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To the overwhelmed and stressed out girl who graduated nursing school amid the greatest health crisis in years, who rushed home after her shifts to lose herself in a safer world to escape the absolute hell she left behind at work. Who learned to spot red flags and deconstruct gaslighting like it was another language after her first kiss, and who grew and learned more about herself within the three years of writing and editing these pages than she did in the other twenty-five years of her life.

You knew nothing at twenty-two, but you know a little more at twenty-five, and you’re having a hell of a lot more fun with life – and yourself.

In this world, it’s almost rebellious to love yourself. But I promise you that there is so much to love.


Author’s note

This is an adult novel with dark elements, containing the following content: explicit language, explicit but consensual on-page sex scenes in chapter 6 and 22, physical abuse (mentioned and shown once in a flashback scene), emotional abuse (mentioned and on-page), grooming (mentioned and on-page), history of an abusive relationship, blood, violence, torture, on-page death, punishment by whipping (mentioned and on-page), chronic illness due to magic suppression, mentions of grief, on-page panic attack, sexism (one character, to nymphs and female daemons), idolising captor, hinted at sexual relationship with captor while under their control.
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Glossary

Celestials: Divinities and Greater Daemons Divinities

Primordial Gods: the Primals


	Elyon Nathara (The Serpent): Chaos, Mayhem, Trickery, Warping and Scheming

	Eiran Néhaira (The First God, the Allfather): Omniscient, Omnipotent and the Creator

	Ellowyn Athelon (The Mother): Light, Life, Abundance, Spirit and Creation

	Dýs: Death and Decay, Keeper of Souls, Ruler of the Afterworld

	Zhella Néhaira (Daughter of Ellowyn and Eiran, and older sister of Antheia): Sun, Day, Summer and Magic

	Antheia Athelon (Daughter of Ellowyn and Eiran, and younger sister of Zhella): Moon, Night, Stars, Winter and Darkness



Major Gods: the Néhaian Gods


	Aestor Asvaldr (The Second God): Healing and Mischief

	Khalyna (The Third God): War, Weaponry, Madness and Bloodshed

	Lycrius (The Fourth God): Nature, Animals and the Hunt

	Melian (The Fifth God): Oceans, Storms and Weather

	Anaïs (The Sixth God): Wisdom and Knowledge

	Zielle (The Seventh God): Love, Friendship, Vows and Loyalty

	Keres (The Eighth God): Malice and Revenge, Divine Punisher, Overseer of Dark Magic



The Gods aren’t blood-related to each other. Some were born from Ellowyn’s power, others were crafted by the belief of mortals, like Keres. Since they all live under Eiran’s rule, they all have his surname, except for Aestor. Should Aestor have to succeed Eiran, his reign will be known as the Asvaldrian reign. New gods forthcoming from his power would be known as Asvaldrian Gods.

Nymphs: Guardians of Nature


	Anthousaï: flower nymphs

	Auraes: nymphs of breezes

	Draiads: forest and tree nymphs

	Naiads: nymphs of freshwater springs, rivers and lakes

	Solerae: nymphs of the day, created by Zhella

	Vesperae: nymphs of the night, created by Antheia

	Vyrenerae: fire nymphs



Minor Gods

There are many minor gods and goddesses in Néhaian mythology, ranging from spirits to diones (Lords and Ladies of certain aspects of life). Some have immortality, some only a prolonged life. Those who suffer from mortality often cling to certain Major Gods to win favour or try to find unorthodox methods to prolong their life.

Greater Daemons

Species


	Aepokrae: immortal daemons with fangs that need to feed on blood to survive. Their venom is painful and renders victims paralysed. They have strict rules about what blood they’re allowed to consume and carry a deep respect for all living things. Bloodletting and bloodsharing are sacred rituals within their clans, mostly executed according to the phases of the moon. They are a very disciplined, serious and intense people, and love fiercely.

	Circederae: immortal daemons with golden eyes, batlike wings and one pair of canines. Wings are a circedera’s pride and joy, and they are very protective of their own wings as well as those of their loved ones. Their shadows function as an outlet for their intense emotions and also enable them to hear the thoughts of others, as well as feel their emotions. They require blood to heal quicker when sustaining an injury, though they don’t need it to survive. They are loyal to a fault and share deep bonds with friends and family. Given that they can judge another’s personality and intentions within a heartbeat, they tend to form strong relationships quicker than other species. Circederae mark their bodies with tattoos to honour important relationships and life-events. They are also minor skinshifters as they can hide away their wings and gild their skin with black circerian armour, which is impenetrable to most steel except for Erobian steel and Stygian iron.

