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    *Magical Class applies only to fae born under the power of the cerulean sun. Humans with the same blood types only have magical ability if they are descendants of fae lineages. Even then, their magical potential is significantly dampened with every generation the fae ancestor has been removed.
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    “Be careful when you cast out your demons that you don’t throw away the best of yourself.” 
 
    ― Friedrich Nietzsche 
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    O, Mother, where art thou? 
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 Family Reunion 
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    “He’ll come for us, won’t he?” I asked, my eyes flitting to Sol’s distant tower – an ugly, black blemish that marred an otherwise radiant sky. 
 
    “Yes.” Zayn’s fingers brushed against the angry red lines that almost bound me to his nemesis forever. “He will.” 
 
    “So, what do we do now?” 
 
    “Now?” he murmured, brushing his lips against mine. “Now, I reclaim my throne.” 
 
    I gasped in disbelief. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes. As my Runemaster apprentice, partner, and – I hope – future queen…will you help me?” 
 
    I took a long, stunned moment to compose myself before my mouth fluttered open in a feeble attempt to answer… And then immediately snapped shut.  
 
    Much like the screaming whistle of an out-of-control locomotive, the loudest, shrillest, most terrifying sound one could possibly hear in the Fae Realm shattered the air – a harbinger of peril and terrible things to come. 
 
    “TALIA JUDITH KESTENBAUM, WHERE THE HELL HAVE YOU BEEN?” 
 
    Horrified, I whirled around to find a furious, murderous, purple-clad fae standing before me, clearly out for blood.  
 
    My blood. 
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    “Mom?!” I shrieked, stumbling backward until I nearly knocked Zayn over. “What are you—no, HOW did you—” 
 
    Her withering glare cut straight through me, hitting raw sinew and bone. Barely scraping past five-foot-two, my half-Jewish, half-banshee mother stood there like the unholy and terrifying creature she was, her purple orthopedic sneakers spread shoulder-width apart, manicured hands planted on hips, two bug-eyed Chihuahua sentinels rooted on either side of her. “Never mind the how – what the hell are you doing here?!” 
 
    “What am I—what are you doing here?!” 
 
    “MAKING SURE YOU’RE NOT DEAD!” 
 
    Behind me, Zayn was squeezing my shoulders – not steadily, with calm reassurance, but quaveringly, with trepidation and horror. “Dee Dee, I don’t understand. How—”  
 
    Mom shot him a look so petrifying, it actually made him take a step backward. “I’ll get to you in a minute. In the meantime”—she turned her glare back to me—“I have been looking everywhere for you! Driving all over Wynwood, half-hysterical, in the pouring rain, nearly skidding off the road and dying – dying! – only to find that you weren’t even at your apartment, even though you promised me you were going straight home!” The last part crescendoed into a piercing screech that made a nearby flock of pink seagulls scatter in a dozen different directions.  
 
    “Mom, please, keep your voice down!”  
 
    She was so far into the Jewish Mother Zone, I may as well have not even been there. “Once I’d driven all over your neighborhood to make sure you weren’t dead in some ditch, I schlepped all the way to the shop, where the lights were on, the door was unlocked, and it was a complete disaster area inside! But when I called the schmegegges at the police station, they informed me that there was a tropical storm outside and to call back tomorrow, after you’d been missing twenty-four hours. I said, ‘You must be joking! She could be dead in twenty-four hours!’” 
 
    “Ma! For the love of God, stop yelling,” I implored, clasping my hands together, “and just tell us how you got here!” 
 
    “I activated the tracker rune on your locket, obviously! After that, all I had to do was cast a Locator Rune—well, no, first I had to dig up the old Waystone my mother had stashed with the antique china—” 
 
    “As much as I really, really want to hear the details of this story,” Zayn loudly interrupted, “we need to get away from this area – now.” His eyes darted to Sol’s tower, which was perched atop a high cliff about a mile in the distance. “Dee Dee, can you get us back to Miami the same way you got yourself here?” 
 
    Her mouth dangled open, then snapped shut. “Er…well…I didn’t think that far ahead!” she retorted haughtily, fishing two halves of a broken Waystone from her tracksuit pocket. “Why? Don’t you have a way back?” 
 
    “Yes…” he replied carefully. “But the nearest Waypoint is a two-day trek from here.” 
 
    “There’s a Waypoint not too far from the cliffs,” I reminded him. “Remember the three bloodthirsty you-know-whats that Biscuit and I stumbled into over there?” 
 
    “The two Waypoints located in Sol’s territory are tapped – that is, all incoming and outgoing Wayfarers are continuously monitored by him and his thugs. They’d be able to track us – or worse, intercept us – if we tried to use either of them.” 
 
    At that moment, Lucy – my mom’s red-haired Chihuahua familiar – started yipping at a neon-yellow grasshopper, which sent my late father’s familiar, Ricky, into a frantic, insect-pouncing tailspin.  
 
    “Jesus,” I muttered, rubbing my forehead with the heel of my palm. My eyes fell on the blank spot on my arm where my Tesseract Rune used to be – just before I gifted it to Korinne so she could safely return to the distant elven settlement. “What about a new portal tattoo?” 
 
    “Ricky, spit that out!” Mom barked. “You don’t know where it’s been!” 
 
    “Tesseract Runes don’t work between dimensions. Just within them. And I don’t have the proper inks for that, anyway.” 
 
    “But I have gold blood! We don’t need—” 
 
    “Even mixed with your blood,” Zayn interjected, “regular ink would only allow you to safely transport out of here. Your mother, her dogs, and I wouldn’t be able to tag along.” 
 
    “A Waystone?” My voice was getting higher and higher by the second. 
 
    “The Stonemason who forges them is on the other side of the Realm. Which would require an untapped Waypoint. Which, as I said, is two days away.” He ran a hand through his dark hair, then glanced over his shoulder. “The good news”—he sighed in such a way that made me wonder if he knew what “good” actually meant—“is that I have a, uh…‘friend’ who lives a couple hours from here.” 
 
    “What friend?” I frowned suspiciously. 
 
    “A couple hours?” Mom groaned. “Oy! Is there a deli somewhere nearby so we can stop for lunch?” 
 
    I turned to stare at her like the stark-raving lunatic she was. 
 
    Zayn tilted his face toward the sky as though he were bargaining with God. After a protracted moment, he closed his eyes and released the breath he’d been holding. “No. There’s no deli. However, Lamswyth only lives six or seven miles—” 
 
    “What?!” I whirled on him. “That horny old goat? You can’t be serious!” 
 
    “—north of here,” Zayn finished tiredly. “We can stop there, eat, regroup, and figure out, uh…next steps.” 
 
    I shook my head in disbelief. “You want to go to Lamswyth’s house? After you strung him up by his ankle, threatened to disembowel him, and then antagonized him into beating you up?” I coughed out a dubious laugh. “Because you can’t possibly mean that Lamswyth!” 
 
    Mom let out a loud shriek. “Lucy, Ricky, get away from there!” 
 
    Her two idiot dogs were perched at the very edge of the cliff, yipping like crazy. A couple hundred feet below, a lone mermaid sunning herself on a rock looked up with a start. 
 
    Mom snatched the dogs away from the ledge, shoving them in her oversized purse, then called down, “Excuse me, ma’am! Do you know where we can get some food around here? Like a Jewish deli, maybe? Preferably kosher?” 
 
    Upon hearing my mother’s shrill, banshee-like screech, the mermaid prudently dove into the surf. 
 
    “Well, that was rude!” Mom muttered, adding something about topless shiksas under her breath. 
 
    “Ma!” I wailed as I yanked her away from the edge. “Lamswyth will have food at his house, okay? Just please, for the love of God, stop talking to strange merfolk and stay close!” 
 
    “Okay, okay, sorr-ee!” she replied in a tone of voice that said I was the one being unreasonable. 
 
    Zayn glanced at Biscuit’s tattoo, then rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Should we, uh…?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed, tapping the matching tattoo on my own arm. “Hey buddy – do you mind coming out and helping us keep watch?” 
 
    Our shared familiar appeared in a bright burst of light and feathers, stretching out his colorful wings in a protracted yawn. 
 
    My mother lost it.  
 
    “Moishe, is that you?!” she screamed, rushing over to scoop him into a tight hug. “Oh my God! Look how big you’ve grown! How on earth did my little grandbirdy grow up so fast?!” 
 
    After wriggling free from my mother’s death grip, Biscuit launched into a dazzling loop-de-loop, screeching “MARRR-zeeee-PAANNN!” at the top of his lungs. 
 
    “Of course, tateleh, I’ve got some right here!” she hollered, pulling a foil-wrapped brick of almond paste from her purse. 
 
    “Mom! Don’t stuff him full of sugar! He hasn’t even eaten lunch yet!” 
 
    “What? He’s a growing boy! Aren’t you, my little Moishe?” 
 
    “Dee Dee and Hibiscus,” Zayn said, emphasizing Biscuit’s full name, “if you both cannot keep it down, we’ll all be dead before lunch. In addition to Sol’s thugs, any number of whom could ambush us at any moment, this is prime kelpie territory. So, please, be quiet!” 
 
    “Sorr-ee!” Biscuit intoned. 
 
    I gaped at the bird in shock. “Don’t you use that tone of voice with him!” 
 
    For some reason, my mother’s mouth pressed into a thin line, as though she were desperately trying to hold back a laugh. 
 
    Zayn and I exchanged a long, haunted look before he silently took my hand in his and led all of us to the narrow, matted game trail that ran a few yards away from the edge of the cliffs. Meanwhile, Biscuit soared high into the sky to “keep watch” – i.e. perform snazzy aerobatic tricks so my mother would reward him by tossing hunks of sugar paste into the air for him to catch. 
 
    At least they were keeping one another occupied. 
 
    Despite the fact that we’d been yammering away for the better part of eternity, the sun still hadn’t fully risen over the cliffs, and as we walked, our bodies cast long shadows against the dew-kissed, cobalt-blue grass that stretched on forever to the west. Every few yards, Zayn and I would glance over our shoulders at the diminishing black spot in the distance. I don’t think either of us really expected to see anyone chasing us – not after we’d mortally wounded Sol and then fed about fifty of his henchmen to a school of bloodthirsty sirens – but as shell-shocked as we were, the urge to double-check was more a nervous tic than assurance.  
 
    The farther we walked from Sol’s tower, the lighter the air seemed to become; when the black spot eventually faded from sight altogether, I breathed a huge sigh of relief…which didn’t last long. Once the immediate fear of retaliation had diminished, I found myself continually peeking over at Zayn, half-worried he might somehow disappear again. Every time I did, my breath caught; beneath the magic-imbuing blue star of his home world, his midnight-blue hair, mica-dusted bronze skin, and supernaturally-green eyes made him appear even more dazzling than usual. And yet, the closer I looked, the more injuries I spotted on his body: a scrape here, a bruise there, the mild limp that he was trying to hide. After spending so many hours languishing in Sol’s vault – an empty pocket of space where our two dimensions slipped right past each other – it was a miracle he was even alive. 
 
    No, I shook my head. Not a miracle.  
 
    A testament. 
 
    Zayn was the strongest person I’d ever met, inside and out. It’s how he’d survived the countless horrors in his life, like being forced into slavery by the heartless gangster who’d slaughtered his entire family in a crippling blow that ultimately ended the fae Blood Wars – and simultaneously made Zayn the last surviving heir to his late stepfather’s throne. 
 
    His Royal Highness Zæynek al’Bâramahd, Sol had taunted him, the uncrowned bastard king of the Summer Court. 
 
    I was palming my forehead, trying for the hundredth time to wrap my head around that, when Zayn’s earlier comment finally, twenty minutes later, registered in my overworked, sleep-deprived mind: As my Runemaster apprentice, partner, and future queen…will you help me? 
 
    I stumbled, catching his arm for support.  
 
    “I’ve got you,” he smiled, sending my heart careening into overdrive. 
 
    I tried to smile back, but self-doubt squeezed my chest like a boa constrictor. Talia Kestenbaum – Art School Dropout, Tattoo Artist Extraordinaire, and…Queen of the Fae Realm? 
 
    The mere thought was so absurd, I had to wonder if Zayn had been teasing me. 
 
    “Can I talk yet?” Mom asked, interrupting my neurotic reverie. 
 
    I abruptly let go of Zayn’s arm. “Huh?” 
 
    “I was told not to talk!” 
 
    “No, you were told not to scream!” 
 
    “Yeah, but for me the two are one and the same!” 
 
    “Mar-ZEE-paaaaan!” Biscuit shrieked as he zoomed past my ear, rocketing back into the sky in a massive shower of rainbow sparks. 
 
    I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Look, Mom, I’m beyond exhausted. I didn’t sleep a single minute last night.” And then siphoned all of my energy into Zayn so he could carry us both to freedom this morning, I thought, but that didn’t seem quite as prudent to share. “So, can I please just give you the two-minute version of the last twenty-four hours instead of you interrogating us for the next six miles?” 
 
    “Fine, but don’t skip over the part where you covered yourself in gang signs and decided to dress like a sex worker.” 
 
    Zayn took that opportunity to steal a glance at my corset-hoisted boobs, a small smile tugging at his lips. 
 
    I crossed my arms over my exposed chest, feeling my cheeks flush. “Yeah, so Mom and I are just gonna hang a few yards back so you won’t have to be subjected to our constant yammering.” 
 
    “No, please,” he answered a little too quickly. “The last thing I need right now is quiet time.” 
 
    Sympathy welled in my chest. After a mere ten minutes in the vault, it had felt like I was choking on the smothering silence. Zayn, meanwhile, had been trapped in there for nearly twenty-four hours. 
 
    “So?” Mom prompted, making me start. 
 
    “So…” I took a deep breath, trying to get my muddled thoughts organized enough that I could properly water down the truth. “Yesterday morning, Zayn and I were, uh, ‘escorted’ to the Fae Realm by Sol – the same incubus creep we were telling you about over dinner. And then, after Sol threw Zayn into this, like, broom closet of oblivion, he tried to encourage me to be his, umm…consort.” I coughed out the last word, trying to smother it. 
 
     “Consort?” My mother stopped dead in her tracks, both dogs growling from inside of her purse. “Did he touch you? Because I swear to God, if that sex pervert touched you—” 
 
    “He didn’t touch me!” I lied, mostly because the bulging vein in her temple was making me nervous. “He just got close enough for me to Extract the protective circle surrounding his Aegis Rune, which, in turn, allowed a shit-ton of poisonous iron build-up to leach into his blood and kill him… Well, almost kill him.” 
 
    “That’s how you did it?” Zayn asked in disbelief. “That’s…ingenious.” 
 
    “Hey, it was the best I could do!” I protested. 
 
    “I’m not being sarcastic, Talia. You were absolutely brilliant.” Shaking his head, Zayn exhaled sharply through his nose. “And with zero thanks to me. I left you unprepared. Untrained… Vulnerable. I thought I was protecting you by keeping you in the dark, when I should have told you everything a long time ago. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “I’m sorry too,” Mom chimed in, making me trip over my own left foot in surprise. “I was meshuggeneh to think your heritage wouldn’t catch up to you one day. Your father and I were wrong to keep so many secrets from you. I won’t make that mistake again, I promise… Oh, and speaking of poisonous iron—” Setting Lucy and Ricky back on the ground, she fiddled around the inside her purse, eventually retrieving what appeared to be a log of toilet paper. “I found this at your work, covered in blood. That’s when I really knew you were in trouble.” 
 
    Still shocked by my mother’s admission that she, of all people, had been wrong, I took the wrapped-up object from her, immediately recognizing it by its weight alone. “Your mom’s cold-forged iron dagger – you brought it here?” 
 
    Zayn, who had been walking right next to me, reflexively veered three feet to the right. 
 
    Mom nodded. “From what your bubbe used to say, it’s one of the most powerful fae weapons in existence. I’d be an idiot to come here without it.” She gave me a pointed look. 
 
    “I, uh…yeah,” I rubbed the back of my neck sheepishly. 
 
    “Raaawk!” Biscuit called from above, assuring us that the coast was still clear in both directions. 
 
    “So, now that you’ve kicked this mafia schmuck’s tuchus,” she said, as casually as if we’d been discussing the unseasonably cold weather in Miami, “you’re going to come home now…right?” When she saw the look Zayn and I exchanged, she planted her hands on her hips. “Oh, for Pete’s—Why the hell not?!” 
 
    “Um… Well…” I stammered, trying to come up with a believable excuse. 
 
    Zayn sighed, then stopped to take my mother’s hand in his. Her cheeks deepened into a half dozen shades of crimson and a coquettish titter slipped from her lips. 
 
    “Dee Dee, I haven’t been completely honest with you.” 
 
    Her mouth snapped shut mid-giggle. “What do you mean, you haven’t been honest?” 
 
    “My full name is Zæynek al’Bâramahd, and my mother, Jaína, was queen of the summer court before the Great Fall. And the reason I can’t return to Miami – though Talia is certainly welcome to, if she so wishes,” he cast me a brief, sidelong glance, “is because I’m returning to the castle ruins to claim my throne, reinstall the royal court, and amass the most powerful fae army this realm has ever known.”
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 A Cry for Kelp 
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    Mom and I both stared at him with twin expressions of shock. 
 
    “An…army?” I choked out. “You want to build an actual, literal army?” 
 
    Zayn nodded solemnly. “From the moment I watched Sol murder my family, I knew I had to destroy him for what he’d done. But I was young, and quickly overpowered by the same forbidden Death Magic that had decimated the Summer Court. In one blood-soaked day, I was robbed of both my past and my future, because as Sol’s slave, my body, my choices, were no longer mine.” He grew quiet then, reliving a nightmare I couldn’t see or even begin to understand. 
 
    I rested my hand on his arm, gently coaxing him to continue.  
 
    Even my mother had fallen completely silent, listening to Zayn’s story with glassy eyes. 
 
    “From that moment on, the only thing that was my own was my mind. For many long, grueling years, I silently plotted against him, imagining in violent detail all the ways I’d eventually avenge my mother’s death. I didn’t consider – or even care – what would happen to me or the rest of the realm. In my hopelessness, ending him was the only thing that mattered. But as the years went on, and my forced servitude continued with no end in sight, I grew more and more depressed. Complacent. I no longer fantasized about Sol’s death. Instead, I started passing the hours fantasizing about my own. But I’d been robbed even of that choice, forced to live the remainder of my life enslaved to the one creature I hated more than myself.” 
 
    I hadn’t even realized I was crying until Zayn gently brushed away my tears.  
 
    “And then this one stumbled into my filing cabinet,” he smiled, taking my hand in his, “and for the first time in many years, I felt something strange and all at once terrifying.” 
 
    “Hope?” my mom whispered, clutching the twin pendants around her neck. 
 
    “Not just hope, but joy – which was quickly followed by debilitating fear.” He chuckled dryly. “Because the only way to live without fear is to have nothing to lose, right? And, much to my own shock, I suddenly realized that I did have something – or rather, someone – who had become indescribably precious to me.” Zayn raised my hand to his lips and kissed my knuckles, making my thrumming heart skip a beat. “That’s when I realized that killing Sol wouldn’t be enough. Not when one of his many children would just take his place. Not after they had learned Talia’s name and face. Or worse, discovered the secret of her blood that we had all worked so hard to conceal.” 
 
    My mother, to my great surprise, was nodding fervently as he spoke. 
 
    “At that point, I knew it wasn’t just about vengeance anymore. It was about protecting the one person I had come to care so deeply about. The one person who’d given me a reason to live, who made me believe, for the first time in my life, that I might not be the monster I’d always considered myself to be.” 
 
    “Oh, Zayn,” I tried to whisper, my voice catching on his name. 
 
    His head dipped in what looked like shame as he took both of my hands in his. “Two nights ago, when I thought I’d…hurt you, all I could think about was keeping you safe – from everyone, including myself. Only now,” he continued, his eyes shining with the emotion breaking through his words, “do I fully understand how selfish that would have been. I’d have abandoned not only you, but this entire realm. The destruction Sol has wrought – poisoning mermaids, enslaving elves, starving vampires into desperation and dependency – has gone on for far too long. It just took time and freedom, along with Talia’s literal heart of gold, for me to see it.” 
 
    Mom was beaming from ear to ear. “I always told her she was wasting her talents in art school. Didn’t I tell you that, Tally?” 
 
    “But I haven’t done anything—” I started to protest. 
 
    Zayn held a finger to my lips, silencing me. “You have made everyone who’s crossed your path fall in love with you, Talia. Which is what made me realize that this realm, this patchwork quilt of bitter factions and old enemies, could, in fact, be united. And what better reason to come together, than to rise up against the monster who plunged our entire world into violence and darkness… And that’s why I need you by my side,” he added, “to help me unite this world.” 
 
    “Oh.” My heart sank slightly at that. So that’s why he’d asked me to be his queen. Not because he wanted to spend his life with me or whatever, but because— 
 
    “And also because I love you,” he added. 
 
    “I—” My jaw dangled open. “How did you—” 
 
    “Because I know you,” he said softly, lifting my hands to kiss my knuckles. “And I certainly know how your neurotic brain works by now.” 
 
    I gazed up at him, my chest and eyes welling with emotion. 
 
    A series of wet sniffles perforated our touching moment like a deflating balloon. My mom, who was already very much invading our intimate sphere of personal space, loudly blew her nose, tucked the used tissue in its designated purse pocket, then opened her mouth, her eyes narrowing into their customary consternated squint that always heralded a forthcoming unsolicited opinion. 
 
    “Mother,” I warned. “Whatever it is you’re thinking of saying right now, don’t.” 
 
    “What!” she asked innocently. “All I was going to say is, over my dead body will I allow my only child to go to war!” 
 
    “Yeah, your only adult child!” 
 
    “That being said,” she swiftly interjected, “as far as future husbands go, you could do worse than this adorable mensch.” She patted Zayn’s cheek lovingly. 
 
    He managed a gracious smile. “Thanks, Dee Dee.” 
 
    “Oh tateleh, no need to be so formal. Call me Mom!” 
 
    The tips of Zayn’s ears turned bright red. 
 
    As my own cheeks burned hot enough to make me look like a polished-gold Sacagawea coin, she flashed me the most un-subtle wink possible, ushering the dogs away and down the path. “I’d always hoped you’d end up with a doctor,” she called over her shoulder, “but I suppose a king wouldn’t be so bad!” 
 
    To my immense relief, Zayn burst out laughing. “Come on,” he wrapped an arm around my shoulder, kissing my forehead as we fell into step a few paces behind her. “Lamswyth’s place isn’t too far from here.” 
 
    “Do we really have to go there?” I protested. “Couldn’t we crash at, I dunno, Lanmè’s instead?” 
 
    “The Queen of the Eastern Seas? I mean, sure, if you can figure out a way to grow gills.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to make some unhelpful sarcastic remark, then closed it again when I noticed most of the color had returned to his previously-pallid cheeks. As I shyly reached forward to brush my fingertips against his flushed skin, his eyes tightened with emotion. 
 
    “All this time, you believed you were some kind of insatiable monster,” I whispered. “All those years starving and punishing yourself, when all you needed was love.” 
 
    “My life brought me to you,” Zayn said simply. “And for that I am eternally grateful.” He lowered his head, skimming his lips against mine. “But no amount of love will change the fact that I’m still a lust-starved incubus. Speaking of which…” I bit my lip as he brought his mouth to my ear, his husky whisper making me go knock-kneed. “The second I have you to myself, I’m going to make love to every inch of that beautiful body. Do you understand me?” 
 
    The jolt of heat in my core was enough to make me gasp. 
 
    “Talia…” His tone was grave as he straightened, his eyes glinting wickedly in the morning sun. “I said, do you understand?” 
 
    I nodded my head quickly, swallowing with an audible gulp. On my life, if my mother hadn’t been standing twenty feet away, my clothes would have already been in a rumpled pile at my feet. 
 
    As he pressed his lips to mine once more, a sharp pain in my left shoulder made me gasp. 
 
    He jolted backward. “What happened? Did I—” 
 
    “No.” Wincing, I rubbed my shoulder, where the pain had already diminished to a dull throb. “No, it must have just been a…a muscle spasm or s—” 
 
    “Raaawk!” Biscuit’s loud screech made both of our heads whip skyward. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Zayn shouted up to him. 
 
    He showed us the image of a braying satyr, who was frantically scrambling up the side of a slick boulder with the haste of a creature whose life utterly depended on it. Behind him, the water churned and roiled as though a submarine were surfacing from its brackish depths. 
 
    Zayn swore beneath his breath. “How far?” 
 
    Biscuit swooped past us and into a steep dive. Following his lead, Zayn and I ran to the edge of the cliff, peering straight down from the low outcrop where we were perched. There, a dozen stories below, was none other than Lamswyth, clinging to a jagged black boulder for dear life. Just beneath him, the outline of something big and dark lurked in the churning surf, growing even larger as it rapidly approached the surface. 
 
    Mom’s Chihuahuas started barking like crazy. 
 
    “What is that?” she shouted, pointing as though we might have somehow overlooked the pandemonium happening just below.  
 
    Zayn’s expression darkened into a glower. “Kelpie.” 
 
    Judging by my mother’s ensuing gasp, he may as well have said, “That serial killing pedophile-slash-Scientologist from MSNBC’s To Catch a Predator.” 
 
    “What’s a ke—Jesus!” I yelped as a gigantic horse head burst through the water, letting out a keening neigh that turned my blood into a golden slushie.  
 
    A kelpie, Lamswyth’s flowery voice echoed between my ears, is a shapeshifting water horse with a fishtail ending in spiny, poison-tipped barbs and a mane of venomous serpents. They enjoy feeding, in particular, on human flesh. And that’s just the freshwater variety! I wouldn’t recommend you become acquainted with their saltwater cousins. One of them ate my uncle, leaving nothing but a pile of entrails and horns for us to stumble across the next morning. 
 
    The four-letter word that erupted from my mouth was drowned out by a ferocious roar, which was followed by the frantic bleat of a panic-stricken goat. 
 
    “Back, you contemptible beast!” Lamswyth whinnied from down below. “Back, I say!” 
 
    Zayn and I exchanged looks, and I knew we were thinking the same thing. Or, at least, having completely and totally opposite reactions to the same thing. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it!” He grabbed my wrist as though I might actually be stupid enough to jump off another cliff. 
 
    “No shit!” I shook his hand away. “But we can’t just let him die!” 
 
    “I don’t even know how to get down there!” Zayn rubbed his temples, trying to think. “Besides that, I don’t have my bag of supplies, and most of my helpful runes are spent.” 
 
    “That seahorse is trying to eat that poor sheep!” my mom shouted over the din of bleats, barks, and neighs. 
 
    “Is there anything on me that we can use?” I asked, holding out my forearms, where four stolen runes were still stamped on my skin. 
 
    Zayn gritted his teeth.  
 
    “Tell me!” 
 
     “Augh, fine! That one!” He pointed to the weird-looking set of squares on the outside of my right wrist. 
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    “What is it?” 
 
    Lamswyth’s sharp bleat made us both wince. 
 
    “A Ligature Rune. Point your hand in Lamswyth’s direction and focus on capturing him. But whatever you do, do not aim at the kelpie!” 
 
    As if on cue, the “seahorse” rose up out of the water, flailing its venomous front fins and loosing a horrible screech. 
 
    I scrambled to my feet. “Hey, Lamswyth!” I cupped my hands around my mouth and yelled at the top of my lungs. 
 
    His head shot up at the same time as the kelpie’s snapping jaws snatched his hoof. 
 
    “CATCH!” 
 
    Ropes of light shot out of my wrist as though I were goddamn Spiderman, streaming down below where they wrapped around Lamswyth’s bulbous torso like a glowing lasso. Appropriately, the supervening sound that erupted from him was similar to that of a hog-tied pig.  
 
    “Hoysmeeyup!” he cried, scrambling to cling to his boulder. 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “I said, HOIST ME UP!” 
 
    “I’m working on it!” I fumbled with the ropes, looping them around and through my hands to maintain my grip. 
 
    With an agitated bray, the kelpie jerked Lam in the water, nearly yanking me off the cliff with him. Zayn’s arms were around my waist in an instant, pulling me back. “It’s too strong!” he shouted in my ear. “You have to let go!” 
 
    Arms flailing, Lamswyth disappeared beneath the waves. 
 
    “Wait, I’m coming!” my mom cried, and a moment later, her arms were around Zayn’s torso, Heimlich-maneuver-style. “Don’t worry, I won first prize in my sixth grade tug of war competition!” 
 
    “Pull!” I grunted, heaving on the glowing ropes as hard as I could. 
 
    Zayn’s grip around me tightened as he and my mother towed me backward. “Talia, I swear to God, if I have to dive in there to rescue you, I’m going to be extremely irritated!”  
 
    As if to underscore his disgruntled sentiments, Lucy and Ricky started yapping in an unrestrained frenzy, which only seemed to aggravate the kelpie even further. 
 
    The venomous merhorse let out an aggrieved whinny and yanked Lam straight out of the water by one upside-down, flailing hoof, whipping its long snout back and forth to try to break its furry snack free of its pesky binds. Lam gurgle-screamed, the luminated ropes around his belly stretching to their limit.  
 
    My heels skidded closer and closer to the cliff edge. 
 
    The dogs launched themselves from the ground to “help,” dangling from the glowing rope by their tiny bared teeth. 
 
    “Lucy, Ricky! Get down from there!” my mom shrieked, bordering on full-on banshee mode. 
 
    Something whizzed past my ear like a shrieking comet of fire and feathers, letting out a battle cry that sounded halfway between that of a mighty hawk and a startled turkey. 
 
    “Go for the eyes!” Zayn hollered down at Biscuit. 
 
    “Be careful!” my mom and I yelled at the same time. 
 
    Our screaming eagle soared at the kelpie, talons outstretched and brilliant plumage blazing. The monster released a furious roar as Biscuit’s sharp claws raked across its face. 
 
    Lamswyth plunged back into the water like a stone. 
 
    With green slime oozing from its wounded snout, the kelpie snapped its jaws at Biscuit, who let out a gleeful whistle before sailing up and over into an antagonistic barrel roll. 
 
    “Hurry, Lam’s loose!” Zayn’s arms tightened around me as the three of us pulled as hard as we could, dragging Lam’s rump through the churning waters like a wooly buoy. As the water grew shallower, Lam’s indignant yelps bounced off the cliff walls each time we accidentally yanked him into the occasional jagged boulder. 
 
    My head whipped up as a terrible scream shattered from the kelpie’s mouth. It had flung itself out of the water, arching its back like a bull to try to snatch its colorful assailant by the glittering tail. 
 
    “Moishe! Get away from that thing!” Mom yelled, making me wince at the shrillness. 
 
    By that point, Lam was half-clomping, half-being-dragged across the black-pebble shore, several yards from the thrashing kelpie and the rolling tide. 
 
    “Biscuit!” I grunted, heaving. “Get your sparkling butt back here!” 
 
    I could practically feel him roll his eyes as he spiraled straight up into the air, sending the beast one last parting gift in the form of fully-digested almonds. Judging by the ensuing roar, I’d say Biscuit successfully hit his target. 
 
    “Hibiscus!” Zayn let out an exasperated groan. 
 
    With one last angry snort, the kelpie dove beneath the waves, its long barbed tail slicing through the water a moment later. 
 
    By that point, Lam had just reached the bottom edge of the cliff. Mom let go of Zayn, muttered something about being “too old for this,” and plopped down beside the dogs to unwrap a granola bar. As Lam clambered up the slick black rock, hooves clattering and scraping like a billy goat’s, Zayn and I went from winching to belaying, drawing the dimming rope through our hands and into a tall pile in the grass 
 
    Lucy and Ricky continued going nuts the entire time we worked, letting out a series of high-pitched yips and yaps. When Biscuit landed beside them and enthusiastically joined in, they abruptly grew quiet, trying to decide what to do with this strange, barking rainbow chicken. Then, apparently satisfied with his canine zealousness, they redoubled their own barking efforts alongside him, adding in a gratuitous howl or two for good measure. 
 
    Wincing, Zayn and I peered down at our huffing and puffing satyr thirty feet below, whose shouted words were being entirely drowned out by the incessant racket. 
 
    “What?” Zayn shouted at him. 
 
    Lam cupped a free hand over his mouth. “I said—” 
 
    The Chihuahuas, along with their feathered wannabe-Chihuahua, let out three synchronized werewolf howls. 
 
    “Mom, can you please shut them up?!” 
 
    “Why? They’re just protecting their pack!” 
 
    “The rope is going to disappear,” Zayn warned as the last vestiges of light began to flicker. “Lam, hold on! Our Ligature’s almost up!” 
 
    He let out an irritated grunt of affirmation. 
 
    A few seconds later, the rope dissolved into nothing, along with the fading rune on my skin. 
 
    “Move back, Tal,” Zayn said, guiding me away from the precipice by the waist. I hadn’t realized my legs were shaking until that very moment. Judging by Zayn’s worried look, I must have appeared as faint and unsteady as I felt. 
 
    “I just need a nap.” I smiled, squeezing his hand. “And maybe a cheeseburger or six.” 
 
    He hugged me to his side, kissing the top of my head. “I’ll make sure our next order of business is food and finding you a horizontal place to rest.” 
 
    I rested my head against his shoulder. “Only if you promise to get horizontal with me.” 
 
    “The Creator himself couldn’t stop me.” 
 
    I bit my lip at the unexpected pang of longing that twisted through my insides.  
 
    When Lam’s arm reached up to pull himself up a few minutes later, Zayn knelt down to help him. The satyr shooed him away. “I’d sooner grasp a poisonous serpent!” he groused as he awkwardly hoisted himself over the edge and rolled over on his side, panting. Apart from some matted blood on his ankle and an assortment of bumps and scrapes, he appeared to be in one piece. 
 
    “Oy!” my mother yelped when she saw him, her mouth full of half-chewed granola. “That’s not a goat!” 
 
    Lam’s horizontal pupils slanted with indignation. “How marvelous,” he muttered beneath his breath as he propped himself up, eventually settling into a splayed-out sitting position. “I’ve been relegated from ‘glaistig’ to ‘goat.’” 
 
    “A simple ‘thank you’ would suffice.” I crinkled my nose at his brazen display of furry giblets. “Also, do you mind?” 
 
    Ignoring me, he groped at his neck, seemingly relieved to find his silver panpipes still hanging there, then daintily pulled a strand of red seaweed from his horn. Eventually, his narrowed eyes landed on Zayn, where they further constricted into a wrathful squint. 
 
    Zayn held up his hands apologetically. “Listen, Lam, about the other day—” 
 
    “Oh, how the cruel shard of betrayal cuts deeper than an iron blade!” 
 
    Mom let out a scandalized gasp, munching on her granola crumbs like popcorn as this real-life fae soap opera unfolded before her very eyes. 
 
    “I never meant to betray you!” 
 
    “Indeed!” Lam scoffed. “You only instructed your young paramour to seize my prized delphiniums and flee while you double-crossed me of my gold, then proceeded to beat me into a bleating pulp!” 
 
    “You were bleeding? I’m the one who got head-butted in the spleen!” 
 
    “I think he said bleating,” my mother offered unhelpfully. 
 
    Rolling my eyes, I strategically positioned myself between the two men. “Oh, for Pete’s sake, Lamswyth! Zayn only antagonized you into a fight to buy me some time!” 
 
    The satyr blinked. “Time?”  
 
    “Yes, so I could take the delphiniums back to our realm and make him the ink that would free him from Sol’s Dominion.” 
 
    “Free?” His bushy eyebrows hiked halfway up his receding hairline. “You mean—” 
 
    “Yep. It’s done.” 
 
    Lam peered around me to look up at his old friend. “Is what she says true, boy? Have you been…freed?” 
 
    Zayn’s pause was long enough to let me know he hardly believed it himself. “I have.” 
 
    “Then…” The color leached from Lam’s cheeks until his skin was the color of stale matzah. “Then…that means…” 
 
    Zayn’s nod was a solemn one. “It’s time, Lam.” 
 
    “Time for what?” my mother called as Biscuit launched onto Zayn’s shoulder. 
 
    As if on cue, the cerulean-blue sun crested the cliffs, illuminating Zayn and his resplendent firebird from behind. Biscuit casually shook out his wings, sending out a fine cloud of sparkles that hung suspended, scintillating like thousands of tiny diamonds, while crepuscular rays streaked from behind Zayn’s head like a crown of light. 
 
    “The time has finally come,” Lam swallowed, “to restore the Summer Court and its rightful king.”
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 Mother Knows Best 
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    Three blisters and a little over an hour later, all seven of us – Zayn, Mom, Lam, Biscuit, the two derps, and me – had crammed into Lam’s tiny house. Well, more of an elaborately-decorated grotto, really, since the satyr lived as a recluse in a hollowed-out stone dwelling deep within the cliff faces. As he ducked past us to tend to his fireplace, where a large, steaming cauldron hung above faintly-glowing coals, the rest of us milled about the entryway like a teetering horde in order to accommodate his no-shoes request – understandable, since ornate, hoof-spun tapestries of every color had been draped across the floor and walls. The rest of the room was stark in comparison, with a simple candelabra hanging from the ceiling, a large chest, two wooden chairs, and a straw-filled mattress that had been tucked in the far corner – the same bed that Lamswyth had drunkenly tried to lure me into, right before Zayn burst through the door and threatened to relieve him of his entrails. 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile at the memory. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I am not eating boiled weed and purple eggs!” my mother’s increasingly shrill voice punctured my reminiscence. Ever since we’d started climbing down the steep stone passage that led to Lam’s enchanted front door, she’d been carping about everything from her throbbing feet to the lack of lighting in the stairway being a surefire way to break someone’s neck. I, for one, was secretly grateful to have someone else pointing out the utter insanity of this realm so I didn’t have to be the single airer of grievances and complaints.  
 
    “Don’t you have anything else we could nosh on? If you had some schmaltz and matzo meal, I could make us all some matzo ball soup and warm this place right up!” She blew into her palms as though we were standing inside the Arctic Circle. 
 
    Palming his broad forehead, Lam grumpily regarded his bed, which had been commandeered by the dogs for their pre-prandial nap. “I have never heard of this ‘mott-sah’ of which you speak. However, I do have some currant-studded biscuits, if you’d prefer—” 
 
    The lid from the tin box clattered to the ground as Biscuit hopped onto the mantle and began helping himself to his namesake, sending a shower of crumbs ricocheting in every direction. 
 
    “Biscuit!” I admonished. “You’re being so rude!” 
 
    “Talia’s right,” Zayn added with a straight face. “You should be offering to share with the rest of the group!” 
 
    I elbowed him in the ribs. “Don’t egg him on!” 
 
    “Egg?” Biscuit raised his head excitedly.  
 
    Casting the three of us a glare of affronted indignation, Lam trudged over to his chest, where he withdrew a roll of gauze, tore off a strip with his teeth, and started wrapping it around his ankle. 
 
    “Do you need any help?” I offered. 
 
    He shook his head with a grunt. 
 
    When it was clear no eggs would be given, Biscuit begrudgingly went back to his pile of stale cookies, “politely” tossing one over to his bubbe. 
 
    She caught it deftly, sniffed it, and then took a mouse-sized bite before pinching her face into a puckered-up look of displeasure. 
 
    Upon seeing her face, Biscuit abruptly dropped his cookie to the floor. The sound woke the dogs, who ran over, sniffed at the broken pieces, crinkled their own noses, and then abandoned the discarded “food” to jump back into Lamswyth’s bed.  
 
    “Alright, that’s it,” my mother said, dusting the crumbs from her palms. “Take me to the nearest grocery store. Someone has to make sure we don’t all starve to death.” 
 
    Before Lam could sputter out a response, I swiftly interjected, “Mom, there’s no store, okay? Lamswyth just goes out and gathers what he needs from the area. Like roots and seagull eggs and stuff. So, unless you feel like going out and gathering dandelions—” 
 
    “That’s a great idea! Mr. Lamb, would you please escort me outside so the two of us can scrounge together something edible?” 
 
    There was a long bleat – er, beat of silence. 
 
    “Dee Dee…” Zayn started, hesitantly, “you do realize that Lamswyth almost got eaten by a kelpie barely an hour ago, right? It’s not safe out there.” 
 
    “No, kelpies live in the ocean, along with sirens and krakens,” my mother sniffed, then rolled her eyes at my surprised expression. “Oh, please, Talia. I already told you I’ve been here once before – back when there were restaurants and grocery stores,” she added, eliciting confused looks from the rest of us. “Besides, if we run into anything scary, I’ll just yell at them. There’s nothing worse than a banshee’s scream, after all.” She casually blew on her knuckles. 
 
    “Half banshee—” I started to protest. 
 
    “We’ll just go out and gather a few different things that I’ll be able to recognize from my mother’s fae cookbook, and be back in, oh, say, an hour?” She gave me a pointed look that made me feel more confused than ever. 
 
    Until understanding – and along with it, sheer mortification – suddenly clicked into place. 
 
    Oh my God! Is she trying to give Zayn and me alone time? 
 
    Upon seeing my wide-eyed realization, she flashed me a surprisingly-subtle wink. 
 
    “Well…” Lam scratched at his beard. “Disregarding the sea fae that loiter near the beach looking for living scraps, I suppose there really isn’t much in the area that would pose a threat, particularly at this time of day. The Unseelies on the Eastern Plateau are typically nocturnal—” 
 
    Mom clapped her hands together. “Wonderful! We’ll go get some fresh ingredients,” she wrinkled her nose at the tin of stale cookies, “be back in an hour or so,” she flashed me yet another loaded look, which made my face turn the color of Hanukkah gelt, “and then come back to eat and chat about this fancy-schmancy court of yours. Have I mentioned I have distant banshee cousins in the Fae Realm? I bet they’d love the chance to join!” 
 
    “Banshees?” Lam blustered. “In the royal court?” 
 
    My mother’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “So it’s okay for a goat, but not a banshee?” 
 
    “I am not a goat!” 
 
    “Raaawk!” Biscuit screeched – his way of saying, “I don’t know what we’re yelling about, but I’m joining in!” 
 
    Sighing, Zayn ran a hand through his thick hair. “Talia, are you okay with this?” 
 
    Mom cast me a warning glare. 
 
    “Uh, y-yeah,” I squeaked, then cleared my throat. “So long as Biscuit goes with them to keep an eye out. And, you know, they stay away from the water… What were you doing down there, anyway, Lam?” 
 
    For some reason, the tips of his pointed ears turned pink. “Looking at the mermaids,” he finally mumbled – low enough that I had to strain to make out the words. 
 
    Zayn coughed out a laugh. “You know they make mermaid centerfolds that don’t run the risk of luring you to your death, right, Lam?” 
 
    I gaped at him in astonishment. 
 
    The incubus shrugged sheepishly. “I never said I looked at them. I just know of their, uh…existence.” 
 
    “Lucy, Ricky, c’mon!” Mom called, linking an arm through Lamswyth’s. She was so short, she only had a head or so on his stocky four feet. “Oh, Mr. Lamb, just wait ‘til you try my mother’s chopped arugula salad recipe. Of course, we don’t have the purple variety on Earth, which is the tastiest kind. And if you can help me find some of those neon-pink radish-looking thingies—” 
 
    “You mean, moonchokes?” Lam’s ears perked up as they made their way to the door. “The root vegetables that sprout white-spotted leaves?” 
 
    “Yes, exactly!” 
 
    Lam’s little stub of a tail began to wag. “Have you ever tried putting smoked nevꜵrin sauce on them?” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of ‘neh-vow-reen’ sauce but I can make a Hollandaise that would make Martha Stewart plotz—Goodbye, children!” she called over her shoulder as Lam opened the front door for them. “See you in an hour!”  
 
    The Chihuahuas skittered between the two bipedal creatures’ legs, their tiny claws scratching at the stone as they bolted through the door. With an excited squawk, Biscuit flew from the mantle and landed on Mom’s shoulder, wagging his tail feathers behind him like a poodle on a walk. 
 
    The door slammed shut, taking the whirlwind of commotion along with it. 
 
    And then, suddenly, there were only two.
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 Spring Fever 
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    Zayn and I stood there for a long moment, staring at the heavy wooden door as though it might fly off its hinges. When it didn’t, we both turned to look at each other, chuckling awkwardly. 
 
    “So, uh…which of them is going to kill the other first, you think? Mom or Lamswyth?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m putting all my money on Dee Dee. No question.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I rubbed my arm. “Uh, me too.” 
 
    A moment of awkward silence passed. Then, muttering to himself, Zayn strode over to the large chest, where he rummaged around until he’d accumulated an armful of clothes and a cream-colored bar of something that I could only assume was soap. 
 
    “Will Lam care that you’re going through his stuff?” I asked as the lid slammed shut. 
 
    “Well, seeing as most of this ‘stuff’ used to belong to the royal family, I’d argue he’s just been keeping it safe until I decide I want it back.” He winked at me as he made his way to the bed. “Come on. Let’s get ourselves cleaned up.” 
 
    I looked around the tiny room, arching an eyebrow. “Where?” 
 
    “Lam’s place is slightly bigger than it looks,” he smiled, lifting the straw mattress to reveal a three-foot wooden door embedded in the stone. “Touch that rune there,” he pointed to a set of triangles that had been etched into the corner of the wood. 
 
    I did as I was told. 
 
    “Athvoren,” Zayn said, the word sounding deliciously foreign on his tongue.  
 
    “Hey!” I gasped as the runes glowed and the hinge of the door swung open, revealing a hidden, square-shaped hole. “That’s the same word Mavros told me to use when we opened the vault!” 
 
    He shook his head in disbelief. “I still can’t believe you got Sol’s familiar to help you with that.”  
 
    “She’s surprisingly sweet once you get to know her. Anyway, what does ‘athvoren’ mean?” 
 
    “It means ‘open’ in the ancient infernal tongue, when our species was less…refined.” His nose crinkled in obvious distaste, so I didn’t ask him to elaborate. “Most have forgotten the language, but Sol clearly took a page from my own book when he had his mages seal off the vault.” 
 
    He motioned for me to go first, so I ducked under the mattress, where a hanging rope ladder led into a dim cavern, which was warm and humid and smelled vaguely like sulfur. Once he’d carefully lowered the bed and closed the door, Zayn followed. The sound and smell of fresh running water teased my senses, reminding me that I hadn’t even had anything to drink since Korinne had brought me lunch nearly twenty-four hours ago. 
 
    “Keep going,” Zayn called from above. “You’ll feel the ground in about ten feet. And be careful – the rungs down there might be slick.” 
 
    I nodded – not that he could see. “After Sol’s mages sealed up the vault, what did he do with them? You know, since they knew how to open it?” 
 
    “He killed them.” 
 
    “Jesus,” I muttered. “How?” 
 
    “By siccing his dogs on them.” 
 
    “Dogs?” My feet hit stone. 
 
    “The vampires he’s worked so diligently to starve into cooperation over the last few decades. In exchange for doing his bidding, Sol provides them with fae blood that’s been spiked with a powerful substance similar to heroin. As a consequence, they’ve become totally dependent on him.” 
 
    Shivering, I stepped away from the ladder to make room for Zayn. “So, what you’re saying is, the vampires in this realm are essentially tweaked out drug-addicts who are going through perpetual heroin withdrawals?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” He hopped down beside me, dusting off his hands. 
 
    A modest-sized cavern spread out in front of us, about fifteen feet high by thirty feet wide. On the far-left side, a shallow waterfall flowed from a jutting rock outcrop near the stalactite ceiling. The water cascaded down glistening obsidian rocks, creating a pool in the center of the cave that eventually exited through a small opening on the opposite wall. There, a thin crescent of sunlight snuck between the overhanging rock and the stream, casting the spring and surrounding walls in pale blue light. 
 
    Momentarily forgetting about the nightmare that was undead vampire junkies, I approached the glittering pool, which was shallow and completely clear. “Is it safe to drink?” I asked. 
 
    He crouched beside me. “Absolutely. Safe to bathe in, too.” 
 
    “Oh, thank God.” After dunking my face in the spring to gulp down several glorious mouthfuls of fresh, cool water, I dipped my hands in to wash them, then immediately yanked the right one out with a hiss of pain. 
 
    Zayn let the water spill from his cupped hands. “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “That stupid prat, Calus.” I winced, blowing on the angry gash inside my palm, where Sol’s right-hand Runemaster had stabbed me to collect my blood. 
 
    He let out a curse as he examined it. “Calus did this?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Still clutching my hand in both of his, Zayn’s eyes roved along my face and arms, his eyes darkening with every cut and blister they found, compliments of Calus’s poisonous vines. But when they landed on the unfinished spidery rune that marred my left shoulder, the whites of his eyes shifted to pure obsidian, with pulsing black veins appearing just beneath. 
 
    My gulp froze in my throat. I’d only seen his eyes do that once before, when Sol’s now-deceased son, Saxon, tried to have his way with me against my express, increasingly-shrill wishes. 
 
    “I’ll kill them,” Zayn snarled. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Every last one of them.” 
 
    In a rare moment of self-restraint, I kept my mouth shut as he withdrew a pen from his pocket and began drawing a Resurgence Rune on the inside of my wrist with utterly perfect and precise strokes.  
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    When he finished, I pressed my thumb against the back of my earring, wincing as I drew a drop of gold-colored blood – literally glowing, thanks to the magic of this realm – and smeared it across the ink. 
 
    The lines illuminated like a neon sign as the rest of my body began to glow. When the rune vanished from my skin a few moments later, its healing magic spent, my assortment of cuts and blisters had already faded to faint, gold-tinted scars. 
 
    I exhaled a sigh of relief. 
 
    Zayn, however, still hadn’t pulled his eyes away from the almost-Requisition Rune that had been carved into my arm – the foul mark that nearly bound me to Sol forever. 
 
    “Can you get it off?” I whispered. 
 
    “I…” His Adam’s apple bobbed. “I’m so sorry, Talia… I should have claimed you when I had the chance.” 
 
    A knot of emotions caught in my throat. “B-But that would mean… I mean, if you had, you’d have been stuck with me forever, right?” 
 
    He gently kissed my knuckles. “Of all the reasons not to claim you, believe me when I say that was not one of them.” 
 
    His words drew the breath from my lungs.  
 
    Before I could find the words to speak, Zayn had already shot to his feet, turning his back to me. But the movement wasn’t fast enough to hide the emotion I’d already caught a glimpse of. 
 
    It’s really too bad your boyfriend can’t be here to see this, Calus’s smirking face appeared in my mind. Watching an incubus lose his mind from sheer jealousy – well, that’s something I’ve always wanted to see. 
 
    “Zayn…” I started, but the word came out as a whisper. What could I possibly say at that moment? 
 
     My eyes darted to the perfect circle of blue ink I’d extracted from Sol’s chest, now emblazoned on the back of my hand as a permanent reminder that I had come closer to killing him than anyone else ever had…and failed. 
 
    I looked up with a resigned sigh, surprised to find that Zayn already removed his shirt and was currently working on his boots. A lump appeared in my throat as I watched him undress. The late morning sunlight trickling in from the outside plunged every dip and plane of his muscular torso into carved-out shadows of black and shimmering bronze. He was lean, noticeably leaner than he’d been a week ago, with lithe muscles that stretched and rippled as he doubled over to pull off one shoe, and then the other.  
 
    I nervously looked down at my own outfit, which was comprised of just three items of clothing: sneakers, leather pants, and that awful corset Sol had forced me into. Underwear hadn’t been part of that arrangement. 
 
    Zayn must have seen my troubled expression, because he came over, clad only in jeans, and flashed me that disarming half-smile that always made my heart skip a beat. “I made no assumptions,” he said, handing me a thin, sleeveless covering. “Please. Just make yourself comfortable.” 
 
    After taking it with trembling hands, I slipped off my sneakers one at a time, gently setting the gauzy purple dress on the ground beside them. Then, gazing up at him as I rose to my feet, my fingers dropped to the first clasp of my corset and unsnapped it.  
 
    “So long as you’re here with me,” I whispered, unfastening the second and third hooks, “I’m comfortable.” 
 
    Zayn’s expression tightened as the corset fell away, but his eyes never strayed from mine. 
 
