her mind by his compulsion.

“I’ve faced monsters before,” she taunted, easing closer to the bars. He became fascinated with her. “You won’t scare me if you show yourself.”

For once he didn’t fight the curl of his mouth. Her daring nature was plucking long dormant threads within him, and he was thrilled to test how far this creature was able to bend before he broke her.

Nyte resisted the urge to join her boldness and erase more of the space between them. The scent of her blood still lingered from her wound and the sharp teeth appearing in his mouth snapped his awareness.

He slipped from her mind, releasing it fully.

Astraea blinked as if she knew. Felt it. She searched for him even though she’d already had him pinned.

It wasn’t in cowardice that he kept himself semi-hidden in the shadows of the room; he couldn’t be sure exactly what was truth or myth about the star-maiden. He had to be cautious.

“Trading one method of hiding for another doesn’t count,” she said.

“I’m right here,” he answered. “I’ve always been right here.”

Nyte didn’t know what to make of her reaction when she finally distinguished his form from the darkness. She stared and stared without a single word, and it was damn infuriating. Itching his skin so badly he wanted to snap her neck to be rid of the attention.

As quick as the thought came, he imagined holding her fragile lifeless body, wondering if she would wake again or if she wasn’t like him at all. Not a true immortal. It didn’t seem right that the daughter of two primordials would be anything less.

The movement in his chest was foreign, and he didn’t know what to make of it. A faster beat like the adrenaline of war, then a skip that felt like regret.

Nyte had taken a step out of his shadow cover without even realizing. Her chin tipped back a fraction to keep those cool eyes on his.

Fire against ice. What destruction they could commit. It hummed between them like a dare, just waiting for one side to announce war so the battle could begin.

“Astraea,” he said. Only to taste her name, and fuck, did it flare something possessive within him that took claim of it that instant.

“Nightsdeath.”

Again, he didn’t like the sound of it from her. Especially in the way she toyed with it. A name that brought vicious beings to their knees; she used it like she found a thrill in provoking a dangerous beast.

“Just Nyte,” he corrected her.

He wanted to retract the token he extended to her as soon as it left his lips. It was better to have her keep testing the name that was priming the monster inside him to devour her. Nightsdeath would want her to push and push until Nyte had no choice but to give over to it completely and there would be no hope for her then.

“You are not what I expected,” she observed.

The slow trail of her eyes over him grated on him like knives. Everything she did was so purposeful . . . attentive. Nyte had to figure her out before she could him and when their eyes met again it was like the race had begun.

She wasn’t captured. Of course not. Nyte had tried that himself, and if some other had managed what he couldn’t, he would damn well hand them a sword and lay his neck at their mercy. There was some foolish bastard, perhaps several, who were gloating about how they’d caught the star-maiden. And Nyte couldn’t wait to hunt them down.

He wondered, “Dare I ask what assumptions you had about me?”

Her mouth twitched as though the stories she’d been told amused her.

“Older, for one,” she started. Those silver eyes roved over him and stars; the disruption in him was unwelcome to their impression each time. “Like far older. With a beard and maybe carrying a scepter.”

“A scepter?”

She shrugged. “No one knows how your magick works. I figured the mind manipulation might be some kind of rare artifact.”

Nyte couldn’t fight the amusement curving his mouth. Such a strange feeling he wasn’t sure how to suppress it.

“Like your key?”

Astraea looked away. The legendary weapon of the star-maiden was feared by all, and he was fascinated to see it.

“It’s many things, but it cannot trick minds.”

“If it’s in the void, you know I could find it.”

“Which is why it isn’t. You think I don’t know of your capabilities, Nyte?” She approached the bars again, slipping her pale hands around them and leaning her forehead to the cold metal. “I know how many times you’ve sought me out. I know that it’s been your father’s highest goal.”

“You’ve been watching me?”

“Of course.”

“I know a lot about you too, Astraea.” She liked hearing her name from him. He could tell by the way her eyes creased a near undetectable fraction each time he’d said it. “Do your guardians know you’re here?”

The fall of her face was all the answer he needed.

The star-maiden had been raised by six of them in mortal flesh, divinely chosen by the God of Dusk and Goddess of Dawn to raise the one true leader that would usher in the Golden Age. They were three Bonded pairs and a mix of all species to demonstrate and instill peace in the star-maiden. Once she came of mature age, they gave up their millennium-old mortal forms to rest, leaving their Bonded spirits, known now as the legendary Serpent, Panther, and Raven, to continue to guide her.