	Colchians: immortal daemons with arched ears and delicate colourful wings, who worship life and nature similarly to nymphs. Like the circederae, they dearly love and are proud of their wings. They live and love very intensely and without holding back. They have many rituals to worship Ellowyn and the life she’s granted, as well as to regulate their mental and emotional well-being. They can see auras, which enables them to feel emotions and even glimpse into the minds of others. Colchians are very mischievous and playful, and enjoy messing with other species. Though they worship life, they can drain one’s spirit or Lifefyre to strengthen themselves, leaving only an empty husk behind. Given their strong beliefs, this feat is illegal. Colchians who do use it without being provoked or who use it on innocents are to be severely punished and exiled. This will inevitably lead to suppression of their nature since they cannot regulate themselves, which will lead to severe blight of the soul, illness and eventually death. 

	Sirens: immortal daemons who mostly dwell in the Aenean Ocean in Hell and have fishlike tails to swim with. When they’re out of the water, the iridescent scales still decorate their bodies in patches. Their gorgeous voices are used to lure mortal sailors to their death. They respect the King of Hell, and in case of war they join in to help protect their realm, but sirens keep mostly to their own region. Not much is known about their culture and powers.

	Vampyrs: these were once nymphs, minor gods or mortals who were assaulted by an aepokra, drugged with their venom, drained of their blood and then fed aepokran blood, whether deliberately or accidentally. This created a rift in their nature, making them half aepokran and half what they originally were. Divinities describe them as abominations and heavily look down on them, exiling any divinity who shifts. Aepokrae welcome them with open arms, teach them how to control their thirst and how to feed.



Lords and Ladies of Hell


	Aloïs Márzenas: Lord of Shadows, Daemons and Precious Stones. King of Hell, Ruler of Anthens

	Bastian Alásdair: Lord of the Circederae. Exiled and shunned by the circederae.

	Dáneiris Eléazar: Lady of the Colchians, Ruler of Osirion

	Faolán Llyr: Lord of the Aepokra and Vampyrs, Ruler of Persephian

	Scylla: Lady of the Sirens, Ruler of Aderyn



Rulers of Aeria (mortal realm)

The Countries, their High Courts and Rulers


	Clacaster (Draven): ruled by High Lord Sorin Cathános 

	Orthalla (Katrones): ruled by High Lord Zale Losaño

	Egoron (Václav): ruled by High Lord Zale Losaño

	Veshos (Ellosyr): ruled by High Lady Meira De Mesogna

	Aspia (Odalis): ruled by King Lorcán Andulet




The Aerelian Language

Aediore: Aelerian for ‘little one’ or ‘child’

Æther: The ‘Æther’ is the fabric of this universe, the matter that all things are made up of, the energy that weaves through everything and connects all. The very basis of life and magic. The ‘Æther’ is a semi-sentient essence that guides this universe and stirs it, that whispers into the ears of the Celestials. It is unable to take matters into its own hands or change things itself but its Chosen work hard to achieve the balance, chaos or goals that the Æther desires

Ascension: a ritual demiagi (magic wielders) go through to finalise their education in all magical arts provided to them by their mentor as well as other Aureales. This education lasts around seven years and in this final year, students are to convince the High Coven of their worth by inventing new kinds of magic, finessing a certain branch of magic, etc. The Ascension is a rare blessing given by Zhella, which renders them immune to aging. They’re immortal unless they’re lethally struck in battle by any sort of weapon or magic. Once this ritual is finalised, the student is considered a minor god and accepted into the High Coven, if they so desire

Aura: energy that surrounds someone, the shadow of the soul. Visible to Colchians

Aurealis: a magic wielder who succeeded in their Ascension, granting them a blessing by Zhella to become immortal

Corusiar: wing guardian and bodyguard for a member of the royal family in Hell. They share a special bond with the one they’re supposed to protect. Both parties are extremely loyal to the other

Damast: steel forged in the waters of Ascredia. Lethal to deities and daemons

Demenir: mortals who do not possess magical abilities

Demiagi: mortals who possess magical abilities

Dyad: soulmates or heartmates whose life energy matches perfectly. They complement and strengthen each other, and can hear each other’s thoughts as well as feel each other’s emotions. These bonds are as unique as the people they connect