    Naked from the navel up, I took a deep, shuddering breath, letting my lungs fully expand for the first time in what felt like days.  
 
    He took a careful step toward me, and then another. Several of his tattoos stood out against the darkness, bioluminescent runes and flowers embedded in the beautiful tangle of vines that crisscrossed his chest and ensconced his chiseled arms from deltoid to wrist. 
 
    “You’re so damn beautiful,” he whispered, sliding his fingers into my hair.  
 
    I clasped his wrist, meeting his piercing stare as I tilted my face toward his. “You really think so? I mean, even after…” I swallowed. “After all the others?” 
 
    “When you’re feeding to survive, you don’t often stop to admire the view.” He chuckled softly. “But you, Talia… You took my breath away the moment you first set foot in my shop.” His other hand slipped behind my neck as he leaned down to brush a soft kiss against my temple. “And from that moment, I knew you’d be trouble.” 
 
    “How did you know?” Tears had gathered in my eyes, though I had no idea why. 
 
    “Because when you find your soulmate, something deep within you stirs to life.” He traced his lips from my temple to the corner of my eye, where he kissed away a stray tear. “Even if I didn’t recognize it at the time, your arrival lit a spark inside me. For the first time in years, Talia, I wanted to live. And, in hindsight, I realize that was all thanks to you.” 
 
    “But I was so broken when you found me,” I whimpered. “I think it was you who healed me.” 
 
     “Let’s just call it a draw,” he murmured, leaving a trail of soft kisses across my face until his lips found the corner of my mouth.  
 
    I trembled, wanting so badly to catch his lip in mine.  
 
    “Are you sure you feel okay?” he whispered against my lips. “No dizziness or fatigue?” 
 
    “No.” Entwining my fingers behind his neck, I stood on tip-toes, pressing my naked torso against his. “None whatsoever.” 
 
    A deep rumble vibrated in his chest.  
 
    His other arm reached behind me, pulling my hips against his. Even through his jeans, I could feel the hardness of his arousal against my stomach. Electricity zinged through my body, making my nerves buzz from my fingertips to my toes. 
 
    No more hesitating. 
 
    Closing the short distance between our mouths, I pressed my lips to his, kissing him deeply. A soft moan slipped from his throat as he returned that kiss with passion, his tongue dancing over mine. His arms wrapped around me, enfolding me in the unyielding warmth of his body. And I melted against him, lost in the sweet taste of the man my heart had long been aching to love. 
 
     After a moment, he pulled away to gently cup my face, kissing my forehead, my cheeks, the tip of my nose… When my knees threatened to buckle, he quickly pulled away, a look of concern creasing his face. 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m fine. My body just isn’t used to this level of…care.”  
 
    His expression abruptly softened, a wry smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Shall I escort you to your bath, Miss Kestenbaum?” 
 
    Heart fluttering, I tightened my grip around his neck, eliciting a quizzical look. But as I dragged my fingers across his broad shoulders and chest, down his pecs and undulating abdominals, his confused expression quickly darkened into one of smoldering desire. Down I went, until I came to the deep groove of those delicious V-shaped muscles that disappeared beneath the band of his jeans.  
 
    “May I?” I asked softly. 
 
    His eyes glinted like two emeralds caught in the light. “You may.” 
 
    Unbuttoning his fly, I slipped my fingertips beneath the dual bands of denim and elastic, sinking to the ground in a slow, low crouch as I peeled away his jeans, not once breaking eye contact with him. 
 
    Fire erupted behind his irises. 
 
    After helping him step out of his pants, I rose to my feet, once more letting my fingernails gently graze up his thighs as I did.  
 
    A low, inhuman growl escaped from his throat as my hands edged toward his arousal. 
 
    Before I knew it, Zayn had scooped me into his arms, deposited me at the edge of the spring, and was reaching around my hips to unbutton my leather pants. I stood stock-still as he peeled them away, obediently stepping out of them once I’d been stripped to my ankles.  
 
    He stood behind me, one of his arms curled around my waist while the other hand gently tilted my head to the side. “You are the most beautiful creature I’ve ever seen,” he whispered against my ear, his fingers twisting into my hair as he traced his soft lips along the edge of my exposed neck. 
 
    I sank into his chest, my heart leaping into my throat when I felt the entire length of his erection pressing against my lower back. As his other hand slid down my belly, the inside of my thighs hummed with electrified desire.  
 
    A low whimper escaped my throat when his fingers stopped just beneath my navel. 
 
    “Do you want me inside you?” he murmured, making the skin on my chest and arms erupt in goosebumps. 
 
    “Yes!” I gasped, shoving his hand toward the apex of my thighs. 
 
    He released a silent laugh as he planted more kisses along my neck, gently catching my skin between his teeth in a way that made the tips of my breasts stand erect. When his fingers finally eased through the wetness that had gathered between my thighs, my back arched reflexively. I slipped my hand behind his neck and leaned the back of my head against his shoulder, gasping. He knew exactly how to touch me – better even than I knew my own body. 
 
    As growing waves of pleasure shook my knees, I rode his hand, simultaneously grinding my ass against his rock-hard arousal. “Oh my God—!” 
 
    His mouth caught mine as I cried out his name, his fingers sliding up and down my center while his free hand reached around my waist to massage my left breast.  
 
    I moaned into his mouth, my tongue rolling over his as I drank from his well, utterly parched. He kissed me back deeply, deftly pinching my hardened nipple between his thumb and forefinger while he slipped one slick finger inside me, and then a second. 
 
    I cried out as he pleasured me from the inside, his curled fingertips finding that elusive, sensitive spot deep inside me that no one else had been able to. The muscles deep in my core were tightening, knotting, until the tension became almost unbearable. I pushed against his hand ravenously as he caught my lower lip between his teeth, his massive erection digging into the small of my back. 
 
    “Zayn, I…I’m so close,” I gasped. 
 
    “Come for me, Talia,” he whispered, his voice raspy and deep in my ear. 
 
    “I’m—oh God!” I choked out, unable to drag the words from my throat. 
 
    He slid his fingers deeper, palming the hot, tingling bundle of nerves just above my opening. 
 
    That did it. 
 
    I threw my head back, a primal cry tearing from my throat as the knot within me quickly unraveled, sending wave after wave of pleasure coursing through my body like seismic tremors. Tears of ecstasy gathered in the corners of my eyes as my knees gave out, but Zayn was there to catch me. He scooped me into his arms, kissing me tenderly as he stepped into the pool and gently lowered me into the warm, waist-high water. 
 
    Without breaking our kiss, I repositioned myself, straddling his hips as he blindly reached for the bar of soap at the edge of the spring. And though I had every intention of mounting him right then and there, another, different kind of pleasure slithered through my body as he brought the soap to my back, massaging my sore and overused muscles in deep, luxurious circles. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I moaned, burying my face in his shoulder as he swept my hair away to lather my back and shoulders. 
 
    “Shh,” he whispered softly, massaging my scalp with a soapy hand. “Just relax.” 
 
    I squeezed my stinging eyes shut, wrapping my legs around his hips as I clutched him in a tight embrace. “I don’t deserve you,” I whimpered against his neck. 
 
    Momentarily abandoning his duties as my devoted bath attendant, he wrapped his arms around me, pinning me to his chest with tender force. 
 
    “I am yours, Talia Kestenbaum, until the end of time.”

  

 
   
    V. 
 
   

 

 Provisions of Purple and Pink 
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    We sat in our tucked-away spring for the better part of an hour, bathing and massaging each other’s sore muscles until we’d both softened in one another’s hands like warmed wax. Zayn held me against him with one arm, his head tilted back in blissful contentment, while I traced little circles on his chest with my index finger. As far as beautiful moments go, it was about as close to perfect as one could possibly get. 
 
    Alas, a shrill voice punctuated the heavenly silence not but a few minutes later, startling us from our beatific reverie. 
 
    “Talia! Zayn! Are you two down there?” 
 
    With a sigh, I pressed my palms to Zayn’s ears to spare him from the auditory onslaught, then shouted, “Yes! What?” 
 
    “It’s suppertime! Wash up and come upstairs to eat!” 
 
    “Already way ahead of her,” Zayn grinned deviously, clasping my wrists to draw me in for a stolen kiss. “I’ve already bathed and eaten.” 
 
    The moment our lips touched, every nerve in my body hummed with electricity – particularly a certain bundle of highly-sensitive nerves that just couldn’t get enough of the exquisite creature I once again found myself straddling. And, apparently, I wasn’t the only one, because something else was definitely stirring awake between my thighs. 
 
    Zayn’s flashing eyes caught mine. I chewed on my lip, renewed thoughts of impropriety springing to life in my overactive imagination. 
 
    “Tally, did you hear me?” 
 
    “We’ll be up in a minute!” I hollered, my voice cracking on the last syllable as Zayn’s hands found their way to my hips. 
 
    “Hurry up before your food gets cold!” 
 
    At that, my caved-in stomach let out an audible growl. 
 
    “It appears the battle of baser urges has begun,” Zayn chuckled as he gently lifted me off of him. “Since my appetite has been well-sated, let’s shift the focus to yours for the time being, hmm?” 
 
    “Screw basic needs,” I muttered, casting my stomach a dirty look. “I can survive another week or two without food.” 
 
    “Not on my watch, my fragile little half-human.” 
 
    After dunking his head beneath the water to rinse the residual suds from his hair, Zayn pulled himself out of the pool, the lean musculature of his back flexing scrumptiously as he did, then extended a hand to pull me up. I accepted it in a half-lidded stupor, utterly entranced by the snaking rivulets of water that trickled down the corrugated ridges of his beautiful, naked body. 
 
    I had to remind myself to close my mouth. 
 
    Once I’d been safely hoisted out of the water, he flashed me a wink and started to pull away, doing a double take as I tightened my grip around his wrist. 
 
    Turning him around to face me, I stepped forward until we were toe-to-toe. One tentative hand crept up his chest, curling over his left shoulder. My other hand slid down the taut plane of his stomach, tracing the thin ribbon of dark hair that spread from his navel to his groin. 
 
    When he realized what I was doing, his back – and something else – stiffened. 
 
    “May I?” I whispered. 
 
    “I—” Brows furrowing, he glanced between me and the exit, momentarily conflicted. 
 
    “Please?” I pressed my lips to the damp, glistening skin of his chest and looked up at him pleadingly.  
 
    Zayn nodded, the knot in his throat bobbing as he did. 
 
    Pressing my body close, I slid my fingertips between my own wetness, letting out a soft moan of pleasure as I did. Every muscle in Zayn’s body tensed, a whispered curse slipping through his lips. When my glistening fingers wrapped around his swelling shaft, a shudder gripped his body. As if for support, he snaked his arm across my shoulders and drew me closer, until the tips of my breasts, firm and heavy with desire, pressed against his flushed skin.  
 
    It took concentrated effort not to jump him right then and there, but I was intent on repaying a small fraction of the pleasure he’d so generously lavished upon me. Using slow, deliberate strokes, I ran my hand up and down his entire length, which swelled and hardened at my touch. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” he groaned, rolling his head back. “Fuck, Talia…it’s been so long since…” His words ended in a gasp as I tightened my grip.  
 
    “Do you like that?” I whispered. 
 
    Zayn could only nod as I dragged my thumb along the underside of his flesh, massaging the area just beneath the head.  
 
    Heat pulsed deep inside me as I watched his body respond to my touch. But somehow, I kept my strokes perfectly controlled, until his stomach muscles clenched and wetness gathered at his tip, letting me know he was close. 
 
    My lips traced the hard line of his jaw as my hand moved faster, gliding all the way up, from hilt to glistening tip, and back down again. 
 
    “God, Talia, that feels so good,” he groaned, burying his face in my hair.  
 
    Sensing the shift in his body, my strokes became hard and vigorous. Zayn’s fingers were digging into my shoulder as he clenched me against his side. I could feel his entire body tense and contract, his leg muscles begin to shake… 
 
    “I’m gonna—oh fuck, Talia!” he choked out as a tremor ran through his entire body.  
 
    A deep, rumbling groan tore from his throat as his thickness pulsed and spasmed in my hand, releasing every last drop of ecstasy he’d been repressing for so long. 
 
    I bit the inside of my lip as I watched his tension melt away, momentarily taken aback by the intensity of my own feelings. Knowing I had the ability to bring him that kind of pleasure – after he’d endured decades of self-inflicted famine – left me feeling immensely satisfied. Empowered, even.  
 
    It made me want to make him come all over again. 
 
    “Fuck!” he gasped again, leaning on my shoulders for support. “I…I…” 
 
    As I licked his sweet nuttiness from the palm of my hand, the corners of my mouth curled with pride. The King of Fae, my bronze statue of streamlined power and raw muscle, had melted into a stuttering puddle of bliss by the mere palm of my hand. 
 
    A low growl vibrated in his chest as he watched me savoring his taste. “My God, Talia… If I’d known you could do that—” 
 
    “We’d never have left the Flourish and Dots storage room,” I smirked, giving his ear a playful nip. “Now hurry up and get dressed before my mom comes down here to check on us.” 
 
    Blanching, Zayn hastily knelt to grope at the pile of clothes, yanking on a pair of dark trousers and a tight black sleeveless shirt that seemed to add ten pounds of muscle on him. 
 
    No, I corrected, smiling to myself as I took in his filled-out form and radiant cheeks, it’s definitely not just the shirt. After all, my incubus boyfriend was a veritable glutton for sexual pleasure, and we’d just given each other plenty of that – and then some. 
 
    A twinge of desire pulsed between my thighs, making me wince.  
 
    “How the hell are we ever going to get anything done?” I wondered out loud, my voice muffled by the silky, lilac-colored dress I was pulling over my bare breasts. 
 
    Zayn, who was simultaneously tying his shoelaces and sneaking devious glances in my partially-clothed direction, was quietly chuckling to himself. “How indeed…” 
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    Zayn and I emerged from Lam’s hidden spring bathed, flushed, and noticeably-disheveled. After securing the door behind me, both of us plopped on the side of the bed in a synchronized, half-lidded bliss that my mother was gracious enough not to call attention to. Weirdly-appetizing smells greeted us from the cauldron as she and Lam, both clad in matching aprons, tended to their joint culinary venture. Lucy and Ricky had curled up a few feet away from the fire, while Biscuit was perched with one foot on the mantle, the other claw clutching a half-annihilated, hard-boiled egg. 
 
    “However did you come up with such a succulent delicacy?” Lam asked my mother while licking thick purple gloop off the back of a wooden spoon.  
 
    “It’s just Hollandaise!” she grinned, clearly chuffed at the compliment. “You can get it at IHOP! Well, maybe not the purple kind.” 
 
    “It is utterly divine!” he extolled, reaching forward to re-dip his ladle in a small pot that had been balanced on a low pile of glowing coals. 
 
    Mom thwacked the back of his hand with her own wooden spoon. “Ah, ah, ah!” she admonished. “Get a clean utensil!” 
 
    Lam’s tail drooped until she brandished a fresh ladle from her apron like a knight’s sword. Bushy eyebrows slanted greedily, he shoved another spoonful of steaming gloop into his jowls without waiting for it to cool. 
 
    “Oy, I should have made a double batch,” Mom lamented as she scrubbed the back of her hand across her brow. “Talia—oh!” Her eyes widened as she took me in, then immediately brimmed with emotion. “Oh, Tally! What a sweet tribute! I love it!” She wiped her eyes. “Oy, look at me, I’m all verklempt!”  
 
    Arching a bewildered eyebrow, I looked around the room, trying to figure out what she was talking about. Beside me, Zayn had started shaking in silent laughter. 
 
    “What?” I demanded. 
 
    He pressed his lips into a thin line, trying to recompose his face into one of forced solemnity as he gestured at my purple dress, and then pointed at my mother, who was – as usual – dressed in purple from head to toe. 
 
    “So? I don’t get it.” I shook my head, freezing as violet strands fluttered in front of my vision. “What the—” I snatched a handful of what should have been cobalt-blue hair, now as purple as a plum. “What happened?!” 
 
    After furtively re-dunking his spoon in the pot of purple Hollandaise behind my mother’s back, Lam regarded my damp locks with passive interest. “Did you happen to ‘borrow’ the bar of expungeant in my chest?”  
 
    “You mean the soap?” Zayn asked as Lam shoved the entire ladle in his mouth. 
 
    “No, I mean the expungeant,” he mumbled through his full mouth. “It’s a special kind of lye that removes all stains. If you used that on artificially-colored hair, it would remove the topmost layers of colorant as well.” 
 
    Zayn’s eyes darted back to me in a contrite grimace. “Well…it is a very fetching shade of grape.” 
 
    “Oh, come on!” I groaned, raking my fingers through my hair. 
 
    “I love it!” Mom planted a big, wet kiss on my forehead as she handed Zayn and me our overflowing plates. “Now we can be twins!” Her nose wrinkled as she took in my dress. “Although, would it kill you to eat a little more? You look so thin!”  
 
    “Mom!” 
 
    “And maybe put on a bra?” she muttered loudly as she turned back around. 
 
    My besieged groan only increased in volume as I regarded the strange assortment of food she’d placed on my knees: eggplant-colored arugula leaves, steamed neon-pink radishes with the same creamy, purple-egg-yolk sauce Lam had been insulating his insides with, and some sort of pureed, azure-blue mush. 
 
    As I raised a forkful of pastel-colored slop to my mouth, a sharp twinge in my shoulder made me drop my fork to the floor. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Zayn frowned. 
 
    “Y-Yeah,” I stammered. “Muscle spasm, I guess.” I leaned down to pick up the fork from the ground, where the dogs were already lapping up the mess. 
 
    Lam’s exuberant moan bordered on sexual. “Diedre, I cannot get enough of this ‘holidays’ sauce! You must write down the recipe for me!” 
 
    “Oh, Lambchop, honey, you flatter me!” 
 
    Keeping my head down, I tried to shove a few forkfuls of food in my mouth, but the throbbing ache in my shoulder was making it hard to swallow.  
 
    “Talia, what is it?” Zayn asked softly. 
 
    I bit my lip, then sighed. “It’s this stupid tattoo Calus put on me.” 
 
    Frowning, Zayn stood up to examine the Requisition Rune on my opposite arm. A low curse slipped from his mouth when he saw the surrounding skin, which was far more inflamed than before the bath. “Lamswyth,” he barked, “do you have any antiseptic? Preferably something with droka root?” 
 
    Lam faltered mid-bite. “Certainly, my boy. Can it wait until after—” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Mom’s fork clattered against her plate. “What is it? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” I tried to wave it off dismissively. “It’s just—oh no! I think a moth just flew in your Hollandaise!” 
 
    “What?!” She frantically sifted through her plate. 
 
    Zayn upended the bottle of glittering liquid Lamswyth had just handed him onto a clean cloth and started blotting the irritated red lines on my shoulder. As the burning instantly stopped and some of the redness began to fade, I breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “What kind of ink did Calus use, do you know?” he asked softly, peeking underneath the cloth. 
 
    I closed my eyes, trying to remember, then shook my head. “He didn’t say.” 
 
    “Did he add anything to it?” 
 
    “Add anything?” I faltered. “L-Like what?” 
 
    “Sol’s blood, for example?” 
 
    Still perched on the corner of the mantle, Biscuit dropped the last remnants of his hard-boiled egg and fluffed out his feathers, his gold-flecked eyes trained on me like a hawk’s. 
 
    “No,” the lie burst through my lips before I could stop it. “I…I don’t think so.” 
 
    Zayn’s shoulders seemed to relax. 
 
    Biscuit, on the other hand, made a low grunt. A red-tinted image of Calus mixing Sol’s blood into crimson-colored ink kicked me repeatedly in the brain. 
 
    “Why?” I swallowed. “Would Sol’s blood have made a big difference?” 
 
    “Yes. Mixing blood forges a powerful link – particularly when gold blood is part of the equation. Pair that with a nearly-complete Requisition Rune, and, well…” He trailed off, his thoughts clearly roving toward a dark place. 
 
    I tried to push down the nauseating wave of dread that was creeping into my chest. I could feel Biscuit’s accusatory glare burning a hole through the side of my head, but I couldn’t make myself meet his eye. Instead, I forced a tight smile to my face. 
 
    “So, how do we get this ugly thing off my body? I mean, Sol tried to make Korinne remove my Shield Rune with, uh…what was it? Eradication ink? Got any of that handy?” 
 
    Zayn shook his head slowly. “Even if I did, the pigment in your shoulder is most likely derived from scarlet posies, which makes it indelible. I…I’m not sure even I can get that off of you.” 
 
    “Well, maybe we can just tattoo over it.” I coughed out a hoarse laugh. “You know, like a big red heart with an arrow through it that says ‘Mom.’”  
 
    “Talia, are you playing tricks on me?” she demanded, abandoning her Hollandaise excavation. “I don’t see any moths in here!” 
 
    I shrugged. “Guess it must have flown away!” 
 
    Mom let out a harrumph before stuffing a forkful of meticulously-examined arugula in her mouth. 
 
    I flashed Zayn a quick smile before returning to my own plate to choke down a few bites of oddly-colored mush. 
 
    “How’s the pain now?” he asked softly. 
 
    “Much better, thank you,” I pressed my lips into another forced smile. “I think it just got irritated from the bath.” 
 
    His smile didn’t quite meet his eyes. “If it bothers you again, even a tingle, I want you to tell me right away…okay?” 
 
    I nodded, even as my stomach tied itself in knots. If the ink was indelible, what good would telling him do, apart from burdening him with even more pain and worry? 
 
    Biscuit shot me a dirty look. “Raawk!” 
 
    “What’s up, buddy?” Zayn asked. 
 
    Please, please don’t say anything! I cast him an imploring look over Zayn’s shoulder. He already blames himself for everything that’s happened. He doesn’t need any more guilt or stress right now.  
 
    He grunted crossly. 
 
    “Do you want more food?” Zayn pressed. 
 
    “I have marzipan,” Mom offered. 
 
    Look, I’ll try to Extract the ink myself later tonight, okay? If I can’t do it, we’ll tell him together, first thing tomorrow morning. Okay? 
 
    Biscuit’s glare hadn’t abated. When Mom offered him a chunk of almond paste, he shook his head and nudged her hand away. 
 
    Please, little buddy. Zayn deserves one, single stress-free day…doesn’t he? 
 
    With a disgruntled huff and an irritated shake of his tail feathers, Biscuit popped out of existence, reappearing in his ink form. 
 
    “What’s gotten into him?” Zayn muttered, fingering the pale image on the inside of his forearm. 
 
    “Beats me,” I shrugged, then immediately winced as my half of Biscuit’s tattoo flared as hot as a curling iron. 
 
    Thank you, I whispered to him silently. 
 
    Still muttering something to himself, Zayn stood up, walked across the room, then rummaged through the chest until he pulled out a handful of tiny vials and a strange-looking tattoo gun. Like Korinne’s, the tip looked more like a pen quill than a needle. When he sat down beside me again, he flicked on the machine and began etching ink into his skin, free-handed.  
 
    “What are you designing?” I asked quietly. 
 
    “I’m re-etching some of the runes I lost fighting Sol, as well as adding a few more. I’ll need all the strength I can get for these coming weeks.” 
 
    Frowning, Mom looked between Zayn and me before turning to Lam. “So, tell me about this royal court.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, the golden days of the court, just before the Fall,” Lamswyth sighed, sinking back in his chair to light a long, curled pipe. “I remember them well…” He glanced at Zayn out of the corner of his eye. “Unless His Highness continues to prefer I do not speak of them?” 
 
    I squeezed Zayn’s hand in mine. “Please? I’d like to know.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” he sighed, leaning his head against the wall as he filled in the hilt of a sharp dagger peeking out between flowered vines. “They may as well know everything.” 
 
    While Mom scooped both dogs into her lap to scratch behind their ears, I settled in next to Zayn, resting my head on his shoulder while he worked. Lam took a hearty puff of his pipe, his eyes trailing to a distant place as he blew out several rings of rose-colored smoke. 
 
    “The rise and fall of the Summer Court,” he began, “started and ended with an elf named Saedis…”
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 The Rise and Fall of the Summer Court 
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    There was a time, many years ago, when this land was ruled by a firm but benevolent elven king, who recognized all – well, most – fae races as equal. Young King Saedis and his beautiful elven queen, Jaína, had spent decades creating a formidable court comprised of the most powerful Extractors, Endowers, Benefactors, and Manipulators in the land – the mere existence of which kept the Unseelies, the darkest and most malevolent fae of this realm, at bay. Under their rule, glaistigs, vampires, werewolves, boggarts, banshees, succubae, incubi, and the like were cast to the farthest, most inhospitable corner of the realm, where they festered and toiled in their own muck— 
 
      
 
    Zayn cleared his throat at the same time my mother made an affronted grumble. 
 
    “No offense intended, of course,” Lam quickly backpedaled, coughing out a sheepish apology before continuing. 
 
      
 
    With Seelies controlling the realm, peace and harmony settled upon the land like a comforting eiderdown. Mothers tucked their babes into bed with lightened shoulders, knowing the monsters of lore could no longer torment our realm. King Saedis was hailed as the greatest hero of our age, while Queen Jaína – along with every other noble in the land – looked upon him in adoration. Prosperity and mirth abounded. When the king and queen welcomed their third silver-blooded child – their first son – into the world, even the seldom-seen elves of the Winter Court sent a bushel of ripe duraberries to mark the occasion. Such were the Golden Days of the Summer Court. 
 
    Alas, a lasting peace was not meant to be. 
 
    In the absence of a common enemy, a new catalyst of contention slowly began to emerge: a stark, dividing line of class and privilege. Aristocratic marriages had always been arranged by blood, ensuring the continued strength of their lines, but as the nobles in the court fought for increased favor with the king, their subjects began to take notice – particularly when argent- and gilded-blood country bumpkins were being plucked from poor families, leaving “inferior” blood to the common stock. Before, such stories were spun as romantic faery tales; after all, the king himself had been but a cobbler before Jaína chose him as her suitor. Now, however, the practice began to take on a different meaning.  
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” I interrupted, leaning forward. “What is this ‘argent’ blood you speak of?” 
 
    Lam looked to Zayn, who nodded at him, before answering. “Argent, or ‘silver,’ blood is one step below gold blood. It is a label used for those who can wield several types of magic, usually thanks to mixed-elven blood. Our Zæynek, for example, has been blessed with the ability to Endow, Extract, and Benefact given his, ah, unique heritage.” 
 
    I glanced at my hand, where the glow of my blood was just visible in the beds of my fingernails and the half-healed scrapes on my palms, then frowned at Zayn. “But I’ve seen your blood. It’s red, not silver.” 
 
    Before I could object, Zayn pressed the tip of his tattoo machine into his index finger and squeezed out a drop of what appeared to be typical red blood. “Look closely.”  
 
    I brought his finger up to my nose, squinting. Upon closer examination, it did, in fact, shimmer with metallic flecks of silver that glinted against the flickering firelight. 
 
    My breath caught in my throat. “You’re…like me?” 
 
    He kissed my knuckles, chuckling. “No one is quite like you.” 
 
    Lam tilted his horns back, blowing out an impressive series of pink smoke rings before continuing his story. 
 
      
 
    While some rags-to-riches fae reveled in their unmerited fortune, the rest of the realm – having already been picked over like bruised, discarded apples – began to languish. For, regardless of title or travail, it would seem that only those Seelies who had descended from lushly-magicked lineages were able to rise above their pedigree, while the rest toiled in so-called mediocrity – even poverty. And among the most downtrodden of fae – shoemakers and stonemasons and the like – bitter whispers began to manifest. Namely, “What gives the gentry the right to rob us of our strongest offspring?” 
 
    Over time, their disenchantment devolved into something far more dangerous: resentment. 
 
    “Why should only those with the most powerful of bloodlines rise to power? What of virtue? Of honesty? Of generosity, benevolence, or decency?” 
 
    Bitter protests began to break out just beyond the castle walls, and then across the plains, gaining in fervency and size the farther they spread. Across the realm, the king’s subjects demanded justice, joining together as a collective voice that rose with power and conviction, seeking to eradicate the inequity of blood – the one divisor standing between poverty and prosperity, fragility and fortitude, deference and disrepute.  
 
    When King Saedis – whose own gilded veins had elevated him to the highest chair in the land – snubbed their demands, his spurned peasants turned elsewhere. Charlatans and frauds manifested in avaricious droves, bottling potions and scribbling incantations that promised to enrich diluted bloodlines. Some swindlers even claimed to have the key to Gilded Blood, the most powerful and coveted of all magic – the blood of kings. The lowest castes of society – vulnerable and susceptible as they were – proffered up the last of their coins in a final, desperate attempt to alter their fate…only to wind up even more destitute and isolated than before. 
 
    Death magic, birthed by fear and fury, began to flourish. 
 
    Fights broke out among friends and neighbors. Those with silver and gold lineages moved closer and closer to the castle, desperate to flee their “second-class” brethren who felt they had no solution to their innate plight apart from violence. The king, of course, was all too happy to take in his most powerful refugees, offering them sanctuary inside the castle walls while, outside, rancor and vitriol prevailed. 
 
    Arguments became armed conflicts. Skirmishes turned into battles. Blood painted the streets. 
 
    And the palace walls grew ever higher. 
 
    As the so-called “lesser” fae battled among themselves and the dividing line between class and race grew ever bolder, the Summer Court continued to hide within its gilded fortress, watching and waiting with bated breath. And though his most trusted advisors – myself included – pleaded with Saedis to descend from his lofty pedestal and placate his subjects, the king would not yield, nor would he send his mighty army to intercede. Instead, he chose to redouble his condemnation of the Unseelies – after all, that single great achievement had earned him widespread veneration so many years before. Moreover, they were perfect scapegoats for all the strain and strife that tarnished his lands, for in their expulsion, they had no rights, nor means of defense. Who better to blame for the wrongs he had no intention of righting? Of course, many other high-blooded nobles leapt at the chance to support their beloved king, fueling his reckless ardor with flattery and sycophancy.  
 
    Scores of Unseelies were seized and executed without trial; whether it was the cause for such cruelty or the symptom, it was clear Saedis’s heart had turned to stone. 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful,” Mom muttered beneath her breath. “Our ancestors were rounded up and killed in not just one, but two separate dimensions.” Her eyes fell on mine. “And you wonder why I’m neurotic.” 
 
    I swallowed tightly. Beside me, Zayn’s tattoo machine had stilled. 
 
      
 
    During those melancholic decades, the once-besotted king and queen had grown cold and distant, barely casting a glance at one another as they crossed paths. The youngest of their three children, Mikhæl, was nearing adulthood, yet his estranged parents had not shared a bed since his birth. Court gossip began to spread that Jaína was seeking companionship elsewhere – with the most malicious rumors claiming she’d gone so far as to invite an Unseelie into her bed. 
 
    It was around that time that Saedis, whose ears had fallen deaf to the hushed whispers of the court, decided to pay his wife a rare nighttime visit. When news later broke that she was again with child – another son, if her early sickness were any indication – the king rejoiced, lavishing Jaína with the rapt attention and praise he had withheld for so long. They once more grew close, and his dour spirits soared – even as hatred and violence seethed outside his impenetrable fortress.  
 
    When the child was born – half-elf, half-abomination – the king flew into a blind rage. 
 
    Since he could not harm his beloved Jaína, he redirected his fury at his subjects, unleashing the full might of the Royal Guard to quell the violence once and for all. The Unseelies were sought out in disproportionate numbers, with incubi incurring the worst of his wrath. Even the seldom-seen Winter Court descended from the north to take advantage of the fracturing realm, for the Seelies from the north were hungry to reclaim supremacy over their bitter rivals, the Summer Court. 
 
    As is so often the case when powerful men choose war, blood begat blood. Territories fractured. Villages burned. Fathers turned on sons. 
 
    The Blood Wars had begun. 
 
      
 
    By now, I was gripping Zayn’s hand so tightly, my knuckles ached. But he didn’t shake me off. Rather, his fingers clutched mine with equal fortitude. 
 
    Zayn’s birth started a war. 
 
     The contents of my stomach quickly turned to lead as I shifted to look at him, head leaned back and eyes closed, his dark lashes glistening with restrained tears. 
 
    My heart physically hurt at the sight of them. All I wanted to do was wrap him in my arms and reassure him over and over again that what had happened wasn’t in any way his fault. And yet, there wasn’t a single combination of words in his language or mine that could ever take that weight, that guilt, from his shoulders. 
 
    My mother’s sorrowful eyes met mine, and the memory of her earlier words echoed in my mind. More than anyone else I’ve ever met, death surrounds that young man. Can’t you feel it? 
 
    I opened my mouth to say something, abruptly closing it again as Mom scraped her chair across the stone to edge closer. “The most painful kind of guilt is undeserved guilt,” she said, taking Zayn’s hand in hers. “Your stepfather’s mistakes are not yours to bear… Do you hear me? You were as innocent as any other helpless infant brought into the world without a say in the matter. So don’t you dare put that burden on yourself!” 
 
    Zayn didn’t answer, but his knuckles whitened as he squeezed her hand. 
 
    “We don’t have to keep going,” I said softly. “Not if it’s too painful.” 
 
    “No,” he rasped, then cleared his throat. “I’m fine. Keep going.” 
 
    Nodding, Lam took a deep, shuddering breath, as though he didn’t want to relive this next part any more than Zayn wanted to hear it.  
 
      
 
    The war – a series of wars, really – waged for many years, across many terrains. No one was safe from the carnage. Blood stained the earth and seas. Those with the most coveted magic in their veins were outnumbered by the hundreds, and though they were capable of formidable magic, their enemies possessed the one thing powerful and devastating enough to vanquish it: hatred.  
 
    One by one, those with gold and silver blood were slain, their bodies leeched of magic, their essences bottled and sold for profit… 
 
      
 
    Seeing my mother’s deadly glower, Lam hastened his gruesome tale. 
 
      
 
    While war pockmarked the land, the lives of those tucked safely inside the enchanted castle walls remained largely unaffected. The king and several members of his court were given daily briefings on the war, and every so often, one of the highborn would bemoan the death of a distant cousin or an old friend. Still, life went on – albeit dejectedly. 
 
    Though King Saedis’s immediate reaction was to execute the queen’s so-called “bastard abomination,” Jaína’s desperate, fervent pleas led him to reconsider. As such, he eventually relented, deciding instead to banish the loathsome creature to the human realm as a discarded changeling, where – he made no secret of hoping – it would most likely wither and perish. 
 
      
 
    Mom’s eyes once again caught mine. 
 
    Just like Dad, I realized with a start. Born frail and sickly, his harpy mother had secretly swapped him out for a healthy baby boy, then absconded with the human to the Fae Realm – leaving my father on Earth to meet his fate. Thank God, Dad’s human parents – a lovely Jewish couple who lived in Brooklyn – unknowingly raised him with all the love and comforts a child could ever hope for. And, ultimately, he thrived… Until fate caught up with him several decades later, in the form of an aggressive, untreatable cancer. 
 
    A lump caught in my throat that I couldn’t force myself to swallow. 
 
      
 
    Thankfully, one of the king’s most trusted advisors – a certain erudite satyr who possessed an exceptional flair for persuasion – managed to convince him that it was better to keep the child (who was, by sheer technicality, the seventh successor to the throne) under close watch. Upon securing Saedis’s begrudging acquiescence, the queen’s son was relegated to the staff quarters, where he just happened to live and work among some of the greatest scholars and mages known in the realm.  
 
    Despite the discrimination and disdain he was oft subjected to, our young Zæynek showed tremendous resilience, and equally importantly, an insatiable curiosity to learn about the world around him. He quietly followed court historians and healers around, offering his assistance in exchange for knowledge. And while he never received the formal royal education his sisters and brother did, he obtained something far more valuable – wisdom. When it became clear he had a propensity for magic and runes, the court’s High Runemaster surreptitiously took him under his wing, unbeknownst to Saedis. By the time Zæynek was fifty years old, barely a teenager in elven years, he could recite every plant in the realm by rote – along with their healing and harming properties – and had memorized more than nine hundred runes. The queen, who usually came to visit her son once a week, eventually got wind of his talents. Since her other three children possessed neither interest in nor faculty for the Ancient Rune Arts, she secretly bequeathed her youngest son her family’s grimoire for cultivation and safe-keeping. 
 
    While Zæynek thrived under hardship, strengthening and refining himself as pressurized carbon transforms to diamond, his stepfather tore the land apart continuing his search for the incubus demon who had “glamoured and defiled” his queen. By then, the inhabitants of the realm had been nearly halved in number. The Royal Army had been decimated. The court was on the brink of collapse. Even the long-enduring Winter Court had lost its king to the carnage of the south, leaving behind a broken, widowed queen and a corrupted court. It was only when whispers of his own suspected senility reached his ears that Saedis eventually relented, his hubris wounded… But not before unleashing one final, vicious blow against the Unseelies – an attack that claimed hundreds of innocent lives – that was neither necessary nor logistical. Rather, it was blind retaliation that resulted in widespread outrage, even sympathy – not for Saedis, but rather for his “defenseless” victims. 
 
    By then, there was not a single soul in the realm who did not mourn at least one of the millions of lives lost in the Blood Wars. And in that ubiquitous shroud of grief, there emerged a glimmer of commonality. Of unity…  
 
    Of hope. 
 
    On the last day of Summer, shortly after Zæynek had come of age, King Saedis announced a treaty. At his advisors’ behest, he extended invitations to the Winter Court’s remaining royalty, as well as the surviving rebel leaders, summoning them to the castle to discuss a plan to move forward. Barely three days later, unified by peaceful intention, a dozen whetted quills hovered above the first draft of the realm-wide Peace Accord: all Seelies, for the first time in modern history, would be protected and recognized by this document – not by blood, but by merit. Saedis would relinquish certain powers to his subjects, and in doing so, a new parliament of Seelies would be born – which would in turn grant more rights and opportunities to worthy gentry and aristocrats throughout the realm.  
 
    While hard-pressed by his advisors, the king’s concession was nothing short of groundbreaking. For the first time in many hard-fought decades, a light glimmered at the end of a long, dark, blood-stained tunnel… 
 
    That’s when Solomon, the most powerful and influential of the Banished, struck the king’s fortress with his colossal underground army of Unseelies – the likes of which had never been seen before. 
 
      
 
    Lam dabbed at his forehead, which had become dotted with perspiration. “I shall spare you the gruesome horrors of what happened next. Suffice it to say, Sol’s demons – united by their hatred of the oppressive Seelie court – slaughtered indiscriminately, slaying livestock, men, and children in equal numbers, with equal cruelty. King Saedis received an iron dagger to the back after watching half-starved vampires ravage his children’s bodies. And the queen…” the satyr lowered his head, momentarily overcome with emotion. “The queen was dragged away by incubi, her fate believed to be far worse than any other.” 
 
    A soft cry lodged itself in my throat. 
 
    When he finally managed to speak again, Lam’s voice was hoarse. “Sol had been quiet for so long, we’d all believed his family had been killed in one of the many attacks against the Banished.” 
 
    “The Banished?” Mom asked. 
 
    “The Unseelies that had long ago been banished to the Blighted Forest by Saedis,” Lam clarified. “But Sol had been lurking in the shadows, secretly – and for the first time in history – uniting the Unseelies in order to carry out his brutal attack… A brutal attack that was so well-calculated, Zæynek and I have long-suspected there was a traitor lurking in the court.” 
 
    “You think it was a noble that tipped them off?” I asked, aghast. 
 
    Lam nodded. “The palace Runemasters, for instance, bore no insignia, yet each of them was deliberately sought out and ‘spared,’ including our lone surviving halfling prince.” His eyes darted back to Zayn. “The rest of us either fought and perished or fled as cowards, seeking refuge in the wilds of the realm, where the ghosts from our past will haunt us to our graves.” 
 
    “Oh, Lambchop, I’m so sorry.” Mom said, still scrubbing the tears from her eyes as she turned to Zayn. “But in the end, those monsters…they spared you?” 
 
    “Yes.” He rose from the bed to grab the bottle of antiseptic and began rubbing it into the fresh runes he’d tattooed across his arms. When he finally spoke again, his eyes were fixed on something far away and long ago. “Somehow, Sol knew the spells in my mother’s grimoire were designed to disappear alongside the last of her bloodline. If I’d been killed with the others, that knowledge would have been lost to him forever. Once I realized he needed me, I struck a deal with him – my life for a lifetime of service – in order to buy myself time to avenge my mother. What I didn’t realize was that one of the mages he’d freed from the dungeons, Calus, practiced a sinister kind of Death Magic that I was powerless against. The rune they branded me with both made and marked me a slave – the last surviving pawn from my stepfather’s shattered chess board.” 
 
    Mom pressed her lips into a hard line. Perhaps, like me, her thoughts had drifted to our Jewish ancestors who had borne their own tattoos of enslavement. 
 
    “Talia.” I started at the sound of Zayn’s voice, cold and sharp as a razor’s edge. He was staring into Lam’s fireplace with a dark expression, firelight casting his face into carved, flickering shadows. “Do you need to rest?” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “Why?” When he didn’t immediately answer, I swallowed tightly. “Where are we going?” 
 
    His jaw clenched as he eyed the crackling fire, as though he were watching his own demons dance among the flames.  
 
    “Home.”

  

 
   
    VII. 
 
   

 

 Home is Where the Hearth Is 
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    Lam let out a heavy sigh. “Are you absolutely certain you want to do this, boy? The portal only takes you to the edge of castle grounds. And you don’t need me to tell you what lurks in those fetid forests.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” Zayn replied.  
 
    “Oy, what is this mishegas with the two of you trying to kill yourselves!” Mom exclaimed, wild-eyed. “Lamb, would you please tell them how meshuggeneh this is?” 
 
    “I’m not precisely sure what ‘meh-sugar-nah’ means, but even if I did, I can assure you that even the most perspicacious of protests would fall upon willfully deafened ears! After all, this one”—he jerked a hairy thumb in Zayn’s direction— “has been ignoring my sage advice for the better part of a century!” 
 
    “Exactly! The second I tell this one not to do something, she goes out of her way to do it!” 
 
    “It is as though they take great joy in causing the greatest amount of distress possible!” 
 
    While the “adults” commiserated about their farshtinkener “children,” Zayn’s smoldering eyes met mine. He approached the edge of bed, having rubbed the last bit of ointment into his fully-healed tattoos. “I know better than to try to tell you what to do,” he said quietly. “Frankly, I wouldn’t even ask you to stay behind at this point – partly because you’ll just ignore me anyway, but mostly because I’ve become too selfish to leave without you.” My stomach did a little flip as he reached down to clasp my hands in his. “But please, for the love of the Creator, you have to listen to me out there…okay?” 
 
    I nodded fervently, rising to my bare feet. “I promise.” 
 
    “And,” he added, pinching the bridge of his nose warily, “you have to let me arm you.” 
 
    “With a gun?” my mother shrieked, cutting off her conversation with Lam mid-lamentation. Lucy and Ricky, who were dozing on Lam’s straw-stuffed pillow, lifted their heads, hackles raised. 
 
    “With runes,” Zayn clarified. 
 
    My eyes darted to the tattoo gun he’d left on the bed, its sharp point glinting in the firelight. This time, I had to work to keep my lunch down as I nodded my assent. 
 
    “You’re really going to go through with this?” Mom demanded, rounding on me. “Follow some boy into the backwoods of the Fae Realm to start a war against some demonic sex pervert? Do you even hear how crazy that sounds?!” 
 
    “Mother,” I forced the word through gritted teeth, “Zayn is not just ‘some boy,’ and you know it!” 
 
    “You’re right! He’s not just some boy!” She lowered her voice to a stage whisper. “He’s an incubus!” 
 
    From the corner of my eye, I saw Zayn flinch. 
 
    “Seriously?!” I exploded. “The Jewish banshee is gonna harp on someone for their heritage?!” 
 
    “Don’t you take that tone of voice with me!” 
 
    “It’s not a tone! It’s me being right, which you absolutely hate!”  
 
    Zayn and Lam clamped their hands over their ears as our increasingly-shrill voices teetered dangerously close to glass-shattering banshee screams.  
 
    “And furthermore,” I shouted, cutting off her angry, sputtering protests, “if it were Dad, and he needed your help to mend this broken shitshow of a planet, I don’t believe for one second that you wouldn’t!”  
 
    “I—” Mom’s face, an angry shade that was fast-approaching the color of my hair, abruptly blanched, the muscles in her jaw clenching and unclenching as she worked to come up with a suitable retort. Having realized that she’d been clouted by my air-tight, indisputable line of reasoning, she angrily rounded on Zayn, who took a frightened step backward. “You’ll put every shield and protection rune under the sun on her body?!” she demanded, making my jaw tumble open. My mother, who’d snitched me out to her rabbi, howling that I’d no longer be able to be buried at our family’s Jewish cemetery plot, was hocking Zayn to plaster me in ink? 
 
    “Yes,” he nodded solemnly, hands still half-raised as though she might slug him. “As many as she’ll let me!” 
 
    “You’d better!” Momentarily placated, but far from happy, she whirled around and started violently cleaning up our mess, all the while badgering Lamswyth with questions about the exact location of the castle, common fae who inhabited the region, and where in the realm one might be able to obtain bear spray – to name a few. 
 
    Zayn took several large steps around her – no doubt for his own safety – and made his way to the large wicker chest in the corner of the room. Grumbling, I followed a few steps behind, shooting Mom a dirty look that she returned with zeal. Zayn’s body had half-disappeared inside the chest, so I peered over his shoulder while he rooted around – only to find myself peering into yet another enchanted container that was much bigger on the inside than it appeared on the outside. An entire storage room stared back at me, with a long rack of fancy clothes hanging on one side, and rows and rows of cluttered shelves on the other – mostly spare ink and tattoo supplies, from the looks of it. It reminded me of Korinne’s Port-a-Pantry, bringing an accompanying twinge of sadness. In the short time we’d known one another, I’d already come to think of her as the capable and self-possessed big sister I never had. Would I ever see her or Lanmè – my new, slightly murderous, mermaid bestie – again? 
 
    “Here,” Zayn said, interrupting my reverie with a small, folded piece of black fabric. “I think this corset goes with the dress you’re wearing.” 
 
    I took it hesitantly, thumbing the soft material. “It’s gorgeous.” 
 
    “I believe it was my sister’s,” he smiled tightly. “Would you like me to help you tie it?” 
 
    I nodded. He gently spun me around, placing the corset – more like a very wide belt – around my waist, then loosely tying it in the back. 
 
    “I don’t like how thin you are right now,” he murmured. “I’ve been putting you through too much.” 
 
    “How about you take me for cheeseburgers when we get back to Miami?” 
 
    “Heh. Deal.” When he spun me back around a moment later, his smile was tight. “You look beautiful. Like a fae princess.” 
 
    “A fae princess with gang sleeves,” I heard my mother harrumph to herself. 
 
    I let out a longsuffering sigh. 
 
    While Zayn went back to gathering an armful of cartridges and enchanted ink, I paced back and forth anxiously, eventually plopping back down on the bed to hug my knees to my chest. He sat beside me a few moments later, brow furrowed as he screwed a fresh ink cartridge into his strange-looking tattoo machine. Upon seeing my face – most likely blanched of all color – his expression softened.  
 
    “Hey,” he said, setting the machine down to take my hand. “This is neither your duty nor your burden. You owe me nothing. In fact, I – along with several others in this realm – continue to plunge deeper into your debt, thanks to that oversized golden heart of yours.” He tapped my chest affectionately. “So how about this – you let me take you and your mother to Earth – somewhere safe, where Sol can’t find you—”  
 
    I scoffed. 
 
    “—and I swear I’ll do everything I can to come back to you…a-as soon as possible,” he added, seeing me wince. 
 
    Suppressing the urge to slug him in the arm, I reached forward to cup Zayn’s cheek. He closed his eyes, pressing his face against my palm. “Of all the things in the world that scare me, needles no longer top that list.” 
 
    Zayn’s eyes popped back open, fixing me with an incredulous frown. “What?” 
 
    “I nearly lost you,” I whispered, dropping both my hand and my gaze. “Do you know how terrifying that was? How scared I was? After going through something like that – having to imagine a world without you in it – well…it just put a lot of things into perspective.” 
 
    “Come here,” he said softly, wrapping his arms around me. 
 
    I pressed my face against his chest, clinging to him tightly. 
 
    “Our fears are the same,” he whispered in my ear. “Even the thought of losing you…I can’t bear it.” 
 
    I slowly released the breath I’d been holding, taking in his comforting scent to help settle my nerves. Setting my jaw and squaring my shoulders, I put on the bravest face I could. “Then we’d better armor up.” 
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    One mild panic attack, five protection runes, and about a hundred of Mom’s passive-aggressive sighs later, Zayn had done all either of us could tolerate for the moment. After gently blotting my fresh tattoos with magic-preserving droka ointment, he tiredly ran a hand through his hair. “I wish I could do more, but for some of the more complex runes, I’d need my—” He trailed off suddenly, his eyes widening as though he’d just seen a ghost.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “My grimoire,” he whispered. “It’s still in the shop.” 
 
    I frowned. “Your family spell book, you mean? You shrunk it, right after I, uh…revived you.” I quickly shoved aside the memory of the iron hilt protruding from his back. 
 
    “Yes, meaning it’s still there, sitting on the ground where anyone could find it.” He raked a hand over his face. “Where Sol could find it…if one of his dogs hasn’t already.” 
 
    I took two more seconds to admire the sweet-looking, already-healed tattoos on my arms, then wordlessly strode to the entryway, where I crouched beside the pile of shoes and personal effects. After anxiously rooting around in my purse for a few minutes, my face broke into a jubilant smile, which I flashed over my shoulder at Zayn. 
 
    “Hey, guess wh—” 
 
    An explosion on the other side of the door sent me sprawling backward, landing hard on my ass. 
 
    Mom screamed. 
 
    Lam brayed. 
 
    The dogs leapt from the bed, barking furiously as they positioned themselves between me and the heavy wooden door, which was still standing, but smoking around the edges. 
 
     Zayn was across the room in two strides, hauling me to my feet and away from the entryway.  
 
    “Is it him?” My mother asked, clutching my other arm with the strength of an iron vice. “Is it the sex pervert?” 
 
    “No…” I shook my head slowly. “There’s no way he healed that fast.” 
 
    Another explosion rocked the door, its wood warping and splintering at each of its three metal hinges. 
 
    “Lam, do you mind?” Zayn barked. 
 
    The satyr, who had dropped his ladle to the floor, sending purple hollandaise sauce splattering all over his fine woven rugs, quickly brought his panpipes to his lips, whistling a shrill, eight-note melody that made the individual grains of wood embedded in the door swirl and sizzle with glowing magic.  
 
    Zayn stepped between me and the warded door. “How many?” 
 
    Lam played another five notes, and the air in front of the door shimmered. A fuzzy hologram appeared moments later, showing a dozen sallow-faced, black-eyed, smooth-headed vampires crammed just outside the entrance, their unhinged jaws snapping with thirst. One of them raised an olive-green smoke bomb above his head, which he flung at the door. 
 
    The walls shook from the detonation. 
 
    Biscuit’s tattoo tingled as though he might appear, eliciting a sharp and simultaneous “No!” from both Zayn and me. I could feel him sulking, pacing back and forth like a tiger in a cage, but he thankfully stayed put; even if my life depended on it, I’d never let him get within a hundred yards of a vampire ever again. 
 
    As the hologram dissolved into orange smoke, Lam turned to Zayn. “You have one minute before they break through the shield, sire. I recommend you take the women and go.” 
 
    “Go where?” I demanded, my words drowned out by the two deranged Chihuahuas baying like miniature wolves at the door. “There’s nowhere to go!” 
 
    Meanwhile, my mother – the same woman who turned into a hysterical mess at the mere sight of a cricket – was a perfect statue of poise and serenity, calmly fingering the twin pendants at her neck. A split second later, the dogs disappeared in a puff of crimson smoke, the exact same shade as the flickering gems in her necklace. 
 
    “Holy shit!” I exclaimed. 
 
