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Content Warning

Dear reader, please be advised that this book includes the following topics before you begin reading:

• grief

• misogyny 

• violence and gore

• sexual assault

• references to off-page rape

• torture







PREVIOUSLY IN
 WARRIOR OF DROWNED EMPIRE

The new Arkasva Batavia, Lady Arianna, has been consecrated as High Lady of Bamaria. And Lord Tristan Grey, the Heir Apparent’s new betrothed, is ready for celebrations to die down, and for a chance to stop performing for the crowds. But mostly, he’s ready to finally grieve his cousin Haleika who was turned forsaken by the soulless akadim, then killed in the arena by his ex-girlfriend Lyriana Batavia, and her suspected lover, the forsworn soturion, Rhyan Hart. But Tristan can’t do any of these things so long as Imperator Kormac remains in his country. Not even the shocking death of his nephew, Brockton Kormac, has pulled him home from Bamaria, or away from the villa owned by Tristan’s grandmother. But the Imperator has a task for Tristan. As the most celebrated vorakh hunter in the Empire, he is given orders for something else to hunt: Lyriana and Rhyan. Still in love with Lyr, Tristan agrees, if only to find her and make sure she’s safe. But Tristan’s whole world is turned upside down when a vorakh hunt later that night reveals his worst fear. Tristan himself is vorakh and just had his first vision—a new detail about the night his parents were murdered by a mage under the thrall of visions, one with a beauty mark who swore Tristan’s parents would regret his existence when he grew up and they saw what he truly was.

In the caves of Glemaria, Lyr and Rhyan help Meera recover from her akadim kidnapping, while hiding from Morgana and Aemon, as well as Rhyan’s father who has just returned to his Seat. Rhyan’s memories of his past life as the fallen God Auriel are haunting his dreams. He can’t stop revisiting the death of his past-life love, the Goddess Asherah, Lyriana’s previous incarnation. But a newly magic-powered Lyr is facing her own demons as she struggles to accept the fact that not only was Brockton telling her the truth: that Jules was alive—but that Jules has been suffering and alone for two years. Lyr’s anger at the Empire, and at herself, is coming to a head as she is consumed with the need to find Jules, and exact vengeance on those who hurt her.

Morgana’s own memories of her past life as the Goddess Ereshya, Moriel’s consort, are also haunting her dreams to the point they are making it hard for her to remember who she is. The strength of her dreams can be attributed to the indigo shard that she tricked Lyr into giving to her. Despite Aemon’s request for the shard to be returned to him, she has refused, and tries to accept her fate as an enemy of her sisters, but not yet a full ally of her lover Aemon, the reincarnation of Moriel. When Aemon leaves her alone in the Allurian Pass with his servant Parthenay, Morgana must decide her next move, and begins to focus on the shard and her ability to wield it. But she’s unsettled by the demons around her, including what appears to be a newer breed—akadim that are smaller and more human-like in their ability to think—but just as vicious as the others.

Knowing a battle is coming soon, Lyr has thrown herself into training, both soturion, and mage, now that she has her magic, and possession of Asherah’s stave. But her power has come with some strange effects. When Meera falls into a vision and Lyr rushes to help her, she finds herself trapped in the vision instead. There she sees the Emperor’s arena and three wolves chasing down a lion. Lyriana grabs an old shield from the ground to protect herself, and then hears Jules’s voice, realizing Jules is the lion, just as indigo and orange lights appear. Lyr comes out of the vision and faints, leaving a worried Rhyan and Meera to care for her. Though initially fearful that Lyriana now has vorakh as well, the three suspect that the Valalumir light in her heart, part of the Red Ray placed there by Mercurial when they made their bargain, is able to heal. But this comes at a cost to Lyriana—she must take on whatever pain or sickness she touches. Confident of her new abilities, and the knowledge that Jules is in the capital, Lyriana is ready to make her move. And she’ll need to be quick. The Emperor has recently called for a Valabellum, a day of deadly games in the arena reenacting the War of Light. The games will draw everyone from the Empire to the capital, where Jules is. But with Imperator Hart’s soturi close to finding them, they must first relocate to a new hiding place.

Rhyan travels with Meera to a new location first—since he’s only able to travel with one person at a time. Lyr waits behind with the gryphon they acquired, but is soon surrounded by nahashim sent by Rhyan’s father. She escapes on the gryphon, and reunites with Rhyan in their second location. But they quickly discover the nahashim were a trap, and Rhyan, Lyriana, and Meera are captured and bound by Rhyan’s old friends: Dario, a soturion serving the Imperator, and Aiden, an apprentice to Glemaria’s Master of Spies.

Dario, looking to spread division amongst them, tells Lyr of Rhyan’s past crimes, and secrets he’s been keeping from her. She learns the soturion he killed in the arena was not only his best friend Garrett, but Aiden’s soulmate. Aiden breaks Rhyan’s nose in anger, but an akadim attack forces their captors to release their binds and ally together in the fight. The five barely escape on their gryphon, but the momentary truce ends, and Dario and Aiden bring them to Seathorne to see the Imperator.

Back in Bamaria, trials are held for the Valabellum as Tristan is urged once again to find Lyr and Rhyan for the Imperator. He knows he must follow orders, despite his fear of his vorakh overwhelming him. He keeps seeing visions of his parents’ death. But after the trials, he has a new concern. Galen, his best friend and Haleika’s lover, has won the trials, and reveals he wants to face the Emperor in retaliation—an act likely to get him killed.

North in the Allurian Pass, Morgana begins to take on the power of the indigo shard, ordering the akadim to serve her, though still grappling morally with her role in all of this, and who she really is: Lady Morgana, Lyr and Meera’s sister, or the Goddess Ereshya, Moriel’s consort, and Asherah’s enemy.

Lyriana, Rhyan, and Meera are brought before Imperator Hart for interrogation. Lyriana and Rhyan dodge questions about Meera, and what happened to the indigo shard. They try to hide Lyriana’s abilities from him, knowing any knowledge he has can be used against them. But when he brings in Arkturion Kane, the brutal warlord he’s marked for marriage to Lyr, another Guardian is revealed. When Kane touches Lyr’s skin, her heart heats up—a sign of a reborn Guardian. Kane is revealed as the reincarnation of Shiviel, God of the Yellow Ray, an even more brutal monster than Moriel.

Rhyan is imprisoned, and Meera is sent away. Lyr wakes up in Rhyan’s old bedroom, being looked after by the Imperator’s new wife, and Rhyan’s ex-lover, Lady Kenna. An unlikely alliance forms between Lyr and Kenna, who both agree that they want to protect Rhyan, and free him from the prisons.

Lyriana meets alone with Imperator Hart to negotiate. He reveals that he knows the truth about Vrukshire, that Lyriana and Rhyan are responsible for Brockton’s murder, a fact that he learned from Imperator Kormac himself. Kormac has been keeping Lyr’s role in this a secret because he still intends to use her to claim Bamaria. Imperator Hart promises he can protect Lyr and Bamaria from this fate, if she does the following—marry Arkturion Kane, and attend the Emperor’s Valabellum in order to steal a shield from his Throne Room. He even offers to rescue Jules for her. Lyr is wary of his bargain, especially because it means Rhyan will be forced back under his father’s rule. But when the Imperator’s nahashim shows her a vision of the shield she’s meant to steal, she recognizes it from her vision, and realizes what it is—the orange shard, another piece of the Valalumir—and she knows the reason she saw the indigo and orange lights in the arena. Aemon and Morgana are going after it, too, and if they succeed, they will have two shards of the Valalumir in their possession. Lyr has no choice but to accept, but only after she negotiates Rhyan’s freedom from prison, and a private meeting with him to explain her decision. Imperator Hart agrees, and makes Lyr sign a contract with her blood, one that forces her to submit to his every word and command. 

The Afeya Mercurial comes to see Rhyan in the cells, and confirms Kane’s identity as Shiviel. He also reveals that Auriel and Asherah weakened Shiviel’s soul in such a way that he remains weak through every incarnation, even now when he’s Kane. Otherwise Lyr wouldn’t have survived their encounter. Mercurial also reveals to Rhyan that Meera’s reincarnated identity is Cassarya, Goddess of the Blue Ray. This means they only have one Guardian left to identify: the Guardian of the Violet Ray, the Goddess Hava. Mercurial tells Rhyan he’s already found her, once. He also warns that Lyr’s new healing powers are tied to her ability to call on kashonim with Asherah. When she does this, she is calling on a power known as Rakashonim, a magic so strong and volatile for a mortal, that it was the cause of death for ­Asherah. And if Lyriana continues to call on it, without the aid of the red shard, the shard she was supposed to find per their bargain, she will be in mortal danger. He urges Rhyan to leave Seathorne and to take Lyriana with him. But before he can learn any more, his father arrives to inform him of Lyriana’s bargain. Learning that Lyriana has finally submitted to Kane, and that Rhyan himself must also marry someone of his father’s choosing, anger takes over him. He can feel ­Auriel’s energy rising to the surface, and swears that if his father harms Lyriana in any way, he will kill him, not just in this life, but in every life, and again in the afterlife—a threat his father seems to take seriously.

Lyr and Rhyan reunite and argue over his father’s motives, and their arrangement with him. Rhyan worries about the role Jules is playing in his father’s manipulations. He knows how desperately Lyriana wants to rescue her, and worries it’s making her easy to manipulate. But tension flares between them as Lyriana confronts Rhyan from hiding that Kenna was his lover, and that he never told her what happened with Garrett, or the night his mother died. Too fearful for her safety, Rhyan tries to convince Lyriana to leave with him. But they finally agree, that as painful as it will be, they have a duty to protect the orange shard from falling into the wrong hands. And with the Valabellum, and both Imperators after them, this might be their only way to do so. Rhyan however, has new suspicions about his father’s motives in rescuing Jules, and fails to tell Lyr what he learned about Rakashonim.