“They’ve long been of the opinion the best way to deal with you is to never acknowledge you.”

“I’m wounded.”

“I doubt that.”

“So why did you come?”

Astraea looked to be contemplating. Deciding if her guardians were right or if she should trust her own intuition.

“What do you know of the quakes?”

It wasn’t what he expected her to have risked her life to come here for.

“Now why would I give you any information?” Nyte decided to play with her. This was the most fun he’d had in decades.

“Because this affects you too.”

“Does it?”

Her eyes narrowed, trying to read him. It was adorable to watch her try.

“The stars are dying,” she said, giving away her first note of fear. “Plummeting this world into darkness would create a catastrophic imbalance.”

“I quite like the dark.”

“So I’ve gathered.”

A smile played on his lips. “Are you asking for my help?”

“You might think the disruption to solar magick only affects the celestials and humans, but you’re wrong. Vampires would become uncontrollable. Nightcrawlers would roam freely and ravage, this world is not ready. Your father is not prepared to handle something that will quickly spread beyond his control like a bloodthirsty plague.”

“If I’m not mistaken, one of your guardians was a nightcrawler.”

She pursed her lips, deliberating how much she was willing to share with him.

“He would not have wished their freedom in the daylight. It is the only way a lot of them keep their control. Them aside, the celestials would become powerless eventually, and before you think that triumphing over them would be enough reason to leave the quakes be, you should know that you don’t understand what that would truly mean. Souls would never cycle to the stars; the soulless would become another insatiable force and their greed would them instead. Starlight Matter would no longer be a trade substance. Without the sun, nothing would grow. The humans would die out too. Then, with them gone, the fae would be the last to come under attack in the vampires’ desperation. So yes, a vampire reign would be achieved, but it would be a world only of monsters. With this course, there would be no governing them, no order. Only pure chaos and bloodshed. If your father wants to overthrow me to rule a nation, whatever is shaking our balance must be stopped.”

Nyte thought for a long moment. She came for an alliance. The idea was as fascinating as it was ludicrous. He wouldn’t expose his intrigue so easily. Wouldn’t tell her he believed she was right and had been unsettled by the discovery of the imbalance that had grown worse. The quakes were at least a century old. Nyte didn’t remember a time without them. But they were becoming more frequent in recent decades, and for the star-maiden to have come to him, the effect of them on the celestials must be edging on dire.

“Why did you not speak to my father?”

“Because I have been watching you,” she reminded. “And I think we both know who really has the power to do something here.”

Nyte wouldn’t admit the unexpected lift of relief that she hadn’t voiced any of this to his father. He wouldn’t see her reasoning. There was a delusion to his thoughts that would disregard any warning and use this knowledge to gain his advantage no matter the cost. As her enemy, Nyte couldn’t deny it would be smart if done right.

Yet how could she not see the betrayal in coming to him?

He could discover what was causing the quakes, end the star-maiden, and take reign over the celestials. Then stop whatever was causing the disruption himself.

“You’re cold,” he diverted. Deciding he needed time to calculate exactly what he would be getting himself into.

Nyte’s observation earned a shiver from her that seemed like she’d been stifling it the whole time. To not show weakness.

“You’ll have to tell your guards it’ll take more than a few freezing nights in here to kill me,” she said, pacing the cell now.

Her deep-purple gown had sheer sleeves to show off magnificent metallic-silver tattoos. The constellation over her chest was that of the star-maiden. An exquisite thing. Though for the dead of winter, her attire was not adequate.

“They took things from you,” he said, surprised by the darkness leaking into his tone.

He couldn’t help it. Imagining hands on her surged a need to rip them from the bodies of those who’d thought it appropriate to touch her without his knowledge.

“There’s a particular brute with a scar over his lip who was thorough in his search for weapons,” she said. Unfazed by the handling she’d been subjected to. “Make sure they don’t damage my dagger, will you? I’m rather fond of it.”

Seeing no place for her to equip herself with weapons, his sight targeted her thigh, catching the flicker of black leather when she stepped from the cut of her gown. Cold murderous rage overcame him quicker than he could suppress it.

“Are they supposed to scare me?” Her voice snapped him from a reel of deplorable thoughts.