    Lam turned back to Zayn, continuing as though nothing unusual had happened. “I shall, of course, stay behind to close the portal so none follow you to the castle.” 
 
    “Out of the question.” Zayn was already striding toward the chest, where he grabbed a lumpy burlap messenger bag and swung it over his shoulder. “I’m not leaving you here. We’ll handle the vampire pack together.” 
 
    “It’s not me they want, boy, and you know it. They’ll abscond once they see you are nowhere to be found. Besides,” he added quickly, before Zayn could interject, “once they catch the scent of gold blood, they’ll be sent into a frenzy.” Lam patted his panpipes. “I have handled far worse and survived with my horns intact. The three of you must go – now.” 
 
    Another explosion shattered outside the door, dimming the shield ward and sending chips of burning wood ricocheting off the ground. 
 
    The sounds of snapping jaws and guttural snarls wafted in from the hallway. 
 
    Zayn let out a curse. “Talia, Dee Dee, grab your belongings and follow me.” With that, he strode to the fireplace, hoisted the cauldron from its hook, and placed both hands on the mantle, where a series of hidden runes began to glow like a scrolling neon marquis. 
 
    A bony claw smashed through the wood, grasping at the air. 
 
    “Go!” Lam positioned himself between us and the failing door, pipes poised at his lips.  
 
    Not bothering to grab my shoes, I snatched my purse and my mother’s arm and scrambled to the fireplace. The flames roared to life alongside the runes, transforming from orange to white-hot blue; and yet, the temperature in the room plummeted. 
 
    “Once you’re safely through,” Lam called, “I’ll destroy the portal so they can’t follow. Good luck…Your Majesty.” 
 
    The front door exploded in a shower of splinters and sparks, and a hissing swarm of vampires clawed their way through the gaping hole. Their eyes, completely black and devoid of life, rolled around bruised, caved-in sockets, and their ashen cheeks were hollow and pinched. For the first time, I noticed the scabs on their pockmarked faces, the utter desperation in their hungry snarls. Whatever vampires were supposed to look like, it wasn’t this; these poor creatures truly did look like heroin addicts in need of a fix – wrung out and ruined. 
 
    Lam brought his lips to his pipes, playing a string of haunting notes that encircled the throng of strung-out bloodsuckers, rooting them in place. Hunger and fury glinted in their dead, obsidian eyes as they jerked and spasmed against his spell – until, one by one, they raised their flared nostrils and sniffed the air, their attention shifting to me. 
 
    I stood there, frozen, stuck halfway between helping Lamswyth and making sure my mother got out of there safely. 
 
    “Talia, go!” Zayn shouted, shoving me toward the fireplace. The blue flames leapt forward, licking and thrashing, and wrapped around my bare legs like icy tendrils. 
 
    “Mom!” I yelled, reaching for her. 
 
    To my horror, she took a step away from me. Her eyes were fixed on Lamswyth, whose shoulders were bunched and fur was matted, as though it were taking everything he had to maintain his spell. But more vampires were running up the stairs, clogging up the entryway as they stumbled and staggered to a stop, twitching and hissing at the sound of his enchanting pipes. 
 
    “Dee Dee, come on!” Zayn shouted. “He won’t be able to hold them much longer!” 
 
    I fought against the flames as hard as I could, fingers straining to reach my mother, but the portal dragged me back. Cold blue fire had engulfed my entire lower body by now, turning my legs and dress to literal flames. Reality began to flicker in front of my vision, replacing gray stone walls with flashes of lush green forest. 
 
    “Mom!” 
 
    She turned to look at me over her shoulder, a wistful smile appearing on her face. “Lamb won’t be able to hold them back forever. And then what? We should just let him die?” Her smile stretched into a devious grin. “You know what vampires fear more than anything?” 
 
    “Dee Dee, don’t you dare!” Zayn snarled, clutching her wrist. 
 
    She let out a horrified gasp. Her eyes, which were fixed on me, suddenly doubled in size, as though a crazed serial killer had manifested right behind me. 
 
    Zayn whirled around, fists raised in a protective stance. “What’s—” 
 
    The moment he let go of her arm, she shoved him forward with all her tiny might. Caught off guard, he toppled into me, the weight of his body sending me farther into the flames. Blinding blue light exploded in front of my vision at the same time Lam staggered to the ground on one knee, exhausted. Having snapped free of their trance, the three nearest vampires lunged for him. 
 
    “No!” I screamed. 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll find you!” Mom cried. Then, whirling around by the padded soles of her purple orthopedic sneakers, she let out the loudest, most bloodcurdling screech I’d ever heard in my life. With the force of a percussive grenade, a half-dozen vampires flew backward, smashing into the crumbling wall with pained, animalistic shrieks. 
 
    “MOM!” I struggled to reach for her, but my hand was gone, replaced by flames. 
 
    Zayn and I fell through the fireplace, our bodies turning to fire as reality burned away. A dozen different screams – hers, the vampires’, Lamswyth’s, and mine – coalesced into a shrill crescendo that grew higher and higher, like an overheating tea kettle – until, all at once, my entire world was ripped away, leaving nothing but silence.

  

 
   
    VIII. 
 
   

 

 Fire and Ice 
 
    [image: P982#yIS1] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I was consumed, trapped inside a swirling vortex of fire and ice, circling the eye of an endless firestorm. I tried to reach for Zayn, but I didn’t know where the flames of my body ended and his began. All I could do was surrender to the inferno, until, eventually, the blaze suddenly seethed up, as though it were on the verge of sneezing, and ejected us from its core like a violent solar flare. 
 
    When the flames finally cleared, and my body had resolidified from fire to matter, I found myself splayed out in the middle of a smoking circle of charred grass. Zayn was on his hands and knees just beside me, gasping for breath. Directly above us, a stone portal loomed against a green-tinted sky, its illuminated lines of etched runes quickly dimming back to sleep. 
 
    “Mom,” I gasped, forcing my shaking legs into a kneeling position. 
 
    “Talia—” Zayn started. 
 
    I staggered to my feet, nearly falling, and flung myself back through the archway, only to stumble over a rock, landing hard on my elbows and knees. “Mom!” I screamed, slamming my fists into the ground. Tears poured down my face, blurring my surroundings into distorted splashes of violet and indigo and green. 
 
    Zayn’s arms were around me in an instant, pulling me to my knees and crushing my body against his. I grabbed the front of his shirt by the fistfuls, sobbing against his chest.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” he whispered against the top of my head. 
 
    “W-We have to go back!” I choked out, pushing away from him. “You have to take us back!” 
 
    He opened his mouth as though he might argue, shook his head, then pressed his hand to the base of the portal, where fine lines of hand-carved runes had been etched vertically into the stone. When he closed his eyes, the symbols momentarily flickered, then disappeared. 
 
    They didn’t so much as glimmer again. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Tal.” His shoulders rose and fell in a heavy sigh. “Lam already closed it.” 
 
    “Please,” I sobbed, my voice breaking. “I can’t lose her too. I just can’t.” 
 
    “Talia. Listen to me.” He cupped my cheeks in his hands, bringing his face to mine. “What your mother started to say – and is one hundred percent correct about – is that vampires are terrified of banshees. Their scream is one of the only things in this realm that can send an entire coven scattering.”  
 
    I clenched my eyes shut and wrapped my arms around my ribs, rocking against the mounting sobs I was doing everything I could to suppress.  
 
    “Trust me.” Zayn pressed his lips against my forehead. “Your mother and Lamswyth make a formidable pair. After they deal with the vampires, they’ll find their way to us.” 
 
    “Oh, God!” I wailed, bursting into tears all over again. “She’ll be eaten by a kelpie! Or a fachan! Or a—” 
 
    “Talia, look at me.” He curled a finger under my chin, pausing until I forced my eyes open. “Lam’s pipes are an ancient relic, one of the strongest and most coveted talismans in the realm. The only reason that kelpie was able to sneak up on him earlier is because it caught him during a distracted moment of lustful mermaid-gazing.” 
 
    A hysterical giggle burst through my lips, which I quickly clamped shut. 
 
    “Between Lam’s panpipes and your mother’s banshee pipes, they’ll be a stronger team than even you and me. I mean it, Talia. If anyone can get to the castle safely, it’s those two.” 
 
    All I could do was nod wordlessly. 
 
    He brushed the wild hairs from my face, gently tucking them behind my ears. “I’ll tell you this much. I’ve faced every manner of monster under the blue sun, and not a single one of them scares me more than your mother.” 
 
    I half-sobbed, half-laughed. “Not even murderous she-goats?” 
 
    “No way.” He shook his head firmly. “When your mother loses her temper, she’s at least three times scarier than a glaistig.” 
 
    “You should have seen her the night I came home drunk after prom.” I sniffed, wiping my nose on the back of my hand. “I’ve never been so scared in my life.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m saying… Besides,” he added, helping me to my feet, “you’re the toughest woman I’ve ever met. You had to have gotten it from someone. So have a little faith in her, okay? I know I do.” 
 
    Feeling somewhat relieved, I scrubbed away my tears, my eyes widening as they took in our immediate surroundings for the first time. The ground was rocky, but topped with colorful moss that was so thick it felt like heaven between my bare toes. Tall clusters of spiky, bioluminescent flowers rose up between the rocks, while wildflowers of every color and variety dotted the moist carpet of flora. Above us, early-afternoon sunlight filtered through the green and purple leaves of a massive tree. Plump violet fruit hung from its branches, the highest of which towered at least fifty feet above the surrounding forest. As stunning as it was lethal, this vast and strange world was like nothing I’d ever seen – not even in the Fae Realm. I spun around slowly, taking everything in, feeling even more helpless and small than I already was. Beyond the fruit tree’s sweeping branches, jagged, sky-piercing mountains loomed in the distance, while, just ahead, a lone fortress sat upon one of the lower peaks, curtains of waterfalls rushing down its sides. 
 
    “How far are my mom and Lam from here?” I whimpered, feeling my panic rising all over again. 
 
    “There’s another functional royal portal located about ten miles from Lamswyth’s place – a hidden cottage where my stepfather’s brother used to take his family on holiday. Lam knows about it. Unless your mother demands they stop for cheeseburgers along the way”—he grinned for my benefit—“they should be here by tomorrow.” 
 
    I nodded, trying to swallow the giant lump that had lodged itself in my windpipe. Zayn let go of my hand to reach above our heads, snatching one of the odd glittering fruits that dangled from one of the tree’s lower branches. It looked like a miniature purple pumpkin, but when he split it open on a nearby rock, the inside was filled with round, glowing seeds, almost like a pomegranate. 
 
    You know. If pomegranates glowed.  
 
    “Duraberries,” he smiled, handing me one. “They heal whatever ails you, and only grow in soil that’s been touched by royal blood. This is the last remaining tree in the realm. My mother cast a protection spell over it long ago. I’m pleased to see the magic endured, even after her passing.” 
 
    Wide-eyed, I took the seed from his hand, placing it in my mouth. When I bit down, the juices exploded in my mouth, sweet and woody and tart, almost like a blackberry. And just like that, my aching head, my scraped knees, and my itchy, watery eyes were cured. Even Sol’s partial claim, which had been throbbing beneath my skin like a severe sunburn, felt momentarily soothed. 
 
    “Every other duraberry tree was chopped down or plucked to extinction long ago. The fruits take around ten years to develop, and another ten years to ripen, though there is only a window of about two weeks where the seeds are safe to consume. In that one particular sense, today was an extremely lucky day.” 
 
    “If the seeds are only good for two weeks, why would people pluck all the fruit?” 
 
    “Because unripe duraberries excrete a powerful opioid substance that can be fermented into a substance similar to Terran heroin – the same stuff Sol uses to control his legion of vampires.” 
 
    How very Sol-like. I ground my teeth. Taking something rare and beautiful and turning it into vampire heroin.  
 
    “Is there a limit?” I asked. “To how much they can heal?” 
 
    “Bruises, aches, pains, cuts – duraberries heal all ailments of that nature. Broken bones and severed nerves require concentrated duraberry extracts, which could use up an entire fruit. For a tree that only offers a handful of ripe fruits a decade, I try to limit myself to papercuts.” He lifted the flap of his bag and pulled out a pouch, where he safely tucked the two halves of the fruit before replacing it inside. “The trek to the castle will take us at least an hour, and I don’t want to be caught out here when the sun dips beneath the peaks. Are you okay to start walking?”  
 
    “Um…” 
 
    He followed my gaze to my bare feet, his expression tightening into a scowl that was more than likely aimed at himself, then leaned down to unlace his own shoes. 
 
    “No, don’t,” I protested. “Really. I’ve been stuck in horrible stilettos so many times this week, I honestly wouldn’t mind going barefoot. I’ll keep an eye out for asgera mushrooms, promise.” I forced a smile. 
 
    Zayn looked like he might argue, sighed at the stubborn set of my jaw, then rose to his feet. “Fine. But as soon as the terrain gets rocky, you’re taking my shoes. And, prepare yourself for a long, drawn-out foot rub when we get to the castle.” 
 
    At that, my face widened into a real smile. 
 
    “Come on,” he said, linking his arm around my waist. “Let’s get a move on… Biscuit?” he tapped the tattoo on his arm. “Are you coming?” 
 
    Biscuit’s entrance wasn’t as grand as it usually was. He merely blinked into existence, hopped onto Zayn’s shoulder, and craned his neck as though looking around for something. A moment later, an image of my mom valiantly holding a chunk of marzipan aloft, surrounded by an aura of purple-glowing radiance, and the two Chihuahuas, fierce and mighty as dire wolves, appeared in my head alongside a question mark. 
 
    My eyes immediately began to water. 
 
    “They’ll be here soon,” Zayn murmured, reaching up to stroke the back of his head. “Don’t you worry.” 
 
    Biscuit made a soft whimper as he nuzzled against his cheek. 
 
    “Come on.” Zayn took my hand in his. “You know, it’s funny – I never imagined I’d be able to show you my childhood home… Assuming it’s not infested with termites,” he added in a low mutter. 
 
    “Isn’t the castle made out of stone?” 
 
    “Indeed,” he sighed, looking even grimmer than before.  
 
    I arched an incredulous eyebrow. Here we were, standing in the feral heart of the Fae Realm, and his brain went straight to termites? 
 
    Shaking my head, I followed him down the winding stone path that began at the portal, sloped downward, then wound back up and around the mountain, leading directly to the castle. As we walked hand-in-hand, I hopped from stone to stone, marveling at the colors. Jade-green, sunset-orange, ultramarine-blue, copper-red…I’d never seen so many different shades of moss before. 
 
    “So…” I grimaced at the bare soles of my feet. “Care to give me a rundown of all the things that could kill me here?”  
 
    “With all the protection runes I put on your body, there aren’t many you have to worry about,” he smiled, tightening his hand around mine. “This one, called an Armor Rune”—he pointed to the complex set of circles on the inside of my right wrist—“will protect you from most types of physical damage. You don’t even have to activate it – it’ll trigger automatically. And this Greater Armor Rune”—he traced his finger up my forearm, stopping at three intersecting green triangles that immediately erupted in goosebumps at his touch—“will throw up a barrier in case of a ranged attack. That one is also designed to be spontaneously activated.” 
 
    “So, any time a projectile enters my airspace, so to speak, a shield will be triggered?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Does that include all projectiles?” I waggled my eyebrows in the direction of his zipper fly. 
 
    Zayn’s deep belly laugh somehow made my shoulders feel fifty pounds lighter. “No, I think friendly fire is the exception.” 
 
    Biscuit let out an audible groan before leaping off of Zayn’s shoulder to soar into the sky. 
 
    “Poor guy,” I tsked. “We really need to get him a girlfriend.” 
 
    Instead of laughing at the joke, Zayn merely looked thoughtful. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He shrugged. “It never occurred to me that he would need a companion, apart from me. But now that you mention it, I wonder if that was a selfish assumption on my part—watch out for these fire thistles,” he said, pointing to one of the tall, glowing daisies. “Those spiked petals contain a particularly nasty neurotoxin that would wipe out your Armor Rune with one scratch.” 
 
    I took a wide side-step around it. 
 
    “You remember Sol’s Aegis Rune, of course,” Zayn said, lifting me up over a patch of chartreuse mushrooms like a small child. 
 
    Blushing, I replied, “The tattoo that protected him against iron?” 
 
    Zayn nodded. “Well, that tattoo – and several other types of Death Magic runes – rely on some of the most potent poisons in our realm to function. Poisons that are extracted from plants like that thistle.” 
 
    “You mean the poison is mixed directly into the tattoo ink?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “What’s to stop it from killing the person it’s tattooed on?” 
 
    “The recipient has to have counteracting runes on their bodies at all times, or else it will. As you witnessed with Sol – or, almost did.” 
 
    I nearly gagged at the memory of the black, spider-like veins of poison that snaked across his body when I removed said countermeasures. They were still embedded on the back of my hand in the form of a blue, rune-laced circle that I could only assume was totally worthless on its own. 
 
    “Cawww!”  
 
    My head jerked up as a bright magenta bird flew overhead, landing on an exposed boulder about twenty feet away. It had a long toucan-style beak, and a wild crest of neon-yellow feathers. I was just about to comment on how cute it looked when I saw the three extra sets of long, spindly legs dangling from its yellow underbelly. 
 
    My hands flew to my mouth in horror. 
 
    Ruffling its feathers, the bird let out a short croak and shook three baby birds out of its shaggy plumage. They plopped on the rock one at a time, each a miniature replica of their mother. Clicking her prodigious beak, she nudged them off the rock and toward a nearby trickling brook, where all four birds spread their long, spidery toes to walk across the surface of the stream like water skippers. 
 
    Zayn chuckled at my wide-eyed expression. “They’re called arényi’dayen.0F Elvish for ‘spider parrots.’” 
 
    Shuddering, I hopped across the same stream with his help, being careful to avoid a squat cluster of fire thistles nestled on the opposite bank. “What would compel a person to inject poison directly into their skin? Protection against iron – but what else?” 
 
    “One moment – Biscuit, all good?” he called into the sky, where our familiar was soaring fifty feet above us in wide, glittering spirals. 
 
    He let out an affirmative screech. 
 
    Zayn slipped his arm around my waist as we made our way down the winding stone path. “There’s a reason Saedis outlawed Death Magic, going so far as to round up and imprison mages like Calus.” 
 
    “Sol freed him from the dungeons when the court fell, right? In exchange for his services?” 
 
    “Right. Calus was – well, is – a Death Mage, meaning he practices a type of outlawed sorcery that relies on negative energy – suffering, vengeance, death, and the like – to create ‘miracles’ that come at a heavy cost: granting supposed immortality by mixing the blood and ashes of murdered foes into bastardized Perennial Runes, for example. But those runes have to be painstakingly maintained, with freshly-brewed ink for every touch up, which requires a steady stream of dead enemies for the host to preserve himself with.” 
 
    A chill ran down my spine, and I edged closer to Zayn. 
 
    “Other types of runes rely on venom. A certain type of serpent venom, for example, can give one the power to shapeshift into any creature they touch, living or dead, like a boggart. But it will slowly kill its owner over time, poisoning the mind well before the body.” 
 
    “Who would do something like that to themselves?” 
 
    “Calus, for one.” His arm tightened around my waist. “No one knows his true appearance, not even Sol. He steals his faces from his murdered victims.” 
 
    I shuddered at the memory of his smug, stolen face leering down at me as he etched Sol’s claim into my shoulder. 
 
    “Do Requisition Runes rely on Death Magic?” I asked, trying to keep my voice casual. 
 
    “Not usually, no. A claim in and of itself is just a mark that lets the realm know you belong to another.” 
 
    “As their ‘snack’?” I asked dubiously, recalling Lam’s comment from earlier that week. 
 
    “An unfortunate perversion,” Zayn scowled. “But that wasn’t the original intent. At best, claiming someone is a way of announcing your bond to the world – sort of like a wedding ring, except, unlike fickle Terran marriages, real claims are honored for life.” He cleared his throat, loosening his grip around me as he took that opportunity to inspect one of his new tattoos. “At worst, it’s a mark of territory – a warning to other incubi, for example, to stay away.” 
 
    “What happens if they don’t?” 
 
    “The claimant is automatically granted the right to kill the offender in the manner of his choosing.” He scoffed. “Among my lesser brethren, ignoring another incubus’s claim is considered the worst offense imaginable.” 
 
    “Oh.” I blinked. 
 
    “What used to be a promise between soulmates has become an abused symbol of dominance and control,” Zayn muttered darkly. “Leave it to my kind to take something beautiful and defile it.” 
 
    I glanced in his direction, surprised by the intensity behind his words, but he refused to meet my eyes. And so we fell into troubled silence, with him lost in his thoughts, and me absentmindedly rubbing the aching mark on my left shoulder. 
 
    The path dipped slightly, leading us down the mossy hill before swooping back up into what would be a long slog up the steep incline of the lower peak. As we started our ascent, I shielded my eyes from the sun, which was peeking over the top of the tallest castle spire.  
 
    At that same moment, Sol’s cold, glinting eyes flashed in front of my vision.  
 
    My claim will be emblazoned on your body in indelible ink, binding you to me. Should you violate that vow, and allow another to touch you, the ink will turn to poison in your body, triggering instantaneous death. 
 
    My stomach felt as though it had twisted itself inside out. Except…Calus hadn’t finished the tattoo. So that couldn’t be the cause for the pain in my shoulder…  
 
    Right? 
 
    I cleared my throat. “What happens if a claim is, like, altered? You know, to control the person you’re claiming?” 
 
    Zayn glanced at me out of the corner of his eye. “A claim like that could only be achieved through Death Magic, and would involve, at the very least, the intermingling of fresh blood and some sort of inertly-rendered venom. It’s akin to the Dominion Rune that Sol branded me with, except far worse, because it often results in death for the victim.” Concern – or perhaps suspicion – creased the edges of his eyes. “How’s your arm? Does it hurt at all?” He craned his neck to look, but he was standing on my right side, with the tattoo out of his line of sight.  
 
    “Nope.” I shook my head, trying to rid it of the terrible rushing sound in my ears. “It feels totally fine. I was just…curious.” 
 
    His shoulders relaxed. 
 
    The path had become noticeably steeper as we walked, and we fell into silence as he helped me over a patch of slick rocks. Good timing, since my knees would have buckled had he not been holding onto me at that very moment. 
 
    I’d been deluding myself… Because the fact of the matter was, the more Zayn touched me, the more the tattoo hurt – a deep throbbing pain that made the surrounding tissue feel as though I’d been on the receiving end of a game of Slug-Bug gone wrong.  
 
    My breath had caught in my chest, where it remained firmly hitched, darkening the edges of my vision. Horror and guilt knotted my insides until I was on the verge of throwing up. The world spun around me, breaking away into little shattered pieces as it did. 
 
    I bore the mark of Death Magic. 
 
    As I stumbled over a tuft of grass, nearly falling, Zayn caught my arm and drew me against him. “Let me carry you,” he said softly, wrapping me in a steadying embrace that made my heart soar and my shoulder erupt in searing pain. “Please – it’s the least I can do.” 
 
    Wincing, I gently pushed him away. 
 
    The flicker of hurt that glimmered in his eyes was brief but unmistakable. 
 
    I stood up on my tiptoes to give him a featherlight kiss on the cheek. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not some damsel in distress.”  
 
    “You’re not?” he asked, arching an eyebrow in mock surprise. 
 
    “Nope! After all, I’m the one who saved you – twice.” I ribbed him playfully. “Race you to the top?” 
 
    Without waiting for his reply, I shot ahead, furiously blinking away the tears burning at my eyes. Maybe it was the overwhelming urge to protect him after everything he’d been through – to allow him, as I’d previously implored Biscuit, one brief moment of peace. Perhaps it was the futility of the situation, since Zayn himself had said nothing could be done to remove the ink. But, if I were being honest with myself, the real reason I didn’t tell him the truth right then and there is because it terrified me to my marrow. And instead of dealing with the problem head-on – a problem that would have put the death knell not only on our blossoming relationship, but my foreseeable future as well – I chose denial and avoidance. 
 
    Dude, stop freaking out, one of the many voices in my head shouted at me, momentarily drowning out the others. You haven’t even tried to Extract the ink yet! First comes Extraction. If that doesn’t work, then you can panic. 
 
    If only someone would tell that to my skyrocketing heart rate. 
 
    “Okay, new plan,” I gasped, white spots exploding in front of my vision as I doubled over, clutching my thighs. “Can we stop for a sec?” 
 
    Zayn caught up to me easily. “Yes, of course.” He led me over to a low rock, then gently sat me down. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Will be.” I rummaged through my purse’s jumbled contents until my fingers closed around my inhaler. Letting out a wheeze of rapture, I took two deep puffs without releasing my breath, then slowly started counting to thirty. After barely making it to fifteen, I released my breath sharply and returned the inhaler to my purse. When my fingers brushed against the small object I’d been meaning to give Zayn (just before we were rudely interrupted by a horde of vampires) a small smile momentarily broke through my panic. 
 
    “Here,” I coughed. Rising to my feet, I dropped a tiny leather-bound book in Zayn’s open palm. “I believe this is yours.” 
 
    He stared at the object, his eyes doubling in size as understanding clicked into place. “You… You took this from the shop?” 
 
    I nodded. “I grabbed it right before Sol and Soren came back inside. You probably didn’t notice because you were a little preoccupied with not dying.” 
 
    He wrapped his arms around me in a tight hug, lifting me straight off the ground. “You brilliant little minx,” he laughed, kissing me deeply. “You may have just saved this kingdom.” 
 
    I wobbled in my spot as he gently set me back down. “My pleasure,” I gasped, pain exploding in my shoulder as though I’d been stabbed. “It was…”  
 
    The rest of that sentence evaporated from my tongue.  
 
    Zayn’s head jerked to the right, following my open-mouthed stare until his eyes landed on the creature that had stolen the words from my mouth. Barefoot, skeletal, and dressed in nothing but a gauzy white nightgown, an old woman silently watched us from the nearby stream, her long, shock-white hair floating in the breezeless air. 
 
    At the sight of her, Zayn let out a sharp hiss and roughly shoved me behind him, a silver dagger appearing in his hand before I even had time to blink. 
 
    “G-Glaistig?” I whimpered, my teeth chattering against the plunging temperatures.  
 
    “Banshee,” he muttered, every muscle in his body tensed for battle. “A harbinger of death.” 
 
    No! Horrified, my eyes flew to hers, but she wasn’t looking at me. 
 
    Time itself appeared to freeze alongside the surrounding forest. Frost appeared on the ground beneath us, a nearby cluster of iced-over fire thistles shriveled to black, and our crystalized breaths froze midair. 
 
    “BAD BAM-SHEE!” 
 
    Loosing a shrill battle cry, Biscuit dove out of the clouds like a screaming comet, talons poised for attack…but he was too late. 
 
    The banshee lifted a bone-white hand, her gnarled finger pointing directly at Zayn…and then opened her mouth to scream.

  

 
   
    IX. 
 
   

 

 Termites 
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    The promise of death hung in the air. It clung to my skin like the bite of winter, nipping at the hairs on the back of my neck and filling my body with cold dread. And yet, when the banshee finally spoke, her words came not as a scream but a rasp, scraping against one another like jagged shards of ice: 
 
    “Lord of Seelies and Unseelies both, 
 
    Whose birth wrenched the realm in twain 
 
    Stake your claim upon the throne 
 
    And blood shall fall as rain.” 
 
    And then, as quickly as she had appeared, she was gone – leaving ghostly ripples in her wake and the echoes of her words whispering in the wind. 
 
    As the air warmed and time appeared to speed up again, Biscuit’s outstretched talons met with thin air, sending him sailing into the thawed, shallow stream with an enraged squawk. 
 
    “Wh-What the hell was that all a-about?” I asked, still clinging to the back of Zayn’s shirt like a turtle shell.  
 
    The skin on the back of his neck was pale and dewy. “A prophecy.”  
 
    I rubbed the lingering goosebumps on my arms furiously. “Banshees pr-prophesize?” 
 
    “The mere sound of their voice is prophetic, since their screams foretell death. But to hear one speak like that…” He trailed off with a shudder. 
 
    I stepped out from behind him, following his faraway gaze to the cluster of shriveled, frostbitten fire thistles near the stream bed. “She said ‘blood shall fall as rain,’” I whispered. “B-Because of you?” 
 
    “I’m…not sure.” Zayn shook his head slowly. “My stepfather did terrible things to the Unseelies in this realm. Perhaps it’s a threat – their way of frightening me out of doing the same.”  
 
    Biscuit stomped out of the stream, his feathers soaked through and his face set in an unmistakable glower. “Bad bam-shee!” he bawked, hopping onto a nearby rock to shake out his feathers like a dog. 
 
    I sidestepped away from the spray of cold water. “But you would never do anything like that!” 
 
    “We know that, but how would they?” He frowned. “Unless it really is a prophecy, and my presence in the castle will bring forth—” 
 
    “War?” I interjected. “Well…yeah. You’re literally trying to wage war against Sol. But it’s with the intention of stopping the bloodshed, not worsening it. So, unless she wants us to hold hands with a bunch of strung-out vampires and sing Kumbaya around a campfire—” 
 
    “Vampires hate fire.” 
 
    “—maybe she should consider guilt-tripping them and let us go about our well-intentioned business… Speaking of which, come here, buddy.” I held out an arm for Biscuit to hop onto. “Let’s get you dried off.” 
 
    He accepted my invitation gratefully, showering my dress in a spray of water as he vigorously shook out his dripping tail feathers.  
 
    “Thanks,” I groused, flinging cold droplets off my arms. 
 
    “Welcome!” 
 
    Rolling my eyes, I glanced over at Zayn, who still looked deeply troubled. 
 
    “Hey.” I touched his arm gently, making him jump. “You know what I think?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “In my twenty-five years of having to deal with an unhinged banshee”—a pang of grief twisted in my belly at the thought of my mother, making my grin waver—“their bark is way worse than their bite. So, just do what I do and ignore it. If it’s actually important, she’ll keep nagging you and me and everyone else within a hundred miles. Otherwise, she probably just needed to let off some steam and we were the closest target… Do banshees go through menopause?” 
 
    “Probably.” Zayn’s smile looked as forced as mine felt. “Well…let’s hurry up and get to the castle so I can rub those poor feet of yours.”  
 
    I bit back a gasp of pain as he took my hand in his. “That sounds great,” I choked out, wincing at Biscuit’s sharp glare of rebuke. 
 
    You idiot, I could almost hear him say. 
 
    He wouldn’t be wrong. 
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    We hiked in near-silence for the better part of an hour, only breaking it here and there to make polite small talk about the occasional lethal plant or venomous grasshopper. All the while, the castle loomed above us like a colossal black storm cloud, its menacing silhouette large enough to blot out the mid-afternoon sun. The closer we got, the more I could see the damage time and neglect had wrought upon it: partially-crumbled turrets, walls covered in overgrown vines and moss, a stone face that had been scorched and marred by a swift and crippling assault. It was clear the fortress had become a dilapidated shell of its former glory. 
 
    “Why didn’t Sol claim the castle as his own?” I asked Zayn at one point. “Why just leave it to rot?” 
 
    He was quiet for a long moment. “Two reasons, I believe,” he eventually answered, his voice tired. “One, there are thousands of enchantments and booby traps cast throughout the castle, each designed to wreak havoc upon ill-intentioned invaders. I doubt Sol had the patience or the inclination to try to deactivate all of them… But more than that, I think it was a tactical decision. Had he tried to move in after slaughtering the royal family, he’d be viewed as a crownless imposter sitting on a stolen throne. Instead, he treated it like a condemned building, unworthy of reclamation or salvage.” His expression tightened. “And now it sits as an unmarked tombstone, its walls steeped in the blood of his slaughtered enemies.” 
 
    “I—” I swallowed, completely at a loss for words. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Silence fell once more, heavy with unspoken grief. 
 
    I kept stealing glances at Zayn, whose steps appeared to grow increasingly heavier as we approached the summit, as though the shadow of his former home was as heavy as it was dark. I took his hand in mine whenever I could, only to extricate my fingers a few minutes later, when the pain in my shoulder became too much to bear. 
 
    “Sweaty hands,” I lied, catching his worried glimpse on more than one occasion. 
 
    However, when we finally made it to the foot of a massive stone staircase located at the base of the castle, I really was drenched in sweat. Too winded to even groan at the sight of fifty knee-level steps, I plopped down on the bottom one, making a wordless “one second” gesture with my finger as I hung my head between my knees. 
 
    “Go look for signs of termites, would you?” Zayn said to Biscuit, who took off in a flourish of feathers that fanned my face with a heavenly breeze. He then wordlessly scooped me into his arms, cradling me against his chest as he began the steep ascent to the enormous wooden doors at the top.  
 
    “I can make it!” I protested, the fresh sear of pain in my shoulder only slightly worse than the agony I felt in my bloodied feet. 
 
    “Shut up and let me take care of you,” he growled, making my mouth snap shut. 
 
    With a small whimper, I leaned my head against his shoulder, closing my eyes as I breathed in his incredible scent – which was somehow even more alluring after exertion. And then a terrifying thought hit me: If I couldn’t get Sol’s mark off my body, how long did I have before this type of physical closeness became too excruciating to bear? 
 
    For the moment, the thought was far more painful than the affliction itself. 
 
    “I really do love you, you know,” I whispered against his neck, where my salty tears were safely masked by the sheen of his sweat. “Even if you lost your limbs in an unfortunate kelpie incident and then fell into a vat of acid, I’d still be madly in love with you.” 
 
    Zayn’s chest shook with silent laughter. “Don’t put that kind of negative energy into the universe, please. I prefer my skin to remain on me, not dissolving in the bottom of an acid vat.” 
 
    I wrinkled my nose. “That’s disgusting.” 
 
    “You started it!” he wheezed. 
 
    “Need an inhaler?” I offered, reaching into my purse. 
 
    “No, but I’ll take a kiss, if you have one to spare.” 
 
    “Ten milligrams of revitalizing lust, coming right up.” I grinned, reaching up to take his face in my hands. He lowered his lips to mine, kissing me tenderly. Heat flared in my core, followed by a sudden surge of fire that started in my shoulder and shot all the way down my fingertips.  
 
    I let out a sharp gasp, which was drowned out by a loud screech from above. 
 
    Zayn gently set me down a few steps away from the towering doors, holding out an arm as Biscuit swooped from the sky. “What did you see?” 
 
    While the two of them spoke, I staggered toward the door, clutching my arm. I’d never been shot before, but from the handful of medical shows I’d seen, the agony that had exploded in my shoulder was akin to a gunshot wound. And the only thing that tempered it was putting as much space between myself and Zayn as I possibly could. 
 
    Panting, I pressed my forehead against the wood, focusing on the cool, polished grain, and gulped down several mouthfuls of mountain air. The sting was subsiding, but not nearly as fast as I would have liked. When I glanced down at my shoulder, a horrified whimper caught in my throat. The skin around the tattoo was not just angry – it was swollen and infected, with early stages of red striping appearing at the edges. 
 
    Blood poisoning. 
 
    “You saw evidence of what?” Zayn was asking Biscuit. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Planting both of my palms on the door to push away from it, I stopped midway, staring at the glowing Unchaining Rune that had appeared beneath my right hand. Before I had a chance to yelp, the massive forty-foot door swung open with screaming hinges and sent me tumbling inside. 
 
    Musty darkness stretched out before me, punctuated only by the narrow sliver of daylight that slipped between the front doors. 
 
    “Talia!” Zayn and Biscuit rushed toward me, skidding to a stop just inside the threshold. “How in the three realms did you—” 
 
    His question was cut off by a shrill, high-pitched buzzing sound – no, not buzzing. Roaring. It was as though a million tiny chainsaws had suddenly taken flight in the darkness and were headed straight for us. 
 
    “Get down!” Zayn shouted, throwing me to the ground. 
 
    I let out a cry as a cloud of brown buzzing things swooped out of the shadows like an angry swarm of hornets, filling the space where we had just been standing. I clamped my hands over my ears, but the air was buzzing so loudly, it made my insides vibrate. Biscuit jumped on top of my head with an aggravated screech, beak snapping at whatever the hell was attacking us. 
 
    Zayn drew himself into a low crouch, his arm half-buried in his bag, shouting something that sounded like, “Cover your mouth!” 
 
    Biscuit launched off the top of my head like a spring, sailing back outside through the crack between the doors. 
 
     I yanked the collar of my dress over my nose at the same instant neon-blue smoke exploded in the entryway. The roar of tiny chainsaws quickly devolved into high-pitched shrieks. Dozens of giant cockroaches rained down from the ceiling, battering my face and body. Screaming into my dress, I flung myself off the ground and into Zayn, who thrust a black siren-hide face mask over my mouth and nose. Once the ear straps were safely in place, I openly gaped at the chaos that had erupted all around me. Thick tendrils of smoke swirled in the air like aquamarine clouds, from which curtains of stunned “cockroaches” rained onto the cracked marble floor of the entryway. Except they weren’t roaches at all – they were fairies. Wood-colored fairies with three sets of wings, glowing green eyes, and antlers growing out of their bulbous heads.  
 
    “Fucking termites!” Zayn’s muffled groan punctured the cacophony of miniaturized cries and screams.  
 
    “These are termites?!” 
 
    He gave me a funny look – as though I were out of my mind – then reached into his bag. “I need you to draw an Amplification Rune on this smoke bomb.” He handed me a glass ball with two criss-crossed leather straps and swirling blue smoke inside – compliments of Korinne, I had to assume. “Page two hundred and six,” he added, tossing me his miniaturized grimoire. 
 
    Nodding, I quickly knelt to the ground and thumbed through the tiny book until I found the even tinier symbol, then scrawled it on the glass with the Sharpie from my purse.  
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    Another cloud of vicious pixie sticks had materialized from the shadows of the castle, sounding far angrier than the first battalion. They whizzed through the air as though out for blood, teeth gnashing and beady eyes blazing as they headed straight for Zayn, who was in the process of lighting a torch he’d snatched from the wall. When the end of it burst into flames, the pixie cloud let out a synchronized shriek of terror, skidded to a stop mid-air, and then abruptly redirected its screeching fury at me.  
 
    With a screech to rival theirs, I threw my hands over my head as several hundred termites dive-bombed me, only to bounce off an invisible shield that triggered the moment they came within an arm’s length. Like bugs colliding with a windshield, they bounced off the partition, landing on the ground in a dazed heap. 
 
    “Smoke bomb?” Zayn shouted. 
 
    “Almost ready!” I smeared the rune with blood, beaming as the ink glowed to life.  
 
    “Biscuit – you’re up!” 
 
    Decked out in his full battle plumage, our combat parrot came soaring through the air, feathers bursting with rainbow flames. A third regiment of airborne termites erupted into screams, fleeing in the opposite direction, where Zayn was standing at the ready with his flaming torch in hand. Together, the fae and his familiar used their respective flames to corral the swarm into a dark corner, where a thousand gnashing shadows flickered against a dancing kaleidoscope of color on the walls. 
 
    “Talia, now!” Zayn shouted. 
 
    Sucking in a deep breath through my mask, I raised the smoke bomb high above my head, then slammed it into the ground. The force of the spell that erupted from it was enough to knock me flat on my ass. I stared up in breathless awe as the smoke swelled into a colossal blue tidal wave that filled the chamber from floor to lofted ceiling. 
 
    An accompanying deluge of flailing termites rained from the sky like hailstones, their wide-eyed, rigid bodies covering every inch of visible floor.  
 
    When the last curls of smoke finally disappeared a few minutes later, Zayn ripped off his mask, returned his torch to its sconce, then traced his fingers across the mosaic of ceramic tiles until he found the embedded rune he was looking for. When he touched it, a dozen more unlit torches spontaneously combusted, illuminating the entire space in warm light. 
 
    Having shaken the fire from his feathers, Biscuit landed on my shoulder and began to casually preen the tops of his wings. I gave him an absentminded head scratch while I looked around the room in stunned amazement.  
 
    It was just a foyer – a type of greeting room, I had to assume – and yet it was one of the most magnificent chambers I’d ever seen. The arched ceiling was at least sixty feet high, housing a dazzling chandelier whose hanging crystals were made of stained-glass diamonds that painted the walls with splashes of rainbows. The thousands of colored mosaic tiles of said walls were all hand-carved with different runes – some of which were buzzing with magic – and arranged into beautiful geometric floral designs that seemed to come straight out of the Persian Empire. Another set of wooden doors stood about twenty-five feet from the doors I’d stumbled inside, but these were an entirely different kind of door, made of ornately-carved polished wood and twin panels of stained glass. Thirty feet high, the right panel was a brilliantly-colored glass mosaic depicting the side profile of a beautiful woman in a flowing green gown. Crowned by a tiara of golden leaves, the woman’s ivy-threaded, midnight-blue hair tumbled past her waist in soft waves. Her left hand bore a chest-high scepter while her right hand was outstretched, palm-up, gesturing toward the door on the left. Hanging askew from its hinge, that door’s glass panel was half-shattered, leaving only the lower portion of a male figure intact. 
 
    My breath caught. Broken as it was, I’d never seen such a beautiful piece of stained glass in my entire life – and I once attended Shabbos services at the Eldridge Street Synagogue. 
 
    Of course, slightly dampening the resplendence of the chamber were the piles of twitching termites, whose wood-textured faces were slack-jawed and gaping – much like my own. 
 
    Zayn surveyed the carnage of the room, his grimace turning into sheepishness when he saw my bewildered expression. “Uh…welcome home?” 
 
    “What the hell are these things?” I demanded. “And don’t say termites!” 
 
    “They’re a type of venomous wood sprite that used to dwell within the Blœmfontein forests – before Sol razed most of the white-ringed phoenix trees to the ground.” 
 
    “But why do you call them termites?” 
 
    “They like dark, quiet places, so they tend to infest abandoned dwellings, where they gnaw on the stones to sharpen their teeth. It’s really bad for the buildings… Speaking of which, would you please help me sweep these outside? I’d much prefer they wake up out there than in here. Termite bites can be pretty nasty.” 
 
    I nodded mutely. 
 
    At the mention of work, Biscuit flew off my shoulder, perching atop the candelabra to continue his meticulous feather preening.  
 
    “Thanks for the help,” I muttered. 
 
    “Raawk!” 
 
    Sighing, Zayn pulled a shovel and a pair of hearty siren-hide gloves from his bag. “Here, you take this.” He handed me the former. “Don’t go near them if they’re stirring awake – I don’t want you getting bit.” After tugging on the gloves, he started grabbing unconscious sprites by the armful and unceremoniously tossing them outside the castle doors. 
 
    Following Zayn’s lead, I awkwardly scooped a half-dozen sprites into the shovel and dumped them atop the growing pile outside the front door. “What’s to prevent them from coming in again? And how did they manage to get in the first time? I thought you said this place was warded.”  
 
    “Sprites know just enough magic to be dangerous. And because they’re made out of solid wood, they’re able to slip past most anti-intruder wards. But these guys won’t come back,” Zayn raised his voice, “because if they do, I’ll use their bodies as kindling.” 
 
    Several of the paralyzed termites managed to emit frightened squeaks.  
 
    “Sorry, little dudes,” I grimaced as I dumped them outside. “Looks like you’re going to have to find another abandoned castle to crash… Speaking of gate-crashing,” I turned to Zayn, “how did we get in?” 
 
    “Well-intentioned visitors don’t trigger wards. And anyone with royal blood can unlock the Binding Runes on the front entrance… Although…” He trailed off, frowning. A moment later, he shook his head. 
 
    “But I’m not a royal.” 
 
    “No,” Zayn agreed. “I guess… Well, I guess your blood truly knows no bounds.” His tone was casual, but as he turned around to haul another armful of pixies out the door, I caught a glimpse of a troubled expression. 
 
    For once in my life, I didn’t have the energy to keep hocking him. So, I tiredly resumed shoveling duties, mentally jotting down yet another question for later. 
 
    After about twenty minutes of cleanup, Zayn picked up the final termite by his antlers, hissing when it clamped down on his finger and bit him. With a snarl, he shouted “Get out of here!” and hurled it outside, where most of the others had woken up as well, casting us dirty looks as they darted away.  
 
    He slammed and bolted the front doors, leaning his head against the wood with a tired sigh. When he yanked the ripped glove off his hand, a perfect crescent moon of tiny, tooth-shaped puncture marks glistened from between his thumb and index finger. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I frowned, taking his hand in mine. The Requisition Rune, which had faded to a dull throb, zinged as our fingers touched.  
 
    Zayn must have mistaken my grimace for panic, because he waved off the injury with a nonchalant shrug. “I’ve been bitten by termites so many times in recent years, I’ve built up a tolerance to their venom.” 
 
    “Yeah, but—” 
 
    The sound of snapping twigs just outside the foyer made both of our heads whip toward the inside doors. 
 
    “What was that?” I hissed. 
 
    Biscuit landed on my shoulder, cocking his head at Zayn as if to say, “I told you so!” 
 
    “Oh, fine,” Zayn sighed. “You were right, I was wrong. Happy?” 
 
    Another series of snaps and pops made me jump two feet in the air. Darting behind Zayn, I peeked around his arm to try to make out whatever creature was rustling inside the castle, where nothing but pitch blackness stared back at us from behind shattered stained glass. 
 
    “Talia,” Zayn calmly handed me a small handbell from his bag, “I think it’s time to formally begin your Runemaster lessons.” 
 
    I gaped between him and the bell in my hand. “Right now?”  
 
    He nodded. “No better time than the present. Would you please draw the Amplification Rune, from memory, on the outside of the bell?” 
 
    “From memory?” I squeaked. “But what if I mess it up?” 
 
    As Zayn and Biscuit exchanged glances, the latter made a noise like a poorly-suppressed snort, while the former merely flashed me an amiable smile. 
 
    “Then you’re going to have a very unimpressed troll on your hands.”
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    “I’ll have an unimpressed what on my hands?!” I shrieked. 
 
    A low growl rumbled from the other side of the door. 
 
    Zayn held a finger to his lips. “Shh – trolls don’t like high-pitched sounds. Hence the bell. You’re going to use that to encourage him to leave.” 
 
    “Are you fucking insane?” I snarled, gripping the handle of the bell like a soon-to-be-bloody dagger. 
 
    “What?” Zayn’s expression was one of perfectly-composed innocence. “You wanted to stay here and help me fight a war, right? And you made it very clear that you’re not some damsel in distress. So, let’s see what you’ve got, my young apprentice.” 
 
    “Apprentice? I haven’t been your apprentice since the Florida Department of Health gave me my tattoo license—” 
 
    “Ah, but the FDOH doesn’t grant Runemaster licenses, does it?” 
 
    Pop! Snap! Crack! 
 
    Gritting my teeth, I begrudgingly took out my Sharpie and started scrawling the Amplification Rune on the outside of the bell. “My mom literally took on a room of vampires to keep us safe – if she finds out that you let me get eaten by a troll, she’s gonna slice you up like a brisket.” 
 
    Zayn laughed as though he thought I’d been joking. “That stroke goes first,” he grinned, pointing to the vertical line that split the main circle in half, “and then the horizontal one intersects it.” 
 
    “Do you want to do it, Mr. Know-It-All?” 
 
    “No, I just don’t want my favorite apprentice getting eaten by a troll!” 
 
    “Only apprentice,” I grumbled. 
 
    “Not necessarily. Biscuit has also expressed an interest in Runemastery. He’d like to learn the basic runes for un-shelling almonds.” 
 
    Biscuit’s neck feathers perked up like a dog’s ears. “Almond?” 
 
    “Later,” Zayn answered. “After we’ve gotten rid of our squatter.”  
 
    Upon checking my last line, he held the door open for me, gesturing “chivalrously” for me to enter the inky blackness of the castle.  
 
    “Would you mind hitting the lights, at least?” I growled. 
 
    The moment Zayn triggered the corresponding rune, I immediately regretted my words. Because sitting on a round dais no more than thirty feet in front of me, butt-naked save for a ratty, moth-chewed loincloth, was the second most revolting creature I’d ever seen – and that was only because I’d had the misfortune of meeting a fachan earlier that week. At least three times my size, the troll was more lump than man, with skin the texture of overcooked oatmeal and stringy, moss-colored hair that did nothing for his mushy, gray complexion. He was casually lounging across two pushed-together thrones, with one hairy leg tossed over the other as he gnawed on the pile of termites resting on his hairy belly like a bowl of popcorn.  
 
    As soon as the torches ignited, however, he threw a pudgy arm over his face, tossing aside his inauspicious snack, and let out a disgruntled yell. “Why turn on fire?” His voice boomed throughout the great hall, sending a colony of bats shooting past our heads. 
 
    “I changed my mind, I don’t want to be a Runemaster anymore,” I yelped, shoving the bell in Zayn’s hands. 
 
    “Oh, come now! Where’s that tough-girl Brooklyn spunk?” he chided me, pushing it back into mine. “The troll probably won’t even bite you.” 
 
    “Probably?!” 
 
    Before the string of expletives forming in my mind could turn into a verbal assault, Zayn gently grabbed me by the shoulders – causing a fresh jolt of pain in the left one – spun me back around, and patted my lower back for encouragement. “Now, go get him!” 
 
    Gulping audibly, my eyes most likely the size of saucers, I minced toward the troll, holding my little bell in two shaking hands.  
 
    The creature had already staggered to his feet, giving me a front-row view of the ruddy patchwork of injuries covering his body – including a half dozen arrows still protruding from the thick hide of his buttocks. Compliments of the castle’s booby traps, I had to assume.  
 
    “No fire! Fire hurt grog eyes!” he bellowed, rubbing his face furiously – and rather overdramatically, since the torches’ dim, flickering flames just barely illuminated the enormous throne room. 
 
    “E-Excuse me, M-Mister Grog,” I called out. “But, um, we were wondering if you wouldn’t mind—” 
 
    “ARGH!” His eyes popped open, narrowing into a consternated glare as they settled on me. “Why small ugly thing turn on fire?!” 
 
    “I—wait. I’m ugly?” I sputtered. “That’s not nice!” 
 
    “Ugly lady’S face not nice!” 
 
    Behind me, Zayn and Biscuit had practically fallen on the floor in a fit of giggles. 
 
    Ignoring them, I glared up at the wart-covered mammoth towering over me, who was apparently as disgusted by my face as I was by his. “Listen, you!” I raised my bell in what I hoped was a threatening gesture. “I don’t wanna have to use this, but if you don’t—” 
 
    “Oh, look! Tiny hideous LADY think SHE scare Grog with LITTLE shiny toy. Grog so scared!” He clutched at his loincloth in mock terror, then waved me off with an accompanying raspberry. “Nothing scare Grog more than purple lady NASTY face!” 
 
    I whirled around to shoot Zayn the filthiest look I had in my repertoire. “Did you know he was going to be like this?” 
 
    He quickly smoothed his face into one of angelic shock. “Absolutely not – I thought all escaped dungeon trolls were well-mannered and polite!” 
 
    “So polite!” Biscuit echoed, wagging his tail mischievously.  
 
    “Alright, that’s it!” I spun back around to face the troll. “I’ve had enough of all three of you!” 
 
    “UGH!” He clapped his hands over droopy ears. “Nasty purple lady SCREECH LIKE BANSHEE!” 
 
    “Oh, you haven’t heard the half of it!” I shouted, violently shaking the bell like an over-zealous maraca player.  
 
    Instead of making a soft tinkle, the Amplification Rune turned the bell’s chime into that of a reverberating church bell, its protracted go-o-ng-g-g-g-g bringing bits of cobwebs and dust raining down from the walls. 
 
    Tugging at his long, drooping ears, the troll gnashed his teeth in miserable fury. Or perhaps furious misery. Whichever it was, he certainly wasn’t happy. 
 
    “BE QUIET!” he bellowed, hurling an unlit torch at my head. It bounced off my triggered Armor Rune with a thunk and rolled away. 
 
    “Go on!” I snapped, shaking the bell in the direction of the doors. “Shoo! Get out of here!” 
 
    The troll zigzagged toward the exit like a drunken sailor, emitting a yodel-like sound of agony as he tugged and clawed at his ears. “AAAUUUGGGHHH!” he wailed. “Grog hope NASTY, UGLY THING GET boils in can’t-reach place!” 
 