Lyriana’s engagement to Kane is announced, as is Rhyan’s to a Glemarian noblewoman, Lady Amalthea, who seems to make him uncomfortable. They are thrown into Glemarian society, appearing at public events to show off their engagements which protects them from Ka Kormac, and also dispels any rumours of their alleged love affair. Lyr resumes soturion training, though she is forced to pretend she’s still powerless. In the evenings, Lyriana, Rhyan, Meera, Dario, and Aiden prepare to steal the shield, studying blueprints of the Emperor’s Palace, and the schedule of soturi on guard duty.

Unable to reach Lyriana and Rhyan now that they’re under Imperator Hart’s protection, Tristan turns his attention to saving his best friend. But when Galen uncovers a series of failed bribe attempts by Tristan to disqualify him from the games, he no longer trusts him. Galen refuses to leave, determined to face the Emperor for what happened to Haleika. He doesn’t care about the consequences. Imperator Kormac, aware of Tristan’s actions, promises him Galen will be safe, but only if he apprehends Lyriana and Rhyan in the capital.

Back in the North, Aemon returns to the Allurian Pass with a guest, a chayatim, one of the vorakh previously enslaved to the Emperor. The mage has visions, and a noticeable beauty mark. Aemon introduces Morgana to Andromeny, his older sister—the vorakh who murdered Tristan’s parents.

As the weeks of preparation for the Valabellum pass, Lyriana and Rhyan feel the strain of being unable to talk, or see each other in private. His father’s spies are everywhere. For a month, they parade around Glemaria and attend balls with their betrothed partners, pretending their relationships are genuine. Every touch Kane gives Lyr makes her sick, but her contract with the Imperator leaves her unable to refuse. Luckily, his advances remain on the dance floor. 

While Lyr has done everything she can to keep the Imperator happy, and prepare to steal the shield, Rhyan has been conducting his own research into Rakashonim, and trying to understand what weakened Shiviel, so he can save Lyriana in this lifetime. Sneaking out to Asherah’s tomb, he finally remembers what happened. Shiviel had captured Auriel, and Asherah came to his rescue. Together, they cut his soul in half, separating him from his power. The act created a small child out of Shiviel’s soul: a secret eighth Guardian. His father finally tells him that he knows about Rakashonim, and that it will kill Lyriana if she continues to call on it for power or healing.

Just before their departure, Mercurial returns, violently reminding Lyr of their deal and the pain she will suffer if she does not claim the Red Shard for herself. Unable to see a way out of her bargain, or to stop Morgana and Aemon from claiming more of the Valalumir’s power, she cannot agree. Mercurial tells her that Rhyan’s still keeping secrets, including the fact that her power can not only kill her, but everyone around her.



Lyriana and Rhyan attend a ball the night before the Valabellum in the Emperor’s honor. For the first time in months, she must face Imperator Kormac and her Aunt Arianna. A dance with Imperator Kormac confirms the truth—he knows she’s guilty of murder. And he’s been keeping one more secret: Rhyan’s vorakh. He orders her to end her engagement to Kane, and resume her wedding to his son, Viktor—or he will have Rhyan arrested for vorakh.

Before Lyr can act, masked warriors from the Valabellum arrive at the ball. Tristan watches in horror as the soturion dressed as Moriel, the warrior who will, according to tradition, die enters. It’s Galen. Imperator Kormac again demands Tristan’s loyalty in exchange for his friend’s life. But before everyone, Galen murders the Emperor.

The Palace enters a lockdown, but Rhyan finds a way into Lyr’s bedroom. At last he confesses the secrets he’s been keeping: his memories of Auriel, his nightmares about ­Asherah’s death, his research on Rakashonim, why he had to kill Garrett, and finally, his suspicion that Jules is the reincarnation of Hava, and that’s why his father is willing to rescue her—because he’s collecting reincarnations of the Gods and Goddesses. Rhyan also reveals the truth about Lady Amalthea and Lady Kenna. His father was forcing him to sleep around after he spent a year refusing to court because he’d fallen in love with Lyr. Amalthea was the first, and Kenna was the one who allowed the practice to stop. With no more secrets between them, Lyr and Rhyan reunite, their love stronger than ever. Later in bed, Rhyan proposes marriage.

Imperator Kormac is chosen as the new Emperor, and sends for Tristan to reveal the Empire’s darkest secret. The vorakh Tristan arrests are not stripped and killed, they are made to serve in the Palace as chayatim. Tristan is taken to a room full of chayatim he personally captured. Galen is being interrogated and tortured by them. When Jules enters, revealing she is alive and a chayatim, Tristan is offered one final chance to save Galen: use the lockdown to bring Rhyan and Lyr to the new Emperor.

Tristan finds Lyr’s room, and reveals to her and Rhyan what he saw, as well as his own secrets—he’s vorakh. Lyr and Rhyan agree to help him save Galen and Jules. As they leave, Dario, Aiden, and Meera join. Dario and Aiden manage to admit they were forced to obey Rhyan’s father through blood contracts, and they were on his side all along. The six of them enter the interrogation room, and manage to get a hold of a badly beaten Jules and Galen. They escape the Palace and fly to Cretanya on gryphon-back, then seek shelter in the inn owned by the in-laws of Rhyan’s Uncle Sean.

Lyr accepts Rhyan’s marriage proposal, and together they guard their friends and family throughout the night. But then Imperator Hart’s nahashim finds them. The group of eight escape to the woods, but Imperator Hart uses his blood contract to order Lyriana, Dario, and Aiden to freeze, and allow his nahashim to strangle them. The only way to break free of his orders is to allow a day to pass, or to create physical distance between them and the Imperator. Rhyan rushes at his father, uses his vorakh, and they vanish. It works. Lyr, Aiden, and Dario are able to move again, and Meera, realizing she is Cassarya, discovers she can control the snakes and sends them away. They all return to the inn and wait for Rhyan to resurface. But time passes and he doesn’t return. 

Jules has a vision: Rhyan’s been captured by the Emperor, tried and found guilty for having vorakh. Since the Valabellum was canceled, Rhyan will be publicly stripped for entertainment instead. Lyr knows that all of her friends and family are in danger, wanted for crimes against the Empire, and half of them are injured or weak. But if she can get to Rhyan fast enough, they can escape. He can travel with her, but he can only take one. Lyr vows to go save him alone, and leaves Dario to protect the others.



Lyr steals an ashvan and rides furiously back to the capital, but there are too many soturi standing between her and Rhyan. She decides to call on Rakashonim, but she needs every ounce of strength she can get. So she breaks into the Throne Room, and steals the shield, killing the Blade, the Empire’s warlord, in the process. Just before she fights her way out, Morgana enters, followed by akadim who can walk in the sun.

Everyone in the Throne Room is murdered, everyone except Lyr. She can hear Rhyan being brought out to the arena, and begs Morgana to let her take the shield and save him. But Morgana refuses. She’ll allow Lyr to touch the indigo shard and absorb some of its power, but nothing more. Out of time, Lyr accepts, and calls on Rakashonim. She fights her way into the arena, killing anyone who tries to stop her as Rhyan is mercilessly stripped of his magic. Lyr reaches the dais, and using her magic, carries a deathly weakened Rhyan through the arena. But before they can leave, ­Morgana and Aemon’s akadim attack. As Lyr fights them off, one demon gets to Rhyan. Lyr calls on Rakashonim once more to save him. But suddenly finds herself beside the statue of the Guardian of Bamaria, with no way to get to Rhyan. Screaming, she breaks off the onyx head of the gryphon and throws it into the water. Her power intensifies, and she threatens to unleash a deadly tsunami, until a voice stops her, and someone appears, speaking in High Lumerian. The God Auriel, Rhyan’s previous incarnation, has regained physical form.

Alone in the woods, a forsaken Rhyan attempts to stop the transformation to akadim by ending his life. When he cannot, Asherah appears to comfort him, but without physical form, she can do little to stop what’s happening. His transformation to akadim complete, Rhyan goes in search of his first kill. He finds a mage who seems familiar to him. But instead of attacking, he finds himself agreeing to serve her, as she places a collar around his neck, joining their power together in kashonim. He asks her name, and she answers, ‘‘Ereshya’’.







THE FIRST SCROLL:

AURIEL





CHAPTER ONE

RHYAN

The clock tower struck the new hour in Numeria and I groaned.

Fucking Numeria. Fucking stupid Lumerian capital.

How was it possible I was back here? How was I already away from Lyriana? Away from my friends? How the hell had I already been separated from them—and after I’d just gotten them back? After, for a moment, for a brief shining fucking moment, it felt like things were working out for me. 

For one night they had.

I’d gotten away from my father’s iron grip. Away from the Emperor. I was with Lyr, and she was safe and she was mine and she was loved. And so was I—as long as I was with her. 

I was everything with her. 

And finally, I knew the truth—knew that Aiden and Dario, my best friends, didn’t hate me. Gods, they’d even forgiven me for Garrett. For leaving Glemaria and abandoning them. For all I’d done in my escape. For everyone I’d hurt. Everyone who’d died because of me. 