Nyte followed her attention, examining the ripples of shadow that had spilled into her cell. They circled her, and he knew the nightmares they could inflict when they made a target out of someone. His allegiance with them was a match made in hell’s most sinister depths.

The beat in Nyte’s chest quickened, readying him to intervene, but the shadows weren’t interested in attacking. They reacted to his curiosity about her, and he had to wonder if it was misplaced courage or stupidity that had her reaching out a hand to touch the animated darkness.

Nyte’s fist clamped and whatever emotions expelled from him to give the shadows form dissipated, and it fell like black smoke, disappearing into nothing.

“If you’re serious, find me again,” he said, leaving without another word.

He marched down the dark halls of the keep they’d taken over a few years ago in Astrinus, not really knowing any direction, only driving against the force not to turn back.

“We have the elusive star-maiden?”

Drystan’s approach didn’t come as a surprise when he’d all but skipped up in his eagerness. Nyte’s younger half brother was starting to join in with their father’s never-ending plans and strategies in a war he often scaled higher than it was because of his own paranoia about the celestials. Overthrowing them was no easy feat, and while Nyte entertained his orders, nothing short of the maiden’s death would get him what he sought.

“She’ll be gone by morning,” Nyte said stiffly.

He could practically feel the frown Drystan wore.

“She’s in a cell, chained in steel laced with Nebulora.”

Nyte hadn’t failed to notice the burning around Astraea’s wrists from the cosmic plant harmful to her kind. It wasn’t enough to incapacitate her.

“She’ll figure it out.”

“Father has tripled the guard detail around the fortress.”

He stopped walking, turning to Drystan when he was certain no one lingered around to overhear.

“Never underestimate your enemy when they still have resources to best you. For Astraea, breathing is enough.”

Drystan quirked a brow as if waiting for a joke.

“You’ve never given an enemy that much credit,” he said, folding his arms.

His apprehension of Nyte’s judgment grated a nerve, but his younger brother had a lot to learn about how to rank his enemies.

“I’ve never met my match. But don’t be concerned for me, brother. A word of advice though—don’t be around when father hears of her escape.”




2

Astraea—Present

I held a dagger to my heart, knowing he would come. This bargain, our bond, would summon him from the risk to my life.

“There are more enticing ways to get my attention, Starlight.”

I wanted to deny the silk of his silvery voice caressing my skin in pleasure. I wished the rage I harbored would translate it to disgust.

“If what you said is true, this shouldn’t kill me,” I challenged.

Maybe I was losing my sanity, but being held captive between stone and iron, even for the single day he’d locked me here, had grown my resentment beyond caring.

“No. But it would hurt. A lot.” His hand curled around the bar as his golden irises danced. The bastard was enjoying this. “And there is only one place I wish to hear your screams—where I can own them.”

My hand poised with my stormstone blade fell as I pinned him with a heated glare.

“You own nothing of me,” I seethed.

I made the dagger vanish through the Starlight Void. I paced, trying to focus, focus, focus. While I had become accustomed to retrieving that one item, I had yet to figure out how to move through it like Nyte could.

My fists flexed as I paced, as though imagining them around his neck would spur enough determination to succeed.

“Astraea.” His voice dropped low and my eyes scrunched to it, hating the low tone of a plea. “Just one more day.”

I gave a bitter laugh.

“I hope it was worth it,” I said. My teeth clenched to the ache of my heart. “Gaining their loyalty at my expense.”

“That’s not what this is.”

“Then what the fuck is it?”

My eyes burned but I wouldn’t shed a single tear for him.

“Protection.”

“Control,” I corrected in a cold calm. “That’s what you told them. You forced me to retrieve the key to display your power over me. You should kill me with it, for the second you let me free I will find a way to kill you.”

He’d taken the key and somehow blocked my ability to retrieve it. Maybe I was glad when this captivity made me volatile, and I couldn’t be sure what my untrained power could be capable of.

“You are absolutely stunning.”

My resentment took an ugly turn.

“I called you here because I want you to tell me about my Bonded. The one Drystan mentioned,” I said, enjoying how it wiped the smile from his face.

“You had a lot to process as it was; Drystan had no right to throw that at you when he did,” Nyte snarled.

“I’m glad he did,” I taunted. “Maybe I’ll find this other person more tolerable than you.”

Shadow touched me before his skin did. A featherlight caress of his fingers mimicked the darkness, trailing up my arm.

“Why won’t you wear the things I brought you?”