Erobian steel: steel forged in the Darkness of Erebus. Lethal to all deities and daemons, and sharper and deadlier than Damast steel

Ichor: golden blood of gods

Inkor: black blood of daemons

Kalotra: blood magic, a dark kind of magic used to bind someone to exploit them

Ná’dýra: Aelerian for ‘my love’

Ná’iaso: Aelerian for ‘my soul’

Ná’laine: Aelerian for ‘my sun’

Ná’nyl: Aelerian for ‘my moon’

Netha: a river in Aerelia on which one can place a binding oath. Breaking such an oath will result in a cursed existence

Nyará: Aelerian for ‘home’

Nyghtrá: Aelerian for ‘nightwalker’, those who have visions while sleeping

Nymph: can be used to refer to a lifeform or as a synonym for courtesan/whore

Stygian iron: iron forged in the Styx that is lethal to daemons and induces agonising pain. The scars of this metal cannot be fully removed. It was often used by gods to torture daemons

Varkradas: darkness that functions as (semi-sentient) shadows and an outlet for circederae

Va¯rna: a mark as unique as a fingerprint that circederae gift their children to showcase the bond between them

Venatrix (Vena): Aelerian for ‘huntress’

Viatra: Aelerian for ‘little bat’

Výsa: thread of Fate

Výssar: a hybrid, the child of two divinities from either the same or different species


Prologue

1739, the War of Ichor

On the dawn of what would become the longest-lasting Divine War yet, Elyon watched the mortals and divinities prepare for battle. His all-seeing gaze swept over every piece of the grand puzzle that would soon fall into place. Pieces that would control the prophecy that had followed the Primal into this realm. A truth he’d buried beneath willow roots and dust and death, and the secrets he kept like a grudge.

He had figured out most of the players of this divine game and how to make every little card fall into a pattern of his choosing. The Emperor carried no memory of his true identity or the schemes that had granted Elyon this much power. The Fool wouldn’t be born for another fifty years and when he would finally come into this world, Elyon had plenty of ideas on how to manipulate him to spite Fate.

His Huntress would soon rise again, and this time, Elyon planned on claiming her first.

He had watched Lorcán Andulet, the crown prince of Aspia, sneak into the Institute of Vadones to kill the High Coven that once taught him the secrets of magic. The Andulet’s open renunciation of the gods before they unleashed their war upon them. Elyon’s voice had crept into Lorcán’s mind then with an ease that had assured the crown prince these were his own thoughts. He had no idea that this plan was actually Elyon’s, that the Serpent needed Ellowyn’s chosen Acolyte dead.

Ellowyn, with her fondness for Life and Creation, would certainly loathe him for sabotaging her once more, but all that was on his endless ancient mind was the promise Laoise had left behind on a breeze, between the trees of Naether, where her footsteps still led to creeks and fields of wild-flowers: where Chaos was, she would loyally follow. Even in her death.

This war would lead to the rebirth of his dyad.

And it would stall her once more.

The Serpent felt the strings attached to his fingers tug and knew his puppets had started to play, flawlessly executing the script he’d written for them.


Chapter 1

Aedlynn

Aspia, the Royal House of Odalis

1762, 22 years after the War of Ichor

After six years, Aedlynn Eidothéan had grown accustomed to the wariness and vigilance of her masters. She’d also grown accustomed to the tormented screams of her victims and the eerie silence with which they fell. Some were to face a quick death, others had to be dragged out for amusement. She did so without hesitation or mercy. Once, she’d possessed such noble values, but there was no room for morality in the existence she’d been thrown into. That realisation had only helped her reach the top of her profession, as had the merciless training she’d started at only sixteen years old.

Lorcán had found her as a newborn during a hunting trip, abandoned in a forest in Peridan. He’d been captivated by the strangeness of her eyes; the left one a warm amber colour, the right one sky blue and broken up with hints of gold. The King had taken her into his household, where his servants had raised her to become a fine lady until she’d reached her sixteenth year. As repayment for the care he’d provided, she was to be useful to him, so he’d released her into the care of Aviod Nérdulet – Aspia’s most renowned assassin. Though her childishness once tried to stop her, she’d soon learned that she was exceptionally good at what she did. Her skills with weaponry were supernatural, bordering on divine, with many rumours rising that perhaps the girl with the strange eyes was a halfgod.

No mortal could summon weapons out of thin air.

