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      For seven years, I lived my life according to a precise set of rules. At the top of the list: subdue the storm every day, don’t touch anyone, and follow the protocols. I obeyed all of them. Until the rules were swept out from under me like yesterday’s dusty rug.

      Now, there are no rules.

      I set the storm free. I touched Baelen. And the protocols? Actually, it wasn’t me who burned those to the ground; it was the Elven Command when they tried to kill Baelen and take my power. That’s when they made me their enemy.

      The boundaries that once existed around my life are gone. Literally. Now there’s open space and deep stretches of blue sky. And the determination that I will heal Baelen’s wounds and bring him back to me. Whatever it takes.

      The Phoenix soars through the cloud cover that floats over elven country. I lean forward in the moist air, tugging on the back of Jasper’s armor to get his attention. We’re riding on the Phoenix’s broad back while the Storm’s spirit sails along behind us, connected to me just like she promised she’d be. At this moment, she’s floating on her back, riding the slipstream created by the firebird’s wings.

      Baelen’s head rests in my lap and his feet lie alongside Jasper, securely tethered between us by ropes made out of lightning. It’s not exactly the kind of thing I ever imagined, but the Storm bound him safely to the Phoenix and promised me that he wouldn’t fall during our journey. A journey I never thought I’d make. To gargoyle country. The home of our worst enemies.

      Responding to my tug, Jasper maneuvers around so that he’s facing me. It’s safe to talk now that we’ve ascended into cover and left the Elven Command far behind. “Princess?”

      “I need to know what happened while Baelen and I were in the simulation.”

      Immediately, Jasper shakes his head and tries to turn away from me, but I grip his arm. His muscles tense under my sudden touch, his forearm big enough that my fingers don’t make it all the way around. He’s a warrior, trained all his life to be part of the elven military. He could shake me off in an instant. But for a long time, I wasn’t allowed to touch anyone, let alone a male, so the fact that I won’t let him go right now makes him pause.

      “I need to know what really happened.” As I speak, my other palm rests against Baelen’s cheek. His eyes are closed. His skin is warm to touch but his chest doesn’t rise and fall like it would if he were asleep.

      To Jasper I say, “I only know what I saw in the simulation, but that was all a trick.”

      “Are you sure?” Jasper’s serious eyes drill into mine. Always serious. He never smiles. Except once during battle and that was a scary grin that I don’t want to see again. He’s completely loyal to Baelen and for some reason wants to protect me from the things that will hurt me. What’s more, he seems to know what those things are before I do.

      I give him a single nod. I’m more certain about this than I am about anything else right now.

      “Okay, then…” He clears his throat as I let his arm go. He keeps his tone even and unemotional, as if he’s reporting facts that don’t mean anything to either of us. It’s so far from the truth. Everything he says cuts my heart into pieces.

      “As soon as you and Baelen sat in the chairs of truth to enter the simulation, your faces went completely blank. We could tell you weren’t with us anymore. We kept watch over both of you because we were worried the Elven Command might attack your bodies while you were vulnerable.”

      Baelen and I had gone to the arena to carry out the penultimate trial in the fight for my hand—what was supposed to be a simulation in which we would each fight a gargoyle. The trials were part of the marriage protocols that were designed to end in the selection of the strongest male to be my husband.

      Baelen and I had made it through all the other trials involving tests of strength, endurance, and intelligence, leaving us facing each other in the final fight to the death. Leaving me facing the prospect of having to kill him, the only male I’d ever loved, or he would be cursed to kill me instead.

      Jasper says, “At first it seemed like everything was going to be okay, but about an hour after you sat down, the crowd got restless. It was a long time to watch you sit still. One of the Elven Commanders—Elwyn Elder—told everyone to leave and come back later. This bothered me, but I didn’t do anything until…”

      Jasper pauses, breaking my gaze to contemplate his hands. His knuckles are bruised. Welts crisscross the exposed skin on his arms and legs where his armor didn’t protect him. I had done that damage to him while I was in the simulation. I didn’t know what I was doing at the time. I thought I was defending myself.

      I say, “Go on. Please.”

      “When the crowd left, two of the Elven Commanders—Pedr Bounty and Osian Valor—locked the arena doors. Teilo Splendor was the only Commander who didn’t seem to know what was going on.”