And we found Jules. We fucking found her, two and half years after she was taken. We got her safely out of the Palace. Got her to freedom. And more than that. Meera was safe. Hell—even Lord Tristan freaking Grey was on our side now. It was all working out. All coming together. And by the Gods, the only thing left for me to do was free Kenna, get her away from my father. Away from her father, too—that monster, Arkturion Kane. Shiviel. But I’d already reached too high. 

I always reached too high.

I leaned my head back against the hard stone wall of my prison cell. The tiny square I’d been locked in was cold and drafty, and the damp and musty hall leading up to it smelled like shit. In a larger cell, a few rows down, prisoners banged on the walls. Coughing, and groaning in pain. Some were crying. Some were just screaming.

Closing my eyes, I tried to forget where I was. To forget everything from the last few hours. And everything coming in the next. The horror I knew I’d face. And the pain. The pain which was inevitable. I only wanted one thing now. 

Lyr. 

To see Lyr. See her in my mind, and remember the way she looked last night, so raw and beautiful. I could almost feel my body still tangled with hers, could almost feel, even in the damp cold of the cell, just how Godsdamned warm I’d been in her bed. Warm inside her, around her, on top of her, beneath her. We had connected in every way possible. Our bodies, our minds, our hearts. Our souls. And I was smiling, and so was she. And we were happy. For a moment, we were happy.

The backs of my eyes pricked with tears. Fuck. I shook my head, and swallowed, my throat dry and rough. 

I was happy? What a fucking joke. Happy. Happiness wasn’t for people like me. Happiness wasn’t my fate. It never was. I should have known better. I should have known my father would come for us. Should have known that in the end, above all else, he’d come for me. And most of all, I should have known he would succeed. Now he had. Now it was done. And now nothing else mattered. My time was up. 



Gods. The bindings were so fucking tight, I could barely breathe. My father wasn’t taking chances this time. Not after I’d broken through his double binding at home. Not since I nearly killed him while behind bars. I guess I should have been flattered he found me to be such a threat. But to be honest, it was hard to feel anything else beyond dread.

I knew there’d be no reprieve. The trial they held for me in the Palace had been swift. Barely even worthy of meriting the formality of being called a trial. Accusation, evidence, conviction and sentencing were presented briskly, without emotion.

All in under a minute.

It was a farce. And yet—ironically, I was actually guilty.

Though, what other outcome could have been expected? When I’d grabbed my father, traveled with him away from Lyr, from my friends—from my … From everyone who’d become my family, I was so afraid, and terrified for them, I wasn’t thinking straight. I only knew one thing: I had to stop the threat. I had to save her. I had to save them all. He had fucking nahashim with him, and the giant snakes were going to suffocate Lyr; squeeze Dario and Aiden to death. And there was nothing I could do. Because my father had control over the snakes, and he had total control over their prey. Lyr, Dario and Aiden had all been bound to follow his word, forced to follow his commands. He had blackmailed them all into signing a blood contract, compelling them into complicity with their own demise. Nothing broke me more than the look on Lyr’s face at the moment, at the sheer panic in her eyes as she realized she was helpless. The moment she realized that despite her strength, and the power she’d fought so hard to find, she was unable to fight back. 

There was only one thing I could do. Only one way to help. Get him away from her. From all of them. Get him far away enough to break the power his words held.



So I ran at him with all I had, and I jumped, holding onto him like my life depended on it. Apparently, my life had depended on it. I just didn’t understand why at the time. I could still feel my stomach tugging as we traveled. Feel the strain in my arms from holding my father against me. And the sudden weight in my boots when we landed, the strain in my calves. The sinking feeling that followed. Because it turned out the jump I’d made was too short—we hadn’t traveled far away enough to break his hold. He laughed when we landed, confirming as much. The threat hadn’t stopped.

So immediately, without thought, without recovering my strength, I jumped again. Right into Numeria, right into the Empire’s capital. The most dangerous place I could have gone.

My father’s face said it all. That what I did had worked. I’d broken his hold. I’d saved my friends, saved my family. 

I’d saved Lyr …

Unfortunately, as I was reminded by my current surroundings, I’d been unable to save myself. We were seen by dozens and dozens of witnesses. Their testimony wasn’t needed though. The Emperor—the newly crowned Imperator Kormac—already knew my secret. Knew I was vorakh. He’d already told Lyr. And with my sudden display of forbidden magic upon landing in Numeria, so did everyone else. No more hiding.

I was sentenced. And before the end of the day, before the sun set again, I would be stripped. At least, that was technically my punishment. A stripping of power and magic. But everyone at the trial knew the truth—knew what was really going to happen to me.

Because the procedure wouldn’t end there. It would end in my execution. My magic would be ripped out of my skin, torn from my muscles, cut out of my organs, and sucked from my bones. They’d take it all, take everything that had made me who I was, until it was gone, until I was dead. The Examiner from Ka Lethea had gone over the procedure already, explaining in such detail what would happen that I’d nearly vomited. He said I might survive, that it was possible. But I could see the lie in his eyes. I knew. We all knew. One did not survive these strippings, no matter how strong they were, no matter how hard they trained. And I had trained. Really fucking hard. 

I suppressed a cry and sucked in a breath, but the movement was labored under all of my bindings. I guess this was my final rope. The one I wouldn’t be tearing apart.

A tear rolled down my cheek—one I couldn’t even wipe away since my hands were bound. Fuck. I was running out of time. The countdown was on. I took a deep breath and shook my head. It was okay. It had to be okay. I mean I could live with it. Or … die because of it. I laughed. Bad time to make a joke. Another tear fell, and I swallowed again, my throat painfully dry, as I tried to steel myself.

I just had to focus on what mattered, on what was important. If it saved Lyr, if it saved her life, I could bear it. It would be worth it. If she was free from my father, free from Kormac, then I could die. I could face down my death with honor, and without regret. As long as she was all right. 

I nodded, to no one but myself. She was all right. And she would continue to be—even without me. There was no question about it. Lyr was strong. So strong. A fucking Goddess. She would bring the Empire to its knees when she was ready. And I was so fucking proud of her, of how powerful she’d become, how fierce. She amazed me constantly. I still remembered when I’d first fallen in love with her. Gods. I thought she was so beautiful. So beautiful I’d never tire of seeing her every day. Of seeing her beauty. Her smile. Her eyes. Her body.

I’d been right. But I’d underestimated myself, underestimated her. I hadn’t tired of her—not once, not even close. Instead, I felt insatiable. Like I was starving. I wanted more. More time to see her, to admire her. To talk to her, to listen to her, to hold her … to … fuck. To everything with her.

My chest heaved, and I bit my lip, my stomach twisting.

She was so much stronger than she realized. Stronger than me in some ways. I needed her, like I needed air to breathe. But the truth was, she didn’t need me. Not to fight for her. Not to protect her. She’d survive this. She would. And she’d move on. She’d done it before. And much as that stung, much as I hated the thought of her with anyone else, the thought of someone else holding her at night, talking to her, kissing her … it was strangely comforting to know. To know that one day she’d have love again, and safety, passion, partnership … 

More tears fell.

When I was gone, she could survive however she needed to. Just as long as she did. And I’d watch over her, and I’d wait. Wait for however long it took for her to join me in whatever world was next. It would hurt. It would really fucking hurt. 

It already did. 

But that was okay, too. Because it had to be. Because I’d spend an eternity waiting for her if I had to. If it meant she could have a long, and happy life—even if that was a life without me in it. Still, I would wait.

My vision blurred, and a door opened down the hall. Fresh shouts coming from outside sounded within the walls of the Palace prison. The noise exploded as it rushed towards me.

Great. A full audience was gathered in the arena. And if it was possible to believe from their auras, from the frenetic energy pulsing through the walls, it seemed as though they were even more starved than I was. They’d expected blood today—expected violence, gore and entertainment. It had been promised to them before the Valabellum games were called off. Before Emperor Theotis was murdered. Before Emperor Avery replaced him. Well, they could cheer up now. Because they were going to get their wish—my blood. Hopefully, I’d make a good show. One they’d remember.

It was a small comfort that Lyr wouldn’t know about this in time—there’d be no way for word to reach her of my fate before it happened. Not with how fast they were moving. Not while she remained in Cretanya. It was better that way. Better that she stayed far away from here. Better that she stayed safe and was spared from seeing me like this, along with everyone else I loved. Everyone except for Kenna who was still here. But she would persevere. She was strong, too. 

Boots marching across the floor echoed against the walls as they headed toward me. I recognized the approach of my father at once. The sound of his gait was familiar. And hateful. Unwelcome. The force of his aura followed.

His shadow loomed over me before he came into view. I straightened as best I could beneath my chains, and blinked rapidly, until my tears were dried. I wouldn’t cry. I wouldn’t shed one more Godsdamned fucking tear. Not in front of him. 

A moment passed as we stared each other down, and I let my full hatred for this man, this sorry excuse for a father, wash over me. I remembered his crimes. All of them. If I wasn’t bound, if I could still access my aura, I would have blasted it at him. But I had to settle for a glare, for the constant growl that curled my lips in his presence.

At last, he stepped up to the bars, his eyes narrowed. “So, Rhyan, this is it. You’ve finally done it,” he snarled. 

I noted that despite his bravado, he still kept somewhat of a distance from the bars, and from me—unlike the last time he’d had me in this position. Back in Glemaria, I’d been bound and locked up. Thrown into the deepest levels of the Glemarian dungeons. And I still found a way to choke him. He still remembered, and he was cautious, afraid to get too close. I was behind fucking bars, chained to the wall, three bindings spelled across my body, and still …

I guess I could take that as a small win. I’d take anything I could get at this point.