Top of the Academy and quicker than her masters, she’d grown used to the glares that followed her from within the shadows, the accusations that were meant to tarnish her reputation and other assassins who tried to sabotage her or made attempts on her life. She’d cleaned up a fair amount of them before any of those silly rumours could reach her beloved king.

The only thing she hadn’t been able to fully control was the raw magic that simmered beneath her tan skin. Only last week had she set up two men in the corridors. A short fight had ended with one of them dead. Then last night, she’d taken care of two girls she’d shared a bedroom with who’d tried to poison her. Aedlynn had taken her time with them, and only when she’d been satisfied with her work, had she allowed the masters to find her. Covered in their blood, wearing the most radiant smile while they’d chained her.

She’d laughed at them, knowing damn well that the shackles would be useless if she truly wanted to escape – unless they were dipped in moonsbane. Only that sacrilegious poison could counter divine power and magic. It was even strong enough to incapacitate a god. But Aedlynn had a plan and the masters that now dragged her along to face her judgement had no idea that that very goal awaited her on the other side of the grand oak doors.

The hallway seemed to stretch for miles as Aedlynn was guided down the burgundy carpet and led to the throne room. To her left and right, masterfully created paintings of the Andulet bloodline decorated the black walls. Aleksander Andulet – Lorcán’s grandfather, his wife Meryn and their three children. Rumour had it that Meryn, a halfgod, killed two of them when she’d lost herself to her divine power before Eiran – the Divine King – killed her.

She admired them – their typical violet gaze, black hair and sharp features that rivalled those of the forsaken gods – even though her heart thundered in her chest. If he wasn’t behind those doors, her fate could take a turn for the worst.

Fate already hated her – a lot. And the feeling was very mutual.

Aedlynn glanced at the two assassins who flanked her. They paid no attention to her, though she saw Tertius’ jaw clench and noticed how Caleb’s hand kept stroking the woven hilt of the longsword at his side. They were alert enough, she knew.

Aviod walked behind her. His blue eyes burned in the back of her head as if her master was straining to find her plans. He moved to walk in front of the company, leading the way to the double doors to the throne room, decorated with magnolias and jasmine. Between the many flowers lay the Andulet crest, two slithering serpents devouring a full moon. An ancient family that had tried to destroy the gods when they’d turned against Meryn.

Aviod pushed the doors open, proceeding them further into the room, and for the first time in a year, Aedlynn stood face to face with the king who’d been her saviour. Her breathing became uneven when her eyes fell on the dangerous male who sat proudly on his black throne. Like the rest of his family, he was blessed with violet eyes. A golden crown adorned his long sleek raven hair.

Physically, the king still appeared to be around twenty-six years old, though he’d been born forty-seven years ago. He’d received a blessing from the Night Goddess, Antheia, that had rendered him immortal, even after the goddess had been slain at the end of the War.

His gaze didn’t leave hers as she was ushered before him.

Aviod turned to order her to pay the king respect but didn’t have to; Aedlynn had already dipped her head low. She knew of his divine might and dark power. She’d witnessed it herself plenty of times. Though she’d been taught to bow to nobles, she didn’t respect them. They were weak, easily taken out of this life and thrown into the next. Yet her king was powerful, a god himself. He couldn’t be taken so easily from this life. It was he who took.

His gaze swept over the iron bands around her wrists, the chains that were supposed to hold her, the three well-trained assassins that surrounded her. He knew his guards had their eyes on the woman, that they noticed her every breath, any small movement those wonderful eyes made while she appeared to casually study the room.

She smiled at him, a lovely smile that had sent many to an early grave. ‘Your Highness, it has been a while.’ Her voice was smooth and soft as velvet.

The assassin on her left curled his scarred fingers around the hilt of his sword. In a room with their king, no one was supposed to speak before Lorcán did. She’d been taught those principles, yet Aedlynn had always thought etiquette to be rather stiff and boring – and utterly useless. In a battle between life and death, silly titles and table manners wouldn’t save one’s life.

‘It’s good to see you again, little viper,’ the king spoke with a sensual voice.

Her smile became even more charming as she held up her shackles to him, rattling the chains. ‘Do you like my bracelets?’

His lips curled in response. She cared nothing about the lives she’d taken and the lives she’d continue to take. He’d heard much about her skills, witnessed them himself when he’d sent her on assignments under the guise of other nobles. ‘I do not,’ Lorcán said, nodding once to Aviod. ‘Remove them.’