“I don’t want things; I want to get the hell out of here.”

I didn’t look to the change of clothing on the bed. It was tempting and beautiful. Something like a gown but there were also leather pants and high boots. My pettiness made me not want to take anything from him.

“It wasn’t safe.”

“It’ll never be safe. You have a court of vampires above us that all want me dead.”

“Wrong. They want you alive, now that they understand that so long as I live too you being alive keeps the celestials weak.”

The reminder of our doomed existence crushed me every time.

“Controlled, then.”

“More like it, yes. You would make their greatest ally.”

“You would force me.”

“I could.”

Nyte loved this game between us. I wanted it to burn.

He tipped my chin slowly and I kept my eyes cold.

Nyte murmured, “I want you to belong with me.”

The next beat of my heart traitorously stumbled.

“Possession,” I stated.

“Alliance,” he corrected.

“It is only your desire.”

“Are you sure?”

“Other Bonded,” I said to divert his attention. That key word of Drystan’s had played a tormenting loop.

“Surely you understand by now why you followed me so easily, even though I wasn’t truly there. When you were frozen on that lake in Alisus you yearned for me. Through your trials you called for me. Your soul . . . I wish I could say I hate to tell you this, but I don’t—I’m your Bonded, Starlight.”

I thought a part of me had always known, when the confirmation didn’t come as a shock. Instead, my stomach fluttered. A reaction I wished I wouldn’t have when the words repeated over and over in my mind.

“We can’t be. Our mere existence together is collapsing the stars.”

His lips inched closer to blow warmth against mine.

“I tried to be selfless for a moment in coaxing you toward the veil instead of coming to Vesitire for the Libertatem, but the moment you were right before me there was no letting you go.”

We shared breath, and I was torn between wanting to kiss him and wanting to stab him again.

“You didn’t try hard enough.”

“I assure you, that small push toward the arms of another tore apart every fiber of my being.”

His lips slanted against mine and I was a damned fool for letting my anger melt under the heat of him even just for a moment. He pressed his body to mine, not against the wall but rather with an arm around my back, eager to feel how my body curved effortlessly into him.

I pulled out of the kiss abruptly, remembering my irritation with him. I pushed his chest to gain space.

“How can I have two Bonded?”

“A trick of fate. A loophole, if you will,” he said. “Every person has a Bonded. Same sex or opposite. I am not from this realm. We never should have met, and it is cruel yet punishing that two souls from separate worlds came to a perfect collision. Hence, you have two of them.”

Stars above. The rarity of us—it was as magnificent as it was tragic.

“What does it mean ?” I whispered. “To be my Bonded?”

It flared a light inside me I tried desperately to snuff out.

“Nothing, should you wish.”

Hearing it thrown away by him unsettled me. I tried to distinguish if it was how he really felt about this thing that ran between us. A bond that could tie us to each other.

“A bond has no heart. You told me it didn’t require love.”

“You misunderstand,” he said carefully. “I never claimed there was no heart to a bond. It is a life partnership. You vow to protect and strengthen each other. You bond your soul to another.”

“What happens if one dies?”

A plummet in my stomach accompanied the cold touch of expanding shadows around him.

“A pair that have claimed the Bond? One heart becomes a burden to keep beating without the other.”

The way he said it answered a question about us I wasn’t ready to hear out loud yet.

“You knew all this time . . .”

“Of course.”

“Everything you feel for me—”

“Has nothing to do with it. There was a time I wanted to kill you. You were my enemy in more ways than one. I was my father’s son—it’s all I knew how to be—and you were something that would always be in his way of getting what he wanted. To be the ruler of Solanis.”

“You didn’t follow through on your father’s order . . .”

“No.”

“Why?”

“You made me believe that maybe monsters aren’t born, they’re made. I was never a son, only a ruthless soldier. Even when you were gone, I still couldn’t figure out why you cared. You approached a villain everyone would sooner run from as the star-maiden, but over time, you showed me Astraea. Just you, no title. It was then I understood there was a light I could not just tolerate but crave.”

I would never deny Nyte was capable of monstrous things, but he was not a monster. Then I had to wonder if my own feelings could be betraying me to think that. I felt his care and it was deep. He came for me, stayed with me, guided me. But how could I be certain it wasn’t all for his own gain in a way I’ve yet to discover?