    And, with that delightful parting sonnet, Grog staggered through the foyer with outstretched arms to make his hasty exit – taking the bolted front doors out along with him. 
 
    Zayn’s belly-clutching laughter quickly dissolved into an elongated groan.  
 
    “Looks like someone better get to work on a Restoration Rune,” I taunted, hurling the marker at his head with a little too much zeal. 
 
    He caught it effortlessly. “There aren’t enough runes in existence to get this place back in order.” Then, palming his forehead and muttering to himself, he trudged into the foyer, trusty Sharpie in hand, and began putting the door back together. 
 
    Too grumpy to offer him my help, I stayed where I was, twirling in a slow circle to take in the ramshackle splendor of my surroundings. This palace must have been magnificent once upon a time, but after Sol’s brutal attack and decades of disuse, it had become a rotting skeleton of its former glory. Like the grand entryway, but at least fifty times bigger, the throne room boasted dramatic stone columns, wide panels of stained glass on the exterior-facing wall, and intricate tile mosaics from floor to towering arched ceiling. But unlike the entryway, nearly all of the glass had been shattered, and there were far more broken tiles than whole. Intricate, gold-woven tapestries hung from a prominent balcony that overlooked the toppled thrones, their fabric tattered and ripped. Worst and most chilling of all, something dark stained the crushed tiles of the throne room floor, though I was too afraid to crouch down and confirm my suspicions. 
 
    My eyes followed a long, unsettling streak of definitely-not-blood to the far corner of the room, where a waist-high pile of cobweb-shrouded bones had been unceremoniously shoved into the shadows. 
 
    “Oh, God,” I whispered, my mouth going dry at the sight. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder. Zayn was in the foyer with his back toward me, one of the two stitched-together doors already returned to its restored hinges. 
 
    When Biscuit saw my expression, he flew over and landed on my shoulder. “Tal-ya not ugly,” he cooed. “Tal-ya bootyful!” 
 
    “I’m not upset because of Grog’s insults,” I scoffed. “Well, not that upset.” Lowering my voice so Zayn couldn’t hear me, I muttered, “I’m upset because of that.”  
 
    He followed my gaze to the mound of bones in the corner, making a distressed cluck at the sight.  
 
    I stroked his head softly. “Were you here? When it…happened?” 
 
    His tail feathers drooped. A brief flicker of smoke and screams flashed in my mind’s eye, then quickly disappeared. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I murmured, kissing the top of his head. “I didn’t know. I thought Zayn created you after he left this realm.” 
 
    He shook his head. Another, much clearer image replaced the pile of bones, making my heart ache even more: Zayn, small-bodied and round-faced, lay curled up on the floor beside a fire, watching the flames with red-rimmed eyes. Biscuit, differently-colored but otherwise his fully-grown self, was perched on his hip, feathers raised like hackles as a sharp voice filtered in from the hallway. 
 
    “…a private room, a bath, a pet.” The man snarled the word “pet” like a curse. “The wastrel basks in a life of luxury while my own son toils!” 
 
    “Please, do not call him that!” a woman pleaded. “He ‘basks’ in nothing but the court’s resentment while Mikhæl merely shoulders the responsibility as the king’s first successor. Please, Saedis. Do not rob Zæynek of his one companion in this world.” Her voice cracked. “He would not survive it.” 
 
    The king made a disgusted sound. “That his presence continues to foul my own domicile is a testament to my benevolence, Jaína. But do not push me. One more transgression, and I swear to the Creator itself, he will be thrown in the dungeon with the others of his kind.” 
 
    I jumped as Zayn brushed against my arm. His gaze was forlorn as he regarded the toppled thrones atop the dais. Now that the proverbial dust had settled, I could see them clearly – resembling wicker, they were made of interwoven branches and vines that were long dead and brittle. Judging by the pile of withered leaves and flowers beneath them, it was clear the thrones had once been lush and green– maybe even alive. 
 
    “You—” I cleared my throat. “Y-You created Biscuit when you were a child? But…how?” 
 
    For a moment, he looked surprised at the question. But his eyes grew tight and distant as he considered the answer, as though the memory were a particularly painful one. Finally, he shook his head and sighed. “Loneliness is a powerful force.” 
 
    Biscuit hopped from my shoulder to Zayn’s, where he yanked on his ear. “Cheer up!” I could almost hear him say.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Zayn smiled, playfully tugging Biscuit’s sprout of head feathers in return. “Alright, Miss Kestenbaum,” he motioned for me to follow him to a section of broken tiles on the wall, “can you throw up a Greater Restoration Rune along here, and maybe a few more on the floor? You can find that one on page ninety-six.” He handed me the grimoire, once more full-sized. “And no need to stab or cut yourself. Just concentrate on pulling the magic from your blood and pushing it – or rather, Endowing it – into the rune. Your power has grown strong enough here for you to do that.”  
 
    “Really?” I frowned at my hands. 
 
    For some reason, Zayn chuckled. “Someday, Talia, I hope to help you understand just how powerful you really are… Speaking of which, when you finish with the tiles, come meet me in the entrance hall and I’ll teach you how to do a proper Protection Rune.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” I smiled tightly, eyes darting to the pile of mangled skeletons in the corner. “Um, should I…?” 
 
    “No, I’ll take care of those”—he sighed, raking both hands through his hair to cup the back of his neck—“as well as the pile of half-eaten termite carcasses our uninvited guest left sitting on the royal throne.” 
 
    “Hey…” I started. My hand reached out for his arm, then fell back to my side at the last moment. I cleared my throat roughly. “Um, are you okay? I can’t imagine what it must be like, coming back here after so many years.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    He exhaled sharply. “No…not really. But it’s easier to push all of that aside for the moment and deal with what needs to be done right now. Know what I mean?”  
 
    I let out an ungainly snort. “Do I know what it’s like to push uncomfortable feelings as far down as I possibly can and live my life in a state of constant denial and repression? Nah, no idea.” 
 
    Zayn smiled, though his eyes quickly tightened as they trailed to my battered feet and scraped shins. “Let’s hurry up and finish these wards so I can take you to the royal quarters and rub those poor feet of yours.” His irises glinted ever so slightly as they lingered on the rest of my body. “Tomorrow will be a long day. Tonight, all I care about is you.” He took out another duraberry and pressed it against my lips, letting his thumb graze a line down my chin as he pulled away. 
 
    Longing knotted in my stomach, followed by an angry zing in my shoulder, culminating in a sharp pang of worry. “Yeah. That, um…” I swallowed, the single berry turning into a lump of cold, heavy lead in my stomach. “That sounds great.”  
 
    For the next hour, Zayn and I worked in tandem – him hauling and disposing, me cleaning and restoring. After all of the shattered tiles and glass had been repaired – with nary a seam or a crack in sight, I noted proudly – I joined him in the foyer, where he showed me several complex wards to shield the castle and barricade the doors against outside enemies. He was utterly in his element as he worked, a master of his craft with an unparalleled knowledge and talent for Runemanship. While art had always come naturally to me – in fact, it was the one thing in my life that I was good at without even trying – Zayn was a modern-day Da Vinci. Whether it was designing tattoos that looked as though they were literally leaping off someone’s body, or free-handing complex runes with computer-like precision, he was a veritable prodigy. And, despite the relative ease with which he worked, he was the perfect teacher, repositioning my hand when my grip on the marker became lax, and gently reminding me of the correct stroke order without a hint of frustration in his voice. He was also the perfect gentleman, lightly touching my back as he watched me work, kissing my shoulder when I got a rune just right on the first try. 
 
    Inside, I was melting. How long had I waited for this tender, loving, unguarded version of Zayn to emerge? And how fortunate was I to have the greatest Runemaster in the realm teaching me spells from one of the most ancient and powerful books in existence? With his help, I was actually channeling enough power through my glowing veins to help keep us safe and sheltered – turning shambles back into splendor in the process. 
 
    I had never felt such love and gratitude before, nor such confidence and power. 
 
    And yet the longer the literal hands-on lessons continued, the more my concentration kept slipping back to the tainted mark on my arm, the pain of which worsened with every well-intentioned touch. By the time the entrance and main halls had been restored to a semblance of their former glory, and Zayn and I were each covered in a glistening layer of sheen from the exertion of fortifying our mountain stronghold, my shoulders had become stooped beneath the heavy weight of despair. At the end of the day, it didn’t matter how well we fortified our walls. It didn’t matter how impenetrable we rendered our defenses. And it certainly didn’t matter how proficient my Runemanship was. 
 
    So long as Sol’s mark remained, he may as well have been inside the castle, lurking in the shadows like the poisonous spider he’d branded on my body. 
 
    “Talia?” Zayn said, snapping me from my melancholy. 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “You look”—he frowned, as though he couldn’t find the right word – or perhaps was just too polite to say it—“…exhausted.” From his shoulder, Biscuit shot me a reproachful look, shaking out his rankled feathers as Zayn reached up to pet him. “Biscuit, would you please accompany her to the guest quarters? The runes up there should still be working.” 
 
    “What runes?” 
 
    “For water and fire and light,” he clarified. “He’ll show you. I’ll be up in a few minutes, okay? I just want to finish these last few Intruder Runes.” He squeezed my hand tightly. “If you find another discourteous troll along the way, just reach out to me via our link. I’ll gladly come and teach him some manners.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I whimpered gratefully.  
 
    Zayn’s eyes briefly widened at the emotion in my voice, but he just kissed my forehead and whispered, “I’ll be up to take care of you soon.” 
 
    As I turned away from him, wiping the tears from my eyes, Biscuit landed on my shoulder. 
 
    “Bad Tal-ya,” he grunted under his breath. “Stoopid Tal-ya.” 
 
    “The stupidest,” I agreed, sniffling. “Which way?” 
 
    He jerked his head to one of two grand staircases that curled up and above the now-upright thrones, leading to the large overhanging balcony that, up until an hour ago, had housed a rather large colony of bats. I crinkled my nose as the two of us ascended; the acrid smell of guano searing my nostrils was getting stronger the closer we got. At the top of the stairs, Biscuit – who was still muttering well-deserved insults under his breath – tugged my right ear a little too roughly. 
 
    I obediently turned down the dark hallway to our right, feeling my heart speed up at all the murky shadows. “Is it far?” I whispered. 
 
    He shook his head, then motioned toward the first door on the right. A faintly glowing rune rested above the handle, which clicked open when I brushed my fingers against it. 
 
    “Tal-ya hurt?” 
 
    “Yes,” I admitted, swinging the door open. “And you’re right. I’m a stupid idiot and I need to tell Zayn – which I will, I swear. But first I need to try to get this horrible thing off of me.” 
 
    Because if I can’t… I swallowed, pushing the rest of that terrible thought aside. 
 
    “Rawk,” Biscuit muttered sullenly, jerking his head toward one of the runes on the inside of the door frame. When I brushed my fingers against it, a dozen wall sconces burst into flames, flooding the room with warm light. A small lilac-themed bedroom stood before us, housing a large canopy bed, three pieces of matching white furniture, and long, drawn drapes that I hoped were concealing a window, because the entire room smelled as dusty and stale as a museum basement. Ironically enough, when I say “lilac-themed,” I mean everything – from the curtains to the bedding to the elaborate mosaic tile walls – was decorated in about a hundred different shades of purple, many of which I had never seen before because that part of the color spectrum didn’t exist on Earth. 
 
    Mom would plotz if she saw this, I thought ruefully. 
 
    Once I’d used the overly-ornate, floor-to-ceiling-tiled bathroom – which, as Zayn had promised, included a working toilet and a sink with running water, once I’d figured out the proper runes – I dried my face off with the hem of my dress, then made my way back into the bedroom.  
 
    “Really?” I sighed, walking over to examine the dusty lavender quilt covering the bed. Long cobwebs hung from the canopy, making me shiver. Luckily – and extremely unluckily – the only spider in sight was embedded right there in my arm. 
 
    Biscuit hopped off my shoulder and landed on top of the quilt, releasing a cloud of dust that sent both of us into a sneezing fit. When both the fit and the dust had passed, he was staring at the mark on my arm with wide, frightened eyes. 
 
    I glanced down at the Requisition Rune, feeling my stomach turn itself inside-out. Swollen, angry skin, tight and shiny from the rapid onset of swelling, glared back at me. This was beyond blood poisoning. Beyond infection. 
 
    This tattoo was going to kill me. 
 
    “We’ve got to get it off of me,” I whispered, suppressing a frightened sob. “Zayn says it’s permanent, but I’ve Extracted ink from both Salen and Sol’s bodies.” My eyes fell on the blue circle of runes etched into the back of my right hand. “So…maybe that’s just the difference between gold and silver blood?” 
 
    Biscuit didn’t answer. He just peered up at me from the bed, his entire body quivering. 
 
    “Okay,” I exhaled, bouncing on my toes like a boxer. “You can do this, Talia. You’ve already done this. It’s just another Extraction. No big deal.” 
 
    Self-reassurances uttered, I pressed my hand against the inflamed tattoo – letting out a small whimper as I did – and closed my eyes. 
 
    It’s just ink. You can do this. 
 
    I poured all my concentration into removing it from my body, envisioning clear, healthy skin beneath the palm of my hand. As the tattoo began to heat, I scrunched my eyes tighter, gritting my teeth. 
 
    It hurts…is it supposed to hurt? 
 
    A wave of nausea gripped my body, making me sway in place. 
 
    Oh, God. This isn’t right. It’s— 
 
    “Augh!” I gasped, yanking my hand away. My skin was on fire, as though someone had pressed a red-hot branding iron into my flesh. It burned so badly, I half-expected to smell smoke. 
 
    “Rawk!” Biscuit screeched, flapping his wings. 
 
    Fear gripped me by the chest, as though an iron vice were squeezing the air from my lungs. I didn’t want to open my eyes, too afraid of what I might find if I did. When I finally mustered up the courage to look, it felt as though someone had kicked me in the stomach.  
 
    The entire tattoo had turned completely black, as though the ink and surrounding skin had been charred to a crisp. Where the color eventually faded back to pale flesh, spidery black veins appeared beneath my skin, spreading down my arm.  
 
    My throat filled with bile. I hadn’t Extracted the rune.  
 
    I’d triggered it. 
 
    The room spun and lurched while the edges of my vision turned as black as the poison seeping into my bloodstream. Slinking to the ground, too sickened and weak to hold myself upright, I heard Biscuit scream – an earsplitting, horrified scream that sent every hair on my body standing on end. It took me a long, hazy moment to figure out why he was panicking…and then I suddenly understood. 
 
    I was dying. 
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    As the pain became all but unbearable, and blackness swam in front of my vision, my life didn’t flash before my eyes. I didn’t see my mother’s face. I didn’t see my father’s face. I didn’t even see Zayn’s face. 
 
    I saw Sol’s face, twisted and contorted. His eyes bulged in agony as the poisonous iron deposits from his Aegis Rune spread from the confines of the stolen blue circle and into his bloodstream. 
 
    Talia… he’d gasped. Please. 
 
    “Tal-ya!” Biscuit flew to the ground, tugging frantically at my dress, my hair, my locket. “Tal-ya!”  
 
    I raised a trembling hand to comfort him, my eyes blurring with tears. That’s when I saw it: There, emblazoned on the back of my hand, floating just a few inches in front of the creeping black tendrils obscuring my vision, was the blue circle I’d Extracted from Sol’s chest. As Biscuit’s shrieks faded to a muffled, underwater echo, and the sound of my crashing heartbeat began to weaken to a diminishing flutter, I once more pressed my hand to the blazing tattoo on my shoulder and closed my eyes. Pain flared beneath my palm, the fresh agony of it stealing the last of my breath away. 
 
    Please. 
 
    The door flung open. “Talia!” 
 
    Please work. 
 
    Zayn’s bag thudded on the floor as he fell beside me, hoisting me into his lap. “Talia, what—” His words cut off in a ragged gasp. He clutched me against his chest with one hand, cursing furiously to himself as he fumbled to reach something with the other. 
 
    I always ruin everything. 
 
    He must have found what he was looking for, because a moment later Zayn wrenched my mouth open and poured some sort of tingling liquid inside. I felt something cold and bitter running down my throat, followed by the sensation of something so spicy, the fire in my arm immediately shot to my tongue, where it exploded into a peppery inferno. 
 
    My eyes burst open and I flew bolt upright, gripped by a vicious coughing fit from what felt like a syrup made entirely of Carolina Reapers. Biscuit’s ensuing shriek managed to burst through the murkiness of my eardrums, while the fire raging in my mouth quickly cleared the residual fog from my vision. 
 
    “Tal-ya!” Biscuit flapped his wings as he hopped up and down on the floor. “Tal-yaa!” 
 
    I wanted to comfort him, but I was still coughing so hard I had to clamp my hands over my mouth to keep from vomiting.  
 
    “What the hell did you just give me?” I finally managed to sputter, clutching my flaming throat as tears streamed down my face. 
 
    Ignoring me, Zayn nearly pried my arm out of its socket to look at my shoulder, immediately letting out a string of curses in a guttural language I couldn’t understand. He then snatched a glass vial from his bag, yanking out the cork with his teeth before emptying its entire contents onto my blackened skin. The cool liquid spread across the residual fire like peppermint ice, sending a sigh of bliss rushing from my mouth – which then turned into another hacking fit. 
 
    Zayn rubbed the liquid into my arm with the zest of a housewife trying to get a wine stain out of white carpet. “Aşek’ríhmi dothára præd’na! El’thanek fucking lo máreth íbna!” 
 
    “If you’re going to yell at me,” I choked out, “at least do it in English!”  
 
    He whipped his head in my direction, making my mouth immediately snap shut. Fine black veins pulsed beneath his eyes, which had gone as dark as pitch. Even the whites of his eyes had vanished, replaced by inky fury. 
 
    I tried to recoil from him, but his iron grip on my arm was unrelenting.  
 
    “You. Lied. To. Me.” He growled through clenched teeth, as though it were taking every ounce of effort he possessed to keep himself from flying into a fire-spitting rage. 
 
    “I didn’t—” 
 
    “Don’t!” he roared, making me yelp. “You lied to me! After you swore to tell me if you had even the slightest tingle in your arm! And like an idiot, I believed you!” 
 
    I gaped at him in shock. Even after everything we’d endured in the past week, I’d never seen him this angry before – not even close. Apparently, Biscuit hadn’t either, because he quickly retreated to the top of the canopy bed to watch us from a safe distance, feathers flat and body quivering. 
 
    Zayn pushed himself away from me as he rose to his feet, glaring down at me with such fury, I instinctively averted my eyes. My gaze landed on the five white marks that had appeared at my elbow, where his hand had been gripping my arm, then trailed upward. Thanks to the icy serum Zayn had rubbed into my arm, most of my skin had returned to normal – up until my shoulder, at least. There, ugly black veins splintered from the center of a blackened spider – which looked as though it had been embedded in my skin by a hot branding iron – until they met a slightly-faded, rune-encrusted circle of blue ink. 
 
    “It worked?” I whispered in disbelief. 
 
    “Worked?” Another string of foreign curses shot from Zayn’s mouth like a rapid-fire machine gun. “You nearly died, Talia! Are you so fucking stubborn that you’d rather drop dead than ask for help? Or do you actually think you’re smarter than everyone else in the entire goddamn realm? That I wouldn’t have thought to Extract the ink myself if it were that fucking easy?!” 
 
    “I—no!” I rose to my feet shakily, still feeling the after-effects of acute nausea and terror. “I don’t think I’m the smartest person in the realm! I just—” 
 
    Zayn flung the empty glass vial to the ground, where it shattered into a thousand pieces. His eyes were two seething pools of obsidian. “You just what, Talia? Thought you’d fuck around with Death Magic all on your own, with no knowledge or training whatsoever? Or do you just have a goddamn death wish? Because from everything I’ve seen this week, you’re either the most reckless woman I’ve ever met or you just genuinely want to kill yourself!” 
 
    “Stop yelling at me!” I shouted, balling my hands into shaking fists. “I don’t have a death wish! I just didn’t want to burden you with anything until I—” 
 
    Zayn slammed his fist into the wall, making both Biscuit and me jump. I winced, expecting him to continue screaming at me, but when he finally spoke again, his words were so soft, they were barely a whisper.  
 
    “Talia, I swear to God, if you finish that sentence, we’re done.” 
 
    I stared at him wordlessly, tears filling my eyes. 
 
    “Because if I have to hear you tell me one more time that you’ve done something stupid or reckless in order to protect me, I will drag you back to Miami, slap a Mem-wipe on your body, and deposit you in your apartment where you’ll wake up in your bed without a single memory of this past week – save for the one where you got fired by your horrible, dick of a boss.”  
 
    My jaw tumbled open. “You can’t mean that.” 
 
    “Oh, I assure you, I do.” Zayn’s entire body was shaking with barely contained rage. “Because if you do not get your shit together and stop acting like a suicidal martyr, we are over. This,” he gestured between us, “will have never happened. On my mother’s grave, I will end it. Because I would rather spend every waking moment of the rest of my miserable fucking existence missing you than watch you kill yourself.” 
 
    “Bullshit!” I retorted. “You would never do something so…so…” 
 
    “Dishonest?” He coughed out a dry laugh. “If the trade-off is you living a long and healthy life, you’d better fucking believe I would!” 
 
    Hot, angry tears spilled down my cheeks. Reckless? I was clenching my fists so hard, I could feel my nails cutting into my palms. Stupid?! My teeth ground together as the swirling torrent of emotions flooding my sleep-deprived brain exploded into white-hot fury. I wanted to scream at him. Hurl a chair across the room. Smash my own fist into a wall like a hot-headed Neanderthal.  
 
    I nearly died, and this is his reaction?! I seethed, opening my mouth to hurl something equally cruel and unhinged at him— 
 
    And then the weight of my own words slammed into my chest. 
 
    I nearly died. 
 
    Not because I’d been branded with Death Magic. Not because Zayn’s worst enemy had tainted me with his blood and venom, binding me to him forever. But because I lied to him. Because I thought I was smarter than everyone in the realm. Because I was stupid. Because I was reckless. 
 
    Because I was selfish. 
 
    I should have claimed you when I had the chance. 
 
    A painful knot of emotion lodged itself in my throat, where it stuck like glue. Zayn was furious at me, yes, because he’d nearly lost me. But far more than that, he was grieving because Sol’s mark meant, dead or alive, I’d already been taken from him. 
 
    “Look, I…” I started, furiously scrubbing the tears from my face. “I didn’t want to lie to you. I just…I just didn’t want to hurt you.” The veins beneath his eyes throbbed with molten fury, but I rushed ahead before he could interject. “I love you so much. Do you get that? Do you even realize what it means for me to say those words to you? Because, apart from my parents, I’ve never said that to anyone – not even to a three-hundred-year-old incubus who tried to glamour me into it!” Despite my best efforts to staunch them, fresh tears were pouring down my cheeks. “But I love you so fucking much, I blindly jumped head-first into an interdimensional filing cabinet to find you! I know I’m an idiot!” I sobbed, hugging my chest. “I know I’m stupid and reckless. But I’m not like that because I don’t trust you, or because I don’t want to spill my guts to you every second of every day! I’m like that because you’ve been through so much pain, I would rather die than let Sol hurt you again!” 
 
    “Your death would end me!” he snarled. 
 
    “I KNOW THAT!” I shouted, my voice hoarse with emotion. “I get that now! I get it, okay? I will never lie to you again! I will never keep anything from you again! And I won’t ever dive blindly into anything else ever again, because I’m well aware I’m a reckless idiot!” Despite his coal-black eyes and menacing grimace, I forced my feet forward, until our toes were barely an inch apart, and craned my neck to look him square in the eye. “But don’t you ever threaten to leave me again! Or rob me of my memories of you! How dare you! How—How—” My entire body was heaving with sobs and hiccups, making it nearly impossible to breathe. I could feel the edges of my vision get fuzzy as I slipped into full-on hyperventilation mode. 
 
    Letting out a low curse, Zayn grabbed my purse from the ground, retrieved my inhaler, and snapped off the cap. “Breathe!” he ordered, bringing it to my lips. 
 
    I did as I was told, holding the medicine in my lungs until I couldn’t anymore, then let out a long, shuddering breath. 
 
    After tossing the inhaler on the bed, he stood there for a moment with his back toward me, his shoulders tensed and hands clenched into tight fists. When he finally turned around to look at me, his eyes had returned to their normal – albeit red-rimmed – color. 
 
    Seeing the tears in his eyes, a fresh sob hitched in my chest. 
 
    “I don’t know how to fix what he’s done,” he whispered, shoulders sagging. “The ink from scarlet posies is so powerful, so indelible, my stepfather ordered every last field of them to be razed to the ground. But somehow, Calus had them in his possession. Paired with the blood link forged between you and Sol, and that tattoo is impervious – even against kraken ink.” He started to pace back and forth, his voice growing more agitated the longer he paced. “The circle of blue corissian ink will keep the poison at bay, but every time I touch you, its potency will diminish. I can retouch it every week, but what if we run out of ink? What if we’re making love and it suddenly fails? What if…” Zayn’s face paled, the edge of his voice ragged. “What if they find you and forcibly Extract it, like you did to him?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to answer, but no words came. 
 
    “With or without our link, every time I touch you, I risk killing you. Not draining you. Not tiring you. But killing you. And I…I don’t know how to fix it.” Groaning in despair, he raked his hands across his face. 
 
    I took a shaky step toward him, and then another. When I reached for his arm, he instinctively pulled away. 
 
    Swallowing tightly, I tried to keep my breathing steady. “I didn’t fall in love with your body, Zayn,” I said softly. “I fell in love with your heart. With your mind. And I’ll wait as long as I have to, until we find a cure. Because it has to exist. It has to.” 
 
    His hands fell away from his face, dropping to his side. “And if it doesn’t?” 
 
    “Then we’ll be the horniest, most pent-up roommates that ever existed.” 
 
    Knuckling his forehead, he made a sound halfway between a laugh and a moan before sagging against the edge of the bed. “Goddammit, Talia…I just got you back. And now he’s taken you from me all over again. Just like everything and everyone else.” 
 
    “Please,” I said softly, reaching for his hand. “Don’t pull away.”  
 
    He grimaced, but did as I asked. This time, when we touched, I felt a twinge of pain in my shoulder, which quickly faded. I let out a relieved sigh. The circle of runes was working as it was meant to – at least for the moment. 
 
    “Here’s what we’re going to do,” I said, imbuing my words with far more optimism than I presently felt. “We’re gonna make the world’s largest batch of corissian ink and carry around charged tattoo machines everywhere we go. We’ll treat this like diabetes. Just picture me as a type-one diabetic with a chocolate addiction. Every time I take a proverbial bite of you, I’ll just jab myself with insulin to offset the sugar. Okay?” 
 
    “You would just…poke yourself with a needle every week? Every day, even? Talia, you’re terrified of needles!” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I love you more than I hate them!” I shot back, making his expression soften. “And besides, that’s just a short-term fix. Because after we burn Sol to the ground, I think it’s safe to assume his blood won’t have the same effect on me anymore.” I squeezed his hand tightly. “What do you say?” 
 
    Zayn shook his head incredulously. “I say you’re continuing your streak of being exceptionally reckless. Bingeing on sugar is just about the worst thing a diabetic could do to their body.” 
 
    “But what’s my alternative?” I pressed. “Living out my life alone, never feeling the touch of love ever again?” I lifted my hand to his cheek, brushing away the single stray tear that had fallen with my thumb. “I couldn’t bear it.” 
 
    He kissed the inside of my palm with trembling lips, then gently removed my hand. “I have two vials of corissian ink in my bag. One of which, we will never touch – emergencies only, do you understand?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “There used to be a patch of corissian flowers not far from here. If it still exists, I’ll brew up a batch of ink tonight. But Talia”—his eyes flashed—“if this doesn’t work – if you’re in pain, or if the ink doesn’t hold – that’s it. I won’t risk your life, not even for love. And,” he added, before I could interject, “if you ever keep something like this from me again, I mean it…we’re done.” His Adam’s apple bobbed forcefully. “Not because I don’t love you. But because I love you too much to allow you to hurt yourself on my behalf. Do you understand me? No more lies. No more secrets. I need you to promise me that.” 
 
    I nodded once more, scrubbing the tears from my eyes. “You have my word. I’ll never lie to you again… But that goes both ways, right? We can’t keep hiding things to protect one another. We have to believe in each other and trust that we’re strong enough to weather any storm that comes our way – together.” 
 
    “You’re right,” he sighed. “No more secrets… You have my word.” 
 
    After hesitating for a long moment, he lifted his hand to my cheek, knotting his fingers in my hair. And then, slowly, cautiously, as though I were a Fabergé egg, he leaned forward to brush his lips against mine. “Does it hurt?” he whispered, eyes trailing to the ugly lines on my shoulder. 
 
    “A little,” I admitted. “Before I transferred the corissian ink to my shoulder, it was getting…bad.” His eyes flashed with ire, and I knew he was thinking of all the ways he’d make Sol and Calus pay for what they’d done. “But right now, it just feels like a dull ache.” 
 
    “I’m so angry at you for keeping that from me,” he shook his head, taking my arms in his hands to look the rest of me over, as though searching for hidden wounds. “But I’m also so fucking proud of you. Endowing those Extracted runes around the spider was brilliant.” 
 
    “Rawk!” Biscuit chimed in from above. The feathers around his beak were once more fluffy with contentment now that Mom and Dad had stopped fighting. 
 
    I felt my cheeks heat at Zayn’s unexpected compliment. “Well, whatever that spicy crap was, that helped a lot too.” 
 
    “Ateȿian chili pepper extract. It’ll counteract most poisons and even restart a flatlining heart – if it doesn’t kill you in the process.” 
 
    “…Oh.” 
 
    “But even then, had you not placed those runes in time, no medicine or spell would have saved you,” he said softly, gently cupping my face. “And I’d have lost you forever.” 
 
    “Not forever,” I smiled weakly. “My ghost would have most definitely haunted you for the rest of your life.”  
 
    He let out a low snort. “Which wouldn’t have been very long, since your mother already pulled me aside this morning and said she’d literally kill me if I were to let anything bad happen to you.” My face must have fallen at the mention of my mom, because a flicker of sympathy tightened Zayn’s features. “She’ll be here soon, don’t you worry. In the meantime, so long as it doesn’t cause you any discomfort, I promised you a foot rub. And I take my podiatric oaths very seriously.”  
 
    At that, Biscuit let out a grunt of disgust. 
 
    I stuck my tongue out at him. “We really do need to get you a girlfriend.” 
 
    After emitting a rude noise that sounded very much like a raspberry, he disappeared with a dramatic flourish of fire and feathers. 
 
    “What a prude.” I rolled my eyes at his tattoo, which was tingling with aggravation. 
 
    “Come on, you,” Zayn said. Rising to his feet, he brushed off the blanket he’d been sitting on, which sent up a cloud of dust large enough to send us both into a sneezing fit. “Sorry,” he coughed, handing me the grimoire from his bag. “Page three hundred and nineteen. There’s a Greater Laundering Rune on there that will make the whole room spic and span. You handle that while I grab a bucket of water from the bathroom. Okay?” 
 
    I nodded, still rubbing the dust from my eyes. 
 
    “Just don’t mistake that one with the rune on page three twenty,” Zayn added over his shoulder as he stepped into the bathroom. 
 
    “Why?” I sneezed. 
 
    “Because they look nearly identical, except one will remove all the dirt and dust from the vicinity, while the other will incinerate the entire North Wing of the castle.” 
 
    “Good to know,” I blinked. 
 
    With a wheezy breath, I quickly got to work de-dustifying the room. The Greater Laundering Rune wasn’t the most exciting of spells, but it sure did beat the hell out of vacuuming. By the time Zayn emerged from the bathroom a few minutes later, face washed and soapy metal bucket in hand, the entire room was sparkling clean. 
 
    “Very nice,” he nodded approvingly. 
 
    As the two of us surveyed my beautiful handiwork, a realization suddenly hit me. “Wait a minute. Why the hell was I constantly mopping the shop floors if all you had to do was scribble one of these on the tiles?” 
 
    Zayn shrugged. “Mopping builds character.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, okay, Mister Miyagi—” My sarcastic retort cut off in a surprised squeak as Zayn hoisted me into his arms and plopped me on the bed. He then knelt to the floor in front of me, withdrew a soapy cloth from the bucket, and began gently washing the dirt from my feet. “W-What are you doing?” I stammered. 
 
    “How am I supposed to rub your feet if they’re covered in dirt?” 
 
    My face must have flushed a dozen shades of gold. “Yeah, b-but—” 
 
    “Just be quiet and enjoy it,” he shushed, flashing me that beautiful crooked smile of his before returning to the foot he was cradling. “Don’t tell me a man has never washed your feet before?” 
 
    “A m-man has never w-washed my anything before.” 
 
    He let out an irritated tsk as he ran the soapy cloth up my calf and back down again, carefully massaging the underside of my foot with it. “It’s not hard to see the allure of sparkly vampires when human males are so self-serving and indolent… Perhaps if you’d met a better specimen of a man in Miami, you wouldn’t have given me a second look,” he added casually. 
 
    “Not possible,” I whispered, eyes widening as he rubbed pale blue ointment into his palms and began running his thumbs up and down the tender arches of my feet. A rapturous moan escaped my mouth as my tensed muscles melted like warmed butter. “Oh, God.” 
 
    Zayn stiffened at the sound, his expression tightening as he continued massaging his miraculous healing salve into the battered soles of my feet. I sank backward against the bed, propping myself up on my elbows as I watched him work with barely contained reverence. I’d never had a foot massage in my entire life, nor had I ever wanted one (out of fear they’d be too ticklish to bear), so the waves of pleasure coursing through my body were as bewildering as they were arousing. 
 
    “Fuck,” I gasped, clenching the comforter in my fists. “Do you do this to every girl you take hiking?” 
 
    “Not one,” he murmured, kissing my toes. 
 
    A sharp, hot pang of desire slid through me. “Z-Zayn?” 
 
    “Hm?” he answered, tracing his lips across the top of my foot. 
 
    “Can we…” I tried to swallow. “Will you…?” 
 
    His green irises shone like two polished gems as he looked up at me. “Will I what?” 
 
    “Will you make love to me?” I whispered weakly, all but certain he’d tell me no. As I bit my lip at him, Zayn’s gaze darkened with feral intensity.  
 
    He took a slow, deep breath, gently dried my feet with a fresh cloth, and wordlessly set the bucket aside. He then knelt beside his bag, retrieving a hand-held tattoo machine – which he twice checked was fully-charged – and two small vials of royal-blue ink. After uncorking one of them, he placed a tiny drop on his finger to taste it, then recorked it, setting both vials of ink and the tattoo machine on the small table beside the bed. Finally, he gently took my arm in his hands to inspect the circle. The ink was somewhat faded, but the runes were clear and crisp. 
 
    “Come here,” he whispered, gently cupping my face in two hands.  
 
    I rose to my feet, trembling.  
 
    Tilting my mouth to meet his, he kissed me softly, timidly, pulling away a moment later with what appeared to be a gasp of effort. “Does it hurt?” he whispered hoarsely. “Be honest.” 
 
    I shook my head, my heart trilling inside my ribcage like a hummingbird. 
 
    He ran his fingers through my hair, cradling the back of my head, then traced his lips across the side of my neck. “Anything?” he murmured against my ear.  
 
    “Apart from what you’re doing to the rest of my body,” I rasped, my knees quaking with desire, “I feel fine.” 
 
    “But you’d tell me if—” 
 
    “I swear it,” I cut in. “I gave you my word.” 
 
    Zayn pulled away from me, gently clasping my shoulders as he gazed down at me with a pained expression. “I can’t risk your safety, Talia—” 
 
    “Yeah, no, I…” I interjected, tears pricking at the corners of my eyes. “I understand.” 
 
    “—so this will be the only time I agree to do this.” 
 
    I let out a soft gasp. 
 
    With that, he closed the distance between us, kissing me deeply.

  

 
   
    XII. 
 
   

 

 Cravings 
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    I let out a soft gasp, clutching Zayn’s body as his lips explored mine, slowly, sensually, carefully. He slid a hand up the back of my neck and into my hair, knotting it into his fingers. His other hand glided down my back, pulling my hips against his. Tipping my head to the side, his lips skimmed across my jaw, my chin, the entire length of my throat, leaving a trail of gentle kisses that stole the air from my lungs and the strength from my legs. But before my knees could buckle, he hoisted me into his arms, slinging my legs around his hips. 
 
    A whimper escaped my throat as his mouth found mine again, his tongue running along the seam of my lips before slipping between. With one hand still knotted into my hair, his other hand firmly cupped my ass, hiking up my dress. Moaning, I clenched my bare thighs around his hips. He lowered me onto the bed, positioning his knees on either side of my waist as he laid me across it. Then, breaking the kiss to lift himself up on his knees, he reached behind his neck with both hands and pulled off his shirt in one fluid motion, exposing the hardened, bronze muscles of his chest and torso. Awestruck, I lifted my hands to his stomach, letting my fingertips skate across the stiff ripples of his abs. His taut skin glistened as though dusted by mica, and his tattoos were bright and vibrant. 
 
    “Love looks good on you,” I murmured, a wide smile stretching my cheeks. 
 
    “You look good on me,” he answered in a deep, gravelly voice, leaning down to kiss me. He slipped his hands beneath my back and pulled me into a sitting position, so he was straddling my lap, then unlaced my corset and lifted my dress over my head. After gently laying me back down on the bed, his left hand found my bare breast, massaging it against his cupped palm. 
 
    My back arched against his touch. As he gently rolled my nipple between his thumb and forefinger, heat spread between my legs like warmed honey. Electricity hummed at the apex of my thighs like a live wire, shooting across my nerves until my fingers and toes tingled. 
 
    “Have I ever told you that you have the most perfect breasts?” he murmured against my ear. 
 
    I couldn’t muster the words to answer. Raking my fingertips across his back, I slipped them beneath the hem of his jeans, sliding down and around his hips until I found his pant fly and unbuttoned it. At my silent pleading, he kicked off his shoes and deftly shimmied out of his pants before tossing them to the ground. 
 
    My breath caught at the sight of him – lean and powerful, masculine yet beautiful. His body was a masterpiece, both the canvas itself and the works of art that adorned it. I crawled forward on hands and knees, biting my lip as I ran my hands up and across his chest. He gripped me by the wrists, pulling me to my knees, then wrapped his arms around me to kiss me deeply. I sank into his embrace, intertwining my fingers behind his neck as our tongues danced across one another’s. Zayn slid his powerful hands up my arms, hesitating as his thumb brushed the edge of the corissian ink.  
 
    He started as though he’d been pulled from a trance. “How does it feel?” he asked, eyes darting to my shoulder. 
 
    “Like a dull ache,” I answered honestly. When a flicker of doubt crossed his face, I quickly added, “Please, don’t stop. I’ll tell you if it gets worse…I swear.” He took a deep breath and nodded, pulling his gaze away from the tattoo with what looked like concentrated effort. As he leaned down to kiss me again, I pressed my hand to his chest. “Um…” I started, biting my lip. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked anxiously. 
 
    “Do we, um…” I cringed at my own awkwardness. “Do we need to use a condom?” 
 
    He smiled wanly. “Most incubi are sterile. And those few who aren’t have the ability to choose when they wish to procreate.” 
 
    “Sterile?” My eyes widened. “Are you…?” 
 
    His shoulder rose and fell in a careless shrug. “As I am half elf, I assume not. But since we’re already raising one spoiled terror together, I’m okay leaving that number as it is – for the moment, at least.” 
 
    “For the moment,” I squeaked, then cleared my throat roughly, “I wholeheartedly agree.” 
 
    Zayn’s smile tightened.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    He sighed. “Since I don’t know how your body is going to metabolize that ink, I can’t in good conscience spend the night making love to you – as I very, very much want to do.” 
 
    My stomach did a complete backflip as I nodded. “Then I guess you’d better hurry up and let me have my way with you.” 
 
    Zayn’s chuckle deepened into a low growl as he climbed onto the bed, straddling me against the mattress. As I looked up at him, heat and longing knotted deep in my belly, almost painfully. Anticipation buzzed in the space between our bodies, urging us to close the distance; where our skin touched, fire blossomed and spread, growing with a sizzling intensity that made my breath catch roughly in my throat. Two years of repressed sexual tension had built, brimmed, and was now spilling from my body like an overfilled chalice. I’d never needed anything in my entire life the way I needed Zayn at that moment. 
 
    And it appeared as though that feeling were mutual. 
 
    Kissing me with passion, he cupped the back of my head with one hand while dragging his fingertips down my back with the other. A shudder surged across my body as he gripped the small of my waist, his thumbs lightly tracing my stomach while his lips drew a line from my navel to the peak of my left breast. He swirled his tongue in a small circle around it, then caught my hardened nipple between his teeth before gently sucking it. 
 
    “You kill me when you do that,” I gasped, my arched spine lifting off the bed. 
 
    “I know,” he murmured, flicking his tongue against it once more for good measure before positioning himself above me. Hot, wet longing throbbed between my thighs. And yet, despite being able to literally taste my desire, he hesitated. 
 
    “Please,” I whimpered, desperately running my fingers through his hair. “I need you.” 
 
    He leisurely skimmed his tongue across my other breast, nipping at my goosepricked skin as he made his way back along my neck and the edge of my jaw. Finally, his mouth found mine. “If at any point you need me to stop…” he murmured against my lips. 
 
    “I know.” The words rushed from my mouth as I kissed him, wildly, hungrily. For all I knew, this could be the first and last time I would ever be able to taste him like this. If there were no more nearby flowers to process… If Sol’s claim found a way to worm past the boundary of the corissian ink… If I died tomorrow… 
 
    A sob caught in my chest. 
 
    As if reading my mind, Zayn returned my kiss with fervent tenderness. Then, with his elbows propped on either side of my head, he slowly glided his hardened arousal between the warm, wet silkiness of mine. I reached down to guide him with a steady hand, eyes locked on those endless emerald pools as I massaged the underside of his erection with my thumb. Gasping, he pressed his forehead against mine and slowly lowered himself, melding our two bodies together.  
 
    I cried out as he entered me, instinctively arching my back to bring him deeper. A low rumble vibrated in his chest as he buried himself inside of me, then slowly began to rock his hips against mine. 
 
    “Oh, God,” I moaned against his mouth, wrapping my legs around his hips. 
 
    Sliding his arm beneath the small of my back, Zayn tilted my hips in such a way that his entire length rubbed against the sensitive bundle of nerves deep inside me, making me dizzy with ecstasy. His lips crushed mine, drinking from my endless well as he both nourished and consumed me.  
 
    I tilted my head back, my breath hitching as rapturous stars exploded in front of my vision. 
 
    “Zayn,” I moaned softly, clutching his back. Trembling, I kissed his temple, his jaw, the underside of his neck, drinking in his sweetness while basking in the intoxicating scent of his exertion. Goosebumps erupted on his flesh as I gently nipped at his skin, thrilling me. That I had the ability to arouse him as much as he aroused me was electrifying in and of itself.  
 
    Though I arced and writhed beneath him, he kept his strokes long and slow and deep, catering to my body’s every need. Pleasure coiled deep inside of me, winding tighter and tighter like a spring. I pressed my calves against his lower back, urging him faster, and he responded in kind. The muscles between my thighs tensed and clenched, until my entire body was shaking with exertion. 
 
    Just as I thought I couldn’t take it anymore, Zayn buried his face against my neck, whispering my name in that same gravelly voice that kept me lying awake night after night, wishing for this very moment.  
 
    I was undone. 
 
    The tension in my core broke like a dam, sending ripples of pleasure coursing through my body as a flooded, raging river. Utterly unraveled, I raked my blunt fingernails down Zayn’s back, crying out his name. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” he gasped, eyes widening as if he’d been taken by surprise. His arm tensed, clutching me against his shuddering body as we came as one. 
 
    Ecstasy, the likes of which I’d never felt before, blurred the edges of my vision as he slumped on top of me, whispering my name in my ear like a prayer. 
 
    It took several long moments before my mouth finally remembered how to form words. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I choked out, running my hands up and down his back. “I’ve never… That’s never…” 
 
    “I know.” He let out a deep groan against my neck, then hoisted himself up on one elbow to gape at me. “I can’t remember the last time I lost control like that. You were just so—I mean, I couldn’t even—” His words cut off as a massive grin appeared on my face. “You little minx!” he laughed. “You’re proud of yourself, aren’t you?” 
 
    I nodded gleefully. “I mean, if I can make you, a literal sex god, even a fraction as unraveled as you make me—” 
 
    He kissed me fiercely, stealing the breath from my lungs. “I am not unraveled by you. I am ruined by you.” 
 
    I returned his kiss with wild abandon, only forcing myself to pull away when the lack of oxygen sent stars swimming across my vision. And even then, it was more reflex than choice; at that very moment, I’d have gladly chosen Zayn over breath. 
 
    “So,” I batted my eyelashes to hide the shyness I felt, “is it safe to assume you enjoyed that more than your usual rice cakes…?” 
 
    Chuckling, Zayn kissed the tip of my nose. “I have glutted myself so thoroughly on that mouthwateringly luscious body of yours, I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to feed again.” 
 
    “What are your plans for tomorrow morning?” 
 
    His smile wavered. My gaze followed his to the blue circle on my arm, which had already faded significantly. 
 
    Oh… Right. 
 
    Zayn shifted as though he might pull away from me. 
 
    “Don’t leave,” I whispered. “Stay with me… Please.” 
 
    He faltered for a brief moment, then tossed aside a corner of the blanket and beckoned me into his arms. “Come here.” 
 
    I curled up beside him, breathing in his scent as I burrowed underneath the warm, soft blanket. Within moments, my eyes began to flutter closed.  
 
    “I love you so much,” I whispered against his neck, slipping my arms beneath his in a tight embrace.  
 
    Zayn wrapped his arms around me, clutching me tightly against his chest. “As I love you, Talia…more than you could ever know.” 
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    Sometime in the wee hours of the morning, I jolted awake. Zayn and I had fallen asleep in one another’s arms, with the lights still on and our clothes in a heap on the floor. 
 
    My shoulder was on fire.  
 
    “Zayn!” I rasped. 
 
    He awoke with a start. After furiously rubbing the sleep from his eyes, he jerked his head toward the ugly black veins pulsing on my shoulder, let out a low curse, then jerked away from me as though he’d been slapped. “Dammit,” he hissed, snatching the tattoo gun from the nightstand. “We have to take care of this – right now. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” I whimpered, my eyes darting between him and the faded blue ink. The poison was still entombed within the circle, but the latter was so pale, I could barely make out the runes. 
 
    After tugging his jeans back on, Zayn quickly filled the ink cartridge while I inelegantly pulled my dress over my head. 
 
    “You wouldn’t happen to have any durajellan ‘shrooms on you, would you?” I joked weakly. 
 
    His expression darkened even further as he sat beside me. “Under normal circumstances, I’d offer to go out and find you some. But I can’t risk letting these runes fade any more than they already have.” He gently took my arm in his hands to clean the area, sending a fresh jolt of pain radiating from my shoulder to my fingertips. “Are you ready?” 
 
    I gritted my teeth and nodded, doing everything I could not to think about the needle gleaming at the end of his tattoo gun. “Let’s get this over with.”  
 
    “Here we go,” he said softly. 
 
    As the machine whirred to life, I turned my head away, squeezing my eyes shut. 
 
    He pressed the needle to my skin. 
 
    White-hot stars exploded behind my eyelids, leaving behind the searing imprint of deeply repressed memories. But this time, in addition to seeing my father’s face, pale and drawn from the poisonous cocktail of IV fluids leeching the life from his body, I saw three more: Calus’s face, sneering down at me as he desecrated my body with Death Magic; Sol’s face, twisted with terror and hatred as he lay dying at my feet; and Zayn’s face, eyes wide with fear after finding me seconds away from the exact same fate. 
 
    A panicked whimper escaped my throat.  
 
    “Did I ever tell you about the time I left Biscuit unattended with a twelve-pound bag of almonds?” 
 
    I shook my head, feeling the room spin as I did – whether from the poison or sheer panic, I wasn’t sure. 
 
    Starting from the top and working his way clockwise, he began re-tracing the runes on the inside of the circle. “Shortly after I moved to Miami, about fifteen years ago, I made my first foray into Costco. You know the one off of Biscayne Boulevard?” 
 
    I ground my teeth together, nodding. For whatever reason – prior scar tissue, the type of needle he was using, the fact that I had lethal poison pooling under my skin, perhaps – this tattoo hurt far more than the last one Zayn had needed to put on my shoulder, which temporarily masked the glow of my blood before we left to find the delphiniums.  
 
    “Anyway, Biscuit had recently discovered almonds, and even though he doesn’t require any food to live, the little cretin annihilated my entire stash like a drug addict. So, when I saw this massive bag of shelled almonds at Costco the following week, I bought it, thinking it would last a full-sized human a good six to twelve months. That there’d be no way a two-pound bird could ever get through it in twice that time.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I squeaked, doing everything I could not to yank my arm away from him. I’d seen grown men fighting back tears when I tattooed their ribs and elbows. Somehow, I suspected this was even worse. In fact, the touch-up hurt almost as badly as the poison from the Requisition Rune itself. 
 
    “So, I get home,” Zayn continued, “and after lugging the first box of groceries upstairs, I head back downstairs to get the other one. Not five minutes later, I come back inside to find Hibiscus sitting on the floor beside an empty bag of almonds, claws completely hidden beneath a protruding belly and moaning like a gestating heifer.” 
 
    I pried one eye open to look at him. “He literally ate twelve pounds of almonds in five minutes?” 
 
    “Yes. And he was so sick, I had no choice but to take him to an exotic animal vet – who about lost his shit when he saw him, by the way, thinking I’d smuggled this poor bird in from Brazil or something—Are you okay? Do you need a break?” 
 
    I shook my head stubbornly. “So? What happened then?” 
 
    “He pumped Biscuit’s stomach, then reported me to Fish and Wildlife Services for suspected avian trafficking.” 
 
    Both of my eyes popped open. “Oh, shit!” 
 
    “I know. Luckily, I’d given him a bogus address so the Feds were never able to track down me or my ‘smuggled’ parrot. So, there you have it. You’ve been spending the last two years with a man on the lam. Hell, you could probably claim a reward for turning me in.” 
 
    “H-Hang on,” I muttered woozily. Zayn let go of my arm as I pulled away, pressing my head to the palm of my hand. The pain was so intense, I felt like I might faint. Which, given the circumstances, wouldn’t have been the worst thing in the world. 
 
    “I’m nearly finished,” he murmured softly, though the edges of his voice were rough. I could tell he wanted to reach out and comfort me, but he instead clenched his hand into a fist and pressed it to his thigh. 
 
    I took a deep breath, trying to coax some blood back to my brain. “I’m ready. Go ahead.” 
 
    After a moment’s hesitation, he obliged, darting anxious looks at my face after every new line. “Many years ago,” he cleared his throat, “when these runes still belonged to Sol, he would make me stop at least three times whenever I had to touch it up. Not only does the accumulated poison make the skin tender and inflamed, but these types of runes have to be embedded deeper than any other kind. I can’t begin to imagine how excruciating this must be for you.” He paused to wipe away the excess blood and ink from my arm, forcing a smile to his face when our eyes met. “So, what I’m trying to tell you is that you’re far tougher than Sol ever was.” 
 
    “Well, yeah”—my voice cracked as he brought the needle back to my skin—“that’s a given.” 
 
    What felt like hours later, Zayn finally set down the machine. “We’re all done, Tal. You did so incredibly well.”  
 
    After flashing me a tight smile, he immediately got to work slathering my skin with various salves that made my skin tingle and my eyes water with relief. I let out a long, shuddering sigh as he gently dabbed droka ointment into my throbbing shoulder to instantly heal the tattoo while preserving the magic.  
 
    “I didn’t expect that to be quite so…intense,” I admitted, scrubbing away tears. 
 