“What is this?” I asked, my voice raw. I glanced pointedly behind him, no longer wanting to look at him. His face made me sick. “Making your final goodbye?”

Slowly, he shook his head, and I caught sight of some gray hairs in his beard I’d never seen before. His eyebrows narrowed to a deep V. “Something like that I suppose. And thank the Gods.”

“I wouldn’t thank the Gods,” I growled.

“I certainly won’t be thanking you. Because it was you who finally pushed me to this point,” he continued, ignoring my words. He was always ignoring my words. Refusing to hear me. Even this time—the last time. I guess there was one benefit to death. I wouldn’t have to experience this again. 

“I tried to avoid this at all costs,” he continued. “To my own detriment at times. To Glemaria’s. And I did all of this for you.”

“For me?” I laughed. “Fuck. Off.” I gritted. “You’re always the fucking martyr, aren’t you? The savior, the hero and the victim. Are you not tired of your own Godsdamned gryphon shit by now? Of your constant lies? Because I sure as hell am. So just go fuck yourself. Because you did this. You chose this. You always chose this.”

“I did no such thing,” my father said. “I could have turned you in plenty of times over the years.” His mouth tightened. “I didn’t. I kept you safe. Protected! You were the one who compromised everything. You were the one who got yourself caught.”

“And I’d do it again!” I yelled.

“Would you now? Let me guess. For her?” he taunted. 

I snarled, daring him to say her name. Daring him to speak of Lyriana in my presence.



He shook his head, and laughed. “That’s it, isn’t it? It’s always for her.”

My hands flexed at my sides, at least, as much as they could. “Yes,” I seethed. “It is. And you better fucking remember that! Because everything I said still stands. I meant every word when I swore to you that if you hurt her, if you harmed one hair on her head, there would be nowhere safe for you.”

“And nowhere I can hide?” he asked mockingly, repeating my words from a month ago. So he had remembered that, too—good. But right now, he was trying to goad me, I could see it in his eyes, feel it in the storm of his aura. His anger. His hatred. 

He shook his head, his eyes narrowed. “All of these threats you make for her are useless. You seem to forget in that small feeble mind of yours that you’re the one in danger.” He scoffed, “And yet, here you are. Helpless. Bound. And soon, you’ll be stripped. Your threats mean nothing. Your words mean nothing. And your legacy will mean nothing. Because I will find her, trust me. And when I do, there will be hell waiting for her. She will do my will, and Kane’s, and so much more. She will have no choice. She’ll be in his bed and anywhere else I fucking want her. She already signed her life away. To me.”

“No. She’ll find a way,” I said. “And you’ll lose. She’s stronger than you. Stronger than you know.” I smiled, my lips wide like a madman’s. “She’s stronger than me. And she’ll be the end of you, if I can’t be the one.”

His eyes narrowed further, but his chin twitched—one of his agitated tells. I was getting to him.

I straightened. “You’re afraid,” I said. His aura shifted, the change unmistakable. “Aren’t you?” I laughed hysterically. “I’m about to be taken to the wolves, stripped of my clothing, of my power, of everything—all in front of the whole Godsdamned Empire. I’ll be executed on your orders,” I yelled. “Dead within the hour,” I choked out. “And yet, you—you—are more afraid than I am.”

His nostrils flared, his neck reddening. “What makes you so sure? Hmmm?”

“You bent the knee,” I spat. “You submitted to Avery fucking Kormac.” I shook my head, feeling farther than Lethea with what I expected to be my last moments. A countdown to the end, a countdown that was almost over. But this was worth the time I had left. I stepped forward, the small amount my chains would afford me. Barely inches from the wall, and nowhere near the bars. But it was enough. 

“You didn’t give me up all these years because you cared about me.” My voice cracked, and for a second, I hated myself for it. Hated myself for knowing what this man was. Knowing he was far worse than any akadim or demon of the ancient world. He was far more sinister. Because, at the very least, the other monsters presented themselves as such. They were honest in their monstrousness. They wore no masks. They were naked. 

But this man? The one who raised me, who claimed the title of father—he was different. 

Because in some small corner of my soul, something deep inside me still craved his love, still wanted him to love me back. To be proud of me. To care about me. And he didn’t. He never did. I watched him kill my mother right in front of my eyes. I wanted to stab a knife through his throat and cut him limb from limb. And I still wanted him to hug me, and comfort me. Even now. I wanted him to tell me it would be all right. That dying would be easy. That it wouldn’t hurt. Or Gods, tell me that he’d made a mistake, that he spoke to the Emperor, and he was going to break me out. He was going to save me. Let me go.

He wasn’t going to do that. It was clear now: he never cared. If I was being honest with myself, it was clear a long fucking time ago.



But hearts are fickle things. And hope sometimes takes too long to die.

“You may not care about me,” I gritted my teeth. “Or love me. I know that. But I’m still your son. I’m still your fucking son!” I roared.

He paled, but kept his mouth shut.

I shook my head. “That might not mean anything to you. I know it doesn’t. But it means something to the rest of the world. To the Empire. And you look pathetic! You look weak handing over your own blood! You’re doing this now,” I said, “because you’re losing. Because you lost your bid for the Throne. You’ll never be Emperor! And I swear to you, after this, you won’t remain Imperator much longer either. My death will be your downfall.” 

“Shut your Godsdamned mouth,” he said, but he still didn’t come any closer. “You know nothing! Foresight and vision were never part of your skillset. You were always so cocky, so sure of yourself when you had no reason to be.”

“I had reason,” I said.

The shouts outside were growing louder now, more frenzied. Calling for action, for violence. For blood. 

My blood.

I closed my eyes, my body starting to shake involuntarily. It will be over soon. It will be over soon.

But when I looked at my father again, he actually looked sick. Regret? Guilt? A change of heart? 

No. He’d never change. He was incapable. It was just as well. I had to accept that he was who he was. But I was also going to make sure that in my final moments, he knew exactly who I was. I was going to make sure he didn’t forget what I’d promised. I wanted him to remember every day for the rest of his life, that the oath I’d made, that the threat I’d sworn, would still stand. That it would be enforced long after I was gone. My death would not stop justice from finding him. 



My heart pounded then, a sudden warmth growing inside me, shooting out through my limbs. And just like that, I had a final burst of energy, of strength. The chains around me rattled, the nails in the walls coming loose. Not enough to break. Not enough to free me. But enough to cause fear in my father.

It was like the moment I’d made my decision, the moment I’d chosen to spend my last moments here on earth doing this, protecting Lyr, protecting my love, my partner, my mekara, something had taken over me, was helping me, supporting me. The same thing I’d felt when I first swore my oath against him. 

Ancient power. The strength of a God. A kind of kashonim that went beyond this realm.

Auriel. My past life. My soul. 

I held my father’s gaze, holding it for what I swore would be the last time. “I promised you pain,” I said, but I no longer sounded like myself. My voice had changed, and power beyond what I could hold vibrated through my words. “I promised you an eternity of suffering if you hurt her. An eternity of being hunted, life after life. I meant what I said. And just because I’m gone,” I swore, “Doesn’t mean I won’t keep my oath. My death will not make you free of me.” 

His chest heaved and he stepped back, his eyes widening. “Rhyan!” He held a note of warning in his voice. But I recognized the truth of what lay beneath it. 

Fear. 

“Not Rhyan,” I snarled. “You know who you’re speaking to now, don’t you? Not your son—not the boy you spent a lifetime trying to scare. I am more. I am eternal. I am Auriel. I am a God. And you know it. You’ve always known it. And still, you played with destinies beyond your control.” I took another step forward, the chains straining against the wall, each one rattling, cracking. One nail popped, and rolled across the floor, stopping at my father’s boot. “I want you to remember in the end, when you’re all alone, when your people have abandoned you, and you’re forced to admit how pathetic and weak you truly are—that you did this. You killed your son. Just as you killed your wife. And soon you will die. If not by my hand, then by one who I will choose to avenge me.”

His nostrils flared. “Enough! Enough!” He scoffed, “Auriel! Like I’m to believe you. I’ve had a lifetime of your ramblings, Rhyan. Of your insolence, and your refusal to take ownership of your choices. Your mistakes. Your weaknesses. You want to speak about who plays the martyr, victim and hero? Well get a Godsdamned fucking mirror. And take a look! But do it soon. Because your time is done.” He was losing control, he sounded on the verge of hysteria. “Do not tell me my fate when you didn’t have the vision! When this was never your vorakh! I know! Not because of your mother, but because I have common fucking sense. And you don’t know anything about how I’m seen! Or how this will look! Or how I will succeed! Now shut your mouth! Shut your Godsdamned fucking mouth! It’s time to meet your fate, Rhyan.”

He’d emphasized my name, saying it again like he was trying to summon me. To make sure it was me. Just me.

“Don’t worry, father. I’m ready. At least, I can rest assured that my doom won’t take so long. I’ll be gone by nightfall. And I’ll be at peace. But I promise you, your doom will last an eternity. I swear it to you. Me sha, me ka.”

The doors opened again, the sound echoing in the hall. Boots marched across the floor. A death march—mine. A line of soturi made their way to my father, and then passed him, making room for more and more. Each one had their sword out, their guard up. 

My entourage was here to take me to the gallows. Out to the pole.



I guess it was a compliment that they perceived me as such a threat. Such a danger. 

Look at that. I was receiving all sorts of praise since I’d entered this prison.

My father turned away, addressing the soturi all while their small, fearful eyes sized me up. Some soturi I recognized. Some I’d even bruised as I’d tried to escape my trial, fighting every second until I was locked into this cell. 