      I murmur, “He was the only one who wasn’t part of the curse.” Teilo Splendor’s daughter is a talented healer and his grandson, Sebastian, is one of Baelen’s most trusted friends. The Elven Command is made up of elected members of the five highest Houses: the Houses of Elder, Splendor, Glory, Valor, and Bounty. Technically, Baelen’s House—the House of Rath—is the highest House of all, but the Elven Command did everything they could to keep him out of their business, appointing Baelen as the Commander of the elven army so he couldn’t claim his place with them.

      “Teilo demanded to know what the others were doing,” Jasper says. “But Elwyn Elder knocked him out. Sebastian and I ran over to intervene and that was when Gideon Glory cast his sorcery over the chairs of truth.”

      Jasper shudders, rubbing his arms as if he’s cold. I know him well enough to know that not much fazes him. He takes everything in his stride with an immovable calm, but the spell that Gideon Glory cast wasn’t anything ordinary… I can still feel its effect, crawling under my skin. The way it had immobilized me after I emerged from the simulation.

      I shake it off as Jasper continues. “You and Baelen were wrenched out of your chairs. They cracked apart as soon as you fell to the floor. That’s when you began to fight each other.”

      He swallows. “You and he… your faces were still blank. It was clear you didn’t know what you were doing. Jordan tried to grab you. I tried to stop Baelen. You shook us off like we were nothing. You were going to kill each other…”

      I stare at my own clenched fists. Inside the simulation, Baelen had appeared to me as a gargoyle—the kind that the elves had pedaled as our enemies for hundreds of years: vicious, unrelenting, horned, with salivating teeth. I met a gargoyle during one of the trials and discovered that they’re nothing like that. Female gargoyles are particularly beautiful. While their male counterparts resemble stone, the females look like humans with gossamer wings. I’d fought Baelen with everything I had, believing him to be my enemy, not knowing I was fighting him in real life.

      Jasper clears his throat. “It turned really bad when you got hold of Baelen’s dagger. You lit up like a lightning storm. That’s when everyone got involved. Your Storm Command and all of Baelen’s soldiers—all of them tried to stop you. Sebastian’s mother saw what was coming and she grabbed me and Sebastian, shouting at us to find shelter.”

      All it takes is a touch of metal and I can harness lightning as a weapon. I close my eyes, trying to banish the memory. The simulation had made my friends appear to me like a swarm of gargoyles. I was desperate to defend myself against them. I’d slammed the dagger’s electrified hilt into the ground, sending a wave of deadly lightning through the very elves who were trying to protect me.

      He sighs. “There wasn’t any shelter. Everyone went down. Even your advisor, Elise. She was trying to counter the simulation with magic but the electrical shock knocked her out cold. Then… something changed. You and Baelen stopped fighting. You talked to each other for the first time.”

      I nod. “We figured it out. Well, Baelen did. He recognized me because of what I did with the lightning. He realized we were actually fighting each other.”

      “You were looking around as if you couldn’t see us. You couldn’t see the Elven Commanders sneaking up on Baelen… I tried to run back to you, but they got to him first.” Jasper swallows and the unemotional tone of his voice fails, disappearing as the intensity of his feelings breaks through. “Gideon Glory strengthened their weapons with sorcery. It’s the only way to pierce Rath armor. All four of them stabbed Baelen at the same time.”

      Like the corners of a square. I can see the four cuts in Baelen’s chest plate as he rests beside me now, each cut several inches long, the edges of the metal burned where the sorcery sliced through.

      Jasper stops speaking, clears his throat, clearly struggling now. My heart wrenches, but I need him to go on. I need to know what I couldn’t see.

      “Their swords went right through and would have impaled you too, but Baelen… he pushed you away so you were safe. You ran back to him. You tried to stop him falling and then… he wrapped you up in his arms like he was protecting you.”

      Inside the simulation, Baelen had cocooned me inside his gargoyle wings, telling me to stay where it was safe, holding me until the simulation ended.

      Jasper takes a deep breath and lets it out again. “I think you know the rest.”

      My cheeks are cold where the wind beats at my tears. But I’m not sad. I’m angry. I’d surfaced from the simulation to discover that I’d been tricked into disabling all the elves who were there to protect us. I’d done exactly what the Elven Commanders wanted me to do and left Baelen vulnerable to attack. They knew they could never get to me as long as he was alive.

      Jasper’s back is straight, tense. The lightning welts across his arms are red and raw. I’d hurt him. I’d hurt all my friends. There aren’t enough apologies to make up for it. “I’m sorry, Jasper. I’m sorry for what I did to you.”

      He nods, accepting my apology, but a question enters his voice. “You said you gave Baelen your storm power.”