    Zayn’s face darkened, and for the briefest moment, I saw a hint of those black veins beneath his eyes. Before I could ask, he quickly rose to his feet, striding over to a tall wardrobe in the far corner. When he opened it, at least fifty different colored gowns peered back at us.  
 
    “Try to get more sleep,” he said softly, not turning around to look at me. “When you’re ready, come meet me downstairs for breakfast. Biscuit will know the way to the kitchen.” 
 
    With that, he strode to the bedroom door with the celerity of a person who smelled smoke coming from the corridor, then swung it open. Before he stepped into the smokeless hallway, however, he cocked his head to the side, not quite meeting my gaze as he spoke to me over his shoulder.  
 
    “I won’t rest until every inch of your body belongs to me.” His hand closed into a white-knuckled fist. “I give you my word.”  
 
    “Zayn,” I whispered, rising from the bed. 
 
    Before I could say another word, he left, shutting the door quietly behind him.
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 Don’t Shoot the Messenger 
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    Somehow, I actually managed to fall back to sleep, only to wake with a start less than three hours later. “Zayn,” I whispered, instinctively reaching out to find empty sheets beside me. His scent still lingered there, along with the memories of the night before. 
 
    With a heavy sigh, I brushed my fingers against Biscuit’s tattoo, longing for his company. He appeared on my shoulder a moment later with a big yawn. 
 
    “Good morning,” I smiled.  
 
    “Morning,” he echoed. “Almond?” 
 
    “Not on me, no,” I apologized as I made my way across the room. 
 
    Sweeping aside the heavy drapes, I found a ceiling-high, stained-glass window hiding behind them, its colorful mosaic design illuminated by pale morning light. When I reached for the handle to open it, a hidden Unchaining Rune flickered to life and the windows swung open. 
 
    I let out a soft gasp at the view outside. “Hoooly…” 
 
    “…shiiiit,” Biscuit finished, reading my mind. 
 
    Bars of lime green sunlight streaked across a turquoise sky as the sun rose above the indigo mountains, their peaks as jagged as the edge of a torn piece of paper. Directly beneath us, a set of waterfalls cascaded down the mountainside, meeting with churning, frothy waters that eventually smoothed into a glassy blue lake. A grove of cotton-candy-pink trees surrounded the sparkling water, and beyond that, a lush evergreen forest stretched out as far as the eye could see. But in the space between the pink leaves and teal pine needles, a single colossal tree rose from the ground, far larger than any tree I’d ever seen before. With a trunk as tall and wide as a New York City skyscraper, it towered hundreds of feet above the tallest evergreens, its highest branches practically caressing the underside of low-hanging clouds. But what made it even more magnificent is that every single one of its leaves twinkled and glowed, as though the branches were covered in hundreds of thousands of green fireflies. 
 
    “What is that?” I breathed. 
 
    “Penis Tree,” Biscuit breathed back. 
 
    A laugh burst from my mouth. “A what tree?” 
 
    “F-F-Fuh,” he sounded out, blowing air through his beak. “Fee-nis tree.” 
 
    The bewildered expression on my face didn’t change. 
 
    He rolled his eyes, then showed me a picture of a great yellow and red bird whose feathers burned with fire. 
 
    “Oh! You mean Phoenix Tree?” 
 
    Biscuit nodded excitedly. “Big Feenis Tree.” 
 
    “But what is it? I mean, what does it do?” 
 
    In my mind, a pile of dead, dry leaves became green and waxy once more. 
 
    “It gives…life?” 
 
    Seemingly ignoring me, he let out an excited whistle. “Yoo-nee!” 
 
    I followed his gaze, frowning. A herd of wild horses had appeared beneath the Phoenix Tree, their coats so white, they looked almost silver in the misty morning sunlight.  
 
    Biscuit hopped up and down excitedly. “Yoo-nee!” 
 
    “Yoo-nee…corns?” I gasped, gripping the windowsill to get a better look.  
 
    Indeed, stunning golden horns protruded from the horses’ foreheads, gleaming against the mighty Phoenix Tree’s swirling, verdant magic. After stopping to drink from the blue pool, the herd – at least ten or twelve of them – gingerly made their way toward the nearby grove of trees, disappearing beneath the thick, pink foliage a few moments later. 
 
    “Mermaids, faeries, unicorns…” I rubbed my eyes vigorously, not entirely sure I hadn’t been hallucinating. “What’s next? Leprechauns?” 
 
    Biscuit gave a derisive shake of his head, as if to say, “That’s stupid.” Then, making his eyes as big and round as he could, he looked up at me with a pitiful expression. “Almond?” 
 
    “You are such a little manipulator.” I shook my head as I approached the open wardrobe. Heavy velvets and soft silks stared back at me, each with delicate silver threading and fine brocade. “Holy crap,” I whispered, fingering the plush fabric. “Zayn wants me to wear one of these?” 
 
    Biscuit slid down my arm like it was a polished wooden banister, beaking through the various colors until he settled on a royal purple, crushed velvet dress with a plunging lace corset neckline and billowing chiffon sleeves. 
 
    I gently lifted the wooden hanger from the rod, raising an incredulous eyebrow as I did. “Seriously?” 
 
    He nodded, then flew back atop the canopy bed where he turned around to give me some privacy while I changed. 
 
    “Renaissance festival, anyone?” I griped, yanking off my old, sweaty, rumpled dress so I could pull the new one over my head. The fit was snug around my waist, yet stretchy and comfortable, and the skirt flowed from my hips like a velvety waterfall. After adjusting my boobs accordingly, I tied the laces of the corset until they were good and hoisted, then slipped on a pair of matching purple slippers I found at the bottom of the wardrobe. “How do I look?” I asked, twisting around to inspect my butt. 
 
    Biscuit whistled approvingly. “Pretty grape.” 
 
    I stuck my tongue out at him. 
 
    After using the fancy-schmancy mosaic-and-gold-leaf bathroom facilities, I raked my fingers through the wild tangles of my hair, uncomfortably eyeing my reflection in the mirror above the sink. The person staring back at me may as well have been a stranger. In fact, I had to wonder if the lovemaking energy exchange had gone both ways last night, because despite the paltry amount of sleep I’d gotten, my complexion was smooth and clear and my hazel-green eyes were so bright, they were practically glowing. Not to mention the alarmingly-golden hue of my cheeks… no, not just my cheeks. My entire body shimmered with what looked like metallic gold dust. Paired with my purple mermaid hair, exotic tattoos, and strange elven attire, I was practically unearthly.  
 
    Fae-like, even. 
 
    For some reason, Korinne’s comments from our foray into the salt crystal cave a few days ago echoed in my mind: “Harpies have been known to live to be well over two hundred years old. Banshees, as well. You yourself only age as rapidly as you do because you choose to live your life beneath the Terran sun.”  
 
    I frowned. The massive blue star that lorded over this realm was powerful enough to imbue its soil and inhabitants with magic – that I knew. But was it powerful enough to affect my own, half-fae blood? Or even…enhance it, somehow? 
 
    Talia, Zayn’s voice echoed through our link, making me jump. 
 
    What’s wrong? 
 
    We’ve got company. 
 
    “Mom!” I gasped, feeling a jolt of relief. “Biscuit!” I yelled, skittering into the bedroom, the bathroom door slamming shut behind me. “She’s here! Mom and the dogs are—” 
 
    An enormous black shadow sailed past the window, making the both of us shriek with terror. 
 
    “What the hell was that?!” 
 
    Biscuit flapped his wings in agitation. “Rawk! Draggie!” 
 
    “Draggie…? Aww, fuck!” I groaned, snatching him from the windowsill. “We gotta go – now!” 
 
    Clutching my protesting parrot under my arm like a football, I bolted out of the room and down the stairs like a gentile on Christmas morning, skidding to a stop at the very bottom.  
 
    Zayn, still barefoot and shirtless, had flung the front doors of the palace wide open, his silver bow nocked and raised to the sky. A massive black dragon tore past, heating the entire entryway with the obsidian fire that exploded from its scaly jaws. 
 
    “Talia, get back!” Zayn shouted, drawing back his arrow, its gleaming point poised to kill. 
 
    “Wait!” I lunged at his arm just as he released the quivering bowstring. 
 
    The tail of the arrow oscillated wildly as it sailed off course, grazing the dragon’s broad chest instead of puncturing it. The dragon let out a furious roar that turned my blood to a frozen lemon slushie, then spun around in a sharp U-turn, the inside of its cavernous mouth glowing as hot as a branding iron. 
 
    “Dammit, Talia!” Zayn shouted angrily. “What are you—” 
 
    His words were cut off by the gigantic ball of black fire that exploded in the space between us, throwing broken stone and tile high into the air. 
 
    “Mavros, stop!” I shouted, stumbling past Zayn. “Stop – it’s me, Talia!” 
 
    Her pupils narrowed into thin slits, then doubled in size. She abruptly snapped her jowls shut, sending a shower of embers through her flared nostrils that ricocheted across the stone staircase and nearly set the hem of my gown on fire. 
 
    “Dude!” I griped, smothering a spark with the toe of my slipper. 
 
    Zayn took that opportunity to nock another arrow, which I swiftly batted out of his hands. 
 
    “What the—” he sputtered. 
 
    “Stop shooting at her!” I snapped. “And you!” I lifted my face toward Mavros. “Stop trying to burn us to a crisp! Just get your scaly butt down here already so we can talk this out!” 
 
    Hovering just over our heads, her massive wings whipping up powerful gusts of wind that tore at my hair and skirt like a helicopter propeller, she huffed out another irritated snort. As she reared her head back in what looked like an impending attack, the fire behind her forked tongue seethed… Until she spotted Biscuit, who’d wriggled free from my grasp to perch on Zayn’s shoulder, wide-eyed and slack-beaked.  
 
    At the sight of him, Mavros’s reptilian eyes turned into two massive green serving platters. Skittering to a sloppy mid-air stop, she crash-landed awkwardly at the top of the stairs, dislodging a handful of stones while scrambling to regain her footing. Once she did, she immediately stuck out her chin and puffed up her chest, smoke curling from her flared nostrils as if to say, “It’s cool, I meant to do that.” 
 
    “Of course, you did,” I cooed, pushing past Zayn to greet her. His bow was hanging limply in his hand as he stared between me and the reticent reptile in utter disbelief. 
 
    As I approached, she immediately dropped her head to her claws, cocking her head to the side. 
 
    “Hey there, pretty girl!” I grinned, using all ten fingers to vigorously scratch behind her ear. Her scales ruffled up like feathers, allowing me to get to the itchy skin underneath. “Whatcha doin’ in this neck of the woods? Is your big, mean daddy here to get revenge on me already?” 
 
    She opened one red-rimmed eye to gaze up at me, her expression rueful. 
 
    “Oh.” My fingers faltered. “That bad, huh?” 
 
    “Talia!” Zayn shouted. 
 
    I jumped backward as black flames engulfed her body. A moment later, a quivering raven stood perched on my arm, her chest feathers partially matted with blood. “Oh, you poor baby!” I cried, shooting Zayn an accompanying dirty look. “We’ll get you inside and cleaned up right away. How much time do we have before that mean old demon tries to kill us?” 
 
    Letting out a plaintive croak, she lifted up one black claw, where a small piece of parchment had been tied.  
 
    Zayn and Biscuit came and stood beside me as I unrolled it, fingers trembling. 
 
    “How long?” Zayn muttered, giving Mavros a skeptical side-eye that she all-too-readily returned.  
 
    I swallowed tightly as the four of us pressed our heads together to read Sol’s cramped handwriting. 
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 A Taste for Blood 
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    Perched on my stool at the massive woodblock island in the middle of the kitchen – which boasted twenty-foot ceilings, an entire row of ovens, and enough square footage to dwarf four of my studio apartments stacked side by side – I read Sol’s letter for the dozenth time, kneading the creeping ache between my eyes. Zayn had just finished begrudgingly tending to Mavros’s wounds, and was pulling out armfuls of food from the enchanted larder, which apparently kept food as fresh as the day it was put in there however many decades ago. I picked a fat blue grape from the bunch sitting in front of me and passed it to Biscuit, who was perched on my left shoulder like a hungry seagull, then did the same for Mavros, who was doing the same thing on my right. 
 
    “You’re sure he doesn’t have my mother?” I asked her for the umpteenth time. 
 
    Mavros shook her head. Watching, her soft, feathery voice whispered in my mind. Without the intention of influencing her behavior, I wasn’t exactly Manipulating her. But if I concentrated hard enough, I found I could communicate with her – in a fuzzy, limited sort of way. 
 
    “How in the three realms do we know Sol hasn’t sent her to spy on us?” Zayn groused, again, setting down a neatly arranged board of cheese and crackers in front of me. “She is his familiar, after all.” 
 
    “She’s not spying on us,” I mumbled around a mouthful of zesty cheddar and a dark brown hunk of chewy bread that tasted a bit like rye. “She was supposed to return to Sol right after delivering his message—” 
 
    Mavros let out a petulant croak. 
 
    “—or killing you,” I amended apologetically, “but she’s too scared to go back. Sol’s gone off the deep end, she says.” 
 
    “And you know this how, exactly?” 
 
    “Because she told me! Er – sort of.” 
 
    “Talia,” Zayn sighed. “This isn’t just some blood incarnate. This is Sol’s familiar. They literally share a soul. Bonds like that don’t just break.” 
 
    No, Mavros shook her head. I tried to understand her next “words,” but the only thing I was able to understand was something about the gem she wore around her neck. 
 
    “I…” I frowned, raking my teeth over my bottom lip. “I don’t think she does – share a soul with him, that is. Their bond is different, somehow.”  
 
    Zayn just grunted, clearly unconvinced. As though he needed a target for his growing frustration, his narrowed eyes honed in on my two shoulder gargoyles. “You shouldn’t let either one of them touch you, least of all her.”  
 
    He made a move like he was going to shoo her away, but I stopped him. “My shoulder isn’t hurting at all. Not even a twinge.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t make any sense. Modified claims like that wouldn’t have loopholes for animals.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Biscuit shares a piece of my soul, right? So maybe the curse can’t tell the difference between him and me. And Mavros belongs to Sol, almost like an extension of him – maybe that’s why.” 
 
    “All the more reason to get rid of her,” he muttered under his breath. 
 
    Having scarfed down her grape, Mavros hopped off my arm, gazing at the block of bright orange cheese with a forlorn expression. I broke off a small corner and handed it to her. She took it shyly, her coal-black eyes darting between Zayn and me as she retreated to the far corner of the table to eat it, while Biscuit – emboldened by his own rampant cheddar addiction – edged down my arm cautiously, casting Mavros anxious glances as though she might turn back into a fire-breathing dragon at any time. 
 
    Zayn sat down beside me, reaching for Sol’s letter. “Jesus,” he shook his head in disbelief after scanning it a second time. “Is he really heading for the Southern Territory?” 
 
    “What’s in the Southern Territory?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s a sanctuary, of a sort. The last remaining elves are there…including Korinne.” 
 
    The two bites of food in my stomach suddenly felt like two lead bricks. “He’s going after Korinne?” 
 
    Zayn’s eyes darkened. “By the sound of this letter, he’s going after all of them.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “Like all Seelies, their very existence offends him. But he’s threatened by elves in particular because of their blood – both their blood-borne affinity for magic and the chance that one of them might rise up and claim royal lineage. Because of that, nearly all the elves on the continent have been either wiped out or enslaved by his armies – save for the southern settlement. It’s become an elven refugee camp, thanks to their heavily enchanted walls.” His shoulders rose and fell in a weary sigh. “Before, he had enough sense not to start another war… But now—” 
 
    “Korinne and I humiliated him,” I whispered, shivering. “It’s not about war. It’s about revenge.” 
 
    Zayn nodded.  
 
    I reached forward to grip his hand, wincing at the ensuing throb in my shoulder. “We have to help them!”  
 
    Gently pulling his hand away, he closed his eyes and sucked in a deep breath. “I know.”  
 
    Biscuit, having annihilated his entire chunk of cheddar, was sidling back over to the rest of the block, his eyes glued to Mavros as though she might sprout three-inch fangs. 
 
    “Oh, would you stop.” I rolled my eyes as I reached out and scootched him forward. “She’s not going to bite you! In fact, why don’t you stop being rude and say hi to the poor thing? Can’t you see she’s sad?” 
 
    Mavros quickly looked away. 
 
    “Sad?” Biscuit asked, glancing between the cheese and her. 
 
    “Yeah, sad! Put yourself in her shoes…er, claws! Can you imagine if Zayn suddenly went insane and started being really mean to you? If you didn’t have a family, or even a home, where you felt safe?” 
 
    “Sad,” Biscuit repeated, watching her. After a few seconds, he turned to Zayn. “Almond?” 
 
    “Wow,” I muttered. “Your penchant for empathy is just astonishing.” 
 
    Zayn absentmindedly reached into his pocket, retrieving a single lint-covered nut, which Biscuit readily snatched from his fingers. But instead of obliterating it in two bites as he usually did, he shuffled over to the far corner of the table and timidly dropped it in front of Mavros, nudging it toward her with his beak. 
 
    My hands flew to my mouth. Beside me, Zayn made a strangled sound of disbelief. 
 
    “Almond?” Biscuit asked shyly. 
 
    Mavros cocked her head at the nut, unsure what to do with it. 
 
    “Almond,” Biscuit repeated, tapping the shell with his beak as if to demonstrate. 
 
    She reached forward and gingerly cracked open the shell, then delicately nibbled off a tiny corner of the nut inside. Her eyes widened – a split second later, all that remained of the almond were some broken bits of shell. 
 
    Biscuit puffed out his feathers, clearly quite pleased with himself. 
 
    “Oy,” I sniffed, wiping a tear from my eye. “I’m so proud I could plotz.” 
 
    Zayn smothered a laugh behind his hand. 
 
    I immediately stiffened. When had I become my mother? 
 
    BANG, BANG, BANG! someone hammered against the front door with what sounded like super-human strength, making all four of us jump. 
 
    “Sol,” I gasped, leaping to my feet. 
 
    Mavros made a frightened croak. 
 
    Letting out a low curse, Zayn conjured his bow and quiver from the fading tattoo hidden amongst the tropical foliage twining along his obliques. “Stay behind me,” he called over his shoulder as he made his way out of the kitchen and toward the great hall. “If the traps in the foyer fail, Biscuit will lead you out through the tunnels.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, not even bothering to argue.  
 
    The two of us slowly crept through the throne room, Zayn barefoot and shirtless, and me in a frilly renaissance gown, with two frightened chickens trailing in the shadows behind us. Another terrible bang on the front door made my heart skip a beat. Whoever – or whatever – was beating against the wood must have been huge. An angry incubus made of two hundred plus pounds of pure muscle, perhaps. I choked back a whimper as I scanned the tattoos on my arms, trying to remember which rune did what. Why had Zayn only put defensive runes on me? How the hell was I supposed to help him fight with nothing but shields? 
 
    If we didn’t die in the next three minutes, I’d have to remind myself to bitch to him about that later. 
 
    BANG, BANG, BANG! 
 
    The stained-glass doors leading into the foyer were closed. Beyond that, only a few yards of glitzy ceramic tiles separated us from the besieged front door. And a shit-ton of protection spells, I reminded myself. All of which had been specifically designed to skewer ill-intentioned assailants with a candied assortment of lethal attacks. 
 
    Zayn stopped a few feet away from the towering glass mosaics of his mother and stepfather, beckoning me back into the shadows as he drew his arrow back. 
 
    The main doors of the castle flew open, casting bright morning light upon the colorful glass panes as a looming figure entered, sharply-curved horns rising from its bulbous head like a deformed demon. Behind it, the silhouette of a three-headed monster stepped inside, panting and heaving like a rabid animal. 
 
    “Why aren’t the spells going off?” I whispered frantically. 
 
    Zayn stiffened, the slack on his bowstring loosening slightly. 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘booby traps?’” a shrill voice pierced the air like a sharpened spear. “Is some kind of giant boulder gonna come crashing through the door and kill us?” The three-headed creature pressed a surprisingly-small hand to the glass. “Oh my gawd, would you look at this?! I’m still kicking myself for not bringing my camera!” 
 
    “Mom!” I cried, shoving past Zayn to fling the doors to the foyer wide open. 
 
    On the other side, a sweat-covered satyr and a wide-eyed half-banshee carrying a Chihuahua in each arm stared back at us. 
 
    “TALLY!” my mom screamed, sending a crack through the nearest pane of glass. 
 
    “Thank God you’re okay!” I sobbed, throwing my arms around her and the dogs, who were both lapping at my tears. After a brief rib-crushing embrace, I abruptly pulled away, angrily scrubbing the salt and slobber from my cheeks. “I could kill you! What the hell were you thinking, diving head-first into a pack of vampires? Are you completely insane?!” 
 
    Her eyes nearly fell out of their sockets. “Am I insane? You’re the one running around this farkakteh planet without so much as a jacket!” she snapped, setting the dogs down. “I wouldn’t have even had to come here if you weren’t completely meshuggeneh!” 
 
    Lamswyth dabbed his forehead with a dirty-looking cloth as he hastily sidestepped around the two of us. “I had assumed their reunion would be a happier one,” he stage-whispered to Zayn behind a wooly hand. “Why are they screaming at one another?” 
 
    Smiling, Zayn shrugged. “That’s just how Jewish people say ‘I love you.’” 
 
    Letting out a high-pitched laugh that rivaled a hyena’s, Mom scooped Zayn into a tight hug, then squeezed his cheek. “That’s my boychik! Now, where’s my little grandbirdy?” 
 
    “MARRR-zeeee-PAANNN!” Biscuit screeched, swooping into her arms.  
 
    She wrapped him in a tight squeeze before retrieving a hunk of almond paste from her purse. “I missed you too, tateleh!”  
 
    After basking in another few seconds of vigorous head scratches, Biscuit wriggled free of my mother, snatched up his sugary treat, then absconded with it into the shadowy area behind the open doors. 
 
    “Who is this?” Mom asked, crouching in front of him and Mavros, who was quivering in the shadows. “Moishe!” she gasped. “Is this your girlfriend? She’s darling!” 
 
    Mavros shrunk even deeper into the shadows while Biscuit hid his head beneath a bashful wing. 
 
    “Mo-o-om!” I groaned. “You’re embarrassing them!” 
 
    “Okay, okay!” She dusted off her velour pants as she stood back up. “But I expect a full update later!” Eyebrows furrowing, her eyes trailed to the floor, and then around the great hall – which, while still dusty and dilapidated, was in far better shape than we had found it – and then back to Zayn’s bare feet. “Oy, just look at all of these broken tiles! You could cut your foot wide open and get sepsis!” She whirled around to jab a finger at my chest, squinting against the stripe of sunlight that illuminated her face. “And you! Why do you look anemic? When was the last time you ate something?” 
 
    “I’m pale?” I gawked at her rumpled purple tracksuit and pallid cheeks. “What the hell, Mom? You’re as white as a ghost!” I shot a glare at Lamswyth. “Why does she look so pale?” 
 
    Lam opened his mouth to answer, but Mom swiftly cut him off. “Because we haven’t eaten since late last night. Speaking of which, is there anything to nosh on around here? Preferably something with red meat?” 
 
    Zayn, who was giving my mother a funny look, shook his head as if to clear it. “Of course, sorry – you must be starving. Why don’t the two of you clean up, then come meet us in the kitchen? I’ll fix us up something in the meantime… And Lam?” he added, the muscle in his jaw tensing. 
 
    The satyr, who was anxiously wringing his hands as he peered around the great hall, snapped to attention. “Ah, y-yes my boy?” 
 
    Zayn’s eyes narrowed imperceptibly. “Hurry back.” 
 
    “Oy gotenyu, I am dying to change out of these clothes and into a schmatta,” Mom groaned. “Hurry up and show me the way, Lambchop, or I might actually die of hunger.” 
 
    As Lamswyth led Mom and the dogs upstairs, where her complaints about the dust, the draft, and her empty stomach continued to echo through the castle well after they’d disappeared down the corridor, Zayn regarded their shrinking shadows with a troubled look. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I frowned. He hesitated just long enough to make my eyebrow arch suspiciously. “Zayn?” 
 
    “I must be losing my mind,” he muttered, raking a hand down his face. “Come on. Help me cook some, uh…meat.” 
 
    My frown deepening, I followed him through the kitchen and into the back corner of the massive larder, where punching-bag-sized portions of marbled red meat were strung from the ceiling by glowing twine. I could practically feel my face turning green at the sight of them. “Are these, uh…cow?” 
 
    “More or less,” he replied, reaching up to pull one of the smaller slabs down. 
 
    “Lovely.” I grimaced. “With all the squatters coming in and out of the palace over the years, how is there even still food in here?” 
 
    “Protection Runes,” he grunted as he fought with the humongous slab of “beef.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Like the ones in the foyer that didn’t go off on me, my mom, or Lam?” I shuddered at the thought. “Or the troll?” 
 
    Using his dagger to saw off the lower third of meat, Zayn hoisted it into his arms and made his way to the long row of stove tops in the kitchen. “Some of the older ones were triggered by the troll – he just had a thick hide and was apparently too hungry to care. Your mother and Lam had good intentions, so the runes weren’t triggered.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said, watching him slice off a sirloin-sized portion from…whatever animal that used to be.  
 
    After lighting the nearest stove, he placed the steak in a metal pan and started searing it on all sides. The scent of flame-broiled meat filled the air, making me salivate. Although, as I watched my shirtless perfect-specimen-of-a-man cook it, I wasn’t sure which was making me salivate more – the aroma or him. 
 
    “I know your mother just got here,” he started, snapping me out of my lascivious reverie, “but if Sol meant what he was implying about the Southern Territory—” 
 
    “We have to leave,” I sighed. 
 
    “Today,” Zayn added softly, turning around to gauge my reaction. 
 
    I lifted my chin, steeling myself against his probing gaze. “I know.” 
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    A short while later, Zayn took the meat off the stove and sliced into it, serving it up brisket style onto a plate. It was perfectly pink on the inside, just the way I liked it. 
 
    “Here.” He smiled, handing me a fork. “Try a bite.” 
 
    I did as I was told, stabbing the nearest chunk of meat with the fancy gold fork he handed me and quickly popping it in my mouth. An extremely sexual-sounding moan erupted from my mouth. The steak was perfectly seared on the outside, and practically fell apart in my mouth despite the hasty preparation. “This is the greatest thing I’ve ever put in my mouth – well, second greatest,” I amended, grinning at him wickedly. 
 
    Zayn’s lips quirked up into a half smile. “Just don’t ever ask to see a picture of the animal it came from.” 
 
    I swallowed my bite uncomfortably, then shrugged, pushing his comment far back into the “willful ignorance” section of my brain before wolfing down another bite. “Let me just put this back on the stove for my mom,” I sighed as I stabbed the last perfectly-cooked pieces with my fork. “She likes her meat gray and thirty minutes overcooked.” 
 
    “I heard that!” she snipped as she and Lam strode into the room, looking relatively refreshed. Well, she strode. He sort of…minced. “And don’t bother – I am way too hungry to wait for well-done meat!” She yanked the fork from my hand, shoved the meat in her mouth, then scrunched up her nose. “Ugh! Here, doggies!” she called, setting the plate on the ground for them to annihilate. 
 
    “Told you,” I rolled my eyes, reaching for the plate. “Let me just—” 
 
    “I got it, I got it,” she waved me off, cutting a fresh filet of raw meat from the slab of mystery animal sitting on the counter. Without relighting the stove, she dropped the steak into the cooled pan, warmed it on each side for about thirty seconds, then slopped it back on the plate. Red juices and blood pooled beneath the raw meat, making my stomach turn. 
 
    “Mom, who’s that fo—” My question broke off in a yelp. 
 
    As casually as though she were eating a pastrami sandwich, my mother scarfed down the entire piece of bloody meat with her bare hands, then slurped the juices from the plate when she was finished. 
 
    Mouth dangling open, I stared at her in horror while Zayn let out a low curse beside me. 
 
    “Lamswyth,” he breathed out in a hiss. “What exactly happened out there?” 
 
    “Um…” the satyr started, tapping his fingertips together nervously.  
 
    My eyes as wide as saucers, I slowly edged closer to my mother, inspecting her face in the bright light of the kitchen. The fine lines across her forehead and around her eyes were gone, and her skin, which had always been pale, was almost as white as the empty, spotless plate she had just dropped to the counter. 
 
    “M-Mom?” I whispered as she licked the blood from her fingers, my gaze trailing to the Band-Aid stuck on the back of her hand. 
 
    She jerked her head at me in an almost predatory way, her narrowed eyes momentarily flashing as red as the bloody meat she’d just devoured, then shook her head and smiled, her irises settling back to their usual stormy blue. “Boy, did that hit the spot!” 
 
     “Mom,” I repeated, my voice rising alongside my growing panic. “What’s going on?” 
 
    She shrugged nonchalantly. 
 
    “Mom!!” 
 
    “Your mother,” Lam interjected, earning a sharp glare from her, “was a terrifying and magnificent sight to behold yesterday. Her mere scream sent the vampires retreating in a way I’ve never seen before, with their proverbial tails skittering between their legs like frightened vargs…” He cleared his throat roughly. If he’d been wearing a collar around his beefy neck, he’d be loosening it right about now. “It wasn’t until we had been journeying for several candles that we noticed the shallow abrasion on her hand.” 
 
    My heart sank into my stomach like a stone. 
 
    “Oh, would you stop with the theatrics, Lambchop!” Mom clicked her tongue theatrically. “You’re scaring the children!” She then waved a dismissive hand, as though he’d been going on about a mild stomach ache. “So I got scratched by a vampire, big deal! Have you ever seen my skin look so smooth and radiant? And look at this!” She held up her chin excitedly. “My turkey neck is gone! The entire Kardashian family couldn’t afford a facelift this good! Am I right, or am I right?” 
 
    I gaped at her wordlessly, feeling every last drop of blood draining from my face. Zayn approached me from behind, hesitating a split second before wrapping his arm around my waist to help steady me. The jolt of pain in my shoulder was a welcome respite from the cold numbness that had gripped the rest of my body.  
 
    “M-My… My mother…” I tried to swallow, my mouth as dry as sandpaper, “My M-Mom’s a…a…” 
 
    I couldn’t bring myself to finish that sentence. 
 
    Zayn gently sat me down on a nearby stool, then reached for my mom’s bandaged hand. Unpeeling the Band-Aid revealed a thin red line, no different than an inflamed papercut. His shoulders seemed to relax. “She’s only a pseudo-vampire.” He let go of her hand to stroke my back soothingly. “She’s not dead, and I don’t think it’s going to get any worse, since it’s been, what…?” 
 
    “A full day,” Lam supplied. “And she didn’t try to bite me or the two tiny, bug-eyed things even once, though I dare say they would have deserved it after nearly waking a ballybog from its nap with all their incessant yipping.” 
 
    I pressed my face into my hands. 
 
    “Oy, would you stop acting like somebody died!” Mom groused, smacking me on the knee. “So I like my meat rare now and have gorgeous skin to die for! Big deal!” When I glared up at her, she grinned, displaying a set of slightly-sharpened canines. “I’m a vamshee now! Get it? A vampire-banshee?” She frowned. “You get it, right?” 
 
    “I get it,” I replied weakly. 
 
    Zayn knuckled his forehead as he turned to Lam. “Apart from vampires and ballybogs, were there any other issues during your journey?” 
 
    “No issues, plus we met the nicest banshee just a couple miles from here!” Mom answered before Lam could get a single word out. “When I asked her if she knew any of the Rosenthal banshees from the old country, she got so excited! Turns out she and my mother would have been second cousins once removed…or is that first cousins twice-removed?” She scratched her head. “I can never remember.” 
 
    “You…spoke with a banshee?” Zayn managed to choke out. When he turned to Lam for confirmation, the satyr gave him a weak nod, as though he could hardly believe it himself. “I mean…she…she actually had a conversation with you?” 
 
    “Well, of course she did! Didn’t Tally tell you? I make friends everywhere I go!” she laughed. “Anyway, I invited her over for dinner.” I nearly fell off my stool at that, but Mom didn’t seem to notice. “She said she’d look at her schedule and let me know.” 
 
    I slowly turned in my chair to look up at Zayn, who was slowly turning his head to look down at me.  
 
    “Ugh, would you two get a room already? You can practically cut the sexual tension in here with a knife.” Mom rolled her eyes, then sneezed. “Oy, my allergies can’t handle all the dust in this place! Where do you keep the cleaning supplies? If I have to sleep here, it’s not going to be in mildew and filth.” She turned to Zayn. “When was the last time you had this place checked for asbestos? Because old buildings are notorious for having black mold and asbestos, and that stuff can kill you in a matter of—” 
 
    “I’ll lead you to the cleaning supplies, my dear,” Lam interrupted, holding out an arm for her to take. “If you’ll just follow me this way.” 
 
    She looked around the kitchen, tsking. “I don’t even see a dishwasher in here. You know, regular sink water doesn’t get hot enough to kill all the germs on silverware. You have to use the dishwasher on the hottest sanitizing setting…” 
 
    “Oh, yes, indeed,” Lam patted her arm, casting us a pained glance over his shoulder. 
 
    The dogs followed behind them excitedly, their tails wagging in unison while Mom’s harangue continued. 
 
    “…after I mop the floors, you’re going to have to clean off your hooves, you know. You don’t wear shoes outside, and we can’t have you tracking dirt all over the place. Now what about Lysol wipes? Do you have those here, because sponges can carry all sorts of bacteria…” Her voice faded away as they disappeared into the castle. 
 
    Zayn and I stood in silence for a long time, trying to digest everything that had just happened. 
 
    Finally, he cleared his throat. “I’m going to step outside to find some corissian flowers. And maybe some ruja seeds, while I’m at it.” 
 
    “What are ruja seeds good for?” 
 
    “Uh, well, they’re a type of anxiolytic, typically used to treat severe anxiety—” 
 
    “Perfect.” I stood up so fast, the stool toppled over. “Let’s go.”
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 Heads in the Clouds 
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    “Are you sure you have enough food?” Mom asked us for the fiftieth time, licking her thumb. “Hold still, you’ve got some schmutz on your face.” 
 
    I grimaced as she scrubbed my cheek as if she were scouring a cast iron skillet, then shifted my brand-new Mary Poppins bag on my shoulder, which had been filled to the brim with enough food to feed an army of half-starved trolls. “Yes. And, as a reminder, elves do eat. They’re gonna have food there.” 
 
    “Oy, would you just shut up and let me worry about you? That’s what mothers are supposed to do!” She rolled her eyes and turned to Zayn. “You have the first aid kit? And the ‘Calrissian’ ink for Talia’s shoulder? And what about batteries for the tattoo machines?”  
 
    I’d told her the bare minimum about my tattoo – mainly that it caused me discomfort whenever anyone touched me. But I couldn’t bring myself to tell her the full extent of it – not yet, anyway. 
 
    “Yes, yes, and yes,” he replied smoothly.  
 
    I stole a worried glance at him, mouth primed to tell my mom to cool it, but Zayn’s warm smile held zero trace of irritation. A sudden twinge of understanding knotted in my chest. How many years has it been since he’s had a mother fret over him? 
 
    “And the termite spray, lamps, and extra muffins I baked?” 
 
    “Dee Dee, my pet,” Lam interjected, patting her arm. “The children have enough supplies to live in the wilderness for several years by this point. Let them go. Sol’s army is too large and unruly to travel by Waypoint, but the elves will need as much notice as possible to vacate the settlement. The sooner we can bring them here, the better.” 
 
    Mom chewed on her pale lip, glancing over her shoulder. The sun was high in the sky, casting the palace’s long shadow across the top of the steps, where we were all clustered to say our goodbyes. A good thing, since even a few minutes of sunlight made her look like a Swedish tourist who’d left her sunscreen back in Stockholm.  
 
    “So much cleaning and cooking to do. So little time…” Sighing, she turned back to Zayn. “You’ll let me know when you’re on your way back so I can have dinner ready, right?”  
 
    He fumbled around his pack until he retrieved a small, glowing river stone. “Testing,” he spoke into it. His muffled voice echoed from the matching river stone stuffed in my mother’s pocket. “Yes, looks like we’re good to go on the communication front.”  
 
    He then turned to me, adjusting the sloppily-tied laces of the white peasant shirt we’d found in one of the guest bedrooms. I was also wearing a black leather corset over it for extra support, since a bra was nowhere to be found. Between that, my purple siren-hide leggings, and my knee-high leather boots, I was definitely keeping to the Renaissance festival theme.  
 
    “Are you ready?” he asked softly, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. 
 
    I kissed the inside of his wrist. “As ready as I’ll ever be.” 
 
    While I felt like a complete dork in my borrowed outfit, Zayn looked like a fae model in the tight-fitting, long-sleeved black shirt and khaki pants he’d found in his old room in the south wing. He’d shown it to me while the vat of corissian ink cooled in the kitchen, and my mother and Lam had embarked on a hardcore cleaning spree – her idea, obviously. Not only did Zayn have a closetful of barely moth-nipped clothing, he’d also found an old journal tucked in the back corner, which his younger self had apparently filled to the very last page with invisible ink. 
 
    “How do you read it?” I’d asked, running my fingers against the blank pages while he changed out of his jeans. 
 
    “Moonlight.” He’d smiled, winking when he caught me stealing peeks at his mostly-naked body over the top of his journal. 
 
    “Mavros!” Zayn called, snapping me from my half-lidded trance. “It’s time.” 
 
    She swooped down from the sky in her raven form and landed on my arm. Biscuit was a half-second behind her, opting for my mother’s shoulder instead of Zayn’s so he could sneak in one last head scratch and an accompanying chunk of marzipan. 
 
    “You ready?” I asked Mavros, stroking her chest feathers lightly. The blood red gem hanging from the silver chain around her neck glinted against my touch. 
 
    She nodded. Black fire swirled around her small body, transforming feathers to scales. A moment later, a twelve-foot dragon stood before us, eliciting a shrill yelp from my mother. 
 
    “Wait – that’s how you’re getting there?!” she shrieked. “She doesn’t even have seatbelts! What if you get hit by a lightning storm? Or fall off, God forbid! You’ll break every bone in your bodies!” 
 
    “Mavros won’t let that happen, will you girl?” I asked, reaching up to scratch her behind the ear.  
 
    She shook her head, teeth glinting in a contented smile. 
 
    Just behind me, Zayn let out a long sigh. I didn’t need our link to know that he didn’t trust Mavros and was already second-guessing this decision. But without a civilian Waypoint nearby, and time working against us, even he had to concede that this was the best option we had. 
 
    “Come on, Biscuit,” he grumbled, calling our familiar to his shoulder. 
 
    Mom let out a loud sniffle. 
 
    After kissing Lucy and Ricky goodbye, I turned to my mom, who scooped me into a tight embrace. I did my best to stifle a grimace – not just from the ache in my arm, but also from the unnatural coolness of her skin. 
 
    “Love you, Mom. I’ll be back soon, promise.” 
 
    Her eyes were red-rimmed when she finally pulled away. “Please be safe and call me every chance you get, okay?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Lam walked over to Zayn, reaching up to clasp his shoulder. “Travel safe, my boy. Come back to us as soon as possible. Even in these old bones, I can feel it – the rise of the Summer Court is nigh.” 
 
    Zayn gave him a tight smile, then leaned down to kiss my mother on the cheek. “We’ll see you soon Dee—er, Mom,” he quickly amended, bringing a wide smile to her unsettlingly-smooth face. 
 
    After tossing Mavros a bit of ultra-dark chocolate – Zayn had mentioned that cacao was a good way to offset the separation anxiety between a familiar and its master – I scrambled onto her neck, offering my hand to Zayn to help hoist him up behind me. He quickly settled himself in, then wrapped his arms around my waist. 
 
    “Does this hurt?” he asked, referencing my shoulder. 
 
    “No worse than usu—augh!”  
 
    My mom and I let out synchronized yelps as Mavros unfurled her wings like a ship’s sail, cracking the air like a whip. After wiggling her broad hips in a luxurious stretch, she rose up on her hind legs. I clung to her neck like a sorority girl on a mechanical bucking bronco, whispering a small prayer under my breath. 
 
    And then we were off. 
 
    “I love you, Tally!” Mom shouted from below. “Be safe! Don’t forget to eat!” 
 
    I didn’t dare let go to return her wave. “Bye, Ma!” I squeaked, burying my face into Mavros’s scaly neck as she beat her powerful wings, lifting us higher. 
 
    Soaring just off to our left, Biscuit let out an exuberant whistle as the four of us rose far above the treetops, sending my stomach plummeting to my feet. I squeezed my eyes shut, trying not to think about what would happen were I to slip off Mavros’s ceramic-smooth shoulders. 
 
    Judging by the way Zayn’s arms were clenched around my waist, he didn’t seem any more at ease than I was. “Fuck,” he gasped as Mavros shot into the sky at a near-vertical angle. “Remind me why didn’t we just use Animalia Runes and fly ourselves?” 
 
    “Because you didn’t have the time or ingredients to make the ink!” I shouted over the whooshing breeze, immediately snapping my mouth shut as a wave of nausea gripped me by the entrails. 
 
    “I changed my mind,” he shouted back. “Let’s just walk the rest of the way!” 
 
    Mavros’s dry laugh whispered in my ears as she spread out her wings, abruptly leveling out. Once the sensation of choking on my own stomach had somewhat diminished, I forced myself to slowly open one eye, and then the other.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed, my words lost to the wind. 
 
    I carefully eased myself into a sitting position to take in our lush surroundings. From this height, my mother and Lam looked like tiny ants standing next to a palm-sized fortress. The Great Phoenix Tree rose up from behind the palace, surrounded by a serrated expanse of emerald green mountains; just beneath it, a grove of bright pink trees encircled a glittering, crystal-blue lake. Loosening my grip just a smidge more, I twisted myself forward again, squinting against the wind. Ahead, the rolling green hills seemed to stretch on forever – until we met a warm pocket of air and burst through the lower layer of clouds. There, an endless sea of fluffy white cotton surrounded us on all sides, with the cerulean sun hanging high in the sky. My skin shimmered like gold beneath its balmy rays. 
 
    “This is amazing,” I breathed, gripping Zayn’s hand at my hip. 
 
    “It’s something alright,” he muttered against my hair. 
 
    Biscuit let out a happy shriek as he shot through the clouds a few yards ahead, a rainbow-colored missile leaving a scintillating contrail of glitter behind him as he spiraled over and under us. 
 
    “Having fun?” I called. 
 
    Mavros playfully nipped at his streaming tail feathers as he sailed past her snout, then tumbled into a dramatic barrel roll with a conceited squawk. 
 
    “Show-off,” I snorted, then leaned forward to pat Mavros’s cheek. “No dragon acrobatics ‘til we’re safely off your back, okay?” 
 
    She darted a quick glance at Zayn over her shoulder, her green eyes narrowing into a mischievous slant. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” I warned. 
 
    “Think about what?” Zayn called weakly, his voice tinged with air sickness. 
 
    “Nothing!” I patted his hand soothingly. “Hey, look!” 
 
    I jerked a finger at the lone eagle that was flying just ahead; it did a double-take at the sight of a massive black dragon and her two wingless riders before swiftly diving back beneath the clouds. As I was opening my mouth to ask Zayn about the bird’s crimson head and tail feathers, a fuzzy memory stirred in the back of my mind: my father and I sailing on a ship in the middle of the ocean, with three harpies circling overhead.  
 
    No, I shook my head, frowning. That vision of harpies had been a dream, not a memory – a dream I’d promptly forgotten, thanks to the oncoming horde of demons pouring out of Sol’s fortress to recapture and/or murder us. 
 
    An uneasy feeling settled over me. My father had been trying to tell me something in the dream, but what? I racked my brain, trying to remember his words. When none came, I huffed out a frustrated sigh, drawn short by Zayn’s iron-vise grip around my waist. 
 
    Why harpies? I briefly wondered before immediately answering my own question. Oh, right. The other day, I’d mentioned to Korinne that my dad had been a changeling – a sickly fae that was swapped out for a healthy human baby at birth. And she had been quick to remind me that a changeling is not a type of fae, but a description of their upbringing. 
 
    “Oh,” I’d replied, feeling more than a little stupid. “Then…uh, I guess he was a harpy, maybe? Though he only ever looked and acted human.” 
 
    “There are no male harpies,” she interjected, impatience creeping into her voice. “Female harpies mate with human men – and, sometimes, other fae – to reproduce. But their offspring are almost always female. It’s my understanding that all male harpies perish soon after birth… Who was his father?” 
 
    My feeling of unease deepened. “Probably a nice Jewish boy,” was all my mother had ever told me. But how could she know that? She’d never met Dad’s biological father. She’d only met his nice, Jewish adoptive parents, who had no idea he wasn’t their flesh-and-blood son. He himself didn’t know until my mom’s pregnant belly started glowing gold and a harpy claiming to be his mother showed up to reclaim her son and his “gold-blooded progeny.” 
 
    “Zayn?” I called over my shoulder. 
 
    He jumped slightly. “Yes?” 
 
    “Is it true that harpies only give birth to females? That males always die?” 
 
    His grip tightened. “From everything I’ve heard, yes.” 
 
    “Even if the father is human?”  
 
    He hesitated before answering. “Especially if the father is human.” 
 
    A tight, sick feeling settled in my stomach, and I was pretty sure it had nothing to do with the fact that we were flying ten-thousand feet above the Fae Realm on dragonback.  
 
    “You don’t think my grandfather was human, then?” 
 
    “I…” With a sigh, he shifted his weight, pulling me closer. “I honestly have no idea, Tal. But I promise I’ll do everything I can to help you find out.” 
 
    I nodded mutely, chewing the inside of my lip to shreds. I wanted so desperately to remember my father’s words. But whatever it was he’d been trying to tell me on that ship, with harpies circling overhead, the memory was long gone. 
 
    No, not a memory, I corrected myself again. A dream. A strange, unsettling dream. 
 
    I blew out a defeated sigh, pushing it from my mind. 
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    It felt like hours before Mavros eventually dropped below the clouds, where the earth had faded from rolling hills of verdant green to tawny-brown flatlands. Totally unremarkable by Fae Realm-standards, the terrain looked like parts of Nevada, all brown rock and barren sand. Of course, when the elven camp came into view just a few minutes later, I was quickly reminded that nothing in this realm was ordinary.  
 
    When Korinne and Zayn had used the word “settlement” to describe the elves’ living conditions, I’d imagined rickety huts and tattered tents. What I wasn’t expecting was an enormous sandy peninsula that jutted deep into a teal-green sea, where a glittering assortment of blue-domed, sandstone structures and clusters of lush foliage encircled an elaborate fountain in the center of a dazzling square. Furthermore, I had to blink several times before I realized that the glowing blue circles surrounding the entire settlement weren’t just a trick of the weary eye, but runes embedded deep in the sand. 
 
    “Oh, wow!” I exclaimed, pointing to the towering, indigo-flamed bonfire located on the north side of the settlement. “Is that fire actually purple?”  
 
    As soon as I asked, the bonfire exploded into seething red flames that were almost too bright to look at.  
 
    I stared at my finger in shock. “Did I do that?” 
 
    “Mavros!” Zayn shouted from behind me. “We need to drop down now! Get us to the outside wall! Talia—”  
 
    His sentence ended in a curse as a flurry of silver arrows sailed past us like an angry flock of sparrows. Miraculously, not a single one of them hit us. 
 
    “That was our one warning,” Zayn snarled at the dragon. “Go!” 
 
    I leaned over Mavros’s shoulder to peer down at the line of archers. They were all standing atop the expansive wall that had been erected around the entire outer border of the peninsula, their glinting arrows aimed straight at us. 
 
    Mavros must have seen them too, because she abruptly plummeted into a nosedive. 
 
    “Mav—auuugh!” I screeched, clinging to her neck like a bug on a windshield as the ground rushed up to meet us. 
 
    While my stomach turned itself inside out and my lungs completely emptied themselves of oxygen, my brain took that opportunity to remind me that, upon opening my imminent missing person’s case, the last thing the authorities would find on my laptop’s browsing history was the diligent search for a high-powered vibrator I’d conducted the week before last. 
 
    God, if you’re there, I fervently prayed, please let me make it back home to clear my cache! 
 
    The ground was so close, I could feel the waves of heat radiating off the sand. Even the Prince of Stoicism himself was squeezing me hard enough to crack a rib. The prolonged closeness was making my shoulder throb painfully, but a lot more of me would soon be throbbing if Mavros didn’t— 
 
    “Pull up!” Zayn and I shouted at the same time. 
 
    Just as the earth rose up to greet us in a bone-shattering salute, Mavros flared out her wings like an oversized parachute, yanking us upward like a yo-yo. A half second later, her claws slammed into the sandy ground, knocking us off her back. Whatever air I had left in my lungs burst out of me as I crashed face-first into the sand, with Zayn tumbling into me half an asthmatic wheeze later. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he gasped, wincing at his arm, which he was nursing against his chest. 
 
    “Can’t…breathe,” I sputtered, rooting around my upended purse for my inhaler. 
 
    To add insult to injury, neither Mavros nor Biscuit appeared terribly troubled about our crash-landing. Immediately after ejecting her not-so-precious cargo, Mavros dissolved into black flames, reappearing as a chittering black mouse, while Biscuit gracefully landed on the back of my head, eliciting a muffled grunt of indignance from me. Shaking him off, I pulled myself into a sitting position – all the while spitting out sand and expletives – and then hastily scooped Mavros into my palm and plunked her in my shirt. Then, squirming from the extremely unpleasant sensation of scratchy rodent claws on bare bosom, I staggered to my feet with Zayn’s help. He took my scraped-up hand in his as we squinted up at the fifty-foot stone wall that sealed off the entire peninsula from the rest of the continent. 
 
    A whistle sounded in the air. A split second later, a silver arrow appeared in the sand three inches from the toe of my boot, its shaft quivering from the impact. 
 
    “Seriously?!” I yelped, staggering backward. “Whatever happened to ‘Hello’?” 
 
    “İnát’tho niyé cham’ak ta?” a harsh female voice shouted from the top of the wall. 
 
    I shielded my eyes to glare up at her. The late afternoon sun had washed out most of her features, save for her slender build and long flowing hair. 
 
    “Time to go home,” I whispered to Biscuit. Miraculously, he actually listened, reappearing in his two-dimensional form a moment later. 
 
    Zayn stepped in front of me, still cradling his injured arm. “Amæ ka’selráni namstad, azæ’damír,” he shouted back, which I could only hope meant something along the lines of, “Stop shooting at us, you twats!” 
 
    The female elf took a moment to confer with several others who had joined her atop the wall, then turned her attention back to Zayn. “Azæ ni al Jíni’k̂aan ta?”  
 
    Zayn hesitated a split second before answering, “Evet. Amæ ni al Jíni’k̂aan.” 
 
    Before I had time to ask him what any of that meant, a door shimmered into existence at the base of the wall, then slid open. 
 
    “Za’thol!” the elf shouted, her arrow still trained on Zayn. Behind her, at least ten other arrows were pointed in our direction. 
 
    “What does ‘zah-tholl’ mean?” I asked as Zayn ushered us through the door. 
 
    “It’s a rude way of saying ‘come,’ since the term is usually reserved for livestock.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” I muttered. 
 
    As soon as we emerged from the doorway, the door behind us disappeared with a pop, leaving nothing but solid wall behind us. The elven settlement lay about a mile ahead, rising up in the middle of an endless sea of sand like a shimmering mirage. And standing between us and it was a cluster of about fifty elves – not a single one with a friendly look on their face. 
 
    “Why do they look so angry?” I whispered, wiping a bead of sweat from my brow. “I mean, these are your mother’s relatives, right?” 
 
    He cast me a sideways glance. “To them, I’m just her traitor incubus spawn who’s been working for Sol for the last fifty years. I was hoping to clear the record diplomatically, but…” He trailed off as a dozen more angry-looking elves joined our “not-so-welcoming” committee. 
 
    “Za’thol!” another pointed to us as he approached, the gold bands encircling his left arm indicating that he was one of the higher-ups. “Seyúz Aşeya azæ’le hâlmir istía.” 
 