But in that moment, the feeling of strength left me. Whatever part of me that was Auriel, that was larger than me, returned to wherever he had been summoned from. I collapsed against the wall, sinking to my knees, the rattling chains now still and silent.

I was drained. My time was up. So I cleared my mind of everything. Everything except for Lyr. Lyriana. Mekara. I would think of her, and just her for these final moments. Her sweet scent. Her sweeter taste. The hint of lemon and vanilla against her skin. The feel of her arms around me, the soft sound of her breathing in the dark of night. Her cries of passion when we came together. Her infectious laugh when we played. The way her face glowed when she smiled. Or she was discussing a topic she was excited about. The translation debate. High Lumerian. Dancing. The proper time to drink coffee—which was always, according to her. 

And I would remember the first time I told her I loved her. The way she looked when she said she loved me, too. The way she radiated with light when our bodies joined. And our souls.

The feel of her against me, skin to skin, warm and sleepy in the morning, or drifting off at night, safe and tucked against me. Collapsing against my body, exhausted from training. Exhausted from other things. The way she dragged her fingers through my hair. Her lips across my throat and neck. Her hips shimmying, dancing, undulating. Her hands in mine, fingers threaded together. The gentle jingling sound her bracelets made. The way she called me ‘‘partner’’ when she was mad at me. The way she called me Rhyan when she wasn’t. 

Her wild, beautiful hair in the moonlight, as dark as a raven’s. Her hair in the fire of the sun. Batavia red. Asherah’s red. Lyriana’s red.

Lyr.

Lyr.

Lyr …







CHAPTER TWO

LYRIANA

“Shhh. Hey. Hey,” Rhyan spoke softly, his arms protectively circling around me. There was only the moon and the stars for light as we stood beneath them. “I’ve got you. I’ve got you. Deep breaths. It’s all right.” He pulled me closer, and I buried my face against his armored chest while my hands remained protectively wrapped around my body. “Breathe with me. Come on, Lyr. You can do it. It’s all right. I’ve got you. You’re safe with me. I swear.”

My breath hitched, a sense of dread washing over me. I wasn’t safe. I wasn’t …

Thunder clapped, the crash echoing as lightning struck in the distance.

Rhyan slid his arm behind my knees, and scooped me up until he was cradling me against his chest. He walked forward, his boots sinking into the damp sand of the abandoned beach. The Guardian of Bamaria stared out into the water beside us. 

A clap of thunder echoed across the shore. The Guardian’s head flickered, going in and out of existence, vanishing and reappearing in such rapid succession, I felt dizzy just looking at it. Until it stopped. Until a headless gryphon loomed over me.

I blinked, and its head was back, its onyx eyes trained on the ocean as usual. I felt strange. Panicked. This wasn’t what I remembered of that night. Because that’s what this was—a memory. 



Breathing still felt difficult as I clung to Rhyan, watching the tides come in, their watery surface reflecting flashes of starlight.

The air cooled even further, and rain fell softly around us, landing in thick, fat droplets that pattered against the sand.

“You see the waves?” Rhyan angled his body, offering me an easy view of the Lumerian Ocean. “The waves,” he said again, his voice a whisper. His arms shifted and tightened against me. “Just watch the waves, rolling back and forth. Back and forth. Nice and easy. Just keep watching. I’ve got you. You’re all right.” He nuzzled my cheek. “Mekara.”

I shook my head. “You didn’t call me that last time.” The raindrops pebbled against my forehead, falling into my eyes until my vision blurred. “And it wasn’t raining.” I remembered that night all those months ago so clearly. It had been cooler than it had been in weeks, marking the start of the fall season. We were celebrating Days of Shadows. Waves had been crashing against the shore. And after two years of silence, I’d broken my blood oath. I’d told Rhyan the secret I was prepared to die for. I’d told him about Meera’s vorakh. A storm had been brewing in the distance, making the waves crash, agitating our seraphim. But it hadn’t been raining. Not like this—not when we’d been here together. Alone.

Rhyan shrugged, continuing to hold me and stare into the dark of the water. “Does it really matter? We can make the memory whatever we want.”

“Yes,” I protested. “It does. We can’t just change them. My memories of you matter.”

“The past hasn’t gone anywhere.”

“No,” I cried, a sinking feeling in my heart. “But you have. Don’t do this. Don’t change the memories. They’re all I have now. All I—” There was another more visceral memory, the memory of what had just happened. The thing that could not be changed, could not be undone. I had a strange feeling—a sensation filled with the horror of it all—as reality crashed into me, forcing me to remember. It was breaking the spell on us. “No. No.” 



“What is it?” Rhyan asked. “Partner? What’s wrong?”

I shook my head. “Memories are not enough. We were supposed to have more time together. We were supposed to have decades, years. We were supposed to make more memories. Do more things. We were supposed to—”

Marry me.

I sobbed. “This isn’t the way it’s supposed to be between us. It’s not right. And it’s not …” I was choking on my words, my chest heaving. “It’s not enough. Rhyan, this will never be enough. I don’t want this. I don’t want any of this. I only want you. You. Here. Now.”

“I am here, Lyr, I’m right here.” His eyes dipped to my chest. To my heart. “There. And I’m here. Holding you.”

“No … Rhyan! You’re … You’re not here.” I tightened my grip on him, shaking my head wildly, the tears were burning my eyes. “You’re not with me. I tried. I tried so hard. But I couldn’t find you.”

A raindrop fell onto his forehead, slipping down the length of his scar. Slowly, it descended down his cheek. “Lyriana,” he said, his voice full of emotion. And then his eyes dampened, tears welling and running down his face. 

“Rhyan! ” I sobbed. “Where are you? Where did you go? Tell me where to find you! Tell me how to help you. Heal you. Save you.” I pushed myself out of his arms, until I was standing before him, grabbing and shaking his shoulders. “Tell me! ”

His gaze hardened, his lips tightening, as his already pale skin seemed to whiten. “Oh, Lyr. My Lyriana. I didn’t want it to be true. Not yet. But I’m not here.” Something shone in his eyes. Like his own memories had returned. “And I’m not … I’m not all right. I’m … I’m somewhere else now. Something else.” The muscles in his jaw flexed, and he looked away, his gaze refusing to meet mine. The scar that ran through his left eyebrow darkened, lengthening down his cheek. It was angrier and redder than I’d ever seen it. As if his father had just freshly carved it into his skin. 



He had done that though. That was exactly what he’d done tonight to Rhyan—and worse. He’d turned him over to the Emperor. Carved into him. Hurt him. Tortured him.

Stripped him of his magic. His power.

There was a flash of blinding light. A scream of pure, unbridled pain. The sound of a whip flying in the air. The whoosh of a Valalumir star soaring. 

I stilled. The memories. The truth. They were returning with more force. We didn’t have much time left.

“It’s okay,” he assured me. “Partner, just ignore them. Forget them all. Don’t listen. Don’t look. Just stay here with me.”

“I can’t. I have to save you,” I cried.

I reached for Rhyan’s face, and traced the scar from his dark eyebrow down to his cheek, feeling him shiver beneath my touch. I reached the edge of the scar, the edge of the line I knew so well because I’d traced it with my fingers a hundred times. Because I’d kissed it just as many when we were together. But the scar didn’t end where it was supposed to—tapering off to clear, pale skin. It ran all the way across his cheek, expanding, and lengthening, reaching for his earlobe, and slithering toward the line of his jaw. My eyes widened as even more red lines began to appear, crisscrossing his face, circling around his neck. His eyes were on mine, blazing and green as emeralds, his chest heaving.

His aura swept over me. But it felt foreign. Not like his, not like anything I’d ever felt from him before. Rhyan’s aura had always been like a soothing cold, the peace of being tucked safely into your bed on a snowy night. He was fresh air when I needed a breath, water when I was overheated from exertion. And always, always my anchor in the storm.

But the aura I felt now was icy, and violent. And above all else, dripping with a nauseating fear. 

In the distance, the waters of the Lumerian Ocean began to recede further and further from the shore, exposing more and more rock and sand beneath it.



Rhyan watched calmly as the water surged towards the horizon, its waves rising higher, reaching for the night sky. Thunder clapped and I could feel the waves preparing to break, preparing to rush at us. There was enough power brewing now, enough magic in the air for me to realize exactly what was coming. 

A tsunami. One that wouldn’t just cover the island, or Bamaria. It would be enough to drown us all. To sink the whole Empire.

A second Drowning.

“Rhyan,” I said, taking his hand, our fingers threaded together. “We have to go! We have to get out of here.” But my voice sounded distant and far away, barely audible over the roaring tides. “The storm is coming. Now. Hurry! ”

Blinking slowly, his green eyes bored into mine. Emerald. Beautiful. But sad and resigned.

“Lyr. Mekara.” Rhyan shook his head. “Even you can’t heal me now.”

He turned his back on the abandoned shoreline and held his arms out as the waves rushed forward, racing toward us. The waters surged, swallowing the rocks on the beach, as it covered the ground, moving faster, and rising higher.

“RHYAN! ” I yelled.

He frowned, suddenly taller as he looked down at me. And I realized, to my horror, his eyes had changed. The green of his irises that I’d dreamed of for years, the green I knew so well, that I loved since I was a girl, had been replaced with red. The glowing red eyes that only meant one thing.

Akadim. A demon. Death.

The waters burst behind Rhyan, the waves reaching like tentacles for his body, until it wrapped itself around him. Trapping him, binding him.

His hand reached out for mine one last time. “Lyr … I love you.” 