      My power to control the storm was the Elven Command’s ultimate prize. I am the first Storm Princess who can use the Storm as a weapon. They believed I could pass that power on to the first male I touched. They were right, but so wrong about the timing.

      “I gave my power to Baelen Rath seven years ago on the night I became the Storm Princess,” I say. “Nobody knew, including me. When the Storm chose me, it poured lightning into my body. Baelen was nearby and I poured lightning into him too. It was through that act that I passed him my power.”

      I shake my head with remembered horror. All the nightmares I’d had after that night. The helplessness I’d felt watching Baelen suffer. “I thought I killed him that night. I didn’t know it meant he had my power.”

      The Storm said she didn’t know how Baelen and I had stayed away from each other. Looking back, I know it was only because of guilt and pain. I blamed myself for what he went through. I blamed myself for the scar running the length of the side of his face. I wanted to keep Baelen as far away from me as possible so I didn’t hurt him again.

      And now… now I trace the line of the scar from his right temple down the side of his face. It splits at his jawline, one side curling behind his ear, the other under his chin. If I listen carefully, I can hear his heartbeat inside my mind, beating out a slow rhythm. I close my eyes, clinging to the repetitive thud-thud while my fingers tingle where they rest against his cheek.

      The sound of his heartbeat is the only thing keeping me sane right now. But it’s not enough. It will never be enough. I can finally touch him without fear that I’ll hurt him. I can touch him because I want to more than anything else in the world. Finally… but he’s not here. Not really.

      After the Elven Commanders attacked him, a moment before he died, Baelen used the power of the thunder to pause everything, including himself, halting the progress of the deadly wounds. He paused his own death. He gave me the chance to save him. But it’s tearing my heart out being so close to him and yet so far away. It’s like having part of me ripped away and thrown into darkness.

      I spiral downward inside my mind, tears dripping down my cheeks from beneath my closed eyelids. I search for the light, the warmth that I always felt when he was close to me, the dangerous response of my lightning to the nearness of his body. I understand it now. It was my storm power trying to connect with his.

      My eyes are still closed, but I sense my fingers grow warmer against his skin and so do my calves where his head rests. I drop my forehead to his, spiraling further and further down while a glow appears inside my mind like a single, red flame; a single strike of lightning as red as blood.

      I stop breathing because… I can hear him.

      His gravelly voice is laced with concern. Marbella, baby, you can’t be here with me.

      Baelen? I choke. Gasp. I need you. You have to come back to me.

      His voice is warm like my whole body right now. I will come back to you. You have to trust me. You have to trust yourself.

      All my worries bubble upward. But what if I can’t get you to the springs in Mount Erador? What if the gargoyles stop me? What if the springs don’t work—

      Marbella Mercy, he growls. My stubborn, beautiful love. You stayed away from me for seven years because you were determined to keep me safe. You will find a way to the springs, because you’re determined to do that too.

      Nothing will stop me, I whisper.

      You have to go now, he says. Before I lose my will to remain in this place. And… before we hurt someone.

      Hurt someone?

      Far, far away, I’m aware that someone is shouting my name. “Marbella! Princess!”

      I miss you, Baelen.

      I don’t want to go. I don’t want to swim upward, away from Baelen’s voice, away from this connection. He doesn’t respond. Instead a force pushes me upward, back through the lightning and the flames, back to myself. The sky is bright as I open my eyes, much brighter than it was before.

      “Princess!” Jasper balances on his feet opposite me, half-crouched, fingers splayed out toward me, alarm etched in every line of his face.

      Lightning streaks upward in front of my eyes, but it’s not inside my mind now; it’s rising between Baelen and me, glowing between us and forming droplets that shimmer upward like raindrops in reverse. Shock burns through me. It’s not just my lightning. It’s Baelen’s, too.

      It’s warm and safe, but only to me. To everyone else… it’s deadly.

      I’m suddenly aware of a disturbance in the air on my right hand side. The Storm soars up beside me, her chocolate eyes filled with urgent concern and a surprising amount of fury. “Marbella Mercy! Stop connecting to Baelen Rath. Right now!”

      “I—”

      “Now! Or you will kill your friend.”

      I jolt back to Jasper. The droplets are quickly following the line of Baelen’s body, rising like a cascade toward Jasper. I immediately unclasp my fingers from around Baelen’s face, disconnecting and pulling backward.

      The result is instant. The light fades between us. The burning raindrops fall back to Baelen’s chest and neck, dispersing and vaporizing.