    I let out a low groan as the sharp point of an arrow pressed against my back, nudging me forward. 
 
    Looks like I won’t be clearing those internet cookies after all.
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    We were led to the elven refuge, a short, albeit grueling, walk as the sun beat down on us nearly as fiercely as the eyes that were burning into the back of our necks. As we crossed the glowing line of blue sand surrounding the settlement, something cold and tingly washed over my body. I wanted to ask Zayn what kind of magic it was, but he was looking straight ahead as we walked, his jaw clenched and expression cold as steel. 
 
    By then, a crowd had gathered around us. Over a hundred elves had emerged from their sand-colored, cube-shaped dwellings to get a look at the two strangers who’d casually shown up on the back of a dragon – quite the dramatic entrance, even by Fae Realm standards. 
 
    I awkwardly adjusted the laces of my shirt – along with the sleeping mouse inside – taking in the assortment of colorful, gold-threaded clothing that surrounded us. Apart from their glimmering skin, vibrant eyes, and long, pointed ears, the elves could have passed for human – albeit unnervingly attractive ones. Most of the women wore long-sleeved dresses in gem hues that split down the middle to reveal close-fitting pants beneath several layers of skirts. About half of them wore matching veils over waist-length dark hair, while a handful of others wore them over the lower portion of their faces. Some donned chunky gold jewelry in the form of rings and bangles, and every single one of them bore a gilded dagger at her waist. The men dressed in slightly more subdued colors, sporting high-collared, buttoned shirts, the hems of which came just above their knees. They too wore their hair long – just past their shoulders, but pulled back and away from their faces – and most had short yet extremely well-kempt beards that accentuated their chiseled jawlines.  
 
    Altogether, they were the most attractive group of people I had ever seen in my entire life, and it took concentrated effort to keep my mouth from falling open. South Beach may be known for its pleasingly-high ratio of hotties vs. normies, but every single one of these elves looked like they’d just walked off the set of an Iranian soap opera – save for the danger that glinted behind their eyes. For every woman clutching a hand to her dagger, there was a man who had already unsheathed his. 
 
    Since none of those daggers were raised – yet – I forced my eyes to take in the rest of the settlement, which was nothing like I’d expected, or anything I’d ever seen before. I’ve never been much of a history buff, having slept through most of my high school world history class, but the architecture here made me think of ancient Persia, or maybe even Babylonia. The buildings were all made of sandstone, but with perfectly smooth, round domes, many of which had been painted a deep blue. In the center of the square – a circle, really, since everything had been arranged around whatever magic was in those enormous circular runes – was a glittering fountain, designed in the same ceramic-mosaic style as the inside of the Summer Palace. Two of the buildings on either side of the fountain were significantly larger than the others and reminded me of pictures I’d seen of Middle Eastern mosques, but with round turrets instead of minarets. 
 
    At that moment, the arched wooden doors of the largest building swung open, and an elderly woman – though I have no idea what “elderly” even means in elven timescales – walked through the door, flanked on all sides by four other women who hid their hair and the lower half of their faces with white veils. All five wore dresses similar to those of the other women of the settlement, but instead of bright gem colors, theirs were pure white, with the older woman’s robes having significantly more gold adornments. 
 
    The crowd parted for her as she walked toward us, barely casting me a second glance as she honed in on Zayn. With her shimmering bronze skin, sapphire-blue eyes, and thick, swept-back hair, she looked so much like Korinne, I nearly gasped. But where Korinne had been straight-backed and fierce, this woman appeared time-worn and weary. 
 
    When she opened her mouth, every other mouth in the plaza closed. 
 
    “Zæynek al’Bâramahd,” she began, her voice as cool and crisp as an autumn breeze, “peȿir al’Jaína, Aşek ema rahât edír. Nyæ ka’selrána cham’ak ta?” 
 
    Based on the way her voice went up at the end, I could only assume she’d been asking Zayn a question. And yet, he said nothing. After several seconds of awkward, heavy silence, I turned to him expectantly, but he was just standing there, as frozen and pale as though he’d just seen a ghost. 
 
    “Hey,” I whispered, nudging him gently. “What’s going on? Are they stabbing us or inviting us to tea?” 
 
    The frown on the elven woman’s face deepened. 
 
    Beads of sweat had appeared above Zayn’s furrowed brow, but it couldn’t have been from the heat, which was no worse than Miami in the early fall. No, the pained expression on Zayn’s face was one I knew all too well, because it was the exact same expression thirteen-year-old Talia is sporting in every single one of the framed Bat Mitzvah photos on display at my mother’s house, because, for whatever reason, Jews think it’s fun to force their pimply-faced seventh graders into reading a foreign language from an ancient holy scroll in front of the entire congregation. Much like teenage me, who had been sweating so badly the Hebrew cheat sheet I’d scrawled on the inside of my wrist had become one big, illegible smear, Zayn needed help.  
 
    And dag-gummit, I was gonna give it to him.  
 
    “H-Hi, everyone.” Clearing my throat, I waved awkwardly at the crowd. “Um, we’re really sorry to show up without, you know, sending a text first, but—”  
 
    My mouth snapped shut as the important-looking lady rounded on me, her eyes flashing with anger. “Nyæ al’Jín-tal na-hâlmi ta?” she demanded. With her face a scant three inches from mine, I could just barely make out the dim markings of what appeared to be skin-colored runes etched into her forehead and chin. 
 
    “Shit,” Zayn started, then quickly withdrew a marker from his pocket. “I’m so sorry,” he muttered under his breath as he hastily scrawled a rune on the back of my hand. “Seeing her caught me off guard.” 
 
    “Who is she?” I whispered. 
 
    “My mother’s sister.” 
 
    Oh, shit. My eyes widened as they flew back to Zayn’s aunt. The look on her face was not exactly that of a warm, inviting auntie’s. It was more like a “you brats just broke my window with a baseball, and now you’re gonna clean out my entire spider-infested shed to make up for it” face. 
 
    My ensuing gulp was extremely audible. When Zayn finished the rune a moment later, the ink began to glow and tingle, then disappear. I shook out my hand, grimacing. 
 
    “Well?” his aunt asked, her squinted eyes narrowing even further. 
 
    “Well, what?” I answered automatically. 
 
    Her expression relaxed some as she switched to perfect English. “I asked you a question. Why have you come here?” 
 
    “Great Mother,” Zayn interjected, inclining his head alongside the honorific. “The demon, Sol, is on his way here – right now – with an army at his back. We’ve come not only to warn you, but to offer you and your people refuge at the Summer Palace.” 
 
    The others let out gasps of surprise, reminding me that we had a rather large audience. While the elves murmured among themselves, I hugged my chest self-consciously, painfully aware that I stood out like a very sore, bright purple thumb.  
 
    “Me and my people?” Her left eyebrow twitched ever so slightly. “Kor’ínthe informed me you had been freed from your enslavement. I would not have believed it had she not shown me her own eradicated Dominion Rune. But I will still see yours with my own eyes.” 
 
    Without so much as a blink of protest, Zayn peeled off his shirt and turned around, exposing the place between his shoulder blades where Sol’s mark used to be. 
 
    The elder let out a soft gasp as she inspected the shiny pink skin that had once housed the Dominion Rune, while my own eyes trailed the lump of angry scar tissue near Zayn’s shoulder blade, where Sol had plunged an iron dagger in his back.  
 
    My hands clenched into tight fists. 
 
    “I did not think it possible, dispelling Death Magic in this way.” The elder shook her head in disbelief as Zayn pulled his shirt back over his head. “And you did it by the ink of a kraken? How did you come upon such a scarcity?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to tell her about Lanmè, but a slight shake of Zayn’s head made me press my lips into a tight line. 
 
    “Talia!” a voice cried. I whirled around to find Korinne running toward us. Her new robes were a deep crimson and gold, a sharp contrast against her amethyst-colored eyes. But perhaps the most striking new feature about her was the wide, genuine smile that stretched across her face. 
 
    “Korinne!” I shouted, racing over to wrap her in a huge hug, which she returned in earnest.  
 
    “I’m so glad to see you.” She squeezed me tightly. “But why have you come all this way? And how did you do it so quickly?” 
 
    By now, my own smile had disappeared. “Sol’s coming. And he’s bringing his entire army with him.” 
 
    A line appeared between her brows. “How do you know this?” 
 
    Zayn withdrew Sol’s note, handing it to her. Korinne’s eyes widened as she read it. 
 
    “Is it true?” the elder asked. “Does he indeed come?” 
 
    “The Master of Unseelies approaches with the full might of his army, at least a thousand strong,” Zayn called to the crowd, eliciting a series of frightened gasps. “He cares not about walls or borders, only vengeance.”  
 
    “Then we must fight!” a man shouted. 
 
    “No.” Zayn shook his head. “You do not have enough numbers to win such a fight – not against a thousand of his demons. But beyond numbers, Sol’s authority has been questioned, his strength tested. He is angry. Unhinged. Dangerous. Now is not the time for unaided defense, but a united offense. The time has come…”  
 
    As his words trailed off, his eyes darted to mine, full of doubt.  
 
    You’ve got this, I mouthed. Pressing my hand to the tattoo we shared, I tried to fill our link with as much confidence as I could muster. 
 
    He closed his eyes, taking a deep breath. “The time has come,” he repeated, a slight waver in his voice as he addressed the crowd, “for us to retake our rightful place in this realm. For you to leave this settlement and return to your ancestral villages. For the Seelies to reemerge from the shadows…” He paused, lifting his chin as he met every one of the elves’ dubious stares. “The time has come for us to join with the others of this realm and take back what’s ours.” 
 
    “And who shall we join?” another man’s voice cut in, drawing murmurs of agreement. “The bloodthirsty demonspawn who freely roam and murder? There are none left to fight among!” 
 
    “That’s not true!” I interrupted. “There are mermaids, tommyknockers, banshees—” 
 
    The crowd erupted into shouts and chaos. 
 
    “Banshees!” someone cried. 
 
    “Mermaids?” I heard another shout. “Is she in jest?” 
 
    The elder raised her ring-encrusted hands in the air. “Quiet, all of you!” Once the shouts had diminished to an agitated hum, she turned to Zayn, regarding him warily. “Is it the throne you seek, Zæynek, son of Jaína?” Her voice was so soft, I had to take two steps forward to properly eavesdrop. 
 
    He hesitated a moment before answering, “It’s the only way I know to stop him, Mother.” 
 
    “And yet…” Her eyebrows knitted together as she looked at him, as though she were looking straight through him. “It is not what you want in your heart, is it? You need not Sight to see there is no peace for he who bears the crown.” 
 
    Zayn stiffened, but said nothing.  
 
    She stared at him in silence for a good, long moment, her eyes as sharp and clear as a hawk’s. Then she abruptly turned to face the crowd. “Mothers, children, and the infirm shall make haste for the Summer Palace through the Waypoint. The rest of you, take your positions at the wall, with those of higher blood facing the east. Our enemies will arrive by…?” She glanced at Zayn. 
 
    “Dawn,” he finished grimly. 
 
    The word sent a flurry of movement – and palpable fear – through the crowd as they scattered toward their homes. 
 
    “Mother,” Zayn implored. “Y—Our people will not stand a chance. Please, I beg you. Send everyone to the palace, where we can seek shelter until we’ve amassed enough—” 
 
    “You may be of elven blood, Zæynek,” the elder swiftly interjected, “but you are not yet of elven spirit. We will not lose this, our final foothold in this ravaged land, without a fight. Flee to your mother’s forsaken palace, or stay and fight with your cousins – the choice is yours. But we will not lose one more inch of this realm without spilling as much demon blood as we possibly can.” 
 
    Korinne started forward. “Mother, I—” 
 
    “Enough!” The older woman spun around, her white robes swirling at her heels. “I have spoken. Unless you intend on convening a high council, my word is law.” 
 
    The muscle in Zayn’s jaw tightened, but he said nothing. 
 
    The elder watched until the remainder of the crowd had dispersed, then addressed Korinne in a cool, clipped tone. “Kor’ínthe, see to it that our guests are fed and supplied with whatever they may need, be it for their journey or for battle. Once that is done, you will help Zæynek evacuate the mothers and children to the palace, deactivating the Waypoint once the last is through.” She turned to go, then paused. “As you are among the childless, will you stay or will you leave?” 
 
    Korinne stiffened. “I will of course stay, Mother.” 
 
    The elder nodded. “May your harvest be bountiful, Daughter.” 
 
    “May your harvest be bountiful, Mother,” the younger woman whispered, bowing her head. 
 
    I glared at Madam Sourface’s scrawny back as she and her four guards strode away, balling my hands into fists. 
 
    “Childless?” I spat. “Maybe she can go suck a donkey’s—” 
 
    “Shhh!” Korinne made a sharp motion for me to shut up, her own mouth twisting into a barely-suppressed grin. “If you’re going to say it, at least say it in English so she can’t understand.” 
 
    “Huh?” I arched a perplexed eyebrow. “That woman speaks better English than half of Miami.” 
 
    The corner of Korinne’s mouth quirked up. “The Great Mother doesn’t speak a word of English. We’ve been speaking Elvish this entire time.” 
 
    My jaw dropped as I regarded the back of my hand, where the rune Zayn had scrawled on me was still faintly glowing beneath my skin. “Where the hell were you and this witchcraft during my high school German finals?” 
 
    Zayn didn’t laugh, probably because his arch nemesis was on his way to wipe the elven settlement off the map and his not-so-distant relatives were treating him like a pariah – you know, if I had to hazard a guess. 
 
    “Hey,” I said softly, touching his elbow. “What do you—er, hang on a sec. What language am I speaking right now?” 
 
    “English,” they both replied. 
 
    “Great.” I nodded. “Now, what do you want to do? Head back to Summer headquarters with the others, or stay here and take out the trash?” 
 
    Zayn exhaled sharply through his nose, raking his hands through his hair. Doubt was etched into every furrowed crease of his face.  
 
    “You have absolutely no obligation to stay, Zæynek,” Korinne said. “Coming all this way, warning us – you’ve already done so much. No one would ask for more.” 
 
    I flashed Zayn a tight, knowing smile. “But that’s not what’s bothering you, is it?” 
 
    “No?” Korinne asked. “Then what is it?” 
 
    He didn’t answer right away, so I did.  
 
    “Zayn wants to put the broken pieces of this realm back together by uniting all the scattered factions and races to defeat Sol once and for all.” I squeezed his hand in both of mine, ignoring the deepening ache in my shoulder. “But I think he’s worried that if he can’t even find acceptance here, among his people, then he has no chance of winning over anyone else… But that’s bullshit logic.” 
 
    His eyes rose to meet mine. 
 
    “Because Zayn,” I continued, “is the most brilliant, resilient, and resourceful person I’ve ever met. And he knows better than to think he can just pop a proverbial crown on his head and win over the realm.”  
 
    Korinne let out a soft gasp. “You seek to take back the Summer throne?” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded firmly. “Which means, if he wants to be king, he must first act like a king.” I tilted my head back to look him square in the eye. “And the first step, which I already know you plan on doing, is to help your people grind Sol’s smug, sociopathic, weirdly-symmetrical face into the ground.” 
 
    At that, Zayn actually laughed. He clasped my hands in both of his, raising my knuckles to his lips. “Have I told you lately how much I love you?” 
 
    The noise that erupted from Korinne sounded so much like the high-pitched squeal of a teenage girl, I wasn’t convinced it had actually come from her mouth. “So this,” she gestured between the two of us, “is officially a thing now?” 
 
    Zayn and I exchanged bashful smiles. “Uh, apart from one tiny snag in the form of Sol’s indelible ink – I’ll fill you in on that later,” I added quickly, seeing Zayn’s smile waver, “we are indeed…uh…” 
 
    “—a ‘thing,’” he supplied with an amused smirk. “As you humans would say.”  
 
    “Not just a human!” I stuck out my tongue. “A part-human, part-banshee, part-harpy…” I scratched my head, trying to come up with the right word, then grinned sheepishly, “…thing.” 
 
    “Don’t forget part-elf,” Korinne chimed in, making Zayn and I simultaneously jerk our heads in her direction. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    She shrugged as though she’d just made the most matter-of-fact observation in existence. “You would not have been able to set foot in here if you did not possess elven blood. I helped design the runes myself, many years ago.” 
 
    Zayn and I exchanged glances. “It’s gotta be my gold blood, right? I mean, that lets me cheat my way through all sorts of things…right?” 
 
    He didn’t look convinced, and Korinne looked like she might argue, but no one was able to say another word on the subject, because it was at that exact moment that Biscuit decided to randomly pop into existence. 
 
    “Ko-Ko!” he squawked, hopping onto Korinne’s shoulder. 
 
    “Oh!” she started, then laughed. “Hello again, little friend!” 
 
    Four scratchy rodent claws skittered awake inside my cleavage, making me yelp. A split second later, Mavros burst out of my shirt in her raven form, squawking angrily. 
 
    Korinne, the apparent target of her ire, took a startled step backward. “Mavros?” 
 
    “She’s here as a friend,” I explained, scratching Mavros’s head. “Now listen here, you little doof. Auntie Ko-Ko has no intention of making a move on your, uh… What are you two, exactly? Boyfriend and girlfriend? Birdies with benefits?” 
 
    Biscuit shot me a “stop embarrassing me!” glare while Mavros took that moment to busy herself with an impromptu feather-preening session, looking everywhere but at him. 
 
    I bit my tongue, trying not to laugh. 
 
    Korinne glanced at Mavros, sighing. “It seems there is much to discuss while we ready for…well, whatever calamity is coming this way.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I muttered, feeling the joy evaporate from my face like water in a hot skillet. “Speaking of calamities, I can’t believe it’s been two hours and we haven’t heard a peep from my mother.” 
 
    Zayn started as though he’d been shocked by a mild Taser, then rooted around his pocket until he pulled out the magical rocky-talkie. “I’m so sorry, Tal,” he grimaced. “I think I accidentally left it on vibrate this whole time.” 
 
    “On…vibrate?” I blinked. “The stone, you mean?”  
 
    He nodded. “It looks like your mother tried calling us about, uh…thirty times. Do you want to call her back, or…?” 
 
    “I guess I’d better,” I sighed, sullenly trading him the two birds for one stone. “Otherwise, we’ll have two horrifying creatures coming to unleash wrath and hellfire upon us.” 
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    After spending a full ten minutes being torn a new bodily orifice for not answering my mother’s earlier calls, I held the rock an arm’s length from my ear as her deafening voice blared through it, making some of the elves stop in their tracks, searching for the danger.  
 
    “Well? How many of them are coming?” 
 
    “How many what?” 
 
    “Elves!” 
 
     “I don’t know! Like…ninety? Maybe a hundred?” 
 
    “Well, which is it? Ninety or a hundred?” 
 
    “Ninety-seven,” I lied, rolling my eyes. “And don’t forget, most of them are vegetarian, so no raw brisket, okay?” 
 
    “I know, I know! You’ve reminded me a hundred times. Don’t forget to tell them to take their shoes off when they come inside!” she reminded me for the hundredth time. “I’ve been on my hands and knees scrubbing floors all afternoon!” 
 
    “Yes, Mother, and we’re all extremely grateful for your knees’ sacrifice, even though no one asked you to do that! Now, if you’ll excuse me, we have a settlement to evac—” 
 
    “Hang on!” Our stone-ular connection must have been getting janky, because her voice was breaking up with static. 
“—asked me to tell you”—crackle—“invited”—crackle—“for coffee and kugel—” 
 
    “Mom, I can’t hear you! Can you talk slower?” 
 
    “I said”—crackle—“invited some”—crackle—“over for dessert!” 
 
    I sighed in exasperation. “Okay, Mom, sounds good! Love you, see you soon!” 
 
    Zayn squeezed my hand as I turned to give him back his stone. “I know she drives you crazy, but your mother is a remarkable woman who loves you more than life itself. You know that, right?” 
 
    I swallowed tightly. “I do.” 
 
    “Don’t forget to tell her that from time to time,” he said softly, kissing my forehead. 
 
    The sound of anguished wailing made both of us jerk our heads across the plaza. “Please, I beg you!” an old woman was pleading to a young man in Elvish. “You mustn’t stay here! Come with us, where you’ll be safe!” 
 
    I couldn’t hear his reply, but he gently grasped her hands, which were clenched into fists around the fabric of his shirt, and pulled her into a tight hug. 
 
    My own hands clenched into fists as her sobs grew louder.  
 
    Korinne rested a hand on my shoulder. “Come on,” she said softly, motioning for us to follow. “We have a settlement to evacuate.”

  

 
   
    XVII. 
 
   

 

 The (Accidental) Lightning Conjurer 
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    While Zayn worked to reconfigure the elven Waypoint to send the evacuees to the Summer Palace’s royal portal – a form of magic that was so far above my head, I didn’t even bother trying to help – I stayed with Korinne, offering my assistance to those who were once more upending their lives to flee Sol’s violence and tyranny. Not that they needed much help – it took about two hours for a hundred elves to pack their belongings, say their farewells to those who were staying behind, and congregate around the Waypoint with bags and small children in tow. Lam would be meeting them at the portal beneath the duraberry tree to escort them to the castle, where my mother – a certifiable hero – would be waiting for everyone with a hot meal. 
 
    That said, as a hundred women and children gathered round the Waypoint, kissing their loved ones goodbye for what might be the last time, I could not find it in myself to remind them to take off their shoes as my mother had been hocking me to do. Instead, I stood between Zayn and Korinne, mutely taking their hands in each of mine until the last elf – a tiny little thing, no older than five – disappeared through the Waypoint, leaving nothing but tear stains in the sand. 
 
    “My mom will take good care of them,” I said to no one in particular, fighting back tears myself. 
 
    “Yes, she will.” Zayn’s smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. 
 
    Korinne squeezed my good shoulder tightly. “If she’s half as remarkable as her daughter – and from everything I’ve heard, you’ve inherited your courage and resourcefulness from the very best – our people are in good, capable, loving hands.”  
 
    I nodded, wincing at the growing pain in my left shoulder. It would seem Sol’s claim made no distinction between gender – a very progressive, excessively-thorough curse, indeed. I snuck a glance at the blue circle of ink through the outstretched collar of my shirt, letting out a despondent sigh.  
 
    “We’ll touch that up as soon as possible,” Zayn muttered, his expression once more growing dark as he released my hand. 
 
    My sigh grew even heavier. 
 
    At that moment, the elder stepped forward, sending a hush through the four hundred or so remaining elves. “Tonight, my fearless warriors, we feast, we ready our bodies and weapons, and we pray. Tomorrow, we will either send these infidels to their unforgiving maker, or return to the shade of the Great Phoenix Tree.” 
 
    Zayn stepped forward, the haunting blue glow of the Waypoint painting shadows across his face as the evening sun dipped behind the wall. “Great Mother,” he said, inclining his head, “please, I again beg you. Where there used to be tens of thousands of elves in this realm, only a few of you remain. You need not die alone. Come back to the palace, where we can all greet the light of day together with our loved ones. If we can send word to the other races of this land—” 
 
    “Enough.” The elder’s eyes had grown cold the moment Zayn had opened his mouth to speak, though several of the other elves were watching him with contemplative expressions. “Unless you wish to enlist knockers and sprites to our cause, there is no one else in the realm worth entreating. Furthermore”—she took several slow and deliberate steps toward her nephew—“have you such confidence that a few hundred demons could overcome us with such ease? Only once did Sol dare attack this settlement, more than thirty summers ago, and it was he who paid the price.” 
 
    “But, Mother, his army has grown substantially since then—” 
 
    “Several hundred or several thousand, these honorless Unseelies are no threat to our magic, our bows, and our unwavering resilience!” Several in the crowd cheered, lending strength to her words. “If you fear your previous captor so, perhaps it is you who should retreat. It appears you possess a bias in favor of your baser half, one strong enough to cloud your better judgment.” 
 
    The muscle in Zayn’s jaw tightened, but to his immense credit, he didn’t lunge forward and tear her head off the way I almost certainly would have. Instead, he merely clenched his teeth and replied, “I think anyone who underestimates Sol and his army is either arrogant or ignorant, and I have never taken you for either, Mother.” 
 
    A number of elves were actually nodding thoughtfully at his words, which appeared to rankle Zayn’s aunt even more than the threat of drug-addicted vampires attacking them. She took several steps toward Zayn, until her forehead nearly brushed against his chin. “Zæynek, peȿir of my slain sister, unwanted hybrid of Saedis, aza na-have authority cham’ak, nor aza na-vaȿí el sahíp ama’ye taȿ’en ȿálvar!” 
 
    Huh? I frowned, sticking a pinky in my ear to clear it. Oh…right. Shit! 
 
    Still cursing to myself, I scrambled to find a marker in my overstuffed purse, which was filled to the brim with snacks, ChapStick, lethal iron daggers, asthma inhalers and the like. Whatever the Not-So-Great Mother was saying to Zayn, his spine was growing stiffer by the second, and I needed to be able to tell her to shove her gold-embroidered shoe up her ass in perfect Elvish.  
 
    “A ha!” Yanking the lid off the marker with my teeth, I hastily sketched the Translation Rune on the back of my hand, which immediately began to glow. 
 
    Korinne, who just happened to glance down as I was finishing the last bit, let out a sharp gasp. “No, no, that circle goes in the middle, not—” 
 
    Releasing a crash of thunder loud enough to wake the dead, a fork of neon-green lightning shattered from the otherwise-clear evening sky, ricocheting toward the earth with crackling, blinding fury. Before anyone even had the chance to react, it slammed into the small patch of sand separating Zayn from his aunt, blasting the two of them clear off their feet. 
 
    The crowd exploded into screams. The elder’s white-clad attendants flung themselves to the ground, attempting to protect her body with theirs. Zayn, whose face had quickly transformed from slack-jawed horror to face-palming realization, clambered to his feet. Hand still pressed against his mouth, he regarded the five-foot circle of red-hot, molten sand with an expression that looked remarkably similar to my high school gym teacher’s upon discovering the ruthless egg-assault a certain someone had unleashed upon his house at four in the morning. 
 
    (For the record, the guy was incredibly smarmy and one hundred percent deserved it, but I digress.) 
 
    With eyes that felt as wide as saucers, I licked my thumb and vigorously rubbed away the circle I’d just drawn, then redrew it in its proper place. The smattering of screams and guttural sounds once more blended together to create a coherent string of syllables and words I could actually understand – not a single one of them even remotely cheerful or pleasant. 
 
    As the elder struggled to her feet with the help of two of her flabbergasted attendants, she looked around wildly. “Who—But the Protection Runes! How did—Who did this?!” she roared. 
 
    Korinne, who still hadn’t budged from her spot beside me, was straining to compose her mortified features, while I rocked back and forth on my heels, looking around with what I hoped was a suitably shocked-slash-innocent expression. 
 
    “You!” the elder jabbed her finger in my direction, the disheveled bun atop her head as wild as her eyeballs.  
 
    Zayn appeared between the two of us in a flash, raising his hands in a defensive stance. “Great Mother, she didn’t—” 
 
    “Stand aside, boy,” she snarled, shoving past him with a surprisingly firm hand.  
 
    Rounding on me, she bore the same stern look my parents, teachers, and basically every other authority figure in my life had ever given me; the searing intensity of her gaze, however, felt like it could literally melt my face straight off my skull. Worse, as the evening sky continued to darken to night, and two of the four moons rose higher in the sky, what had previously appeared to be faded markings on her hands and face began to glow with mounting power. Along with every other elf standing in the vicinity – including Korinne – the small-statured woman looked all at once alien and menacing. 
 
    “Did you do that?” she whispered, gesturing to the smoking mound of molten sand-turned-glass a few feet away. 
 
    “I, um…” I swallowed, taking a shaky step backward. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    At a complete loss for words, I stole a glance at Zayn, whose irises were as black as the patch of earth I’d accidentally scorched. 
 
    “Zayn, don’t,” Korinne warned him in English. She’d strategically positioned herself between him and his aunt, clutching his wrist as though he were a feral dog about to spring into attack. 
 
    “Yes!” I blurted out, sending the crowd into a titter, “but it was an accident, I swear! I was just trying to redraw my, um, translation thingy.” I held up my shaking hand to show her the rune. “A-And I accidentally—” 
 
    “Created a modified Fulmen Rune with neither catalyst nor talisman,” she breathed.  
 
    A hush fell over the crowd as she gripped my wrist to examine the back of my hand, sending a painful jolt up my shoulder. Whereas moonlight-illuminated green lines appeared on the back of hers, my entire hand was inexplicably glowing gold.  
 
    “You carry a power unlike any I’ve seen before. Not just gilded blood, but…” The Great Mother trailed off, her sapphire-blue eyes glazing over as though she were remembering something unpleasant. And then she shook her head, her sharp gaze once more locking onto mine. “You will stay to fight alongside us in the coming battle?” 
 
    “W-Well, um,” I stammered, rubbing my tender wrist. “I mean, I’d like to do whatever I can to help—” 
 
    “Zæynek! Kor’ínthe!” the elder barked as she whirled on the two of them. “You two will put your most powerful assault runes on this—” She stiffened, then turned back around. “What is your name, child?” 
 
    I glanced at Zayn, who was rubbing his forehead in obvious irritation. Korinne, however, nodded her assent when she saw my questioning look. 
 
    “T-Talia,” I answered. 
 
    “And your mother’s name?” 
 
    “Um…Dee Dee?” 
 
    The Great Mother’s eyebrow arched. 
 
    “Er…Diedre,” I amended. 
 
    She nodded solemnly. “Tálya al’Dídra, you would do my people an incredible honor if you would stand upon the eastern walls, alongside my most powerful warriors. Will you help us defend our keep from those who would seek to desecrate it?” 
 
    Zayn opened his mouth to protest, but Korinne quickly clapped a hand over it. He shot her a look as dark as lightning-charred sand. 
 
    “Um, well, I…” I faltered, eventually huffing out a sigh of defeat. “Yeah, sure. I’d be glad to help you kill that creep however I can. Though I really do think you should listen to Zayn and—” 
 
    My words were drowned out by the vociferous cheers of the elves, who had all drawn their daggers from their sheaths. Their sharpened blades glinted in the moonlight as they raised them to the sky, shouting, “Tálya al’Dídra! Gilded defender of the keep!” 
 
    Blushing as brightly as a lantern, I scurried over to Korinne and Zayn, sandwiching myself between them as the elder began calling out various orders, dispersing the crowd as she did. “Um…does this mean I officially get to graduate from defensive runes to offensive ones?” 
 
    Zayn, whose eyes were tightly squeezed shut as he pinched the bridge of his nose, didn’t answer.  
 
    Korinne patted his arm sympathetically, then turned to me, a grim expression stamped on her face. “We will arm you with the most powerful beginner spells we know…which will involve a lot of syringes and needles. Are you prepared for that?” 
 
    I gulped, feeling all the blood drain from my face. “Y-Yeah, sure. Totally prepared.” 
 
    “Come on,” she sighed, drawing a leatherbound book from her robes. “It’s time for Advanced Runemastery 101… Marching into battle and not dying.”
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 By The Light of the Moons 
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    The rest of the night was slow-going, mostly because I spent every moment of it sticking – and getting stuck by – various needles thanks to my ad hoc battlefield promotion to Associate Runemaster. I must have done fifty Protection Runes, all back-to-back. Followed by fifty more Armor Runes, and another fifty Ignis Runes on top of that, since vamps apparently hate fire almost as much as they hate banshees. We’d set up our pop-up tattoo “shop” in the plaza, working in the crisp midnight air by the light of torches as well as three of the four moons, which made the distant sand shine like freshly-fallen snow.  
 
    The elves I helped arm with battle runes were polite, albeit reserved. I caught a good number of them giving me the side eye while I worked, as though they weren’t exactly sure what to make of this purple-haired, needle-phobic hybrid with glowing blood. But they certainly didn’t complain when we mixed a single drop of my magic-bolstering blood into every tattoo we Endowed on them, with enough left over that I was able to fill an extra vial that I strung alongside my father’s locket so I didn’t have to repeatedly stab myself. But even then, I was quickly learning how to Endow runes with magic that I pulled directly from my veins, as opposed to having to literally smear them in blood. 
 
    Hooray for small, needle-free victories, amiright? 
 
    Anyway, the elves’ ink stores weren’t nearly as robust as Zayn’s stockroom back in Miami, but what they did have, they had a lot of. Which meant the only things we were limited by were dwindling time and cramping hands. About five hours into the mass tattoo event, I set down my tattoo machine after placing yet another Protection Rune on an elven soldier – a young woman who looked straight ahead and said absolutely nothing the entire time – and shook out my hand, wincing. On my left, Zayn was perched on a backward-facing chair, etching a Greater Armor Rune onto the forearm of a skinny elf who looked no more than fifteen – which probably meant he was at least as old as my mother in Terran years. On my right, Korinne had just finished touching up one of those cool “invisible runes” that only showed up under direct moonlight. 
 
    “What kind of magic is that?” I asked, pointing to one of the glowing markings on her arm as she rubbed a soothing balm into her wrist. 
 
    “Lunar Runes.” She passed me the salve when she finished, which I gratefully massaged into my own aching hand and wrist. 
  
 
    Thankfully, I had no more “customers” for the time being, since almost everyone else had followed the elder into their largest temple to hold a prayer service before the fight. It was something I was interested in seeing, but didn’t feel comfortable intruding upon. 
 
    “What’s the ink made from?” I asked. 
 
    “A blend of concentrated moonchoke extract, dried lyra blossoms, and a powerful catalyst that Zayn’s mother developed many years ago.” Korinne lowered her voice. “Though no one except him can replicate the formula as well as she could. But don’t tell him I said that…his ego doesn’t need more inflating.” 
 
     I smiled at his back proudly, feeling my stomach do a little flip as I did. He’d removed his shirt as he worked beneath the heat of the torches, and with every shift and flex of his muscles, the exquisite collection of tattoos stretched across his powerful upper back and shoulders seemed to dance in the torchlight. 
 
    “He’s pretty amazing, isn’t he?” I murmured, almost to myself. 
 
    “Almost as amazing as you,” she chuckled, patting my knee. “I’ve never seen anyone take to Runemanship as quickly or proficiently as you have. All we have to do is show you a rune once, and you’ve all but memorized the pattern – stroke order and all. And, despite having blood that allows you to cut corners, your lines are always perfect.” 
 
    I blushed, which probably made me look like a polished softball trophy. “Zayn worked me really hard when I first started at the shop. No shortcuts allowed.”  
 
    He cast me a quick glance over his shoulder, where I caught a hint of a smile on his face. “Korinne is right. Well-trained or not, your aptitude for runes is like nothing either of us have ever seen. It feels like fate itself brought you to Flourish and Dots.” 
 
    I cleared my throat roughly, taking that opportunity to closely examine the flickering runes running up and down Korinne’s arms. “So how do these work? Moonlight?” 
 
    “In a way, yes. Elves are naturally nocturnal creatures, as our power comes from the four moons, not the sun – which makes being relegated to the desert quite difficult for someone like me. The days are too sweltering to properly sleep and the nights are usually too frigid to even think about venturing outside.” 
 
    “Where were you from, before, um…” I almost said, “before you were enslaved by Sol,” but quickly amended it to, “before you went to work in the Summer Palace?” 
 
    Korinne’s smile was a sad one. “My family is from the Blœmfontein forests. Our ancestors had lived there for countless generations, their magic strengthened and reinforced by the grace of the Great Phoenix Tree. But we were driven out after the Blood Wars, and in the decades following, most of my family members were either killed or enslaved by Sol. Those few who escaped sought refuge here. Unlike me, my cousins have been living in the Southern Territory for decades, and have since acclimated to the desert.” She turned her head toward the northern wall. “But I miss the forest every moment. And sometimes, when the winds blow from the north, it’s as if the trees are calling me…” She trailed off, her eyes glassy with suppressed emotion. 
 
    I reached forward and squeezed her hand, ignoring the throb in my shoulder. Earlier that night, Zayn had touched up the corissian ink as best as he could before I nearly fainted from the agony of it. 
 
    He hadn’t said much after that. 
 
    “Anyway,” Korinne cleared her throat, “Lunar Runes are a way to bolster the natural magic in our blood by channeling the moons’ power. The brighter and fuller the four moons, the stronger we become.” She glanced up at the night sky, where three half-moons hovered at different points in the sky – a pock-marked white moon, similar to Earth’s; a much larger, rose-colored moon with two crisscrossing silver rings; and a tiny, barely visible moon that had a dusky red hue. “Our fourth and largest satellite is on the other side of the planet, leaving us weaker than we might have been a few days from now – something Sol no doubt took into account when he decided to launch a last-minute attack.” 
 
    An eagle swooped overhead, letting out a loud screech that made me jump. Biscuit and Mavros had taken off into the eastern skies nearly two hours ago to see how far away this supposed “army” was; I, for one, was still clinging to the hope that Sol had been bluffing. 
 
    Where are they? I rubbed at the new tattoos on my exposed forearms, trying to keep my growing chill at bay. 
 
    When I looked up, Korinne was watching me with a guarded expression. “Would you like me to put a Lunar Rune on you?” she asked. “One of the more basic ones, to help amplify your magic?” 
 
    Zayn stole a quick glance in her direction, but said nothing. 
 
    “That depends,” I replied. “Got any more durajellan ‘shrooms on you?” 
 
    “It just so happens that I have one more,” she smiled, handing me a shriveled-up, dirt-flavored truffle from her pocket. 
 
    I choked it down gratefully, feeling the familiar fuzzy feeling spread across my body like a soft blanket fresh from the dryer. “Ohhh, yeah,” I moaned. “That’s the stuff right there.” 
 
    “Try to touch her as little as possible,” Zayn muttered to Korinne over his shoulder. 
 
    She nodded at him as she settled in beside me. “Are you in your happy place yet?”  
 
    “Uh-huh. Rivers of wine are a-flowing.” Tilting my head back, I smiled in half-lidded contentment, barely noticing the whir of her tattoo machine or the accompanying sting in my arm.  
 
    “Proverbial or literal rivers?” 
 
    “I am tubing down an actual river of wine,” I mumbled, dipping my imaginary goblet into the gentle crimson waves as I floated lazily along. “Hey, Zayn? Wanna go skinny-dipping with me? The cabernet is just lovely this time of year.” 
 
    Sadly, I never heard his answer – I was already drifting away into a blissful, psychedelic sleep. 
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    “All set.” Korinne’s voice roused me from a particularly delicious hallucination involving my very naked incu-boss and me getting frisky beneath a waterfall of wine. 
 
    Grunting in annoyance – why couldn’t she have waited until after the good part? – I blearily looked down at the fresh tattoo on my left arm, which was dimly flickering. 
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    “Oh, sweet,” I breathed, tracing my fingers over the healed lines. “Are these supposed to be orbits?” I pointed at one of the dotted circles.  
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “So, these tattoos are kind of like star maps?” 
 
    “Yes. And when the celestial bodies align just right – in six days, and then every twenty-three days after that – that’s when you can draw the most power from the moons. So long as you let the rune absorb at least fifteen minutes of moonlight a night, it’ll never fade or lose power.” 
 
    “That is so cool,” I gushed, touching the illuminated crescent moon at the top. “It’s like having a permanent solar panel on my body!” I grinned at Korinne, who didn’t smile back. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    She faltered, then bit her lip – a strange expression on her normally-composed face. “You are part elf, Talia.” Her eyes darted to Zayn’s stiffening back as she spoke. “The Lunar Rune I placed on your body would not be illuminated if that were not the case – gold blood or not.” 
 
    “I…” My mouth fluttered open and shut. “Oh.”  
 
    In truth, I didn’t know how to respond to that. If I were indeed part elf, that would have meant that my father was, too. And something about that made my insides twist up. Maybe because it represented yet another mystery I had no way of solving, since he was long gone. But mostly, it just felt like some sort of taunt – that not even magical blood was enough to save him from the Earth-borne disease that eventually took his life. It all just felt…cruel. 
 
    “Talia—” she started. 
 
    I raked a tired hand over my face. “Can we talk about something – anything – else? Like what other tattoos I can slap on my body before plunging head-first into battle? As an art school drop-out, my combat training is fairly limited.” 
 
    Her face softened. “Yes, of course. I have three more runes that I think you’ll like – all flashy, explosive, and extremely lethal,” she added, pulling her grimoire from the sleeve of her robe. 
 
    “Explosive and lethal?” I repeated, forcing a grin. “My kind of runes.” 
 
    While Korinne gathered the proper ink from the pile of vials we’d arranged in the sand, I prepped one of the last remaining empty spaces on my arm, grimacing at the similarly-explosive-and-extremely lethal reaction I knew my mother would have when she saw my magical “gang sleeves.” Assuming they – and I – survived whatever was coming that morning. 
 
    I immediately pushed the thought from my mind. 
 
    My eyes once again darted to the east, where the faintest glow of turquoise was beginning to leach the night from the sky. But still no Biscuit or Mavros. Dread pitted in my stomach.  
 
    Where are they? 
 
    Zayn stood up and stretched his arms over his head after his young customer took off running toward the temple, where the low drone of chants wafted through the glassless windows. “I can get these,” he said, reaching for the tattoo machine in Korinne’s hand. “You should focus on finishing your own.”  
 
    Eyeing the half-finished Protection Rune on the inside of her wrist, Korinne nodded gratefully. 
 
    I almost asked her for another psychedelic truffle, my shoulders slumping when I remembered that I’d already eaten all of them. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Zayn asked, settling in beside me. 
 
    I clenched my fists and nodded, trying not to wince as he pressed the needle against my skin. He worried about me enough as it was.  
 
    “How are you doing?” he asked softly. 
 
    “Never better,” I said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking…” He gently gripped my elbow, repositioning my arm as he worked with lightning-fast precision. “I can’t put Tesseract Runes on anyone else because we don’t have the right kind of catalyzing ink. But with your blood, I can place one on you with regular tattoo ink. It should be strong enough to get you back to the castle, should things…escalate.” 
 
    I’d have rolled my eyes if my eyelids weren’t squeezed shut. “I’m not leaving you.” 
 
    “I might not survive.” 
 
    My eyes popped open to shoot him a withering glare. “Don’t talk like that. The elves have walls and booby traps and enchantments—” 
 
    “Talia.” 
 
    “—and besides, for all we know, Sol was full of shit when he said he was coming with an army,” I scoffed. “I mean, Lanmè and the other mermaids took out like fifty of them just a few days ago—”  
 
    “Talia.” Zayn’s voice was firm. “Sol didn’t claw his way to the top of the food chain by bluffing. And he wouldn’t come here if he didn’t believe he could walk away victorious. Not after the humiliation we dealt him on his own turf.” 
 
    “Then why are we even here?” I demanded, my voice cracking. “If you think he’s just going to lay waste to this place and kill everyone—” 
 
    He pressed a finger to my trembling lips. “We’re here because we’re both stubborn mules who believe in doing what’s right. There’s still time to try to convince the elves to save themselves rather than die in a fruitless battle – and I do believe they’ll see reason once they see what’s coming. My aunt is stubborn, but she’s no fool.” 
 
    My hands began to shake, so I clenched them into two fists in my lap, biting my lip to help keep my mounting emotions in check. “And if they refuse to evacuate?” 
 
    “Then we avoid an all-out war by cutting the head off the snake the moment he emerges. After what you did to him, he’ll already be weakened. Once he’s dead, it won’t matter how many are in his army – as impulsive and erratic as those demons are, they’ll crumble in the vacuum of power.” He shifted, turning my arm to add another rune. “But above all else, Talia, you are my priority. And I will do whatever it takes to protect you, even if it means Tessing you back to the castle without me. Do you understand?” 
 
    I bit my tongue rather than argue. There was no way in hell I was going to leave him, nor he me. I knew that. He knew that. And I knew he knew I knew that.  
 
    But he was absolutely right about one thing: if we could find a way to kill Sol quickly and cleanly, without drawing the realm into another all-out war, I was all for it. Which meant, whatever weapons I had, I’d be aiming all of them straight at the head of that vile, slithering snake. 
 
    If he even had the incu-balls to show up. 
 
    “Let me see your shoulder,” Zayn said once all my other runes had been finished and treated. When his eyes fell on the faded blue ink, he sighed. “Your body is absorbing the corissian ink much faster than I had hoped.” 
 
    Korinne, who hadn’t yet seen the life-or-death battle being waged beneath the sleeve of my shirt, came over to examine it with her own eyes. Upon seeing the mottled skin and the half-depleted circle of corissian ink, she let out a startled gasp. “I don’t understand,” she whispered, pressing her hand to her mouth. “If the Requisition Rune is incomplete—” She turned to Zayn, then took an immediate step backward when she saw the black veins throbbing beneath his eyes. 
 
    “Zayn…” I reached for his hand, but he jerked it away.  
 
    “Enough!” he snarled, making me jump. “This carelessness has to stop!” 
 
    “What can be done?” Korinne asked, panic creeping into her own voice. “Is the curse bound in his death or in hers?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” He closed his eyes, his shoulders rising and falling as he took a deep, slow breath. “But I’ll find out soon enough when I rip his head from his shoulders.” 
 
    “Zayn.” I stood up, snatching his hand in mine even as he tried to pull away. “Please. Don’t pull away from me,” I whispered. “Especially now…” I let my words trail off, unable to say the next part out loud: …when we don’t even know if we’ll survive the morning. Ignoring the sharp pain in my arm, I stood up on tiptoes and pressed my forehead to his. “I love you. No matter what, we’ll figure this out. Together.” 
 
    He gently cupped my face, his trembling hands barely brushing against my skin. “I swear to the Creator – no matter what it takes, I will find a way to save you…” His voice grew hoarse. “So you can be mine again.” 
 
    “I already am yours, Zæynek al’Bâramahd,” I replied, the fervency of my own words catching me off guard. “Forever.” 
 
    “Oh, Talia,” he whispered, his face contorting. 
 
    A loud squawk made all three of us jerk our heads skyward. Biscuit and Mavros swooped out of the darkness, flaring their wings to land clumsily in the sand. Both were panting heavily, as though they’d been flying hard and fast for some time. I hurriedly plunged my cupped hands into the fountain a few feet away, then dropped to my knees to offer them water. Mavros took a quick drink while Biscuit dunked his entire face in my palms to gulp it down. When he finished, he looked up at me with wet feathers and big, round eyes. 
 
    “What did you see?” I asked, my heart sinking with dread. 
 
    A fuzzy image flashed in my mind – a spreading black wave of vampires, incubi, and succubi. Flying above them was a cloud of winged red demons, their horns glinting in the moonlight. And there, leading the ghastly army of Unseelies, was a vaguely familiar face, now hideous and mangled, like something from a nightmare. I let out a startled gasp, clutching my shoulder as a stab of ice fury sliced through it. 
 
    See you soon, little jay, a sumptuous voice slithered between my ears. 
 
     I fell backward on my haunches, too terrified to speak. 
 
    Zayn crouched beside me, quickly checking Biscuit for injuries. “How long?” 
 
    I couldn’t hear Biscuit’s answer, but a jolt of fear shuddered through the link Zayn and I shared. He staggered to his feet, shaking his head as though he’d been slapped. 
 
    “Korinne,” he rasped. “Get the others – now.”

  

 
   
    XIV. 
 
   

 

 The Blight of Dawn 
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    “How many?” the elder demanded, unwrapping the white prayer shawl that was still knotted around her shoulders. One of her attendants reached forward and took it from her, carefully folding it into a perfect square. The rest of the elves had gathered in a crowd behind her, many of them still lingering near the steps of the temple. 
 
    “Two thousand demons,” Zayn replied grimly, glancing up at the two silhouettes of Biscuit and Mavros circling above us to keep watch, their outlines pitch black against the brightening sky. “My familiar informed me that they emerged from the Zafrenpine Woodlands over an hour ago, and are currently making their way across the scrublands.” He paused, looking each of the elves in the eye as he spoke. “You have thirty minutes, maximum, before they arrive and lay waste to this place.” He then turned toward his aunt. “Mother, I am asking you – no, begging you,” he dropped to one knee, “to please see reason and return to the palace with us. There’s just enough time to re-open the Waypoint. We can get everyone through and still have time to—” 
 
    “We will disable the Waypoint,” she jerked her head at two soldiers, who immediately withdrew their long scimitars and set about hacking down the glowing post like a cherry tree, “so the infidels cannot slip through to the refugees.” 
 
    As the Waypoint fell, its lamp light extinguished, Zayn’s face hardened from exasperated to enraged. “Most of these people aren’t even soldiers!” He gestured angrily. “If your goal is to condemn every civilian in this square to a senseless death, then you have accomplished exactly that!” 
 
    Not soldiers? I chewed on my lip, regarding the Great Mother’s “army” with fresh worry. If Zayn was right, and the remaining elves were no more than determined civilians with runes and daggers, then his aunt truly was off her rocker. 
 
    “Utter one more word of insolence, hybrid,” she hissed, the lunar runes on her hands and face seething with power, “and I will throw you on the other side of these walls to fight alongside your fellow hellspawn!” 
 
    “Why,” he growled, “do you speak to me as though I am your enemy?” 
 
    “Because he spared you, when he should have spared her!” 
 
    Pain flickered behind Zayn’s eyes. 
 
    “Hey!” I took an angry step forward. “How dare you talk to him like that, after everything he’s done—” 
 
    “After everything he’s done?” His aunt rounded on me. “What specifically do you refer to? The fact that it was his depraved conception that plunged the entire realm into war and felled my sister’s kingdom?” 
 
    My mouth dropped open. “Are you insane?!” I sputtered. “He was a helpless child!” 
 
    Her ocean-blue eyes glinted in the torchlight. “Was he a ‘child’ when he sold his tarnished soul to save his own life? Was he a child when he assisted Jaína’s killer in slaughtering and enslaving her people? Do you know how much elven blood Zæynek’s runes have spilled across the land?” 
 
    “He had no choice!” 
 
    “He had every choice!” she snarled, the fury behind her words making me stumble backward. “Death would have been the honorable choice!” 
 
    “As if he could even do that!” I sputtered, balling my shaking hands into fists. “What part of ‘his body and choices no longer belonged to him’ do you not understand?”  
 
    I took an angry step forward, inciting her attendants to swiftly draw their bows, training four gleaming arrows on every vulnerable, squishy part of my body.  
 
    “Talia, stop!” Korinne pleaded from somewhere behind me. 
 
    The elder held up an ancient hand, the runes embedded in her skin glimmering with power as bright as the moons. Still, I was unfazed; I’d had twenty-five years of toe-to-toe screaming practice with my Jewish mother, who was far scarier than any of these pointy-eared people, armed or not. 
 
    “If you think he didn’t want to kill himself every single day of his miserable, tortured life,” I shouted, “then you are a fool!”  
 
    Eyes widening, Zayn’s aunt took a small step backward.  
 
    I took another step forward, channeling every drop of Brooklyn-braised chutzpah I possessed. “And if his body, his choices, had actually belonged to him, he’d already be dead, along with Sol and anyone else he could have taken down with him! But he was a slave – not only to the monster who murdered his family, but to that monster’s children, who…who…”  
 
    My thoughts shifted to Salen, the succubus who had been using Zayn’s body without his consent, and I felt the tenuous threads of my self-control fraying. Literally biting my tongue to hold back the string of expletives I very much wanted to hurl at Zayn’s aunt, I turned my mounting fury onto every other face in that crowd.  
 
    “This man,” I jabbed my finger at Zayn, who had gone as rigid as a startled plank, “is not some traitor or villain. He is the rightful, blood-born heir to Queen Jaína’s throne. Not only that, but he’s brave, and he’s good – and he also happens to be your last chance to save this realm. So, if any of you have any goddamn sense at all in your obnoxiously-beautiful heads, you’ll listen to him, not stick around here waiting for death!” 
 
    Maybe it was my imagination, or the insanely high levels of adrenaline coursing through my illuminated veins at that very moment, but by the time I’d finished my tirade, I could swear the elves were looking at Zayn with a sort of tempered reverence, as though they were seeing him in a new light for the first time.  
 