And I screamed, as the water swallowed him whole, pulling him beneath the tides. “RHYAN! ” 



There was a burst of light behind my eyes, the sound of thunder crashing, and rain pouring.

I jolted awake, my eyes soaking wet. I was already sobbing, hugging myself, my entire body convulsing.

“Rhyan! Rhyan!” I cried out his name, but the sound was choked, barely more than a strangled whisper. Still shaking, I tried to take in my surroundings. To remember where the hell I was. 

I was in a cave, laying on a blanket I didn’t recognize, not far from the mouth. I was close enough to see outside, to see the beach in the dark. And I remembered. I was on Gryphon Island. For the first time in months, I was back in Bamaria. My home country.

And sitting at the edge of the beach, its onyx stone glistening as the rain covered its body in heavy sheets of water, was the Guardian of Bamaria. Tall, and regal, the gryphon’s body pointed to the ocean, to the waters of Lumeria. For a thousand years it had guarded our shores, and watched over our land. It was the first to spot visitors traveling by boat—those coming from the North, and those visiting from the East, from Lethea.

But no more. Its eagle head was gone. In my rage, I’d stabbed the Guardian, and beaten the stone until I’d decapitated him. I tossed its head into the water … and then … Gods. The water had receded. A tsunami had been brewing. Enough to destroy the island. To destroy the Empire.

To bring a second Drowning.

But I’d stopped. I’d let go of my Rakashonim. Let go of the burning fury and anger that had fueled my Goddess power and strength. My connection to Asherah. We had been seconds from destruction. From the pain finally stopping. But I’d let it go. I’d released the waters, the storm … I had released everything.

But only because …



A crackling sound had me turning my head. The torches within the cavern had been lit. But not by me.

My heart thundered, and I walked deeper into the cave, following the lights through its labyrinthine halls. They were familiar to me and left a stinging ache in my chest.

I had come here once before. With Rhyan.

The night the akadim attacked Bamaria. The night of Valyati. The night we’d lost Haleika and Leander. The night Rhyan revealed to me his vorakh. 

And it was on that night, in this cave, that he first told me he loved me.

I’m in love with you. And no matter how wrong, or how much it scares me, there is no oath in Heaven or Lumeria that could stop me. Lyr … Lyriana, I love you.

My vision blurred, more memories from that night haunting me. And before I knew it, my hand had fisted, and I was punching the wall, slamming my fingers into the rough rock. I didn’t care that it bruised my knuckles. Didn’t care that when I hit it again, I scraped my skin. Nor did it bother me when after my next punch, I’d started bleeding. I didn’t care that it hurt.

Because nothing could come near the pain exploding in my heart.

My grief was like a rage that had nowhere to go. Nowhere to be released. I needed a way to unleash the pain. The sorrow. If I didn’t, I’d combust. I’d dissolve. 

I raised my arm again, ready to let loose, ready to break my Godsdamned fingers if it made this pain go away.

But the sound of footsteps echoing around the corner made me still. My hand snaked toward the hilt of my dagger. Heart pounding, I rushed forward, slipping out my blade, and pointing it at the intruder. 

“Lyriana!” Auriel appeared from behind the shadows, his arms full of sticks and loose bramble. “By the realms. You’re awake.” His eyes dipped to the blade. His eyebrows creased together. “And … armed.” 

Blinking, I stumbled back, and sheathed the dagger at my hip. 

Auriel. Auriel was real. He was really here. I hadn’t imagined him. I hadn’t hallucinated. This was all happening. Even the parts of the night that had been a nightmare. My breath came short with the knowledge of it. 

“Don’t be alarmed,” he said quietly. “It’s just you and me here. I brought you inside the cave. After the … the waters settled, the rain began to fall. Pretty abruptly.”

I simply stared, dumbfounded. I’d dreamt of this man. I had memories of this God. I’d even loved him. In another life. Before I’d known Rhyan, before I’d loved Rhyan. I’d known and loved Auriel when I was Asherah. Loved him before I was me.

Ani janam ra.

But all I could manage to say in response was, “You carried me in here?” 

The muscles in his jaw worked. “I did. And I found that blanket for you. I’m sorry I wasn’t at your side when you woke. I’ve been—well,” he lifted his shoulders, something sheepish in his expression, “gathering wood. I wanted to build you a fire. Keep you warm. You were … so cold when you fainted.”

“I fainted?”

He nodded slowly. “You did. Right after I—well, after I told you who I was. How are you—I mean, are you …” He made a frustrated face—like he was trying to remember how to act as a mortal. As a human. Alive. “Are you feeling any better now?” he asked at last.

“I don’t understand,” I said. “You’re Auriel? Auriel the God. You’re my—” I shook my head. “You’re Rhyan’s …?” 

“Yes. And yes. I am him. I share the same soul as Rhyan, the same memories. Except, I don’t have his memories exactly—not yet, at least. But he has mine.” His lips quirked into a very Rhyan-like smile. Unsure, self-deprecating. It was like a blade through my heart. The opposite of what I’d expect from a God. He pushed the sticks out in front of him. “I haven’t had to make one of these in a thousand years.” He eyed the torches. “I kind of forgot how. Plus being in a physical body, I’m starting to remember all the limitations that come with it. More than I recalled.” He furrowed his eyebrows. “At least, it feels like more than last time. It’s harder to move.”

I blinked, not sure how to react or what to say.

He continued, “And it feels harder to think, too, and to remember everything I knew before. I know who I am,” he nodded, “and I remember where I was—before I came down. Here,” he specified. As if there was anywhere else. “But my memories of being here, of being alive last time … they feel like they’re almost locked away. Even the … the knowledge I know I had—right before I came to you. It’s so close, and so far away, the things I know that I knew before, things that were important … it feels like I lost it.” He sighed, his aura flaring, emitting an almost cloudy, foggy sensation. “Luckily, these were easy to light.” He jerked his chin at the torches. “And I’ll figure out the rest. Come. Follow me. I’ll have you warmed up in no time.”

He brushed past me as he returned to the mouth of the cave, just beyond the blanket where I’d been sleeping.

Sleeping. Sleeping! Sleeping while Rhyan was—after he’d been—

My chest tightened, and I clutched at my heart, reality sinking in. 

“Lyriana?” Auriel asked, his face schooled with concern.

“He’s gone, isn’t he?” I asked, my voice breaking. 

Auriel dropped the sticks into a pile, and wiped his hands together, before nodding slowly. He frowned. “I wouldn’t be here otherwise.” 



For a moment, I felt a dizzying lightness, like I’d left my body. Like I was floating above myself, seeing everything from a great distance. 

A laugh burst from me, slamming me back down, and then another laugh came, until I couldn’t stop. Tears were running down my face, so hot, so fast I couldn’t see in front of me. I couldn’t stop crying. And I couldn’t stop laughing.

Hysterical. That was the word for this, right? I was hysterical. Mad. Farther than fucking Lethea.

Because a God! An actual fucking God—my soulmate, the God that I had loved in a past life—was standing here before me, wearing golden armor, and wondering with great difficultly how to build a fire for me out of sticks. 

And by the Gods if he didn’t fully look the part. If that didn’t make the whole thing even more absurd. Soft golden curls sat atop his head, and his eyes blazed, beautiful and green, otherworldly with light. His golden armor, too rich and fine to be from this world, was shaped the same way as Rhyan’s black leathers, perfectly covering his muscular torso. He wore what appeared to be a new soturion cloak. It was wrapped around his waist, and flowed out from the shoulders of his armor like a cape. Elegant, freshly pressed, and fitted to perfection. Oddly, he had no weapons, but he was wearing a traditionally styled belt with seven leather straps, golden Valalumirs embedded at the bottom of each one. And laced up his thick, muscular legs, were soturion-issue sandals made of soft, worn leather.

An ancient God of the celestial realms. A Guardian of the Valalumir. Auriel, God of the Green Ray. And here he was, standing before me, a pile of old sticks between us.

I laughed even harder. 

“Lyriana,” he said, his voice softened. “Are you—” He started forward, his hand lifted. Gold cuffs circled his wrists, gleaming in the torchlight. And his skin—tan. Too tan for Rhyan—for someone from the North. He was certainly not from the cold and snowy region of Glemaria. Then again, he wasn’t even originally from this world. “Can I—?” He stepped forward—both arms extended. Like he meant to hug me.

“Don’t! Don’t touch me!” I stumbled back, clutching my chest. My stomach twisted violently. I couldn’t take it. And at that moment, I couldn’t bear it to even look at Auriel. Look at his features that were all somehow Rhyan’s, but not-Rhyan’s. It was like the Guardian in my dreams, his head flickering in and out of existence. Looking at Auriel was like looking at Rhyan and then being immediately reminded that I wasn’t. He was Rhyan, and not Rhyan. Rhyan, but not-Rhyan. It was painful enough as it was. A cutting reminder of my new reality. I didn’t think I could take being touched on top of it. 

“Lyriana,” Auriel said.

“Don’t!” I yelled again.

He froze. “I-I won’t.” He held his hands up, revealing his palms were thick with scar tissue. Burns from the fire. From holding the Valalumir as he fell. There were patches of raised skin, some pink and leathery, the edges still red. Other parts of his hand looked like they’d been flattened—the skin taken out in these almost flame-like shaped indents. There, his skin was almost white. I could almost see exactly how the light would have moved as he fell, how the flames would have licked and seared him.

I can cool you with my waters. You don’t have to burn.

You’re the fire.

I clutched at my chest. Gods! GODS! I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t fucking breathe. My knees were buckling, my stomach burning.