‘Your Highness—’

Lorcán held up a hand to silence him. ‘My viper won’t harm me, Aviod.’

Hesitantly, the assassin unlocked the clasps of the wristbands and removed them. Aedlynn wrinkled her nose at Aviod and rubbed her nimble fingers over the tender spots on her wrists. She studied her nails. Though Aviod had ordered some servants to quickly clean her up to be presentable to their king, dried blood still stained them.

Lorcán leaned back. ‘I understand that you killed two apprentices last night, is that correct?’ Aedlynn nodded once. ‘Apparently, there wasn’t much left of them.’

Her smile didn’t reach the frigid look in her eyes. ‘There was plenty left, just not much attached.’

Aviod muttered a curse under his breath. He’d once seen much potential in the girl, potential that had been long fulfilled, but he feared he’d created a monster. Underneath that flawless skin crawled a ruthless and feral beast that devoured and destroyed, one that could smile with the light of a thousand suns while her eyes remained devoid of any emotion.

‘Explain to me why you did it,’ the king said.

Aedlynn tilted her head. ‘They tried to poison me and I’m bored of others plotting my death. I have been testing my food and drinks for poison for three years now. I barely sleep, as plenty have tried to kill me during the night. The stupid rumours, the accusations.’ Her hard gaze swept from one assassin to the other, until they rested back on her king. ‘It was a message.’

Aviod raised a brow. ‘Well, you can sleep in peace from the safety of a prison cell from now on.’

She smiled at her master, sweet as sugar. ‘I will not wither in a prison cell.’

‘You killed two innocents.’

Aedlynn laughed humourlessly. ‘I’ve killed countless innocents. The only difference with last night was that I received no payment.’

Aviod stared at the king. He couldn’t fathom how the king appeared so … casual around her. She reeked of death, carried the sentence at her fingertips to bestow it upon anyone she deemed worthy. Her blades hid somewhere only the forsaken gods might see them and judging by how deeply the whole of Aspia had disrespected the gods, he very much doubted they would stop her from ruining them all.

Aedlynn turned her attention to Lorcán. ‘My skills are too great to waste them on silly mercenary gigs,’ she said plainly. ‘You are an immortal king, one on bad terms with the other countries and the divine forces of this realm. I doubt your guards were trained to face off divinities, nor that they have what it takes to send them back to the Æther.’

Lorcán nodded once, his only signal for her to go on. She stepped closer to him, ignoring how the other three assassins took hold of their swords. ‘Either you throw me into a dungeon – but it won’t hold me for long – or you hire me to properly serve you.’

Lorcán’s full lips curled into a cold grin.

Yes, he decided. She was ready – his first weapon. He would hone this blade until it shone silver underneath the ichor of the gods. Until it carried the spilt blood of Eiran and he’d have an open field to defeat him.

Lorcán leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees as he looked at the woman in front of him. He was close now. He could nearly taste the sweetness of the ichor on his tongue. One weapon was ready for use. Now he just had to wait until Diana fell for his schemes as well.

Aedlynn came close to regretting her decision to join Lorcán’s Cadre when the servant opened the heavy wooden door to reveal that once again, she was to share a bedroom. Even more so when the pretty girl looked up from her neatly made bed in surprise. Something tugged at Aedlynn’s heart, though she kept staring her down with an intensity that made the servant next to her nervous.

Surprisingly, the girl didn’t flinch away. Instead, she gracefully stood from the bed. The maroon dress she wore draped over her curves, nicely complementing the different brown shades of her hair, though the deep neckline and high slits left little to the imagination.

Her full, red-painted lips parted into a sweet smile. ‘You must be new,’ she said while extending a graceful hand. Aedlynn glanced at it before returning the cold look to the girl’s face.

She raised a dark brow at Aedlynn while lowering her hand. Her almond eyes were a lovely light brown, nearly honey golden when the rays of warm daylight fell on her face through the large windows to their left.

The servant kept glancing back and forth between them like she expected them to start slitting each other’s throats. Unfortunately for Aedlynn, she doubted Lorcán would appreciate it. She wondered why this girl was here and how she served him, as this wing was reserved for Lorcán’s inner circle.

She appeared to be around the same age as Aedlynn – twenty-two, but judging by the showy dress … she was probably nothing but eye candy for the men who walked around here. Someone to keep them happy and satisfied, to help them relax after a long day of dutifully serving their king. Aedlynn doubted the girl had much of a spine. At least she wouldn’t have to worry about being killed in her sleep.