    The elder, however, remained as pinch-faced as ever, proving that Karens can exist anywhere in the universe. 
 
    “Do you wish to waste time convening a high council?” she asked the crowd coldly, “or will you defend this stronghold with your last breath, as you have already vowed upon our ancestors’ blood to do?” When no one spoke, she lifted her chin. “I thought so. Now, assume your positions, placing extra fortifications from the seaside walls to the eastern barricade. Archers, man the pillars, concentrating all defenses on the shrublands, where they will emerge into exposed terrain as easy targets. With the number of arrows we’ve amassed for such an occasion, they’ll be dead before they’re able to reach the inlet. Should a handful of demons manage to breach the shore, do not bother wasting projectiles, as the peripheral runes will have already been triggered by then. You”—she rounded on me—“may take your leave with my nephew and go, lest you wish to die with senseless fools.” 
 
    “Oh, come off it,” I rolled my eyes. “I didn’t stab myself with a dozen needles just to run home to Mommy. Let’s kill this fornicator! Er—” I frowned at Zayn, who was still looking at me with a kind of awestruck expression I’d never seen on his face before. “Does ‘fornicator’ not translate into Elvish? No! Not fornicator! …Aw, fornicate!” I stamped my foot on the ground. “Forget it, you know what I mean. Let’s just fornicating go already!” 
 
    The elder gave me an affirming-albeit-puzzled nod before turning to address her troops. “It does not matter how much the enemy may outnumber us! We fight by the light of the Great Phoenix Tree, which protects and blesses us no matter the distance between us. Now go, my children. May our harvest be bountiful, and the Mighty Benefactor shower victory upon us.” 
 
    The elves bowed their heads, murmuring their echoes of the Great Mother’s prayer, and then dispersed to the outer walls – leaving Zayn, Korinne, the elder, her four white-clad guards, and me. The older woman turned to go, then abruptly stopped. 
 
    “Is it true, boy?” she asked softly, not bothering to look Zayn in the eye. 
 
    His shoulders raised and lowered in a heavy sigh. “Is what true, Mother?” 
 
    “What the child just said—” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at “child” but otherwise managed to hold my tongue. 
 
    “—is all of that true? Were your hands so tightly bound?” 
 
    “Mother,” Korinne said, the honorific sounding uncharacteristically sharp in her mouth, “I have told you of the horrors I was subjected to while in Sol’s custody. What I experienced was but a fragment of the torment Zæynek has endured. Forgive my impertinence, but you must set aside your preconceived notions and biases. Zæynek may be half-incubus, but his heart and intentions are wholly pure.” 
 
    By the time Korinne had finished, the elder looked surprisingly deep in thought. “I—” she started, then quickly snapped her mouth shut. 
 
    Korinne frowned. “Mother…?” 
 
    I felt Biscuit’s silent warning at the same time the indigo flames of the massive bonfire turned as black as pitch. A split second later, the sky exploded in a thousand triggered runes, their fiery red sparks whizzing through the air like the New Year’s Eve fireworks display in Times Square. Before the crimson magic had even dissolved into the first light of dawn, they came – hundreds of red-skinned, winged demons, their advancing silhouettes filling the sky with the promise of death. It wasn’t until they were directly overhead that I realized each of them was carrying a dangling body in their arms. 
 
    What happened next will be burned into my memory until the day I die. 
 
    For a moment, my paralyzed brain couldn’t comprehend what was transpiring, or why. All I could do was watch in mute horror as a deluge of bodies fell from the sky and smashed into the ground with heavy, gut-wrenching thuds. Upon hitting the glowing blue circles of sand that surrounded the settlement, some of those bodies immediately burst into blue flames. Others were sucked into the sand, pulled by some magical blue force. Elven arrows rained down upon the bodies that remained – though, from what I could tell, they were already lying completely still well before the arrows struck them. Whoever – or whatever they were – the corpses were too far away for me to make out any details, apart from the fact that they were humanoid. But it didn’t matter anyway, because nothing could have survived that hundred-foot plunge. 
 
    The elves atop the walls must have understood that as well, because they quickly shifted tactics, aiming instead at the winged demons who darted across the sky like frenzied bats. Shrill, agonized screeches filled the air as the arrows pierced their wings and bodies. One by one, they crashed to the ground, triggering more runes as they landed. 
 
    At some point during all of this, Zayn or Korinne must have raised a protective shield, because one of the demons smashed into the top of an invisible dome directly above us, leaving a long, dark smear down the side as its body slid into the blood-spattered sand. 
 
    Someone let out a bloodcurdling scream; for all I know, it might have been me.  
 
    I didn’t need to be a battle tactician to understand that Sol had sent in this first wave as a sacrifice, designed only to trigger and nullify the elves’ magical defenses. But there was nothing I or anyone else could do. The eight of us – Zayn, Korinne, the elder, her attendants, and me – could only gape in horror as a second torrent of demons crashed down to the earth – taking the occasional elf with them. By the time the last winged monster had fallen to the earth, the sand no longer glowed with runes, but was stained with blood. 
 
    All at once, silence shrouded us like a scratchy wool blanket.  
 
    I found myself gripping Zayn’s hand so hard it hurt. In the back of my mind, I was vaguely aware of the shooting pain in my shoulder. But the scent of death, and the promise of more to come, was drowning out my better senses. 
 
     It must have been Korinne who threw up the shield, because it disappeared with a weak flourish of her hand when she knelt beside the lifeless winged demon that had crashed into it. “Striga,” she said grimly, wiping a streak of black blood on her robes. 
 
    Zayn turned to his aunt. “We have to evacuate – now.” 
 
    The elder didn’t answer. Her rounded eyes were glued to the dead, limp body that had been lying thirty feet away – the same limp body that was currently pushing itself up to its shattered ankles before staggering across the sand, its mangled arms outstretched like the walking dead. The torchlight illuminated the creature’s hairless head, its sunken black eyes, and its scabbed, papery skin, which was as gray as ash. A cry lodged itself in my throat as the vampire turned its skeletal face directly toward me, letting out a ravenous hiss; Zayn had a fiery arrow sailing through one of its cavernous eye sockets before I even had time to scream. The vampire let out an agonized screech as its body went up in flames; even then, it continued to stagger toward us, until its legs were too charred to carry it, and it collapsed into an incinerated heap. 
 
    Panic was pushing in on me from all sides. But the real nightmare hadn’t even started yet. 
 
    “Look.” Korinne raised a trembling finger to the east. 
 
    Illuminated from behind by the first teal rays of sunlight, dozens of silhouettes once more filled the sky. But even from afar, I could see these creatures were nothing like the mangled winged demons that lay dead in the crimson-stained sand. These abominations were almost feline in shape, save for their bat-like wings and the pointed tails that curled behind them as they dropped from the sky one by one. 
 
    What happened next came so quickly, the memory itself is nothing but a blur. All I know is that one moment the elder was standing beside me, her four attendants poised to attack whatever had just landed twenty feet in front of us…and then a split second later, she was on the ground, convulsing and foaming at the mouth. 
 
    That’s when the real screaming started.
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 Face Your Demons 
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    Someone – Zayn, no doubt – shoved me aside with enough force to send me crashing into the sand eight feet away. As I landed hard on my right side, my breath left my body in a violent rush that left me gasping for air. I watched, sputtering and helpless, as a lion-like figure slammed into the ground inches from where I had been standing a split second before, letting out a roar that made my insides turn to slush. But this wasn’t just any lion – this was a massive beast with scythe-like black wings, curved ram’s horns, and a tail that did not belong to a feline, but a four-foot-long scorpion’s tail, which ended in a vicious stinger. 
 
    “Manticore!” one of the elder’s attendants cried. Her scream ended in a wet gurgle as she crumpled in the sand. 
 
    Several arrows hit the creature at once: one from Zayn, who was standing directly between me and the creature, and the others from the two elder’s attendants still standing. But instead of dropping to the ground like any other flesh-and-blood creature would have, the monster loosed another thunderous roar and shot three more barbs from the curved tip of its scorpion tail. Two of them glanced off of Zayn’s invisible force field. The third sailed through the air, slicing clean through the weakened shield of the attendant desperately trying to heal the Great Mother. When it sank into the back of her neck, she crumpled in a heap atop the elven leader. 
 
    Neither moved again. 
 
    In the span of a single, ragged breath, the manticore lunged forward, his three-inch, protracted claws glinting from the fire that was suddenly all around us, his razor-sharp canines bared for flesh, and his poisonous, barbed tail aimed directly at Zayn’s jugular. 
 
    Frozen in place, my hands and knees rooted to the ground, my mouth opened of its own accord, unleashing an earsplitting scream that drowned out everything else on that godforsaken peninsula. With the deafening, pulsating clap of a sonic boom, the sheer force of it sent the manticore flying horns over tail, landing hard on its back. Zayn’s dagger was in its exposed chest before I’d even run out of air. The monster’s roar cut off in a pained yelp as its wings and tail abruptly went limp. 
 
    Panting, I scrambled to my feet, spinning in a frantic circle to take in the chaos and carnage that was happening all around us. Broken, lurching vampires, frightened away by my scream, made their way toward the walls; some of them had even started to drag themselves up the stones. Fallen torches had set fire to nearby palm trees and potted plants, with hungry flames leaping to surrounding buildings. Shards of broken stone rained from the sky as something slammed into the eastern wall from the outside. Atop the walls and underneath, blood dripped from the jaws of scores of manticores, who were tearing apart the bodies of a dozen lifeless elves as though they were baby gazelles. 
 
    Without warning, I doubled over, emptying my stomach of what little I’d eaten the night before, then fell to my knees, the edges of my vision turning to black. 
 
    “Talia!” Zayn shouted, roughly shaking me by the shoulders. 
 
    Biscuit let out a sharp cry as he landed in the sand beside me, rousing me from my terror. “Biscuit!” I gasped, frantically running my hands over his small body to search for injuries. Though I found none, he let out an anguished squawk and buried his face inside the crook of my elbow. An image of a man shrouded in shadows appeared in my mind, his arm raised to the sky as he called out to Mavros – and to whom she answered, returning to her master’s side as a flaming black dragon. 
 
    My heart sank to my stomach. “She went back to him?” 
 
    Biscuit nodded, and I could swear there were actual tears in his eyes. 
 
    “He Manipulated her?” I hissed. “That spineless bastard!” 
 
    Somewhere close by, an elf’s screams were cut short by a lion-like roar. 
 
    “Of course!” Zayn snarled, raking his hands through his hair. “The manticores – they’ve all been Manipulated!” 
 
    Biscuit’s head jerked to the east, his round eyes narrowing. 
 
    “No!” I tightened my grip around his body. “You have to let her go! Otherwise Sol will just Manipulate you too!” 
 
    “No!” He struggled to wriggle out of my grasp. “Biss-kiss help Mavvie!” 
 
    “Hey—stop!” 
 
    Filled with emotions that were far too big for his little body, Biscuit instinctively clamped down on my hand with his beak, drawing blood. Both of our eyes widened simultaneously as he realized what he’d done; still, he didn’t relent. 
 
    “Leggo!” he screeched, desperately fighting against me. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, little buddy,” I whispered, hugging Biscuit against my chest.  
 
    Zayn crouched beside me, giving me a grim nod when our eyes met. 
 
    “Go home,” I choked out, urging my will into Biscuit’s stubborn little mind. His body abruptly went limp, with eyes wide and vacant, before he disappeared back to where he was safe – for the moment. As I pressed my hand against his tattoo, guilt welled up in my chest, making the terror that had already taken up residence there squeeze the air from my lungs like a vice. 
 
    Another powerful blast outside the wall made the earth tremble beneath our feet. A shower of stones and debris clattered all around us, bouncing off our triggered shields. 
 
    “We have to evacuate!” Zayn shouted, pulling me to my feet. “We’ll gather the others and—”  
 
    His sentence cut off in a curse as a throaty growl rumbled from behind him. Another manticore had emerged from the shadows and flame, baring his bloody fangs as he stalked us. Behind him, a pile of torn, bloodstained white robes were all that remained of the elder. 
 
    Grief gripped me by the windpipe. So much death.  
 
    Zayn drew his bow. 
 
    “Wait!” The word tumbled from my mouth as I flung myself between them. 
 
    The manticore snorted, baring his teeth and the poisonous barb of his tail. 
 
    “Talia—” Zayn growled. 
 
    “Go home,” I whimpered, my voice cracking as I gazed into the manticore’s eerily-human brown eyes.  
 
    He didn’t budge, save for a twitch of his barbed stinger. 
 
    “Go home!” I tried again, this time with more force. Pushing my feet forward, I thrust my glowing hand against the creature’s wrinkled brow. 
 
    Zayn stiffened, the quivering string of his bow pulled taut.  
 
    “Go! Get out of here!” I shouted, funneling every ounce of magic I had directly into the manticore’s mind. A golden glow began to spread from my fingertips to my elbow. “Go home and live another day!”  
 
    To my immense shock, the manticore’s pupils flared with understanding…then sharply narrowed. Snapping open his wings with a whip-like crack, he let out a subdued roar, shot up from the ground, and sailed over the wall… 
 
    Back to his home.  
 
    For the span of exactly one breath, Zayn and I gaped at one another in amazement. And then a fresh wave of screams snapped us from our shock. 
 
    “Go!” I yelled, shoving him forward. “Evacuate the elves – I’ll handle the manticores.” 
 
    As he opened his mouth to argue, Korinne reappeared, a thin trickle of blood dripping down her face as she sheathed her dagger. “Talia’s right,” she said, her voice hoarse. “There’s a hidden escape embedded in the northwest walls of the settlement that leads to the boats. Gather the survivors and take them there. I’ll stay with her and keep the wall standing until you give us the all clear.” 
 
    Zayn’s face was hard as he turned toward me. “I can’t—” 
 
    Grabbing him by the shirt, I cut him off with a rough kiss, then quickly pushed him away. “You keep telling me how powerful I am, right? So let me help!” 
 
    He instinctively reached behind my head and pulled my mouth to his, returning the kiss with fervor. “If anything happens to you—” 
 
    “Trust me,” I whispered. “I can do this.” 
 
    His eyes darkened to two smoldering coals. “Five minutes, then you and Korinne will get to the boats – with or without me, do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes,” I replied, referencing the fact that I did, in fact, understand the words he was saying – not necessarily that I was agreeing to them. 
 
    After shoving the grimoire from his bag into my hands, Zayn cast me one last pained look before sprinting toward the nearest column of steps. 
 
    While Korinne concentrated her efforts on fortifying the eastern wall with Restoration Runes, I took a deep breath, steeling myself, and then opened the Bâramahd family’s spell book. As though it were aware of the column of fire that was hungrily advancing toward us, it fell open on page 426: 
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    Using my finger to quickly draw the rune in the sand, I Endowed it with magic until every line burned with gold power. All of the fire within a fifty-foot radius immediately snuffed out, clearing the way for the elves who were trying to escape – as well as the nearby trio of manticores who whipped their bloody muzzles toward me. Their poisonous barbs whizzed through the air without warning, only to bounce off the shimmering orb that appeared around my body, compliments of my Armor Rune. 
 
    A smile crossed my face as I raised my outstretched hands in front of me, where my magic shone so brightly, you could see it spreading beneath the sleeves of my shirt. 
 
    “Go home,” I whispered, pushing my power into their minds. 
 
    The three manticores shook their heads and let out wet snorts, momentarily fighting my command – and then abruptly launched into the turquoise sky, their roars echoing behind them as they fled with their scorpion tails between their legs. 
 
    Behind me, another outside blast hit the wall. Korinne grunted with exertion, pushing more power into her magic – the only thing that was keeping the entire eastern wall of the settlement intact. 
 
    After sending a dozen more manticores back the way they’d come, my gaze darted to the top of the northeast section of the wall, where a growing crowd of elves, led by Zayn, were making their way west. Somehow, he’d managed to get the message to the southern and northern guard as well, because they too were evacuating their posts. But the relentless siege upon the wall had collapsed large portions of it, starting from the top – which meant the surviving elves would have to make their way through a burning city, where strung-out vampires and Manipulated manticores stalked for fresh blood in the shrinking shadows. 
 
    “Hey, Korinne!” I yelled. “What’s the best way to bring a couple hundred bloodthirsty demons this way?” 
 
    Korinne’s shoulders visibly tensed at the question. “You want to know how to bring them toward us?” she shouted back. Even in the dim light, I could see the beads of sweat dripping down the back of her neck from the tremendous effort she was expending to keep the wall from caving in. After casting me an exhausted glance over her shoulder, she groaned. “Oh, I don’t know – I suppose your extremely rare and powerful blood should do the trick!” 
 
    “Terrific,” I muttered to myself. Reaching into my purse, still slung across my chest, I rooted around until I found a make-up compact and a pen. Flipping open the mirror, I carefully drew the same Amplification Rune I’d put on the stupid troll bell, but backwards, doing my best to ignore the vampire that was pulling itself toward me in the sand by two mangled, broken arms – which, I can confirm, was exactly as difficult as it sounds.  
 
    When I finally finished, I kicked a bunch of sand in the approaching vampire’s face and then shouted, “HEY, EVERYONE!” at the top of my lungs, which was completely unnecessary because my voice exploded out of my throat at about 150 decibels – louder than an entire wall of speakers at a Megadeth concert. It was so loud that several of the elves actually appeared to stumble down the stairs in surprise. 
 
    As every vicious vampire, murderous manticore, and sadistic striga within five miles shot their heads in my direction, I cleared my throat – which ended up sounding like a gathering of gasoline-powered lawnmowers.  
 
    “WOULD ANYONE LIKE SOME DELICIOUS GOLD BLOOD?”  
 
    Behind me, Korinne let out a despairing groan. 
 
    Standing in my charred circle of sand, I held up two glowing peace signs in the air like a radioactive Richard Nixon, the intense golden glow of my skin visible from pretty much every corner of the peninsula. “FIRST ONE TO MAUL ME GETS IT!” 
 
    Talia! Zayn’s voice roared through our link. What the hell are you doing? 
 
    “I’M—OW, HANG ON.” Wincing from the deafening sound of my own voice, I took a precious second to rub the rune off my throat, then silently answered, Clearing you a path, obviously! Hurry the hell up! 
 
    As the monsters I’d assembled closed in on me like a bloodthirsty gaggle of Justin Bieber fans, a hysterical giggle slipped through my lips. Abject terror, as I’ve said, can do strange things to one’s brain, and at that very moment, the seething swarm of demons before me randomly brought to mind the first time I’d accidentally stumbled into a mosh pit. I was seventeen years old, maybe a buck-fifteen soaking wet, and had somehow found myself at a Five Finger Death Punch concert after some dumb jock had convinced me to sneak out of my house on a Tuesday night. As I found myself being tossed around like a rag doll in the middle of an unruly pit of foul body odor and stale beer, it occurred to me that my life choices leading up to that moment had not been great. Luckily for me, a couple of big ol’ metal-head teddy bears managed to snatch me up and heroically crowd surf my skinny ass out of there.  
 
    For this supernatural mosh pit, however, I wasn’t holding my breath for a pair of nice, rotund gentlemen to come swooping in to my rescue. Swallowing, I regarded the teeming mass of terrors that loomed less than three manticore lengths in front of me, their jaws and claws gnashing and slashing, and found myself taking several steps backward. 
 
    “Hey, Ko-Ko,” I squeaked as my shoulders bumped into hers. 
 
    Still laboring to keep that crumbling wall standing, she could only let out a strained grunt that sounded something like, “Others…safe?” 
 
    I squinted my eyes toward the far side of the settlement, where I could just barely make out the shrinking line of elves that appeared to be funneling into a small hole at the bottom of the western wall. “They’re almost—aah!”  
 
    I let out a yelp as the decapitated head of a vampire rolled across the sand, coming to a stop a few inches away from the toe of my shoe. A scuffle had broken out among the various factions of demons – probably to determine who would get to rip out my carotid artery first – and this one seemed to have found himself on the losing end of that disagreement. As I went to punt it back to them Beckham-style, I froze. Gaping up at me, his lifeless black eyes frozen in rounded horror, was the ultra-pierced, emo-goth vampire I’d seen dancing with three scantily clad women at Sol’s Miami nightclub just days ago – meaning Sol’s army was at least partially-comprised of a bunch of strung-out ravers. Holding back a dry retch, I kicked the raver’s head away as hard as I could, clocking one of the other vamps directly in its scabby face. Tactical revelations aside, my one and only concern at that moment was figuring out how the hell to get past these creeps so we could rejoin Zayn and the others. 
 
    Broken rocks rained down on the sand like hailstones. I glanced over my shoulder at the crumbling wall Korinne was single-handedly preventing from collapsing in on itself, a bold (read: idiotic) idea quickly forming in my head.  
 
    “Hey Korinne…how much force can a gold-blood-infused Armor Rune withstand?” 
 
    “A…lot,” she groaned, falling to one knee as the runes she’d cast upon the stones began to fade. 
 
    “Here’s hoping.” Crouching beside her, I pressed two fingers against the pale orange rune on the side of my wrist. “On the count of three, I need you to let go of the wall, okay?”  
 
    She made a grunt that I took to mean “gladly.”  
 
    In the meantime, several of the vampires had broken away from the rest of the flock and were hungrily staggering toward us, jaws unhinged and fangs bared. 
 
    “One,” I gulped. 
 
    A substantial thud on the other side of the wall let me know that something big had just landed – and based on its ensuing roar, I was pretty sure that “something” was big, black, and fire-breathing. 
 
    “Two…” 
 
    Talia! Zayn shouted at me through our link. What’s going on over there? 
 
    Unfortunately, I had no way of answering him, because one of the vampires – who happened to be missing the entire left side of its face – took that opportunity to lunge at my throat. 
 
    “Three!” I screamed, blocking my face with my arms. 
 
    Korinne collapsed to the ground at the same time the massive “something” outside the wall let loose another thunderous roar, the jarring reverberation of which shuddered through every bone in my body. With the force of a detonated bomb, scorching black flames and shattered sandstone exploded from the center of what had been a fifty-foot-high wall a mere split second before. As several truckloads of sharp, broken rock came crashing down upon us, I managed to suck down one ragged gulp of air.  
 
    And then the entire world went black.
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    Heavy chunks of rock rained down on us while high-pitched screams shattered from every direction, even as I tucked my head between my knees to try to block out the noise. Some of the cries broke off suddenly. Others lingered in the form of smothered, sustained moans.  
 
    Eventually, all went completely silent. 
 
    Wincing, I cracked open one eye, and then the other. A six-foot dome of flickering, dim light was all that separated us from enough broken stone and severed limbs to block out the rest of the world in its entirety. Apart from the shield and my faintly-glowing skin, all was dark.  
 
    Korinne’s moan sounded from the ground beside me. 
 
    “Hey,” I whispered. “You okay?” 
 
    “Unngg,” she groaned again, but her eyes didn’t open. Even beneath the shadows, her skin looked disturbingly pale. 
 
    When I placed my palm against her forehead, it felt like someone simultaneously stabbed a knife through my shoulder. Gasping, I pulled down my collar, exposing what adrenaline and terror had been masking – an ugly, blackened spider, jagged red lines, and a blue circle of ink that was so faint, my breath caught in my chest. 
 
    The sound of jostling rocks made my head snap up. A bright crack appeared several feet above us, followed by another. As the rocks disappeared one by one, dim morning light splintered through the darkness, creating dusty, illuminated streaks. In the rocks’ place, a faceless silhouette appeared before me, blocking out the rising sun. I held a hand in front of my face, squinting against the brightness. 
 
    “Hello, Zaffre,” a velvety smooth voice greeted me. 
 
    As the dim, shadowy lines of Sol’s face coalesced into view, I choked back a cry. The incubus I’d met just days before was an impeccably-dressed, silver-haired man with ice-blue eyes, a short dark beard that faded perfectly into his platinum sideburns, and a dazzling smile that could have thawed permafrost.  
 
    But this creature’s smile seized me by the throat. 
 
    Sol’s skin was nearly as pallid as a vampire’s, with spidery black veins that covered his face and hands like fractured glass. Gone were the whites of his eyes, replaced by inky blackness, while his irises burned with crimson ire. His hair fell across his eyes, disheveled and wild. And instead of a tailored suit, this version of Sol wore a black trench coat and a high-collared, siren-hide vest that somehow made his ashen face even paler. 
 
    Without warning, he slammed a dagger into the last vestiges of my Armor Rune’s force field, shattering it into dissolving shards of glowing light. As soon as I opened my mouth to scream, his boot met with my stomach, knocking the air straight out of my lungs. I fell forward on one hand, clutching my body with the other. Between the manticores, vampires, rock avalanche, and now him, all of my protective runes were spent. 
 
    “What’s the matter, little jay?” He cocked his head. “Striga got your tongue?” 
 
    Gasping for breath, my tearing eyes darted to Mavros, who was looming immediately behind him, her gleaming red eyes betraying the Manipulation spell he’d cast upon her. Less than a football field behind her was a wide expanse of teal water. On the opposite shore, where desert sand became grassy plains, the turquoise light of dawn revealed a massive black stain that covered the entire bank, spreading as far as the eye could see. 
 
    Sol’s army. 
 
    “Mavros,” I gasped, reaching for her. “Please…help.” 
 
    She stared at me with empty red eyes, while Sol just laughed. “Oh, Zaffre. You could never out-Manipulate me, particularly when it comes to my own familiar. Mavros did exactly as she was told, leading you and Zæynek straight to me.” 
 
    “Then why”—I grunted, pulling myself back into a sitting position—“did you have to Manipulate her just to bring her back?” 
 
    A muscle in his jaw clenched. 
 
    “Speaking of Zæynek,” another voice called, “where has our favorite whoreson disappeared to?” 
 
    Calus, the Master of Death Magic himself, slid off Mavros’s back, his mop of auburn hair wild and wind-swept, his deep-set, wrinkled forehead furrowed with contempt. Compliments of Biscuit, shiny, pink, half-healed burns covered his hands and face—except, I quickly remembered, that face didn’t actually belong to him; it was the face of whomever he had last killed. He stopped a few inches away from Korinne, who was still unconscious, his face smoothing into a blank stare as he peered down at her. And then, without betraying even a flicker of emotion, he kicked her – hard, right in the side of the head. 
 
    “Don’t—!” I started to scream, but before the word was even out, Calus casually snapped his fingers, sending sickly green vines slithering across my limbs and mouth. 
 
    “Be a good little banshee and let the grown-ups talk.”  
 
    Bound and gagged, my eyes darted to the tattoos twining up my forearms, landing on one of the runes that Korinne had described as “explosive and lethal,” though neither she nor Zayn had been given the chance to explain further. I ground my teeth against the vines, nearly gagging on the bitterness. With Korinne lying just a few yards away, not to mention my own immobility, I had to wonder – just how explosive was “explosive?” 
 
    Standing beside Sol, Calus’s beady eyes scanned the scorched, shattered desolation that stretched before us. “It seems the elves have evacuated. Surprising, given their arrogance.” 
 
    “Yes. It would seem that Zæynek was able to influence them after all,” Sol replied, his voice cool and clipped. “I told you not to underestimate him. He has too much of his father in him.” 
 
    “Which is precisely why I told you to destroy him when you had the chance, sire. But it seems your sentimentality got the better of you.” 
 
    Something dangerous flickered in Sol’s expression. “You will remember your place, Nikolaus.” 
 
    “My apologies, my liege,” Calus inclined his head. “How quickly I forget my place. Fortunately for me, my usefulness to you remains unparalleled. Speaking of which…” He knelt down to retrieve something from a nearby pile of dusty vampire limbs and rubble. “Oh my… Whatever do we have here?”  
 
    Grinning, he brandished the object in front of him like a hunter flaunting a dead duck. My heart lodged itself in my throat.  
 
    Zayn’s grimoire. 
 
    “An endless receptacle of gold blood”—he lifted his eye from the book to smirk at me—“and the legendary Bâramahd spell book? This truly is our lucky day, Sol—er, sire,” he quickly amended. 
 
    “Indeed,” Sol breathed, his scarlet irises narrowing with greed at the sight of it. 
 
    My gaze froze on the mystery rune I was about to activate. If I attacked Calus while he was holding Zayn’s priceless grimoire, it would almost certainly be destroyed. But if I didn’t, they would steal it anyway – which meant I didn’t have a choice. 
 
    Silently praying for Zayn’s forgiveness, I concentrated on the rune to activate it.  
 
    The moment it flickered to life, Calus let out a sharp gasp.  
 
    “What—augh!” His words choked off in a wet gurgle. Flecks of bright red blood sprayed from his nose and mouth as he started to cough, then vomit. Knees buckling, the grimoire fell from his hands, which Sol promptly plucked from the ground. 
 
    “Sol—” he started, choking on his words as a fountain of blood poured from his mouth. He collapsed into the sand, arm outstretched. 
 
    The incubus watched him dispassionately, a contemptuous scowl creeping across his lips. “Naughty jay. What have you done now?” he asked, glancing at me. “A Desanguination Rune? Or could it be—ohh,” he chuckled to himself, “you are a naughty little thing. It’s a Detonation Rune, isn’t it? Though I suspect the Protection Runes on Calus’s body will ultimately prevent him from exploding like a grenade, I am continually impressed by the amount of damage that you’re able to inflict after, what, a week of lessons?” He regarded me hungrily, like an antique collector eyeing a Fabergé egg. 
 
    Still hacking and spewing blood, Calus raised a trembling hand to the side of his neck, activating an insect-like rune that sent a sickly purple glow seeping through his illuminated veins. Once his coughs had subsided, he retrieved a vial from his pocket and choked down the black liquid with a repulsed swig. Eventually, he staggered to his feet, wiping the blood from his chin.  
 
    “You!” he snarled, lunging at me. His hands were around my throat before I even realized what had happened. Agony exploded in my shoulder and a scream rose up in my chest, only to be smothered by his intensifying chokehold. 
 
    “You arrogant little maggot!” Calus’s contorted face was centimeters from mine, spraying flecks of spittle and blood on my cheeks. “After I leech every drop of gold from your weak, scrawny body, I’ll snatch your ugly face, seduce Jaína’s whoreson with it, then slit his throat while he slee—” 
 
    With a sickening crack, his head jerked violently to the right, then slumped forward. The vines around my mouth dissolved into ash as he crumpled to the ground, his horror-struck face twisted one hundred and eighty degrees in the wrong direction. 
 
    I let out a choked cry, unable to move or speak. 
 
    Sol’s shadow fell across Calus’s lifeless corpse. “No one touches my claim but me… No one.” When his cold, seething gaze met mine, he clicked his tongue. “Now look at what you made me do, Zaffre. My most powerful Runemaster – dead. And all because of you.” His eyes trailed to Korinne’s unmoving form. “Perhaps I should show you what such an immense loss feels like.” 
 
    “No!” I gasped. “Please! It wasn’t her fault. I-I Manipulated her into helping us! She didn’t even—” 
 
    His head swiveled so fast, it was like he’d been possessed. “What have I told you about lying to me, Zaffre?” 
 
    I swallowed my words with an audible gulp. 
 
    “It’s such a pity,” he said softly, kneeling before me in the sand. Before I could jerk away, his hand shot forward like a cobra and grabbed me by the chin. “I meant what I said – when I told you I would make you my consort. You could have had the world at your fingertips, wanted for nothing.” 
 
    “Nothing except my freedom,” I rasped. I tried to wrench my face away, but his grip was unyielding. 
 
    Sol coughed out a laugh. “Freedom is an illusion.” He tore off my sleeve with one hand, his face twisting into a smirk when he saw the ravaged mark he’d left on me. “How does it feel, knowing that you destroyed so much, and killed so many…and all for nothing?” 
 
    I stole a glance at the fresh Fulmen Rune embedded in my wrist, praying for a bolt of lightning. The moment the ink began to glow, Sol shot his hand forward, raking his fingernails across the ink. 
 
    Crying out in pain, I clutched my arm, where four jagged cuts sliced through the rune, and stared up at him in mute horror. Still miraculously slung across my chest, my bag was partially unzipped, revealing the bathroom-tissue-wrapped iron dagger. My bloody fingers twitched, itching to grab it. 
 
    As Sol’s irises bore into mine, the spider on my shoulder simultaneously turned to ice, so sharp and glacial, it paradoxically burned. A scream slipped through my lips, which Sol stifled with the palm of his hand. 
 
     “Talia Judith Kestenbaum,” he breathed, every syllable of my name sparking with power, “you will not scream, nor will you raise a single finger against me.” 
 
    My mouth snapped shut so forcefully, pain reverberated through my jaw. 
 
    “So,” Sol casually licked my glowing blood from his fingertips, “how did the love of your life react when he realized I’d already defiled you with my claim?” 
 
    “He said he’d kill you,” I spat through gritted teeth. 
 
    Sol clicked his tongue. “What, kill me? Zæynek’s last surviving relative?” 
 
    His—what? I blinked, then shook my head violently.  
 
    “Bullshit,” I tried to snarl, but the word barely came out as a whisper. As he drew toward me, I found myself scrambling backward, across the bare circle of sand, until my spine pressed painfully against a pile of sharpened rocks. “You’re a liar.” 
 
    “No.” Sol crept closer, until the knee he was crouched on pressed firmly against my groin. He planted his palms against the broken stones on either side of my head, leaning in so his curved mouth was millimeters from mine. “I am a murderer. I am a sadist. I take what I want, from whom I please… But I am no liar.” 
 
    The Requisition Rune once more flared to life, filling me with hunger and lust… Only the lust wasn’t mine. 
 
    It was Sol’s. 
 
    “We share a bond of blood now,” he whispered softly. “I can already sense your emotions, catch whispers of your thoughts. And once the last line of my claim has been etched into your skin, you will belong to me – mind, body, and soul.” A smirk crossed his face. “But in the meantime, I suppose your body alone will suffice.” 
 
    As he dropped his mouth to mine, I lifted my foot and jammed it straight into his incu-balls, shoving him off of me – hey, he said I couldn’t “raise a finger” against him; raising a knee to his nutsack, on the other hand, was never mentioned. 
 
    He snarled out a curse, but before I could scramble away, his hand was around my throat. Eyes seething with the hunger that flooded his claim – our link, I realized with horror – his free hand clasped the vial of blood at my throat, violently snapping it free from its gold chain. My father’s locket clattered against the rocks. 
 
    “No—!” I tried to reach for it. 
 
    A cry burst from my lips as he slammed the back of my head against the rocks. Stars exploded in front of my vision and the sensation of something hot and wet trickled down the back of my neck. 
 
    “You could have been my queen,” Sol hissed, the palm of his hand digging into my windpipe. “Now, you’ll be my slave. I’ll take what I want, when I want, however much I want. There will be no comfort for you, nor respite. And though you may scream and plead and beg for mercy, even death, every inch of your body, inside and out, will belong to me.”  
 
    I batted at his wrist with limp hands, watching my own dimming reflection in those feral crimson irises. 
 
    “I’ll…never…love…you,” I choked out. 
 
    “Oh, I no longer need your love,” he sneered. “All I require is your blood and your body. Whole or broken, it makes no difference to m—” 
 
     His words ended in a ragged scream. One blinding explosion of light and a split second later, he was on his back, his arms and legs dangling limply across the pile of rocks he’d been slammed against. With a violent shake of her head, Mavros let out an enraged roar, igniting the air like the inside of an oven. 
 
    I slumped heavily on the ground, my head rolling to the side as I gazed up at Zayn. 
 
    His eyes were two seething pools of ink as he gently lifted me into his arms. 
 
    “I’ve got you, Tal,” he whispered. 
 
    I tried to answer, but I couldn’t turn my jumbled thoughts into speech. The edges of my vision had become as black as his gaze. My head lolled back sharply, too heavy to support. 
 
    “Talia! Stay with me!” 
 
    My eyelids fluttered closed as Zayn’s voice continued to echo through the mushrooming darkness.  
 
    “Stay with me…”
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    The dream I was having felt so real, I could practically feel the boat rocking in the choppy waves and the sting of sea salt against my chapped lips. It hurt to move my head even in sleep, but I managed to lift it just enough to see my father at the ship’s helm, struggling to hold the wheel steady against the roiling black waves. Violent gusts of wind whipped and lashed at the sails as cold rain began to fall. I tried to block my face from it, but my hands wouldn’t cooperate. 
 
    Dad! I tried to call out to him, but no voice came. I could only lay on the warped wooden planks, helpless and silent, staring up at the storm that raged directly above us.  
 
    A bird screeched from somewhere above. Squinting my eyes against the rain, I spotted it. Perched atop the mast, a huge red eagle was peering down at me with keen blue eyes that seemed to carve deep into my being. When it caught my gaze, its hooked beak curled into a wicked smile. 
 
    “Welcome home.” 
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    I sat up with a gasp, pain exploding in my shoulder and the back of my head. Instinctively, I reached for my father’s locket…but it was gone.  
 
    “No!” I started to cry out, but a wave of nausea rose up in my throat, quashing it. I clutched my stomach, groaning. 
 
    “Shh, it’s okay,” Zayn whispered, pressing the locket into my hand. “It’s safe. You’re safe.” He reached forward to push me back down, stopping just before touching my shoulder. The knot in his throat bobbed. “Here, eat these.” He handed me six gleaming duraberries, which I took with trembling fingers. “Try not to talk – we need to make sure you keep these down first.” 
 
    Grimacing, I shoved the berries in my mouth, letting their tart syrup coat my tongue. When I was relatively certain they were going to stay in my stomach where they belonged, I looked down at my hand and stifled a sob. My skin was visibly glowing, even in the bright sunlight, while the locket was broken open, hanging from a busted hinge. Worse, the picture inside – four-year-old me riding on my dad’s shoulders, both of us sporting ear-to-ear smiles – was torn, its protective glass shattered. 
 
    I clamped my mouth shut, too afraid that I might burst into tears if I opened it. 
 
    Zayn looked about as devastated as I felt. “The rune on the back of it no longer works, so you’ve lost a layer of camouflage… But I’ll do my very best to fix it – all of it. As soon as I possibly can.” 
 
    Nodding mutely, I slowly looked around, taking stock of myself and my surroundings. I was still in my same dirty clothes from before, though the cuts that had bloodied them were mostly healed. My head and shoulder ached, but after the handful of duraberries I’d eaten, they were no longer throbbing. With the last vestiges of my dream still lingering in my mind, I was surprised to find myself sitting on an actual boat in the middle of a dark turquoise ocean – one of two boats, actually, since a second, identical boat was keeping pace with us a few hundred yards away. Single-mast, made of wood, and maybe fifty feet each from stern to bow, they reminded me of ancient Viking ships. Ours had a half-dozen oars on either side, which were all manned by swiftly-rowing elves, and a stempost that was constructed in the shape of a female elf with swirling hair and robes. One wide, rectangular sail billowed in the wind, the complex rune embedded in its fabric glowing with power. 
 
    When I saw the massive eagle perched above the mast, my heart skipped a beat. Like the eagle we’d seen on the way to the elven settlement, its body and wings were a deep chestnut brown, with a crimson head and tail feathers. The moment its bright blue eyes met mine, it let out a high-pitched screech and soared away, disappearing against the glare of the cerulean sun burning high in the sky.  
 
    “It’s been watching you since we set sail four hours ago,” Zayn said quietly. “We’re not sure why.” 
 
    I swallowed painfully, my throat still tender. I was beginning to have some idea why. But I shoved that thought aside, not ready to deal with it just yet.  
 
    Rubbing the blurriness from my eyes, I turned my attention to the dozens of elves who were clustered around the deck. Those who had escaped uninjured were either rowing or tending to the wounded, who were all sitting in various states of disarray. Those who hadn’t been so lucky had been wrapped in white sheets and carefully arranged near the stern of the ship. 
 
    My heart sank like a stone when I saw the bodies. “How many?” I whispered. 
 
    Zayn hesitated, then answered, “Twenty-seven.” 
 
    I slumped heavily against the bulkhead. 
 
    “Half of them succumbed to their injuries, since we didn’t have the proper herbs for deep lacerations or manticore venom. The other half were victims of vampire bites, and we weren’t able to get their wounds cauterized in time.” He rubbed his red-rimmed eyes tiredly. “Honestly, Tal, if we hadn’t mixed your blood into the elves’ protection runes last night, we would have lost so many more. The duraberries, to a much lesser extent, helped as well.” 
 
    Pressing my forehead to my knees, I whispered the Mourner’s Kaddish beneath my breath, doing everything I could to drown out the cruel hiss that echoed in my head: How does it feel, knowing that you destroyed so much and killed so many…and all for nothing? 
 
    When my prayer was done, I lifted my eyes above my knees and rasped, “Korinne?” 
 
    “Alive and safe.” 
 
    “And Biscuit?” 
 
    “Raawk!” He swooped down from one of the sails, landing on Zayn’s arm with a surly glower that momentarily caught me off-guard. 
 
    “I-I’m so sorry, Biscuit,” I whimpered, reaching forward to stroke his head, drawing back when he pulled away. My shoulders slumped. “I never should have Manipulated you like that.” 
 
    He clicked his beak in irritation. “Biss-kiss help!” 
 
    “You’re right, you would have been a tremendous help.” 
 
    “No Biss-kiss, Tal-ya hurt!” 
 
    I let out a tired sigh. “I know I got hurt. And I know you could have helped protect me. But with all the manticores and vampires running around, and S—” I swallowed, finding myself unable to say his name. “I…I was just so scared of losing you again.” 
 
    “Stoopid!” he stamped his claw on Zayn’s arm. “Biss-kiss has fire! Biss-kiss burn bam-pies!” 
 
    “Hibiscus,” Zayn shot him a warning look. “The last thing Talia needs right now is your lousy attitude. So, until you’re ready to thank her for saving your life when you were ready to dive head-first into danger like a lovesick, birdbrained buffoon—” 
 
    Biscuit’s squawk was one of righteous indignation. 
 
    “—I think you’d better take a time-out.” 
 
    Colorful feathers raised like hackles, Biscuit launched himself off Zayn’s arm melodramatically, landing on a kennel-sized steel cage that had been stacked atop a pile of wooden crates in the far corner of the boat. A rustle of movement behind the bars alerted me to the frightened black raven that was cowering inside it. 
 
    “Mavros is…here?” I tried to swallow the lump in my throat. “Is he…?” 
 
    “No.” The muscle in Zayn’s jaw tensed. “Sol’s soldiers had just breached the western bank when I arrived, which meant I had just enough time to either kill him or grab you before they came down on us and blocked our escape.” 
 
    Stomach twisting with twin tendrils of guilt and apprehension, I regarded the spider-shaped lesion on my shoulder. The circle that confined it was once more a deep indigo blue, its runes sharp and crisp – meaning Zayn must have touched it up when I was out. While I was infinitely grateful to have been unconscious for that, the surrounding skin had become so tender and inflamed, I felt queasy just looking at it. I squeezed my eyes shut, turning away. 
 
    “Tal,” Zayn’s voice cracked, “my bag…the corissian ink…” He took a long, deep breath to steady himself. “It…It was all smashed. Every last vial, save for one – which is now completely gone.” 
 
    “Oh.” I hugged my knees to my chest, fighting back tears. 
 
    “Fuck!” he snarled, raking his hands through his hair. “I’m such an idiot! Abandoning you, assuming he wouldn’t show his face until the assault was over – that he would come looking for me, not you—”  
 
    “Abandoned me?!” I protested hoarsely. “You saved hundreds of lives! And I’d never have forgiven you if you hadn’t left to do exactly that!” 
 
    “No. I never should have left your side.” He pressed his palms to his eyes, furiously rubbing away the tears I wasn’t supposed to see. “I’m so sor—” 
 
    “Don’t,” I interrupted. “Don’t you dare apologize. Because once again, it was my stupidity, my weakness that messed everything up.” 
 
    Zayn coughed out a bitter laugh. “Talia, I am saying this with every ounce of love I possess for you…but are you out of your goddamn mind?” 
 
    I scoffed. 
 
    “You single-handedly annihilated at least fifty vampires out there, not to mention the fact that you rescued at least twenty manticores…manticores, for fuck’s sake! Your Armor Rune was so robust, it withstood a literal avalanche of boulders, saving both your life and Korinne’s. You then killed a Runemaster, stood your ground against Sol—” 
 
    “I didn’t kill Calus,” I interrupted. “I tried to, using the Detonation Rune or whatever it was, but apart from making him vomit up a bunch of blood, it didn’t do much. Sol was the one who killed him, after Calus tried to kill me…” I trailed off suddenly, wincing as though I’d been punched in the stomach. “Oh my God.” I pressed my hands against my mouth. “Zayn…he has your grimoire. I-I’m so sorry, I…” My voice dropped to a whisper. “I couldn’t protect it.” 
 
    Zayn was quiet for a long, gut-wrenching moment. Finally, he looked me dead in the eye and said, “Let him have it. I have you… That’s all that matters.” 
 
    Tears filled my vision.  
 
    “As for Calus, he has more runes etched into his body than anyone, and each of those runes is bolstered with enough Death Magic to survive an elephant stampede. If Sol was able to walk up to him and snap his neck, then it means your spell obliterated his defensive runes.” He shook his head in disbelief. “Sevyán’the sivích’en váȿi! Killing his last Runemaster – is he out of his goddamn mind?” 
 
    “I honestly think he is. He’s clearly sick. Maybe it’s the iron poisoning, or…” I clasped my hands together, trying to keep them from shaking at the memory of his mangled visage. “I don’t know. All I know is he was standing right there, unguarded. You could have killed him. You could have ended all of this… Instead, you had to come save my ass. Again.” 
 
    “Jiyâné kalb’ímtha.” Zayn closed his eyes and took a long, deep breath. “Seeing that wall come down on you was the single most frightening moment of my life. And then to have to watch him closing in on you…running as fast as I could, not knowing if I’d make it in time…” He swallowed, and when he spoke again, the edges of his voice were rough. “That the Creator allowed me to carry you away from that, alive, is the greatest gift I could ever hope to be given.” 
 
    A lump appeared in my throat, which I unsuccessfully tried to swallow. “What does ‘jiyahneh kalbeemtha’ mean?” 
 
    He opened his mouth to answer, then roughly cleared his throat. “It means ‘Life of my heart.’” 
 
    I held his fervent gaze for a long, emotional moment, forcing myself not to crawl into his lap and cry. He, too, seemed to be struggling not to reach forward and pull me into his arms.  
 
    Smothering a sob, I sucked down a shaky breath, then dropped my eyes to my lap. “How did you get the three of us all the way to the ships?” 
 
    “The moment Sol hit his head, Mavros snapped out of her trance. I almost didn’t accept her offer of help, but…” Zayn sighed. “Well, you trust her. So I chose to trust her as well. She carried you, me, and Korinne to the boats before the rest of the army could breach the compound.” 
 
    I frowned at the lock on her cage. “This is what she gets for saving our lives?” 
 
    Zayn’s eyes darted to the deck, where several of the elves were quietly watching us, and lowered his voice to a murmur. “They wanted to kill her, Talia. She murdered three elves before breaking free of Sol’s control.” 
 
    I bristled. “But that wasn’t her f—” 
 
    “I know,” he interjected. “I know… But it’s more than that. She’s languishing. The farther and longer familiars are separated from their master, the worse that broken bond affects them. Giving her a safe, quiet space is better for her. At least for the moment.” 
 
    Biscuit let out an indignant grunt.  
 
    I rubbed my temples tiredly. “He’s right. If she’s not doing well, we should try to help her, not lock her up.” 
 
    “I agree. But until I can get my hands on the proper herbs, there’s nothing I or anyone else can do for her. And anyway,” he dropped his voice to a whisper, “if she really wanted to break free, all she’d have to do is transform into something small enough to slip through the bars. But she seems content for the moment – maybe the cage is giving her a momentary sense of security.” 
 
    I regarded her trembling little body with a pang of sadness. Familiars, unlike blood incarnates, have their own free will, dreams, and emotions. To be forced into a bond with someone like Sol must have been akin to being trapped in an abusive relationship. Except, in Mavros’s case, no amount of distance could help ease her pain. 
 
    A square door embedded in the deck swung open, and a moment later, Korinne emerged from a compartment below deck. She and another female elf – a high-ranking officer, by the looks of the gold bands sewn into the cuffs of her sleeves – hurriedly strode across deck to approach us. As they did, a dozen or so other elves stopped what they were doing to fall in behind them.  
 
    “Talia!” Korinne dropped to her knees as though she might try to hug me, stopping at the last minute. “I’m so glad you’re okay, little sister.” 
 
    The officer knelt beside her, pressing her right hand to her left shoulder. “Tálya al’Dídra, aza ve ȿazáde teȿík’en edím…” She trailed off, most likely because I was staring at her blankly. 
 
    Tapping the empty place where my Translation Rune used to be, I looked to Korinne for help. 
 
    “My apologies,” she smiled. “Talia, this is Safir al’Mávi, captain of the elven militia.” 
 
    “With so few of us left, the title seems meaningless, does it not?” Safir’s smile was a grim one as she switched to English. “Thank you, Tálya al’Dídra. It would seem we owe you and the ȿazáde our lives.” 
 
    Sha-zah-day? I snuck a glance at Zayn, whose ears had turned pink, filing away yet another elvish word I’d have to ask him to translate for me later.  
 
    “I am only sorry the Great Mother could not be here to have seen it,” she added, touching her forehead. Korinne and the others did the same. 
 
    “I’m so sorry for your loss,” I said softly. 
 
    Safir’s smile softened with genuine warmth. “Do not lament the dead, Tálya al’Dídra, for those with pure hearts will be reborn again.” 
 
    “We believe that the Great Phoenix Tree welcomes home all elven souls,” Korinne explained, “granting them new life as saplings beneath the shade of her branches.” 
 
    “That’s really beautiful,” I sniffed, scrubbing away the tears that had unexpectedly gathered in the corners of my eyes. “What about the survivors? Were we able to get everyone out safely?” 
 
    “Yes.” Safir inclined her head in a bow. “Thanks to you, three hundred and sixty-eight of us have survived, including those Zæynek Ȿazáde so graciously offered refuge and sanctuary to.” 
 
    “Refuge, yes,” Zayn said, rising to his feet, “but not sanctuary.” He raised his voice to the gathering crowd of elves. “There are many enchantments inside the Summer Palace to protect those who dwell inside. But they are not impenetrable.” 
 
    I stood up carefully, grasping Korinne’s offered sleeve for support. I had to squint to make out the second ship, which had drifted farther east, but from this distance, it appeared to be carrying even more elves than ours. My spirits were somewhat buoyed by that. 
 
    “We should arrive at the Wastes by nightfall,” Zayn continued. “There, I’ll be able to repurpose the local Waypoint to take us directly to the Palace. That should give us a three-day head start, assuming Sol hasn’t discovered some way to Tesseract an entire army across the continent. But whether it’s in one day or three, they will come for us.” 
 
    “And what is it you are asking us to do, Zæynek Ȿazáde?” Safir asked. “The Unseelie army outnumbers us ten to one. If you are asking us to die to fulfill the Life Debt we owe you for your actions today, we cannot decline. However—” 
 
    “I don’t want anyone here to die,” Zayn interjected. “Once we have established our stronghold in the mountains, my plan is to send word to every Seelie on the continent, telling them of the attempted slaughter we survived today. We’ll spread word of the stand we plan to take against Sol and implore them for aid. I truly believe, scattered as we may be, that there is no greater uniting force than the chance to be freed of his tyranny.” 
 
    Safir looked unconvinced. “I do not doubt your word, Zæynek Ȿazáde, but I do doubt your knowledge in this matter. Whether it is your fault or not is irrelevant; the fact remains that you have been disconnected from the plight of this realm for a long time. The other races will not care about the fall of our settlement, as most of them still blame us for the war Saedis waged and lost. They will not come to the aid of elves. The Unseelies in particular—” 
 
    “Would come to the aid of one of their own,” I interjected. “Don’t forget that Zayn is half-Unseelie.” 
 
    Several of the elves shifted uncomfortably at that. 
 
    “Seriously?” I glared each and every one of them down. “You’re still clinging to your superiority complex?” 
 