“Hey!” he shouted. “Lyriana, I need you to take a deep breath. Come on. You need to breathe for me. For him. ­Lyriana, can you do that?” He started forward again.



I stepped back, my entire chest tightening further. It was almost exactly something Rhyan would say. Something Rhyan had said. But not quite. Everything about Auriel was like looking at a reflection of Rhyan through water. Him, but distorted. Him, but wrong. 

“Please,” Auriel begged. “Let me—I’m here to help you.”

I shook my head. No, no, no. I could stand it—the thought of being touched by someone that wasn’t Rhyan. Even if I knew it was part of him, the old version of him, part of the same soul I loved, I didn’t care. It didn’t matter. I wanted Rhyan. I needed Rhyan. 

Rhyan. 

Rhyan.

Gods. Fuck! My chest hurt, growing painfully tight. I still couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t fucking breathe. Everything inside of me felt violent and empty. Like my heart had shattered, like it had turned to glass and every shard was trying to cut me from inside. Like I was going to die. I truly felt like I was going to die. The panic this time wouldn’t subside. Not without, not without Rhy—

My knees shook, my hands trembled. This pain, this rage, this feeling of dying was going to burst inside of me. End me. It hurt so much, so badly. I couldn’t take it anymore. I couldn’t fucking take it. 

I was only half aware of Auriel, of the way his eyes filled with concern. I blinked, my vision darkening. And when I focused on him again, his expression was murderous, like he was seconds from rushing to me. Like there was something to fight—some enemy to kill to make me breathe again. To make things better.

There wasn’t. Because I was my own enemy now. And yet, even I knew I wasn’t going to last like this. The pain intensified. And suddenly, it all came to a head. I gasped, taking in an explosive breath that bled into a scream. My hand flew up, and I punched the wall again, smashing my already scratched-up knuckles, widening wounds that were already bleeding. Sharp pain rushed up my arm, and blood gushed onto the wall.

I drew back, ready to punch again. Ready to smash my fingers, break my arm …

“Stop!” Auriel yelled. “Stop! His eyes widened. “You’re bleeding.” He stepped closer, reaching for me.

“No! No!”

“Lyriana, let me—” He frowned, biting his bottom lip. Then his nostrils flared, and there was a determined look in his eyes like some decision had been made. “Enough of this. Come to me. Now.” An order. Not a request. “Show me your hand.” He took another step.

“I said,” I seethed. “Don’t touch me.”

“You’re hurt. And you’re going to hurt yourself more if you don’t stop.”

“You think I care about that? That I care about any of this? That anything could matter to me after Rhyan—after I—” Another sob tore through me, and I couldn’t finish, couldn’t get the words out. I sank to my knees. Auriel dropped too, kneeling in front of me, his eyes searching mine.

“Tell me,” he said, his voice desperate. “Please. Tell me what I can do. Tell me how to help you.”

“Help me? HELP?” I screamed. “You can’t help, Auriel! No one can. Especially you! Because you … You!” I shook my head. “You’ve already ruined everything.” My tears fell harder. 

“Ruined?”

“Yes! Ruined!” My entire body deflated, any semblance of energy I had, any force of will to survive was gone. “Why?” I sobbed. “Why did you stop me out there?” I thrust my arm out, pointing beyond the cave. To the ocean. To the place where I’d destroyed an ancient statue, where I’d summoned a tsunami in my rage, the power of Rakashonim burning inside of me. The power and strength of a Goddess, of the Valalumir itself. The waves were coming. World-ending waves. Continent sinking. “Why didn’t you let me do it? Why didn’t you let me end it?” 

Because after all I’d seen, after all that had happened—I didn’t want to be here anymore. I didn’t want to feel this. And I didn’t want to live in a world that was this cruel, this unfair. I didn’t want to live in a world that could enact such evil. 

But above all else, I didn’t want to live in a world without Rhyan.

“I could do no such thing,” Auriel said. “Not when it comes to you. Lyriana, that’s not why you, why Asherah, first came here a millennia ago. And it’s not why you came here again, why you came this time as Lyriana,” he said, his voice gentle. “This is not who you are. This is not the work of the soul I have known for an eternity. You were not meant to destroy.” His eyes blazed. “Asherah, you were meant to heal.”

My blood heated. I was so Godsdamned sick of being called Asherah. Of having to put my life aside for the one she had lived. Of having to be here now with her love, her soul-mate. And not mine. 

“I’m not Asherah!” I yelled. “Not anymore. I haven’t been for a very long time. Do you hear me? I’ve changed. We all have. So who the hell are you to tell me what I was or wasn’t meant for? You don’t fucking know me!”

“I do.”

“You don’t—”

“I DO!” he roared, his face reddening. “You seem to think that just because you’re not currently Asherah that it doesn’t make you her. Did you forget that her soul and her light are connected to and bound to your body? That those are the essences from which you were born? That your fate is connected? She is informing your heart, and your mind. She is your soul, and she is influencing, in every second and every way, the very being who calls herself Lyriana! You think that me being here now, isn’t proof of that? Isn’t proof to you that Rhyan isn’t completely gone either? That he’s not completely lost? That the part of him that was made from me still survives because I do?” 

“Part of him? Part of him! A part of him isn’t enough. A soul isn’t enough!” My hands fisted, punching my knees. “Neither is an incarnation. Or you! Just him. Him! And he’s not here,” I cried. “He didn’t survive. I can’t touch him. Smell him. Kiss him.” My voice cracked. “I’ll never hug him again. Hold him. Be held.” I shook my head. “And I’ll never talk to him! Never see him smile, or hear his laugh. I’m not going to see him heal and grow and live his life. I’ll never get to see what he might have become.” This feeling that had begun to grow in my chest, intensified. More painful than a tightening. Sharper than the shards slicing. My heart was tearing itself into pieces, ripping apart bit by bit. “I don’t care if you’re connected. I don’t! Because you are not a replacement for him. And you never will be! Not for me. Not ever! I don’t want you.”

“Well, you’re no replacement for her either!” Auriel yelled. “But I still came here. I came here for you, Lyriana!”

“Why?” I cried. “Why would you do that?”

“Because, you called out to me. Because I heard you, heard your cries. Your distress. I heard them from worlds away. From another time. And when I sensed your despair, I didn’t hesitate to act. To risk everything. Because I felt your pain, too. I felt your heart breaking like it was my own.” He slammed a fist to his heart, his voice shaking. “I don’t know how I did it. Because it shouldn’t have been possible. But I did. My heart broke. For you. So I came. Somehow, I traveled through a dozen celestial realms. I broke the laws of time and space to reach you. To stop you from ending it all. Because of you—just you—I did the impossible. I took on my body again. Pushed my way through Heaven and Earth, just to stop you. To help you. To be here with you. Again.”

I gritted my teeth. “Gods. You sound just like him.” I pulled my knees into my chest, burying my head against them. I squeezed my eyes shut. “Fuck. I can’t … I can’t do this. I can’t be near you. I can’t talk to you, or listen to you.” I was barely getting the words out, I was choking on them, crying out every syllable. “Every second is a reminder that he’s not here. Every second is a reminder that I failed him. I failed him in the worst possible way! I swore to him I wouldn’t, but I did. I lost him. I wasn’t strong enough. And he suffered because of it. Because of me. And now he’s gone. And it’s my fault. And nothing I can do will fix it, nothing will bring him back,” I sobbed.

Even before tonight. I’d dragged him into this. Into going after Jules. Into making a deal with his father. Into working with him. Playing the game until the very end. 

I’d killed him. And there it was again—the panic, my chest collapsing in on itself, feeling like I couldn’t breathe. And it wasn’t just my heart ripping apart that would kill me this time, or the way my lungs had forgotten how to work. I felt like the walls of the cave were going to close in on me. Crush me. Suffocate me.

I needed Rhyan. I needed Rhyan. 

“Lyriana, listen to me, and listen carefully. I see where your mind is going. And I know, because mine has done the same in the past. You need to stop. Right now. It wasn’t your fault. You didn’t do this to him,” Auriel said. “None of what happened last night was your fault. Nor anything that happened before. My memories are hazy, but this I remember. I saw it all. I saw what it was like between you two. I saw what happened in the arena. And I swear to you, I know you did everything you could, I know you pushed yourself beyond your limits. And, I know he knows that, too. I promise.”



“But I didn’t. I didn’t. I could have made better choices. I could have been faster. I could have—”

“He remembered,” Auriel said, suddenly looking distant. “He’s been so connected to me these last few months—more than any of my other incarnations. After he learned the truth of who he was, it was like a bridge opened between us. He remembered the pain. Our pain. My pain. What it was like to lose you. To lose Asherah. Even after all of this time, it doesn’t go away. The memories. The hurt. They … leave a scar on your soul. And you were in danger, so he did what he had to do to save you. To stop the threat. If you could talk to him now, he would tell you the same thing. He would tell you he’d save you again, knowing the outcome, knowing what would happen—he’d still do it. Still save you. Every single time. If he could, he’d tell you he has no regrets.”

“But he can’t tell me. Not anymore. He’s …” Not alive. Not dead either. “He’s …” My throat dried, my hands shaking. “He’s akadim,” I said, finally looking up. The word was like acid in my mouth, every syllable burned as I said it. I could taste it, feel it crawling over my tongue. I wanted to vomit. Akadim. Akadim. “He is. Isn’t he? I saw it happen. Saw his soul being eaten.” A weight settled over me, crushing me. “Surely, by now the transformation’s complete.”

The muscles in Auriel’s jaw flexed. “He is.”