“Me being alive keeps the celestials weak . . .” I muttered. Pacing to the wall, I leaned a hand to the stone, needing to feel something solid when my world was as fragile as glass. “How can I be sure you’re not keeping me here for that too?”

“I took no pleasure in overpowering you on the rooftop,” he said darkly. My skin tightened at the growing presence of him at my back. A shiver broke me from the wrap of shadows, hands made of them that turned me around by my waist before his real body caged me against the wall. “You have every power over me. Tell me you know that.”

It couldn’t be true. How someone as influential and dominating as Nyte could be under my power.

“Release me from your bargain,” I said.

His jaw worked. “It’s to protect you from doing foolish things.”

“Like saving your damned life?”

He tried to force me away through our blood bargain when he was in trouble and the pain to defy it was like nothing else.

“Exactly like that when it could have ended a hundred different ways that would have gotten you killed.”

“A regrettable decision now.”

“But look at what fun we’re having.”

“I hate you.”

“Hmm.” Nyte refused to keep personal space around me. The slither of air breezing between us became static. “Try saying that again; see what happens.”

The dare in his tone was enticing. A dormant language I felt awakening between us.

“I—”

Pausing, the suspense rose from the tips of my toes. It flared a passionate light gold in his irises.

“Yes?” he coaxed.

A challenge. I shouldn’t provoke him, but shit, I wanted to.

“Hate you.”

I gasped at the sudden, familiar pull of the void. Sharp air surrounded me, and I had no choice but to wrap my arms around Nyte’s neck when all I saw around us was clouds. My incredulity was stolen for a few seconds by the beauty of the moonlit landscape, and above us, I treasured the map of the stars.

“One more time,” Nyte said.

My sight snapped back to him, and my irritation returned. He carried me in a position where he could easily drop me. His large, midnight feathered wings beat the night air around us.

“I have wings too.”

“Do you? Let’s see.”

He let me go.

My stomach flipped and tumbled with the rapid descent and there was no grace to my flailing form.

Nyte was a twisted, infuriating bastard.

He dove after me. I could just about make out the dark form of him through my blurry sight with the slicing wind and cold stinging my eyes.

“I hate you! I hate you! I hate you!” I screamed in my mind.

I wasn’t sure if that’s what made him dive faster until he reached me, slipping a hand around my back and our fall lessening, slower and slower. Until my body felt tugged up against gravity.

Then stillness. A jarring, confusing stillness and warmth soothed the sharp cold nipping my face. I had to blink a few times to reorient. He’d taken us through the void again and I now lay on a bed with Nyte and his magnificent wings towering over me. His body pressed into me lightly and I was too stunned and dizzy to do anything.

“I love it when you hate me,” he purred over my jaw. “Don’t you find it thrilling? It’s one of your brightest forms of passion.”

“My hate is going to find something sharp and drive it through your heart.”

“You remember where to aim this time, good girl.”

He was positioned between my legs, and I couldn’t deny my hate wanted to unleash in other traitorous ways right now.

“Release me from the bargain,” I repeated.

“Astraea, I release you from your blood bargain to me.”

My lips parted with the faint tug within me, and I knew it was done. Relief that he didn’t fight or elude me on it relaxed me into the mattress. Nyte’s wings disappeared in a wave of shimmer like stardust. He shifted to lie propped up on his side next to me and it was only then that I started to take in more details of the room and knew we were in the one I was assigned for the Libertatem.

“Why didn’t you make me retrieve the key sooner, when you could have commanded it?”

“You were healing.”

“Your father had the deadliest weapon he’d been after for centuries.”

“You were healing,” he repeated. “Even attempting to call it in the state you were in could have killed you, and there’s nothing I wouldn’t let burn to the ground if it meant your safety.”

I wanted to push him away but instead this tether to him wound tighter beyond my control. Only to make the impact that much sharper when he left. How could I forget that he planned to leave this realm?

Leave me.

“What did your father do with it?”

Nyte eased away, sitting with his back to me on the edge of the bed as I pushed up on my forearms.

“He managed to get inside the temple, but I don’t think they granted his wish. The doors were open, but something wasn’t right.”

“You have the key?”

“It’s in the Starlight Void. The key is a powerful weapon, but it is most lethal in your hands. You have unparalleled power without it; at least I have to believe you still have it in this life and can get it back. The key is an amplifier for you. To anyone else, it’s a volatile catastrophe waiting to happen. It will corrupt the mind of anyone who tries to wield it when it was only intended for you. In turn, it weakens the magick you harbor in punishment for allowing it to slip out of your possession.”