      The rain is gone. Gone like Baelen’s voice and his nearness. I want to cry with the pain of loss, the pain of being wrenched back to the rest of the world.

      Jasper sinks back into a sitting position, relief washing over him. “You had me worried there, Princess.”

      “I’m sorry.” My hands remain in the air, frozen, afraid to touch Baelen again. “I don’t know… what that was.”

      “Your heart’s broken,” Jasper says, far more simply than I expected.

      The Storm isn’t quite so forgiving. She observes me with a mix of concern and distrust. She was once a female gargoyle. All I know about her is what the Phoenix told me—that she gave her life for revenge: she turned herself into a storm and raged through elven country hundreds of years ago, killing our last king and almost wiping out the entire elven race. When the Elven Command tried and failed to steal my power after the simulation, I called the Storm to me without knowing what I was doing.

      Now, here she is: a silvery wraith-like creature with delicate features, large, drown-inside-me-chocolate eyes, long legs like I’ve never seen before, and a broken wing that I don’t want to ask her about.

      The most difficult part about her presence is that Jasper doesn’t know she’s there. He can’t see or hear her, which makes all of my conversations with her one-sided. She gets to talk and I have to listen, even if I don’t like what she’s saying.

      Her lips compress into a tight line. “You can’t do that again.”

      I don’t even know what that was.

      “You combined your power with his,” she says, as if she’s reading my mind—not hard given my questioning stare. “But if you connect like that again, you’ll not only hurt every living thing around you, you’ll also draw Baelen out too soon and he’ll die.”

      I jolt away from Baelen even further, using the bare minimum of contact to gently move his head off my lap and rest him against the Phoenix’s back instead. The Phoenix’s body is broad and long, but Baelen’s large frame takes up most of it. I find myself sitting almost on the bird’s tail. Once the Storm’s finished chastising me, I’ll have to apologize to the Phoenix for this new discomfort.

      The Storm’s face softens. “Don’t worry, you can’t combine your power by accident.”

      I scowl at her, since that’s exactly what I did.

      She sighs. “Yes, I know you didn’t mean to, but you deliberately sought him out just now, didn’t you? Well, don’t do that again and all will be fine.”

      I sigh. I don’t think Jasper will think it’s strange when I say, “I needed to hear his voice.”

      Jasper has already settled himself back onto the Phoenix. He acts as if nothing happened and I’m grateful for his unshakable calm attitude and his ability to bounce back—despite the fact that I could have killed him. “It’s okay, Princess.”

      He takes a moment before peering through the cloud cover beneath us. The Storm remains beside me, keeping pace with the Phoenix as if she wants to keep an eye on me now. I guess I don’t blame her. In fact, I’m reluctantly grateful. No Storm Princess has ever shared her power with another elf before like I have with Baelen. I’m walking new ground and the Storm is the only one who might be able to guide me.

      I’m glad for the change of subject when Jasper says, “We should reach the border soon.”

      The Phoenix’s voice sounds in my mind then, reminding me of soft wind chimes. We are approaching the Revenant Mountains behind Rath land. Beyond the mountains is the border between Erawind and Erador. Once we cross it, we will be in gargoyle country.

      A shiver races down my spine. The Phoenix flies much faster than any other creature so we’ve reached the border within a few hours. The first time I flew with the giant bird was during the trial that brought me to these very mountains. Nobody had ever flown with a Phoenix before. The firebird told me it was waiting for me to summon it because I was the storm. I’d thought that was because I could absorb the storm, but the Phoenix insisted it was because I was the Storm. I’m still not completely sure what that means.

      I say to Jasper, “The Phoenix says we’re almost at the Revenant Mountains.”

      “We need to be careful.” Jasper half-twists back to me. “The gargoyles recently started patrolling the air space right up to their side of the border.”

      “But the border has always been a neutral zone. Why are they patrolling it now?” It would certainly explain why the Elven Command had become paranoid about a gargoyle attack. They’d tried multiple times to attack the gargoyles who had started nesting on our side of the border, but Baelen had cautioned against a pre-emptive strike, telling the Command they didn’t have enough information to start a war.

      “They’re trying to stop other gargoyles escaping.”

      “Escaping…” The gargoyle I encountered was sheltering his two newborn children, hiding them within elven borders. “The gargoyle on Scepter Peak told me that facing elves was safer than what was going on in his home country. What’s driving them out?”

      Jasper shakes his head. “We don’t know. Baelen was trying to find out.”