‘I’m Kaelena Athelon.’

Aedlynn gave her a curt nod, then further ignored her while she lowered her bags onto her assigned bed. Kaelena seemed to enjoy decorating the room, as she’d planted colourful vases with wildflowers in any corner she could find. Little trinkets and pieces of silver jewellery lay scattered on the shelves of a dark wooden bookcase, on the mantle of the lit fireplace to their right and on a desk. There was also a pile of well-loved books and a bunch of gemstones Aedlynn recognised as moonstones.

Behind her, Kaelena politely dismissed the servant and closed the door behind them. ‘First rule of being my roommate,’ Kaelena started, ‘be nice to the servants.’

Aedlynn turned to look at Kaelena, who scowled at her with an intensity that almost made Aedlynn like her. ‘I said nothing wrong.’

Kaelena snorted. ‘You said nothing at all, poor thing was terrified of you.’

She shrugged.

The girl cocked her head and crossed her arms. ‘Aren’t you going to introduce yourself?’

‘Aedlynn,’ she said flatly. ‘Eidothéan.’

Those pretty brown eyes widened for the smallest moment. ‘You’re Aviod’s protégée?’

Aedlynn wasn’t surprised that the girl knew him. Given the fact that the assassin personally served Lorcán, she figured that Kaelena had warmed his bed plenty of times already. ‘Yes.’

Kaelena leaned against the desk. ‘You’ve quite the reputation.’

Aedlynn was beginning to tire of Kaelena’s attempts at socialising. She’d already been tolerable to the rest of the Cadre when she’d been introduced to them by Lorcán. Her little jar of pretend-to-care was quickly running out. Besides, she was much better off on her own, without pretty girls faking interest in being her friend – only to stab her in the back. ‘Doesn’t explain why you’re still wasting my time.’

Kaelena scoffed. ‘Shove the god complex up your ass.’ Something hardened in her eyes, an edge that warned Aedlynn not to push too far. It was also one of the first times in many, many years that someone dared talk back to her, which she found quite thrilling. Even Aviod had grown wary.

Kaelena sighed and remained quiet while Aedlynn unpacked, minding her own business. Aedlynn had just decided that she could bear being inside this room as long as her roommate remained quiet, when Kaelena tempted fate again. ‘Are you always this pleasant or are you just secretly very shy?’

‘Fuck’s sake,’ Aedlynn muttered. ‘Mind your own business.’

Kaelena smiled at her. A mischievous smile, laced with sweet venom. ‘Aspia’s famous killer, just a shy little thing with sharp knives.’

Aedlynn nearly growled at her. ‘Keep talking and I’ll show you just how sharp those knives are when I cut out your tongue.’

Kaelena grinned. ‘I think I hit a nerve.’

Aedlynn gritted her teeth, but Kaelena noticed her vexation and decided to let it go, lying back on her bed to read something. It took a while before her jaw relaxed again as she continued unpacking.

Perhaps she was a little shy. Maybe even somewhat self-conscious. Killing came to her easily enough, conversing not so.

She’d just finished hanging her casual clothes and dresses when Kaelena spoke again. ‘That light blue one is really pretty.’

Aedlynn glanced at her, sensing the white flag the girl was waving. ‘Thank you.’

Kaelena smiled at her. ‘Gift from Lorcán?’

Aedlynn blinked. ‘Ehm … Yes.’

Kaelena nodded her head towards the wardrobe. ‘That silk was crafted in Averly, I have a dress of the same fabric. It’s entirely lovely. For a man, Lorcán has surprisingly good taste in dresses. He’s never given me one I don’t like.’

Of course she received dresses from him, given her … occupation.

Kaelena wrinkled her nose. ‘He seems to know I much prefer colourful dresses to bleak ones like Isolde wears. I often wonder if the queen even knows that colours exist, as she only ever wears black or grey or white.’

Was she … going to keep talking?

‘Perhaps she has some strange phobia of colourful things. I hear that her wedding bouquet consisted solely of black roses and lilies. One might think she’s not shallow enough to care about her appearance, but the amount of jewellery she wears … by the Mother, I do not envy her poor neck and shoulders. Horrible taste that woman has and the way she flaunts her wealth to all those around her – simply disgusting,’ she exclaimed, throwing her hands up before letting them fall back on her lap.