“But I was able to call it back even when your father had taken it.”

“This time, yes. But you can be blocked from that; my father just didn’t figure that out.”

“You did.” My gut twisted with betrayal. Then realization. “You’ve done it to me before. In the past.”

He didn’t deny it.

“I want to help you. Do you believe that?”

Nyte’s gentleness would never fail to bring out the fool in me. The pining heart that wanted to trust him.

I shook my head. “You haven’t given me much reason to.”

“Bond with me.”

Each word struck like a knife. Widening my eyes on him to search for the joke.

“You can’t be serious.”

“You are half my soul. Whether you choose to bind yourself to me or not, that will never change. But this gives them what they want. The vampires are restless; they’ll stop looking to you as a threat with our powers merged.”

“I am a threat,” I hissed. “I will become everything they fear before I give them the satisfaction of thinking you or they own me.”

Nyte’s mouth curled, suppressing his approval.

“Sometimes the key to winning is letting your opponent think they’re in the lead.”

Nyte stood and I was compelled to slip off the bed too. We were like two resisting magnets. My irritation kept my feet planted, but Nyte gave in more times than I thought he realized. He approached and my hands subconsciously curved back around the bedpost to him, erasing the space between us.

“Bond with me,” he repeated in a low murmur that skittered over my skin. My head leaned fractions to the side, to the brush of my hair he spilled over my shoulder to expose my neck. “Power and loneliness corrupts. We are infinite together.”

My breaths came shallow at the light press of his body. My blood ignited at the thought of his teeth in me again.

“You can’t ask that of me.”

“Why not?”

“You have a knowledge of my past that I don’t have of yours.”

“Yet.”

Nyte’s lips pressed to my throat. The seduction was a distraction to scatter the rational thinking I was grappling to keep hold of. He was addicting in ways that felt timeless, endless. That made me prey in his hold and tuned out the voice of reservation.

How much could I trust myself, my instincts? Or perhaps that was what led to my fall in the past and I had to be wary not to repeat history.

So in the arms of the one who was once my enemy, and perhaps could be even now, I had to craft a plan. One that might tear my soul. But what were wounds to the heart became armor to the mind.

Over the last day, I couldn’t stop picturing the veil. Imagining the winged celestials beyond it.

My people.

The concept riddled me with as much exhilaration as it did terror when I didn’t know if I was worthy of being what they thought I was. What I once was.

“I will bond with you,” I said.

His face pulled back and those beautiful golden irises searched me in surprise at my agreement, but I gave him nothing else. My emotionless answer seemed to affect him.

“Good,” he said, equally as cold.

Nyte turned from me and headed for the door. “No more cages?” I said.

I walked to him this time. A muscle in his jaw worked. “If you ever find yourself in one again you’re going to have the means to break it.”

“How can you be sure?”

“I know what’s hiding within you.”

It was hiding from me too.

“The vampires?”

“Won’t touch you. I’ve ordered most of them away. Only Tarran and a few others linger as part of our agreement.”

“What agreement?”

“Once we are Bonded, you are one of us. In alliance, of course; it will not change anything about your celestial heritage.”

I had so many questions on what would change. How this tie between us would affect me and if it meant I could never escape him. Not alive.

“How am I supposed to discover what my heritage means and what I can do when I can’t go to the celestials in Althenia?”

“I’m going to train you.”

That took me by surprise. “Why?”

“To get your power back. I have to say it’s for them—to show them you are still powerful, and this bond is a great advantage. But they know nothing of my plan to leave. This is for you. To get back what has been suppressed against your will. Your magick and your wings; it is for you we do this, so you stand the best chance to end this war when I’m gone. Do you believe that?”

In the hours he’d left me in that cell I had been practicing one retrieval. One maneuver.

My hand thrust to his chest, slamming him back against the door as he was caught completely unawares. My other hand reached through the void and my fingers gripped the cold and twisted handle of my stormstone dagger.

My heart thundered but my hold didn’t tremble with the point of the wavy purple blade under his chin.

“You ever lock me in a cage again, this goes through your heart. Only for me to watch you wake and do it a second time.”

Nyte smiled, a stark warm contrast to my icy glare. His hand reached up, and though his teeth gritted with the added pressure of my dagger, he tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear.

“Welcome back, Starlight.”
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