      “Well, whatever the reason, if there are air patrols, then the Phoenix won’t get as far as I hoped.”

      I worry at my lip, disappointment rushing through me. I’d hoped that the Phoenix could fly us at least part of the way to the springs in the heart of Mount Erador. “I think this means we have to land in the mountains and travel on foot.”

      Jasper gives me an apologetic shrug. “If it’s any consolation, Baelen hid supply packs in the mountain range in case he ever needed them. I know where to find them.”

      That raises my eyebrows. “Supply packs in the mountains?”

      Jasper glances away and then at Baelen. “He… planned for the possibility that you and he might need to disappear.”

      I contemplate Baelen’s still features. There’s so much I don’t know about his life during the seven years after I became the Storm Princess. After he finished military training, he’d disappeared for three whole years. I still have no idea where he went. Now there’s no way for me to ask him. After the Storm’s warning just now, I’m definitely not going to try speaking with him again.

      Jasper draws my attention. “I don’t know about you, but I could do with a change of clothes and some food.”

      “You’re right.” I scrub at my eyes. The fact that Baelen planned ahead is a good thing. Jasper and I have very few supplies and even our armor isn’t ideal for an overland trek. Jasper’s is beat up, but mine is pristine. It’s made from an inner suit spun from Elyria spider web and lined on the outside with Shimmer Beetle husks. The Elyria web is unbreakable and the husks are the hardest material in the land. It took my Storm Command seven years to gather enough web and husks to sew the suit for me. It may be the safest thing I could wear but it won’t guard against the freezing nighttime temperatures on the mountain. While sunny during the day, a layer of ice forms over the mountains at night.

      “If only I could have a bath too.” Baelen’s blood still stains my hands and armor. I need the reminder gone.

      Jasper keeps a straight face. “Sorry. Can’t help you with that. But there are water sources where you can wash up.”

      “Thank you. Can you show me where we should land?”

      He points. “We should head a little more south. There’s a concealed pass through the mountains that way. We can use it to cross the border—” He cuts off and spins. “Wait…”

      I hear it, too: the far-off beat of wings. Elves have very strong senses, but mine are especially honed to changes in air pressure because of my storm power. I kick myself that I wasn’t paying closer attention. I should have heard it sooner.

      The Phoenix gives a warning cry inside my mind. Princess! Gargoyles are flying in from the left. They’ll reach our position within minutes.

      I keep my voice down. “The Phoenix says it’s gargoyles.”

      Jasper’s surprise mirrors mine. “We haven’t crossed the border. They’re in our airspace.”

      I grit my teeth. “Has that ever happened before?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      “Okay, well… we’re higher up than they usually fly. We should stay inside the clouds. Let them fly right under us. And if they don’t…”

      The Storm sails along beside me. “Be careful about using your storm power around Baelen. His heart is connected to yours and he will answer to the call of the storm.”

      That’s going to make things difficult, but I won’t risk Baelen’s safety. Or Jasper’s for that matter. This close to me, he could easily be hurt if I unleashed my lightning. I choose my words carefully, trying to answer her and speak to Jasper at the same time. “If they don’t fly by, I’ll be careful with my storm power. I don’t want to hurt you or Baelen by accident. There’s been enough danger of that kind already today.”

      He gives me a serious nod before bending to retrieve his weapons from the satchel draped beside Baelen. Multiple weapons disappear into belts and holders around his waist and chest, including two swords crisscrossing his back. I pull on my leather gloves, since it’s the only way to handle metal without igniting the storm. Then I strap on my weapons belt, balancing beside Baelen’s body while I give my weapons a final check.

      “I’m ready.”

      The Storm points left and down. “That’s good, because the female has found us.”

      So much for hiding in the clouds.

      A young gargoyle shoots upward through the mist, her arms outstretched, her wings pinned close to her sides as if she’s just swept them down in one massive beat to ascend into the clouds.

      She shrieks in surprise and slams to a halt so she doesn’t collide with Jasper.

      “Whoa!” he exclaims, instinctively throwing his arms out in a protective gesture.

      I brace for her to attack us, but after a quick assessment, I can tell that the female doesn’t carry any weapons. In fact, her arms are scratched, her face is tear-stained, and her legs are dirty. She looks seriously frightened. At the same time, the Phoenix lurches away from the newcomer, pausing long enough for the girl to take one look at Jasper and dive into his arms.

      She cries, “Help me!”

      He freezes, shock shooting across every plane of his chiseled face.