Despite herself, Aedlynn smiled slightly. Seeing Kaelena like this tugged at something in her that was still human. Something warm and fuzzy.

‘Like, there are poor families out there. Starving and struggling and then there’s the she-daemon with her jewellery that weighs as much as a small child. But the only thing she cares about is my relationship with Lorcán.’ Kaelena rolled her eyes and deeply sighed, focusing her attention back on Aedlynn, who couldn’t help but be impressed. She doubted Kaelena had paused to catch her breath in between sentences. ‘Sorry, got a little carried away.’

Aedlynn chuckled, running a light hand over the soft fabric of the dresses. ‘Can’t really blame her for not liking her husband’s courtesan.’

Kaelena frowned, then sat up straighter. ‘I’m not his courtesan.’

Was she truly not? Or was she just some foolish girl who believed that just because Lorcán bought her dresses and maybe promised her the world, that she was somehow different than the many whores he’d gone through before her? ‘Then why are you here?’

Kaelena scrambled up from her bed, smoothing out the chiffon before she straightened her spine. Forsaken gods, Aedlynn had to admit the girl was utterly gorgeous. With a grace that left Aedlynn breathless, Kaelena walked over and leaned against the wardrobe.

‘I grew up in Méraud, under the care of Madame Valendair after I was orphaned near the end of the War, and when I came of age, she had me trained as a courtesan. But when I was about nineteen, I ehm …’ Her cheeks flushed and mischief sparkled in those pretty brown eyes. ‘I started showing some skills with breaking and entering. I was pretty good at sneaking around unnoticed, heard a lot of things – information people hoped to keep hidden in the darkness of the night hours. And then I overheard some lords planning to assassinate Lorcán the night after. So, I stole a horse and made for Odalis, slipped in without any of the guards noticing and then just kind of … showed up in his throne room with the message that those lords were planning on poisoning him.’

Aedlynn stared at her in disbelief. She was pretty good at sneaking around but no one managed to sneak into Lorcán’s throne room without being apprehended. No one was that good.

Kaelena smiled. ‘You should’ve seen Lorcán’s face. He wasn’t even angry, wholly impressed that a nineteen-year-old girl slipped through his every defence; skipping along his halls in a pretty dress. Those lords were apprehended, questioned and admitted their plans. Lorcán then bought me from Valendair, offered me a home here and a job.’

‘I take it that job has a lot to do with you sneaking around unnoticed?’

‘I’m his spy, but Isolde and many other nobles do believe that I’m his favourite courtesan, only his Cadre knows the truth. We keep it as a ruse so others don’t hesitate to talk around me – a pretty thing to decorate his lap with.’ Kaelena whistled. ‘Isolde can be fucking vicious, though. Lorcán once threw a masterful insult her way to silence her and I couldn’t wipe the grin off my face. She then said something along the lines of ‘I’m not the one trained like a racehorse to be ridden for enjoyment’ – still stings. She followed up with that, unlike me, she didn’t need Lorcán’s cock to decide whether she was useful or not.’ Kaelena sighed, then her lips curled into a self-satisfied smirk while she crossed her arms. ‘I then sweetly informed her that as long as she couldn’t bear him an heir, she was disposable as well. That seemed to silence her just fine.’

Perhaps Aedlynn wouldn’t sleep so soundly tonight after all. ‘You’re awfully talkative for a spy. Do you always ramble this much?’

Kaelena raised an amused brow. ‘Only when I’m the one carrying the conversation.’

Aedlynn frowned. ‘How the fuck am I supposed to say anything when you make as much noise as a small army?’

Kaelena wrinkled her nose, which made her look fairly adorable in Aedlynn’s humble opinion. ‘Secret? I was never good at those games adults make you play to get you to shut up.’ Kaelena grinned. ‘I think my record was a minute.’

Aedlynn chuckled.

‘Sorry for getting under your skin,’ Kaelena said.

Aedlynn glanced up at her, now realising she was slightly taller. ‘It’s fine.’

Kaelena stuck up her pinkie. ‘Promise that you won’t kill me in my sleep?’

She gave Kaelena a small smile.

Kaelena wiggled her pinkie.

Aedlynn’s smile grew as she hooked her pinkie around the spy’s. ‘Fine, I won’t kill you in your sleep.’

‘Good.’ Kaelena let go of her and walked towards the door. Before she left the room, she shot Aedlynn a sly smile. ‘I’ll let you know if I’ll promise you the same thing.’
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