    “It is not meant to be condescension,” Safir said gently. “It is a simple fact; those with unpolluted Seelie blood, like elves, possess stronger magic and purer spirits.” 
 
    “So, what you’re saying is that in order to have, say, gold blood, you have to come from an ultra-pure Seelie bloodline – is that correct?” 
 
    “Yes, exactly,” she smiled. “You are a perfect example, Tálya, given your elven ancestry.” 
 
    Zayn and Korinne exchanged glances. 
 
    “I have no idea who my supposed elven ancestor might be, but I am one hundred percent sure that I am at least one-quarter Ashkenazi Jewish, one-quarter banshee, and one-quarter harpy—” 
 
    Safir’s jaw dropped, along with a few dozen others. 
 
    “—which would seem to imply,” I continued cheerfully, “that it’s not purity of magic that results in gold blood, but good old fashioned interspecies mixing. So, I’ll ask again – what makes you think that elves are inherently better than an incubus or a banshee or a—” 
 
    “Mermaid!” someone shouted. 
 
    “Exactly.” I crossed my arms. 
 
    “No – there are mermaids off the port bow!” one of the men yelled, frantically pointing to the left side of the ship, where several of the oarsmen were hastily abandoning their oars for bows and daggers. 
 
    Safir snarled something in Elvish that sounded like a curse. “Those of you who still have them, shields up!” she shouted, sending the rest of the crowd scattering. “Archers, do not stop to admire the view – fire at will!” 
 
    “Wait!” I gasped, shoving past her. Weaving my way through the frightened crowd, I bolted to the left side of the ship, and leaned over the edge. Treading about fifteen feet away was a school of mermaids who had lifted their slender torsos out of the water to greet-slash-drown us. Their skin was darker than those of the Emerald Sea, but with splashes of iridescent, green, orange, and yellow fish scales, and they wore their waist-length black hair in tight braids that had been woven with seaweed and small white seashells. Intricate garlands of pearls and iridescent mussel shells hung across their bare breasts while their long, flowing tails glinted beneath the water. 
 
    “Hey!” I shouted to them, waving my arms. 
 
    “What is she doing?” I heard Safir cry. 
 
    Once they’d recovered from their surprise at my enthusiastic greeting, the mermaids’ lovely faces twisted into predatory smiles. “Look sisters,” one of them laughed, “this one needs no coaxing.” 
 
    Behind me, the entire ship had devolved into confused shouts and hissed supplications, most of which were imploring me to move aside. 
 
    Ignoring them, I leaned over the edge of the ship, where the mermaids had gathered in a tight cluster just beneath me. “H-Hey there,” I stammered. “Um, I was wondering – do any of you know Lanmè, Queen of the Eastern Seas?” 
 
    Their smiles abruptly disappeared.  
 
    One of the mermaids, who had a sunset-orange fishtail and wore far more decorative shells and garlands than the others, narrowed her silvery eyes. “How came you upon such a name, land-dweller?” 
 
    In the ensuing beat of silence, all the hairs on the back of my neck abruptly stood on edge; I didn’t need to turn around to know that every single bow on that ship had been trained on her. 
 
    “Korinne!” I yelled over my shoulder. “Would you please tell them to chill out for one second?!” 
 
    A fresh flurry of whispers erupted behind my back, with Safir making an extremely unladylike noise that I took to mean, “Are you fucking kidding me?” 
 
    “Sorry!” I called down to the mermaids. “Um, where were we…? Oh right. Lanmè’s my friend. We met last week, when she was still a siren and I nearly drowned. Long story short, she saved my life in exchange for my blood—” 
 
    “Don’t!” Zayn barked. 
 
    “—which she then used to cure herself and a bunch of other sirens.” 
 
    The mermaid’s eyes grew as wide as two silver coins. “You are…Talia? The Gilded One?” 
 
    “Tal, get back – now!” A flash of silver light exploded in my periphery, letting me know Zayn was readying an attack. “If they know your name, they could—” 
 
    “Would you all just SHUT UP for one second?” I roared, whirling around. “Jesus! You’re being so incredibly rude!” Huffing, I turned back to the mermaids, who, like the elves, were exchanging confused looks with one another. “Anyway, yes, I’m Talia. And you are…?” 
 
    A flicker of surprise crossed the boss mermaid’s face. “I…am Oralay.” She cocked her head. “Why have you come all this way, Talia, Ally of the Eastern Seas?” 
 
    My shoulders relaxed. “We came to evacuate the elves from their settlement after Sol attacked them.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed into dangerous slits. “The Siren Slayer comes here?”  
 
    “No,” I quickly clarified. “He has no boats. We believe he’s making his way by land to the Summer Palace, where he’s going to try and seize the throne and—” 
 
    “We care not for the troubles of land-dwellers.” One of the other mermaids held up a scaly hand, silencing me. “And we have not fought upon the shore since Saedis lured us into his Thalassa-forsaken Blood Wars – a mistake that cost us thousands.”  
 
    “I understand that, but this isn’t some power-hungry, testosterone-fueled call for war. This is our chance to take down Sol – you know, the guy who’s been capturing and poisoning mermaids with vampire venom so he can turn your hides into upholstery. Doesn’t that mean anything to you?” 
 
    The mermaids shared a protracted look, which I had to assume was a telepathic conversation amongst themselves. 
 
    Finally, Oralay tilted her head up at me, the gills on the sides of her neck flaring. “We will not intervene in the affairs of land-dwellers, much as you would not interfere in the squabbles of livestock.” 
 
    “Rude,” I muttered under my breath. 
 
    “But, for your aid to our sisters, we will grant you safe passage until you reach the shores.” 
 
    I stared down at her for a long moment, trying to come up with a valid argument for why they should help the same people who had been training their weapons on them just moments ago.  
 
    Nothing compelling sprang to mind.  
 
    Sighing, I turned to Korinne and whispered something in her ear. Nodding in begrudging assent – she knew better than to argue with me by now – she reached into the pocket of her robe. “This is our last one,” she warned me. “If we need more, I’ll have to stick you again.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” I muttered, taking the vial of gold liquid from her.  
 
    Before anyone could lecture or berate me for what I was about to do, I tossed the blood down to Oralay, who caught it deftly in her hand. A synchronized gasp burst from the elves standing behind me, though they weren’t nearly as stunned as Oralay herself, whose features contorted into shock when she realized what I’d given her. 
 
    I smiled tightly. “In case we lose and Sol turns his sights on the Western Seas next. This will help.” 
 
    After carefully stringing the vial onto her most elaborate necklace of shells, she inclined her head in a gracious nod. “We thank you, Talia…Friend of the Merfolk.”  
 
    Without another word, she and the other mermaids dove beneath the surf, their tails catching in the sunlight before disappearing into the shimmering depths.  
 
    As I turned around to face my bewildered audience, I caught Safir muttering to Zayn behind her hand. “Is her head injury worse than we feared?” 
 
    To which he replied, “No… If anything, the concussion seems to have subdued her.” 
 
    An eagle shrieked from above, and I’ll be damned if it wasn’t in agreement. But when I looked up, fully intending on yelling something equally impolite, there was nothing there.
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    The sun had just dipped beneath the towering pillars of clouds at the edge of the horizon, striping the sky in a dozen magnificent shades of turquoise and green. Zayn and I stood together at the bow of the ship, each of us dressed in fine elven garb since our other clothes had become barely held-together tatters. I was wearing a violet and gold kœrta – a three-quarter sleeved, high-collar dress that split below my waist, revealing matching leggings and soft-soled suede booties underneath. It was kind of brilliant, actually, pairing the beauty and femininity of an embroidered gown with the comfort and functionality of pants. Zayn, meanwhile, was a vision of perfection. He had donned a white and gold tulúm, a thin tunic that folded across his torso like a robe, displaying a succulent V of bronzed skin and muscle that ended just above his navel. As a testament to their generosity, the elves also gifted us both curved, gold-encrusted daggers to wear at our hips, which I kept sheathing and unsheathing for the fun of it. On my opposite hip, I wore my banshee grandmother’s cold-forged iron dagger, safely wrapped in siren-hide leather to keep it from burning my skin. 
 
    With any luck, I’d soon be able to stab it straight through Sol’s blackened heart… But I digress. 
 
    Zayn and I were leaning over the edge of the ship to watch the sunset, our propped elbows barely a centimeter apart. So long as we didn’t touch one another, the corissian ink seemed to be holding. My shoulder still ached; so did the back of my head, where Sol had slammed it into the rocks. But at least I wasn’t in agony.  
 
    Well, not physical agony, at least. Mentally, I was a mess. 
 
    We weren’t far from the Western Wastes at that point, a vast expanse of desert, or so I was told, that held nothing but sand, sand-dwelling serpents that love the taste of elven flesh, and a single Waypoint that we’d somehow have to find in the dark. Biscuit was still angry at me – though I suspect at least part of that was due to Mavros’s declining state. She had remained confined to her cage, unwilling to eat or drink, even though he kept bringing her chocolate and almonds. Lastly, and perhaps most unnervingly, I hadn’t been able to contact my mother since our call the night before, because the communication stone had been shattered alongside all the ink in Zayn’s bag when a striga apparently hurled him off a wall. What if Sol somehow got there before we did? My mother could hold her own against a group of vampires, sure, but no one could withstand the full might of Sol’s army.  
 
    Not alone, at least. 
 
    I ground my teeth together, feeling the fury, the grief, and the utter hopelessness mounting in my chest. What if Safir and the other elves were right? What if, in the end, it all came down to a few hundred elves – women and children included – against Sol’s vicious army of thousands? The mermaids weren’t coming to help us. No one dared reach out to the harpies; they’d have no interest in helping us anyway, since they were apparently quite content to stay in the wetlands clear on the other side of the continent. The creepy crone in the nightgown had already made the banshees’ feelings on the subject abundantly clear when she basically told us to fuck off. And the reclusive Winter Court hadn’t made a peep in decades – if any of them had even survived the Blood Wars.  
 
    Which left us with…not a whole hell of a lot. 
 
    “Maybe we should just run away, back to Earth,” I whispered to the dark, frothy waves. “Drop off the surviving elves on the outskirts of Tehran so they can join up with their Persian ancestors. And then you, me, Lam, Mom, and the birds could jet off to some deserted island together… Well,” I amended, “they could get one deserted island and we would claim the next deserted island over. At that distance, we wouldn’t even need a communication stone since my mom’s voice can easily carry up to ten miles.” 
 
    Zayn snickered. “Yeah? We’ll just go to the South Pacific to live off of coconuts and monkey brains for the rest of our lives?” 
 
    “I’m sure we could do better than monkey brains.” I crinkled my nose. 
 
    “You’re right,” he nodded solemnly. “I hear the tarantulas down there are fairly high in protein.” 
 
    I pressed my palm against my mouth, stifling a gag. 
 
    “For what it’s worth,” he added, casting me a sideways glance, “I would go anywhere with you. Even if it meant eating roasted tarantulas for the rest of my life.” 
 
    Once I was certain I wasn’t going to vomit over the side of the boat (again), I muttered, “While I appreciate that sentiment immensely, we really need to shift the topic away from tarantula kabobs.” 
 
    “Agreed. Questionable food options aside, I really do mean that, Tal. But…” He trailed off, his gaze focusing on something out in the distance. 
 
    My eyes followed his to the line of storm clouds on the horizon. “But you feel like you’re needed here, I know. I weirdly feel the same way – not just because I want to make sure Sol never hurts anyone again, but because something about this place feels…right.” I frowned, trying to make sense of the feeling that had begun to take root in my chest. “In a way, it makes me feel closer to my dad, since he was born here. But also, I feel…stronger here, somehow. Like something in the air and in the water is mixing with the blood in my veins.” 
 
    “It’s not your imagination. Your magic is growing.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I gazed down at my hands, the palms of which were shining so brightly, they cast a pale glow across the polished wooden ledge I was gripping. 
 
    Zayn nodded. “The light of our star is making your blood magic more powerful by the day. The lightning you summoned, for example, slammed right through my defensive spells. And the shield you used to protect Korinne and yourself, which would have shattered beneath the weight of that wall for anyone else, held. It’s the reason you’re both alive.” His fingers drummed against the wood. “This is what I’ve been trying to tell you, Tal. Your magic was awakened a week ago, meaning you’ve barely scratched the surface of your skills. If you could somehow let go of your doubts and your fears, you would be a true force to be reckoned with. That’s why Sol hasn’t killed you yet, despite his threats.” 
 
    I touched the empty hollow of my neck, dread churning in my stomach. “Yeah, well…he’s got my blood now, so—” 
 
    “It’s one thing to use your blood to amplify magic; but if he could find a way to harness your raw strength, he would be unstoppable…” His eyes trailed to mine. “Just like you.” 
 
    I scoffed. “Unstoppable? Look at me. I’m weak. Untrained… Fragile.” I shivered, hugging my body tightly. The memory of Sol’s new and terrifying face made my stomach twist into knots. “Did you see how unhinged he was? How bloodthirsty he’s become? And all for what? Revenge?” 
 
    “No,” Zayn shook his head slowly, “I think it’s more than that. Sol has always been ruthless. But it was a controlled and calculating kind of ruthlessness. I’ve never seen him display such reckless disregard before. It feels almost…desperate.” 
 
    “He’s desperate because he’s terrified of you,” I answered automatically, the truth in my own words loosening the knots in my belly. “Before, he paraded you around as his slave, like a conquest – or maybe even a taunt. Like, ‘Hey everyone, I’m so powerful, I can turn the queen’s only surviving son into my puppet.’ But now that you’re free, you’re the one person in this realm who not only has a lawful claim to the throne, but is also powerful enough to retake it.” 
 
    Zayn was silent for a long moment. “It feels almost surreal to say, but I think you might be right.” 
 
    “Surreal because I’m never right?” I teased. 
 
    The smile that flickered across his face quickly disappeared. “Surreal because I’ve only ever been called a burden, a pariah, a monster…” His eyes darkened. “To say – to actually believe – that I might pose a threat to the most powerful man on the continent…” He ran a hand through his hair. “Well, it’s a strange feeling.” 
 
    Protective warmth flared in my chest. Blinking away tears, I slowly and carefully reached forward to brush a lock of dark hair from his eyes. “To me, you’ve always been a king.” 
 
    “Oh, Tal,” he whispered, his face softening. 
 
    It took so much effort not to kiss him in that moment, but I knew I couldn’t. Not then…maybe not ever again. Forcing my hand away, I shoved it into my pocket as I stared out at the distant storm straight ahead. 
 
    We both fell quiet for a long moment, each of us lost to our own painful thoughts. 
 
    Eventually, Zayn shook his head and sighed. “Afraid as Sol may be, I saw his face before we fled. Whatever ‘miracle’ Calus may have pulled off in saving his life, iron still lingers in Sol’s veins, poisoning his body. Poisoning his mind. And because he’s unable to mask the physical damage, I can only assume the energy he’s been consuming…” He trailed off, chewing on a ragged thumbnail. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Zayn glanced at me, as though he was trying to decide whether or not to tell me. 
 
    “No more secrets,” I reminded him gently. “You promised.” 
 
    “You’re right, I’m sorry.” He rubbed his temples, taking his time to find the right words. “As you know, incubi and succubi feed off the erotic energy of others – humans, usually. The more concentrated the lust, the more potent the energy.” He shifted, visibly uncomfortable. “But there are different…flavors of energy. Lust, for example, satiates us. Love, as you and I have recently learned, both nourishes and sustains us.” The corner of his mouth quirked up as he looked over at me, making my heart skip a beat. As he took a deep breath to continue, however, there was no trace of a smile on his face. “But sexual energy that is stolen, or coerced…” 
 
    “It’s like drinking vinegar instead of wine?” I offered, remembering Sol’s analogy from a few days ago. 
 
    “It’s…worse than that,” Zayn grimaced. “If Sol can no longer glamour himself to properly seduce his prey, what he’s ultimately consuming isn’t lust. It’s energy, yes. But it’s a kind of energy that’s been polluted by terror and…and pain.” 
 
    “I… Oh.” It took a moment for the meaning of Zayn’s words to fully sink in. When it finally did, my shoulders drooped with the weight of it. “We have to stop him,” I whispered. “We have to stop all of them.” I glanced up at Zayn, whose face had contorted in shame, and gripped his hand, ignoring the dull throb in my shoulder. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean all incubi are like him. You are nothing like him. Okay? You’re…” Icy tendrils suddenly gripped me by the chest. “You’re…” 
 
    His last surviving relative, Sol’s voice fluttered in my ears. 
 
    Zayn’s eyebrows knit together in concern. “Tal? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “You’re, um…” I swallowed, trying to force down the lump in my throat. “I think you’re Sol’s…” I winced, desperately wanting to withdraw the words before I’d even said them, even though I knew I couldn’t. “Zayn, I…I think Sol’s your f-father. As in, the incubus who seduced your mother all those years ago.”  
 
    As I said the words out loud, they somehow made perfect, terrible sense. That’s why he knew so much about Jaína, I realized. That’s why he didn’t kill Zayn when he had the chance. And… 
 
    “That’s why the Blood Wars began,” I whispered. “It was Sol’s plan all along.” 
 
    Zayn was quiet for a long moment – so long, I contemplated changing the subject to break the tension. When he finally spoke, softly and calmly, all he said was, “I agree.” 
 
    “You…do?” I blinked. 
 
    Zayn tried to make his shrug appear nonchalant. “He killed everyone in my family. Grimoire or not, he should have killed me, if only to wipe out the last Bâramahd heir to the throne. Not only that, but the bloodstone in his ring was forged from my mother’s blood.” 
 
    “What?” My eyes widened. “How do you know that?”  
 
    “Because I’m the one who forged it.” The Adam’s apple in his throat bobbed. “And bloodstones, as powerful as they are, can only be properly Endowed by those who share the same matriarchal bloodline. Sol either assumed I didn’t know or didn’t care if I did.” 
 
    “Oh, Zayn,” I whispered. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “Anyway, that particular type of Bloodstone always comes from Benefactors, since they strengthen the bond between a Manipulator and his familiar. He could have taken the blood from any Benefactor he wanted, and yet he specifically chose hers.” 
 
    “Oh, God!” My eyes flew to the steel cage at the back of the boat, where Sol’s familiar was wearing a matching Bloodstone around her neck. “When Mavros helped me get you out of the vault, I shattered Sol’s ring as part of our agreement. I’m so sorry! I didn’t realize—” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Zayn interrupted. “I’m glad you did. Every time I saw it on his knuckle, I wanted to tear his finger clean off. Besides, destroying that ring is what finally allowed Mavros to break free of Sol’s complete control. Without her help, I don’t know how we would have gotten to the elven settlement in time – or escaped with our lives.” 
 
    I regarded her sleeping form with a sad smile. “She’s a hero, isn’t she?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Hey”—an idea suddenly struck me—“what if we destroy the matching stone she’s wearing? Will that free her?” 
 
    Zayn’s eyes trailed to Biscuit, who was dutifully perched atop her cage, his head slowly rolling to the side and then abruptly snapping back up as he tried to stay awake. “She’ll die.” 
 
    “Then how can we help her?” I asked, chewing the inside of my lip. 
 
    “I don’t know. But we’ll find a way.” 
 
    “Zíman al’chamak!” one of the oarsmen cried, which my newly-drawn Translation Rune deciphered as “Land ho!” 
 
    Our heads jerked back toward the bow, where the rising shadow of the continent lay just ahead of us. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Zayn asked, giving my runes a quick once-over. 
 
    “For a pitch-black hike through the desert, where flesh-eating sand serpents are lurking in the shadows like piranhas? You betcha!” 
 
    “You know what sand serpents hate?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Electricity.” He tapped the mended Fulmen Rune on my wrist. “One little zap of lightning, and they’ll scurry back from whence they came. Why don’t you practice a little bit?” He led me to the side of the ship and pointed out over the water. “You can get in a few quick long-distance strikes from the safety of the boat so you don’t accidentally electrocute our entire party once we step ashore.” 
 
    “Good idea.”  
 
    Touching my fingers to the rune, I squinted at a dark patch of water a couple hundred feet away, feeling the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. A few seconds later, a massive fork of lightning shot out of the sky, illuminating the entire swath of ocean in blinding green light. A towering plume of electrified water exploded up and out of the sea, carrying the electrocuted skeletons of dozens of fish, who then crashed back into the churning waves, where they flickered for a few moments before eventually dimming out. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Zayn gasped, adding to the symphony of gasps that was coming from behind us. 
 
    Wringing my hands, I sheepishly turned around, where I found an entire boat of elves gaping at me, their slack-jawed faces illuminated by torchlight. “Anyone else craving fish sticks for dinner?” 
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    Thirty minutes after an impromptu meal of elven mead and lightning-fried fish, I jumped off a rope ladder, my feet sinking into powder-soft sand as I landed just beside Zayn. The ground was still warm from the evening sun, but the air was quickly cooling as the very last trace of sunlight turned into star-studded night. Two of the four crescent moons had just appeared on the horizon; the massive one with crisscrossing silver rings cast a pale pink glow over the sand, which stretched out before us as far as the eye could see. Apart from that, there were no other lights at all, save for the handful of torches and lanterns we carried with us. 
 
    “What will happen to the ships?” I asked Safir once she’d climbed down the ladder, the last elf to depart. “And to the, um…” I swallowed thickly, unable to finish the sentence. 
 
    Heaving a deep breath, she pressed her hand to the barnacled wood, murmuring something under her breath. A moment later, the rune embedded in the sail of our ship, which housed the twenty-seven white-shrouded bodies of elves who had lost their lives that morning, burst to life. Its billowing sail spurred by an invisible wind, the vessel floated out back out to sea. 
 
    When the ship was about a hundred feet out, Safir turned to Zayn. “Would you do us the honor, Zæynek Ȿazáde?” 
 
    I could tell the request had taken him aback, though he quickly regained his composure. After whispering something to Biscuit, our familiar soared into the air like a shooting star, his burning tail feathers leaving a trail of sparkles and light against the night sky. When he landed on the mast, blazing as brightly as a bonfire, he let out a mournful cry. The fire from his little body spread quickly – within several minutes, the entire ship was engulfed in dazzling flames of every color. 
 
    “Aşek azæ muhávsi,” Safir called out. 
 
    “Aşek azæ muhávsi,” the elves answered as one, touching their chests with one hand before raising them to the ship, a kaleidoscopic torch burning in the darkness of the ocean. 
 
    “May the Creator protect you,” I whispered, echoing their prayer. Beside me, Zayn stood with his head high and his back stiff, the light from his lantern casting his face into sharp, solemn shadows. The muscle in his jaw clenched alongside his fist. 
 
    When the fire eventually died out, and Biscuit had returned to Zayn’s shoulder, Safir and the others tightened their packs around their own shoulders, preparing to leave. 
 
    “What about the other boat?” I asked. 
 
    Safir turned away from the second ship, sighing. “If we cannot return to retrieve it, it will most likely be broken down into scrap wood for the mines.” 
 
    “Broken down by whom?” 
 
    “The knockers. Apart from sand serpents and the occasional manticore, only tommyknockers are foolish enough to brave the Wastes. And even they only do it because the mob has forced them into scavenging.” 
 
    I scowled, remembering Korinne’s friend, Morris, the three-foot tall tommyknocker I’d met just a few days before. It seemed as though Sol’s chokehold on the land knew no bounds. 
 
    With heavy hearts, we turned our backs to the ship and made our way into the desert to find the continent’s western-most Waypoint, using the stars as our guide. Korinne, who had apparently never set foot on this part of the continent, hovered closely on my left, while Zayn walked on my right, holding one of the lanterns aloft to light the way. Before disembarking, I’d somehow managed to convince Safir to release Mavros from her cage (and by “convince,” I mean badger relentlessly until she finally threw her hands up in the air and agreed). She trotted just ahead of us in the sand in the form of a black coyote, while Biscuit hitched a ride on her back, tail feathers wagging happily. He glanced back at me once or twice, gratefulness filling our bond, and I knew all was forgiven. 
 
    Safir and a few of the higher-ranking officers fell in line directly behind us, with a well-organized throng of nearly three hundred “soldiers” trailing behind them. I understood clearly now that these weren’t trained militiamen. They were regular women and men, civilians who’d simply chosen to pick up daggers and bows and defend their people. As they marched, they were a beautiful, almost ethereal sight. The female elves’ dark hair and divided skirts fluttered behind them in the cool breeze, while several of the men had actually removed their shirts, ostensibly to soak up as much lunar power as possible. The invisible runes embedded in the elves’ skin flickered to life, casting all of them in an otherworldly glow as their feet flowed gracefully across the sand. I regarded my own elven rune as it pulsed alongside theirs, filling my entire body with a warm tingle. 
 
    I felt a deep admiration as I stood among the elves, many of whom had been forced far away from their homes, braving the open heat of the desert instead of the protective shade of their Great Phoenix Tree. They’d been suppressed and displaced, their numbers but a fraction of what they used to be, and yet none complained. Even after the loss of their settlement, the loss of their leader and kin, they held their heads up high, steely-faced, accepting whatever lay ahead. It made me realize how much in my life I’d taken for granted. How often I complained about things that were utterly trivial in comparison. 
 
    It made me want to be better. 
 
    Every so often, Zayn would bend down and pick up the occasional smooth, brown rock and toss it a few yards ahead of us to make sure we didn’t startle any sand serpents. And every fifth rock or so, an eel-like creature with several sets of eyes would burst up from the sand, its gaping mouth unhinging to expose several rows of sharp, gnashing teeth. With a casual flick of my fingers, lightning would crash from the sky, sending the sand serpent burrowing back from whence it came, and eliciting a small cheer from our group. 
 
    For the first time that week, I actually felt valuable. Powerful, even. And though my glowing skin, rounded ears, and purple hair marked me as an outsider, I no longer felt like one. In a way, I felt like I had found a kind of long-lost family I never knew I had – even if the feeling was probably nothing more than the elven mead that was still warming my belly.  
 
    Of course, after almost two hours of walking in powdery sand, my warm-bellied buzz had long-disappeared, my calves were two clusters of aching knots, and my canteen of water was nearly empty. Some of the injured elves seemed to be struggling as well. After drawing a fresh Revitalization Rune on éyrel, the skinny “teenager” Zayn was tattooing last night – who was actually twice my age in Terran years – I took a minute to put one on myself. 
 
    “How much longer?” I asked Zayn once I’d finished the last line. Warm tingles spread from the rune and across my body, taking the edge off my exhaustion, but the marrow-deep ache in my bones remained. “I thought you said it’d just be a short hike to the Waypoint.” 
 
    “It was supposed to be.” He was frowning as he looked off into the distance, a crease of worry etched between his brow. “Hey, Safir?” he called over his shoulder, switching to Elvish. 
 
    “Evet, Zæynek Ȿazáde?” she answered. 
 
    I nearly choked on my last swig of water as my Translation Rune flickered to life. Safir’s been calling him “Prince Zæynek” this whole time? 
 
    “Would you agree that the Waypoint should be just up ahead?” 
 
    “Yes,” she replied. “Based on the position of the Laman Constellation, we should already be there.” 
 
    Muttering a string of curses under his breath, Zayn quickly drew an Amplification Rune on the lantern glass, then held it above his head. “Tal, would you mind?”  
 
    Nodding, I pressed my fingers to the rune. The lantern exploded with light, momentarily turning night into day.  
 
    Using my other hand as a visor, I squinted into the distance, letting out a small gasp when I saw the Waypoint less than fifty feet ahead – or at least, what was left of it. Because, much like the Waypoint we’d abandoned at the razed elven settlement, this one lay in two pieces in the sand, its magic completely snuffed out. Several yards away from that lay the potential culprit’s remains: a massive, sun-bleached skeleton, its unhinged jaw and hundreds of jagged teeth vaguely reminding me of a sand serpent – if sand serpents were fifty feet long. 
 
    My heart sinking to my knees, I turned to Zayn, who was gaping between the skeleton and the broken Waypoint in shock. “What are we—”  
 
    Behind me, someone let out a bloodcurdling scream. 
 
    Whirling around, I let go of the lantern, once more casting us and our surroundings in dim, flickering shadows – just enough light to make out the enormous serpent exploding out of the sand right behind Safir, its fang-filled mandibles unhinging into a cavernous maw the size of a two-car garage. Before Safir could open her mouth to cry out again, the monstrous snake snatched her up by the ankle, tossed her in the air, and swallowed her whole.
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    “Safir!” Korinne screamed as the creature’s jaws snapped shut with a blood-chilling crack. 
 
    Zayn and I exchanged a split-second look, then simultaneously sprang into action. 
 
    While he readied his attack, I dramatically flung my hand toward the sky like the Mighty Thor to call down a thunderous torrent of lightning…only for a few pitiful sparks of electricity to sputter out of the clouds. 
 
    “Are you serious right now?!” I shouted at my depleted Fulmen Rune. 
 
    The giant worm/snake/leech-thing reared back, loosing an angry shriek as a shower of silver arrows arced through the air, hitting and sticking to its belly like a cluster of acupuncture needles. It shook its head violently, recoiling as though it might dive back into the sand. 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t!” Zayn snarled, shooting a glowing yellow lasso through the air.  
 
    As the rope wrapped around its neck, the sand serpent emitted another high-pitched squeal similar to that of a hog-tied pig. It furiously whipped its head back and forth to try to throw him off, but the Fortitude Rune on Zayn’s chest burst to life, momentarily giving him the strength to hold his ground. 
 
    Another flurry of arrows struck the colossal snake in the left side of its face, just beneath three of its six eyes. Instead of subduing it, that only seemed to make it angrier – like a bear who’d found itself on the wrong end of a porcupine. This time, when the serpent flung its head, Zayn sailed straight off the ground. 
 
    “Hey!” I shouted, waving my hands in the air. “HEY!” 
 
    The Daddy of all Sand Serpents jerked all three sets of slitted pupils in my direction, making my stomach turn itself inside out. Before I could get another word out, it lunged at me, its jaws opening up to swallow me whole. 
 
    “Talia, look out!” Zayn hollered, while a high-pitched battle cry made my head snap skyward.  
 
    “Tal-yaaa!”  
 
    Mavros and Biscuit dive-bombed out of the sky like a twin set of comets, their outstretched talons aimed straight for the serpent’s head. Its six eyes widened and then abruptly squeezed shut as a barrage of black and rainbow fireballs exploded down the ridge of its spine in a coordinated missile attack. 
 
    “Nice one!” Zayn grunted as he slammed into the sand feet-first, wrestling against the glowing ropes while the sand serpent jerked and wriggled. 
 
    “We have to get Safir out now!” Korinne shouted, raising a colored smoke bomb high above her head. 
 
    “How do we do that?” I shouted back. 
 
    Zayn’s magical silver dagger appeared in a brilliant flash of light. “Ever dissect a worm before?” 
 
    Mirroring Zayn, Korinne and the others unsheathed their own daggers, a hundred razor-sharp points glinting in the moonlight as the elves formed a shrinking half-circle around the creature’s exposed belly. 
 
    Meanwhile, the “worm” had recovered from the shock of being fire-bombed, and was now snapping its jaws at the two birds like they were flame-broiled rotisserie chickens. 
 
    “WOULD EVERYONE STOP FOR A MINUTE!” 
 
    Every raised dagger froze. The two birds reared up mid-air. Even the snake abruptly jerked its head in my direction as if to ask, “Who, me?” 
 
     “Yes, you!” I shouted, doing my best to channel my mother’s patented “Boy, you’re in trouble now!” tone, the scariness of which was amplified even further by the growing glow of my skin. “You spit out that elf right now, you hear me?” 
 
    The sand serpent stiffened. 
 
    “I mean it! Because if you don’t, you are going to be gutted right down the middle, and I think we can agree that nobody here wants that. So, I’m going to give you ‘til the count of three to spit her out, or else!” 
 
    The serpent – Sandy, we’ll call him – froze, his three sets of eyes moving between me and the gleaming stabby objects the elves were wielding. 
 
    “One!” 
 
    He made a petulant grunt. 
 
    “Two…!” I crossed my arms impatiently. “If I get to three, you are going to be in so much trouble, buster! Two and a half…” 
 
    Sandy’s head reared back as though he might argue, all six of his eyes narrowing…and then abruptly started bobbing like a cat retching up a hairball. After making a series of unappetizing gags and retches, he finally horked up a curled-up, slime-covered elf, who toppled onto the sand with a breathless thud. 
 
    “Safir!” Korinne cried, running to Safir’s saliva-coated side. The rest of the elves remained rooted in their spots, seemingly unsure whether to fight or flee. 
 
    After a long moment of silence, Safir sat bolt upright with a wheezing gasp. 
 
    “She’s okay!” Korinne shouted, flinging away viscous strings of serpent saliva from Safir’s hair and clothes. 
 
    Hearing this, most of the elves lowered their daggers. 
 
    “Good boy,” I nodded at Sandy gruffly. “Now, is there anyone else in there you’d like to tell me about?” 
 
    Sandy quickly shook his head. 
 
    “Okay,” I warned, “but if I find out you’re lying—” 
 
    “Talia!” Zayn croaked, both of his hands still clutching the dimming lasso. 
 
    “Okay,” I quickly amended, “we’re gonna let you go now – but I’d better not catch you eating any more elves, you hear me?” 
 
    At Sandy’s obedient nod, the ropes faded away. Without lingering another second, the colossal desert serpent dove back into the ground, sending a tidal wave of sand crashing on top of us. 
 
    Spitting out sand and curses, I shook out my hair and clothes, turning my attention to Zayn once I’d finished. He just stood there, a bird familiar on each shoulder, slowly shaking his head in disbelief.  
 
    “Every time, Talia…” 
 
    I coughed out a mouthful of dust. “Every time, what?” 
 
    “Every damn time I tell myself you couldn’t possibly surprise me any more than you already have, you go and pull a stunt like this.” 
 
    Flinging the last bits of sand from my hair, I shrugged sheepishly. “Part of the reason I failed biology in high school was because I always smuggled the worms outside instead of dissecting them. It just didn’t seem right, cutting open perfectly good worms like that.” 
 
    Zayn’s face morphed into an utterly inscrutable expression. 
 
    “And besides, it wasn’t that hard to Manipulate him. Sand serpents have even less going on in their brains than my last boyfriend – which would be a lot funnier if you knew how dumb my ex w—” 
 
    “Tálya al’Dídra,” Safir gasped, making me whirl around. She was pulling herself to her feet with the help of Korinne and two others. “That is twice you and Zæynek Pádeȿah have saved my life.” 
 
    “Not bad for a couple of Unseelies, huh?” I smiled. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I am…alive,” she shook her head, almost disbelievingly. “But I fear the Life Debt I now owe you both is too much to ever repay.” I tried to wave her off, but she continued, “And for that Life Debt, I will follow you and the Pádeȿah anywhere you ask.” 
 
    “As will I,” Korinne smiled, her arm still clutching Safir’s waist. 
 
    One by one, the rest of the elves raised their daggers to the moons, echoing those sentiments. “Al’Zæynek Pádeȿah ve Tálya Paȿahdî! To our king and queen!” 
 
    Stunned, I edged closer to Zayn, who had been caught so off-guard by their chants, he reflexively reached down and gripped my hand in his. 
 
    “Rawk!” Biscuit warned, and Zayn immediately let go, stuttering an apology. 
 
    Once the elves eventually quieted, one of the male officers – éyrel’s father, Tanak – stepped forward. Pressing his hand to his collarbone, he inclined his head. “We await our next orders.” 
 
    I nudged Zayn in the ribs. “That’s you, boss.” 
 
    Nodding, he cleared his throat. “The Waypoint has been destroyed. If we have any hope of making it to the palace before Sol’s army, we’ll have to go through the mines and beneath the mountains.” 
 
    The elves nodded as though they were expecting that answer. 
 
    I, on the other hand, was less than thrilled. “Beneath the mountains?” I rounded on him. “How long will that take?”  
 
    “Two days.” Though he kept his expression carefully composed, I could see the worry creeping in his eyes. 
 
    My shoulders sank. “We’ve already wasted half a day, which means we might only get there a few hours before Sol. And what if he finds a way to get there sooner?” Panic was making my voice shrill. “My mom, Lam, all those refugees…they’ll be ambushed!” 
 
    Mavros ruffled and unruffled her feathers, letting out a timid croak. 
 
    “Yes!” I nodded fervently. “Mavros is right! She could fly me there in just a few hours! I can warn my mom, help fortify the castle with a shit-ton of runes, and maybe even find a way to—” 
 
    “Talia.” The muscle in Zayn’s jaw clenched, but his reply was gentle. “I agree with you. They do need to be warned. But I’m not letting you get anywhere near Sol, especially not without me.”  
 
    My jaw dropped. “That’s so—” 
 
    “So what?” He raised an eyebrow. “Selfish? Possessive? Hypocritical? Fine, I own all of that. But even if you weren’t the single most important thing in my life, if more of your blood gets in Sol’s hands, it will be the end of this realm.” 
 
    “What are you saying, then? That we both go?” Feeling the elves’ eyes on the back of my neck, I pitched my voice lower. “Jesus, Zayn, these people literally just pledged their lives to us. What are we supposed to say to them – ‘Hey, don’t mind us, we’re gonna hitch a ride to the castle on dragonback while you spend the next two days trudging beneath the mountains’?” 
 
    Zayn didn’t reply. But the tight expression on his face let me know he was already two steps ahead of me, as usual. I chewed on the inside of my cheek, realization slowly creeping in. 
 
    “Is…Is there no one else?” I whispered, already knowing the answer. “What about Korinne?” 
 
    He reached forward as though to cup my cheek, then dropped his hand back to his side, where he clenched it into a fist. “I’m the one who needs to be waiting for him at the palace. No one knows the castle grounds like I do, not even Korinne. And as a Runemaster, her specialty is healing, whereas mine is offense. I was Sol’s attack dog for decades; when it comes time to go rune-to-rune, I’ll have the upper hand. Besides,” he added, his voice as rough as gravel as he dragged his gaze to my shoulder, “the sooner I can separate his head from his body, the better.” 
 
    I opened my mouth, then quickly closed it. We had no guarantee Sol’s death would break the curse he left embedded in my skin. But the alternative, on top of everything else, was too much to bear. 
 
    “You—” My voice cracked, so I cleared my throat and tried again. “You promise you’ll keep my mom safe? As in, have Lam drag her back to Miami and wipe all her memories of me if it comes to that?” 
 
    His eyes grew glassy as he nodded. “You have my word.” 
 
    “Rawk?” Biscuit asked, looking between the two of us. 
 
    “Just for a couple days,” I replied, forcing a tight smile. 
 
    “The mines are safe,” Zayn said softly, bringing his face close to mine. “They’ll be full of tommyknockers, who might try to barter you to death – but apart from that, it’ll be a straightforward journey to the palace. Keep Biscuit with you. He’ll help us maintain our link from afar.” 
 
    “Rawk!” Biscuit’s eyes grew wide as he peered around Zayn to look at Mavros.  
 
    “Are you sure you’re strong enough to make the trip?” I asked her, eyeing her drooped wings and dull feathers. 
 
    She nodded resolutely. Yes. 
 
    “Once we get to the palace, I’ll mix up some herbs to help with the separation sickness,” Zayn told Mavros, gently scratching the underside of her beak. “I might even be able to help ward you against his next Manipulation attempt.” 
 
    She let out a soft coo, nuzzling against his hand, then flew off his shoulder to land atop the giant serpent skull several yards away. 
 
    Snatching an almond from Zayn’s pocket, Biscuit flew over to the skeleton to join her. A tear trickled down my cheek as I watched him share his precious almond with his new, even-more-precious friend.  
 
    I turned back to Zayn, sniffling. “What if Sol’s already there waiting for you? What if we can’t get back to you in time?”  
 
    After only a moment’s hesitation, he gently brushed the tear from my cheek, then leaned down to press his lips against mine. “No matter what happens,” he whispered against my lips, “whether in this realm or the hereafter, we’ll find one another – I promise you that.” His eyes darted over the top of my head, where the elves were dutifully waiting for our decision. “But for now, you have an elven army to lead…my queen.” 
 
    I coughed out a tearful laugh. “It sounds so ridiculous when you say it that way.” 
 
    “No. It sounds just right.” The corners of his mouth quirked into a tight smile, which he placed on my forehead. “Kalb’ímtha azá’ye dáȿti, paȿahdî’mtha.”  
 
    The tears I’d been trying so hard to hold back were suddenly streaming down my cheeks. “I love you, too, jiyâné kalb’ímtha.” 
 
    I felt his sharp exhale of breath against my forehead. “I should probably mention that jiyâné kalb’ímtha is a term usually reserved for one’s betrothed.” 
 
    Standing on tiptoes, I brought my lips to his, pulling away only when the pain forced me to. “Works for me,” I whispered, meeting the intensity of his gaze. 
 
    His features grew tight, and when he spoke, his words were hoarse with feeling. “In elven culture, marriage is a lifetime bond, of both body and soul.” 
 
    With a tight smile, I pressed my palm to his heart. “One down.” 
 
    He gently clasped my hand in his before we both knew we had to let go, our fingertips lingering against one another’s for a tender, fleeting moment. 
 
    “One to go,” he whispered, fire igniting behind his irises like molten glass. 
 
    “Give my mom a big hug for me, will you?” I said softly, doing everything I could to keep my chin held high. “And if you see Sol in the meantime, be sure to send him my regards.” 
 
    Fire turned to ice as Zayn’s face darkened to a glower. “You can be sure I will.” 
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    Ten tearful minutes later, Biscuit and I stood at the forefront of an army of elves, watching the great black dragon and her valiant rider soar into the sky. 
 
    “Kalb’ímtha azá’ye dáȿti, Zæynek al’Bâramahd,” I whispered beneath my breath.  
 
    As their shadows bled into the night, a single tear trickled down my cheek; whether Biscuit’s or mine, I wasn’t sure. “We’ll see them again really soon, buddy,” I whispered, kissing the top of his head. “I promise.”  
 
    After taking a moment to collect myself, I turned around, surprised to find the elves quietly and patiently waiting for me. 
 
    “Are you ready, Tálya Paȿahdî?” Safir asked gently. I couldn’t help but notice that she and Korinne were standing close enough for their hands to be touching. 
 
    “It’s just Talia,” I smiled, scrubbing my cheeks. “And yes, I’m ready.” 
 
    She pointed to a cluster of stars overhead. “That is the Constellation of the Phoenix Leaf. If we follow the stem, we will arrive at the entrance to the mine before dawn. From there, it should be no more than a day and a half’s journey to reach the other side.” 
 
    Nodding, I turned and started walking in that direction, taking a deep, steadying breath as the rest of the elves fell into step behind me. Biscuit soared just above us, leaving a trail of glimmering, hopeful sparkles for us to follow. 
 
    Please, God, I silently pleaded, glancing over my shoulder at the two-hundred and sixty-eight elves who had pledged their lives to follow me. Please… Don’t let me screw this up. 
 
    Above, an eagle screeched from somewhere in the night sky.
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    In Synced, the fourth and final installment of the Gilded Blood Series. 
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    ~  Preorder Now ~

  

 
   
    Note From the Author 
 
    YES, I KNOW. 
 
    THIS WAS SUPPOSED TO BE A TRILOGY.  
 
    AND YET HERE WE ARE, WITH ONE MORE BOOK TO GO. 
 
    You can send me hate mail if you’d like, but I think we all know the real culprit at work here: my Brooklyn-born Jewish mother, from whom I inherited a certain effusive, garrulous, long-winded loquaciousness. Could we have ended Talia and Zayn’s story with just a few more chapters right here in Linked? Perhaps. Perhaps if I’d taken out the steamy sex scenes, inappropriate jokes, snarky banter, Hollandaise sauce, and bad-mannered dungeon trolls, we could have reached a final – albeit hasty – conclusion within the confines of these two covers. 
 
    But here’s the thing: you’ve put too much time and emotional investment into these books to settle for a rushed ending. And Talia and Zayn deserve a fully fleshed-out story…including a few more [image: ]moments in the flesh, amiright? [image: P2902#yIS1]  
 
    So, instead of sitting here stewing at me, why not go check out the brand-new Inked audiobook, which is a glorious masterpiece of hilarity, although I highly recommend you don’t eat or drink anything while listening because we’ve gotten several complaints of the spit-take variety. 
 
    Or, heck, go try out my other oops-this-was-supposed-to-be-a-trilogy fantasy series, featuring a motorcycle-riding amnesiac who, despite her best efforts, rises up to become a living, breathing, lightning-wielding legend. You can even read the entire 4-book Lightning Conjurer series for $9.99 because I’m not great at the so-called “making money” part of this writing gig. 
 
    Alright, alright, I’d love to keep gabbing at you, but I have another book to finish.  
 
    In the meantime, rest assured: the best is yet to come. (Quickly, too, if it means putting an end to my mother’s incessant nagging.) 
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    (You can order signed books here!) 
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    The Lightning Conjurer Series 
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    Three years ago, Aspen (as she calls herself), woke up in an abandoned cabin without a single memory. Forced to start her life from scratch and exist entirely off the grid, she’s led a lonely life, but a quiet one...until now. Suddenly, strange things are happening all around her: phantom tornadoes, exploding fireplaces, massive sink holes – not to mention the strange man that's been following her everywhere she goes. 
 
      
 
    When Aspen audits a college class for a much-needed dose of normalcy, she’s shocked by the assistant professor’s cold disdain for her, and her alone. Their heated confrontation turns a corner when Aspen panics, accidentally shattering every bulb in the classroom. That’s when Aiden realizes what she is…but he’s not the only one who’s been paying attention. 
 
      
 
    In her mission to discover who – and what – she is, Aspen must learn to control her powers, navigate her budding feelings for this new and mysterious ally, and, finally, unearth the shocking truth about her past. 
 
      
 
    ~ Read Now on Amazon ~

  

 
   
    The Girl Who Talks to Ashes 
 
    [image: P2925#yIS1] 
 
      
 
    Things change around Lilah. Like actually change. 
 
    An apple disintegrates. People age. 
 
    Dogs transform into puppies. 
 
    Or bones. 
 
      
 
    These changes seem to be tied to her epileptic seizures which is why she has to take that daily little blue pill. In fact, the pill works so well that Lilah seems like any other normal teenager. 
 
      
 
    Until the day she chooses not to take the pill. That day changes everything and Lilah begins to wonder what could happen if she let the seizures happen. But can she control them or will they control her? 
 
      
 
    ~ Read Now on Amazon~

  

 
   
    The Little Morsel 
 
    [image: P2938#yIS1] 
 
    Feral, a retired war hero with ancient bones and thinning scales, has been living in a dragon retirement home for several centuries. There, his daily routine is always the same: wake up with creaky joints, force down the stale protein bars from Bites of Knights, avoid the caterwauling old females on the shuffleboard court, and then return to bed to dream of flying. 
 
      
 
    But when a tiny stray human shows up at his front boulder, Feral’s ho-hum world is turned upside down. Once a tentative agreement not to eat this strange little “morsel” is forged, the two of them embark on a journey for applesauce that ends with each of them saving the other’s life – in more ways than one. 
 
      
 
    THE LITTLE MORSEL is a warm, lighthearted adventure that shines a delicate light on loneliness, neglect, found family, and purpose. Multifaceted and relatable, it is a story that can be enjoyed by children and adults alike. 
 
      
 
    ~ Read Now on Amazon ~

  

 
   
    From the Shadows 
 
    Villainous Tales of Dark Lords, Despots, and Devils 
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    I thought I would be the hero. Instead, I became the villain.  
 
    They curse me, call me ruthless, insane, unhinged… a monster.  
 
    But is life so black and white? 
 
    What if they took the time to understand my motivations? Would they still condemn me if they recognized the same monster lurking inside themselves? There’s a villain inside us all. Unhinge yourself from reality and walk with me into the darkness.  
 
    If you dare…  
 
    From the Shadows is an anthology of twenty-one villainous stories brought to you by the authors of Indie Fantasy Addicts. 
 
      
 
    ~ Read Now on Amazon ~
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 Glossary For the Goyim 
 
    Used by Ashkenazic Jews, Yiddish is a language that is related to German (but also has many Slavic, Hebrew, and Aramaic loan words). Though originally written in Hebrew, the below definitions are an American hybrid of Yiddish and English called Yinglish. 
 
    Enjoy! 
 
    [image: P2963#yIS1] 
 
    Boychik 
 
    (BOY-chick) n. | term of endearment for a young boy, or a young man, esp. one with whom you are familiar. 
 
    Bubaleh 
 
    (BUB-e-leh) n. | “little grandma”; a general term of endear-ment, esp. for children 
 
    Bubbe 
 
    (BUB-eh) n. | Grandmother/Grandma (Zayde is Grandfather) 
 
    Chutzpah 
 
    (HOOTZ-pah) n. | nerve; insolence; sass; confidence 
 
    var: Chutzpahdik (HOOTZ-pah-dik) adj. | Showing chutzpah 
 
    Farkakteh 
 
    (fuh-KOK-teh) adj. (vul.) | lousy, messed up, ridiculous; shitty, full of shit 
 
    Farshtinkener  
 
    (fuh-SHTOONK-eh-neh) n. | stinky person; smelly person; adj. smelly, stinky, rotten 
 
    Goyim 
 
    (GOY-im) n., pl. | non-Jewish persons, gentiles 
 
    Kasha varnishkes
(KASH-kah var-NISH-kehs n. | traditional Jewish dish made with sautéed onions, cooked bowtie pasta, and buckwheat groats or kasha. 
 
    Kugel 
 
    (KUH-gl) n. | a baked pudding or casserole, usually made from lokshen or Jewish egg noodles 
 
    Matzo
(MAHT-sa) n. | unleavened bread 
 
    Meshuggeneh 
 
    (me-SHOO-ge-neh) n./adj. | Crazy; a crazy person. 
 
    var: Meshugge (me-SHOOG-eh) adj. | crazy; insane 
 
    Mensch 
 
    (MENSH) n. | a stand-up person of integrity and honor. 
 
    Mishegas 
 
    (MISH-eh-goss) n. | madness; craziness; insanity 
 
    Oy!  
 
    (OIY) excl. | a lament, a protest, a cry of dismay, a reflex of delight; Oy! is uttered in as many ways as the utterer’s histrionic ability permits. 
 
    Oy gevalt!  
 
    (OIY ge-VALT) phr. | an exclamation of fear, panic, astonishment, etc. A cry for help, such as “Oh my God!” or “Good grief!” (Literally, “Oh, violence!”) 
 
    Oy gotenyu! 
 
    (OIY GOT-en-yoo) phr. | “God help us!” An exclamation of panic, pain, shock, or dismay. 
 
    Plotz
(PLAHTS) v. | to split, to burst, to explode; to pass out or faint [usually from excitement] 
 
    Schlep 
 
    (SHLEP) v./n. | to haul or carry (something heavy or awkward); a tedious or difficult journey 
 
    Schmaltz
(SHMALTS) n. | rendered chicken fat, often used to make latkes and matzo ball soup 
 
    Schmatta 
 
    (SHMAH-tah) n. | Old/ratty [comfortable] piece of clothing. 
 
    Schmegegge 
 
    (shmuh-GEH-ghee) n. | a contemptible person, an idiot 
 
    Schmuck 
 
    (SHMUCK) n. | slang, vulgar: one who is stupid or foolish; an obnoxious, detestable person. (Literally: penis) 
 
    Schmutz
(SHMUHTS) n. | dirt, stain, or filth. 
 
    Shreken
(SHREK-en) n. | “monsters” or “frights;” little known fact: the title of the 2001 film, Shrek, is based on the romanization of the Yiddish word for “monster” 
 
    Shabbos 
 
    (SHA-bus) n. | Ashkenazic term for Shabbat or the Sabbath; Judaism’s day of rest that starts just before sundown each Friday and ends at nightfall on Saturday 
 
    Shiksa
(SHIK-sa) n. | a somewhat disparaging term for a non-Jewish female 
 
    Tateleh 
 
    (TAHT-e-leh) n. | a term of endearment for a boy or man; lit., “little father” 
 
    Verklempt 
 
    (fer-KLEMT) adj. | overcome with emotion; choked up. 
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