More tears fell. “How long?” I asked. “How long has he been akadim? How long have I been asleep?”

Auriel coughed. “It’s been a few hours. I think that … the shock of seeing me didn’t help. And you had overused your magic, your Rakashonim. It made you pass out. It was too much. The magic is delicate, but volatile on its own. And it had been called on too many times. You had no more power in you by then, no energy left. After I reached you, you simply fell over.”

“I hardly have any energy now.” I barely even felt like I could stand. I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter. I don’t… don’t care. I wish I’d gone with him,” I said, my voice a whisper.

“No,” Auriel said. “No, you don’t. And don’t you ever say that again. However much you love him, he loves you more. I would know. I felt it. I still feel it.” He pressed a fist to his heart. “He wouldn’t want that for you. Everything he did, every choice Rhyan made in his life was to protect you. You must believe me.” His eyes fell to my hands again. “Now enough of this. Fight me if you have to. Insult me. Hit me. I don’t care. But I’m not sitting idly by and watching you bleed. Whether you like it or not, I’m cleaning up your hand.”

I squeezed my eyes shut, feeling so fucking weak. I wanted to fight, and yet, there was no more fight inside of me. “Do what you will to me,” I said. “I don’t care.”

“Well, luckily for you, I do. Don’t move.”

I lifted my head higher, numbness seeping through me, as Auriel held his cloak out of the cave, letting it collect rain. Thunder clapped in the distance. Lightning illuminated his body from behind. His hair seemed like it had curled even more from the humidity—just like Rhyan’s did. 

When he decided that his cloak was sufficiently wet, he returned to me, kneeling at my feet, and gently washed the blood from my knuckles before going into his belt and miraculously pulling out a sunleaf. He popped it into his mouth, chewing until it was paste—his eyes on mine the whole time, as if daring me to rebel, challenging me to refuse him.

Then he spat out the leaf, now cured, into his palm, and gently rubbed it onto my skin.

I’d barely been aware of the sting, of the pain, even as he washed my skin. But the relief I felt was instantly palpable.

I stared at the floor, at the blanket he’d scrounged up, and at the small piece of cloth he’d ripped from this cloak to bandage my hand. When he was done, he sat across from me, his back to the wall. A long silence passed between us. Our breaths mingled with the sound of the rain, the crackling of the fires, and tinkle of water dripping into the cave.

“What are you thinking?” he asked.

“I have to kill him,” I said, my voice empty. The truth that had been buried in the back of my mind, the one I’d screwed tight in a box, because I never wanted to open it. “I have to find him. Don’t I? And kill him.”

“No,” Auriel said, his eyes full of alarm. “Lyriana, no. You can’t do that.”

I shrugged. “Maybe I can’t. I might not be strong enough.” Akadim had the strength of five soturi. Even the weakest and smallest ones could overpower you. Coming across an akadim who hadn’t trained in combat was still a near-impossible kill to make. But taking on Rhyan as an akadim? Rhyan was the strongest warrior in the Empire. And he knew all of my moves, my weaknesses, my tells. He’d trained me himself. Fighting him was going to be like taking on a small army. “He’ll be impossibly strong. He might even be the strongest akadim that ever existed.”

“That’s not what I meant,” Auriel said. “I meant—” He frowned. “I … Realms.” He squinted, like he was in pain and shook his head. He’d lost his train of thought—his memories really weren’t accessible to him now.

“It doesn’t matter if I’m strong enough. Or ready. I never will be. But I still have to try.” I sniffled. “For him.” A fresh bout of pain washed over me, like a wet blanket sinking into my heart, weighing it down. “Because I can’t allow it. Can’t allow him to live like this. Do you understand how horrible this fate is for Rhyan? What being an akadim will do to him? The part of him that was him? Alive? He could be hurting people. Killing them. Or—”By the Gods. I couldn’t fathom where my mind was going next. Because Rhyan was always so careful with me, so concerned with making sure I was okay every step of the way when we were together. Whether it was our bodies joining, or him healing me, or training me. He never did anything I didn’t want him to—that I wasn’t comfortable with, or ready for. That I didn’t say yes to. 

The idea of Rhyan not taking those things into account—not caring, the idea of Rhyan fully acting like an akadim, Rhyan doing what akadim did … I couldn’t even form the word for what it was. Couldn’t put Rhyan and that into the same sentence.

My stomach twisted violently, and I leaned over the blanket, throwing up all over the floor. Bile burned my throat as I heaved again and again. 

Auriel rushed to his feet and moved behind me, collecting my hair in one hand, and rubbing my neck with the other. He really was trying to take care of me. Trying to soothe me. Like Rhyan would have.

Fresh tears fell down my face. “I just can’t let him be like this. Being an akadim would have been his worst nightmare. He’s too gentle for this life. He cares for people too much.” I shook my head, “He won’t always show it, but he does. He can’t stand the thought of hurting someone. Especially someone innocent. He can’t even stand to let people down. When he thinks he’s failed someone—even when things were clearly out of his control, even when he did everything he could, even if he did everything right, the way he beats himself up—” I froze “Beat-past tense. He … No. No. I can’t let him be like this. I can’t allow him to be a monster.”

“Maybe he doesn’t have to be one,” Auriel said.

“I don’t think either of us are getting a choice in the matter anymore.” I wiped my mouth, and spat, leaning away from Auriel’s touch. Then I rose to my feet. “I have to go,” I said.

“Go? Go where?”

“Numeria. The capital. That’s where Rhyan was when he turned. He might still be there. If he’s not, he won’t be far.” 



“You can’t leave,” Auriel said. “Not now. Not yet. You’re still drained, your magic depleted. And the rain out there …” He shook his head. “You need to wait.” 

“I already waited,” I said, my body at the edge of the cave. “Too long.”

Auriel took my hand again, and led me back to the blanket. “Please. Just wait a little longer. Until the sun rises. Or at least, wait until the rain stops. Recover your strength, then we’ll figure it out.”

I wrapped my arms around myself, listening to the rainfall, the truth of it all weighing me down.

When I’d made my choice earlier tonight, I’d bet on the fact that I’d reach Rhyan before he was stripped. Before it was too late. I’d bet that I had enough magic power on reserve to get to him, to fight my way to his side. I thought that if I combined the magic of the red light inside my chest together with the shield containing the orange shard—Ereshya’s shard—I could do it. I’d have enough light from the Valalumir supporting me. And I would call on Rakashonim, embody the full power and magic of Asherah, take on all of the strength of my past self, and fight my way to him. Save him.

I’d given everything I had. Risked everything else I could. Everything. But it hadn’t been enough. 

I hadn’t been enough. I’d been too slow. Too weak. Too late.

I’d failed. Failed him when he needed me most.

I never should have gone after the orange shard, never should have tried to steal the shield. I should have used what I had—relied on my own strength. My own fury and love. I should have gone straight to him. Even if I’d lost limbs it wouldn’t have mattered. I could have reached him first. Before he was stripped. Before the akadim came.

That Godsdamned fucking shield. I was so sure I needed it. Needed to let its ancient power surge through me. And in the end—all I’d done is trade it back to Morgana. Given her another damn shard of the Valalumir. Traded for Rhyan’s life so I could escape the damn Throne Room. The room Morgana had blockaded with akadim.

And then, my enemy, my sister, Aemon’s lover—Moriel’s lover—betrayed me again.

Because it was their fucking akadim, their monsters, who’d taken my love.

And I hadn’t returned to the inn for my family and friends as I’d promised. They didn’t know yet what had happened. Not to me. Not to Rhyan. Nor the orange shard that we’d been trying for a month to steal.

And even worse, now, there was a small army of newly formed akadim hunting in Lumeria. Rhyan amongst them. Akadim unlike any I’d seen before. Akadim who could walk in the day.

It was becoming increasingly clear what had to happen next. My friends, and my family had to be kept safe. Protected. Not just from the Empire. But from Rhyan.

I’d have to return to Numeria. I’d have to hunt akadim. Hunt down the man I loved. 

Because even if killing him would destroy me, even if I lost my life doing so, it was better than the alternative. Better than letting his demon-self destroy whatever remained of his soul, and all that remained of his memories—all that remained of us. 

I didn’t know now if any of his soul remained or existed in any form. I didn’t know what happened to a soul after it was eaten. I didn’t know how this worked. He was Auriel. But Auriel wasn’t him. Thinking about it was too confusing. But if there was any chance that Rhyan wasn’t completely gone, that some part of his soul survived, even a mere slither of the light that Rhyan once was—I wouldn’t let it be tarnished. Not while I still had strength.

Memories weren’t enough. None of this was enough. I disavowed this life. This fate. And I was fully ready to release every deal, promise, oath, and duty that had ever been thrust upon me. Everything I had ever agreed upon, or sworn to, was now void. None of it mattered anymore. Not my hopes, my dreams. Not my future. Not when Rhyan was gone.

But, I could do this. I could do this much for him. For my lover, my best friend, my partner, my soulmate. 

My Rakame. 

I would wait a little. But only a little. Just enough to recover my strength, enough to move forward. And then I’d go. Myself. There would be no “we” as far as Auriel was concerned.

I knew what I had to do. Kill the akadim Rhyan, stop the threat it posed to his soul, stop him from doing further harm—save anyone who might come across him now. Save everyone else we loved. 

I stood again, returning to the cave’s threshold, my body taut, and ready, the rain pouring down beside me.

If I couldn’t save Rhyan’s life, if I couldn’t heal him, couldn’t restore his soul, or have him back, then I could honor his memory.

I would slay him.
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