      She clings to him like a cat that just jumped out of a lake. “I beg you. Help me, please!”

      A female gargoyle asking a male elf for help?

      I'm as shocked as Jasper. I have a fleeting vision of a perfect button nose, rosebud mouth, and fear-filled emerald eyes before the girl buries her head against his chest. She wraps her arms around his waist and hides herself beneath her wings, becoming a silvery bundle next to him. It's not much of a camouflage, especially because she’s shaking like a slender piece of filigree in a gale force wind.

      Look to your left, Princess, the Phoenix’s normally calm lilt is filled with warning as it beats its wings once more, picks up speed, and resumes its former pace. They’re here.

      At the same time, Jasper cries, “We have company!”

      Large grey forms cut through the clouds around us—fifteen of them flying in from our left. They’re approaching so fast that their flight patterns shred the mist, forming wind tunnels up from the clear blue below us.

      At their head is a male with light grey patterns rippling through his dark wings, his warrior features cut from stone. His wingspan is massive and he carries more weapons about his body than Jasper, even strapped across his bare chest and massive thighs. His jaw is square and his eyes are a dazzling sapphire. He’d be gorgeous if it wasn’t for the cruel sneer cutting across his face.

      He and the other gargoyles surround the Phoenix. Three of them speed directly up in front of it, forcing it to pull up sharply. Their wings push backward to stop their own forward momentum, but their wing daggers are ready to be used as weapons. In response, the Phoenix curves and lengthens its wings, forced to coast.

      As the wash of air from all the flying creatures pulses at me, billowing my auburn braid in the wind, the lead male shouts to the others. “It’s elves! And… a Phoenix.”

      He backpedals a little away from my fiery friend, gesturing his companions to back up also.

      Yep, I have a Phoenix. And right now that Phoenix looks angry enough about being penned in to start breathing fire at these heavily-armed morons. If I were the Phoenix’s only passenger, I have no doubt it would ignite its flames. My ability to absorb and wield the storm means the Phoenix’s fire doesn’t hurt me. But it would definitely hurt Jasper and the female gargoyle.

      Ignoring the danger, the intruders’ wings beat slowly as they take up a holding formation around us, locking us in. Meanwhile, the lead male’s gaze rakes over all of us and finally pauses on Baelen.

      His eyes narrow. “I see you carry your dead.”

      Really? That’s the first thing he’s going to say to me?

      Anger rises fast inside me, but I push it down as Jasper wraps both his arms around the cowering female, sending a clear message to the newcomers that we don’t intend to give her back to them.

      The Storm floats behind me, quiet, observant. She promised me that if I ever need her to rage, she will, but again, with Jasper and the girl in the firing line, the Storm’s wrath has to be a last resort.

      I may not be terribly tall or threatening in appearance but I raise my voice to the sharpness of a whip. “You’re in elven airspace. Explain yourselves.”

      The leader sucks in a breath, throwing a brief assessing glance at his surroundings—and then back to us dressed in our warrior’s armor. It’s clear from the quickly hidden concern flashing across his features that he didn’t realize he’d crossed the border. And he certainly didn’t expect to be caught by a couple of warrior elves in the process. No doubt he was so intent on capturing his prey that he wasn’t watching where he was going. It doesn’t look like he’s about to admit his mistake though…

      “I am General Cassian of the King’s army.” He points at the female curled up against Jasper like a caterpillar. “That female is a fugitive from our law. We have a right to recover her.”

      I lift an eyebrow in a scathing gesture, but inside I’m worried. If he’s telling the truth about who he is, then he’s very high up in the gargoyle command. I don’t know much about their military structure, but a General can’t be that many rungs below the top.

      I bury my concern as I say, “There are many of you and one of her. She must be a fearsome creature to warrant that many pursuers.”

      Cassian’s expression remains deadpan. “She stole from our King.”

      I study the girl. From the brief glance before she hid herself against Jasper, I know she’s not carrying anything at all—her clothing is too thin to conceal an object beneath it. “I see nothing of value. What do you claim she’s stolen?”

      The sneer returns to his lips. “Her body.”

      Her… what? Oh, that’s not good. One glance at Jasper tells me he’s grinning. The last time I saw that look on his face, he stared down a whole arena full of males who had ill intentions toward me and my body. I swallow my rage at the gargoyle’s arrogance.

      There’s no way we’re letting these gargoyles fly by.
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      Jasper deftly repositions the clinging girl so she’s attached to his side closest to me, freeing up his arms. He rests his fingers against his thigh, still grinning like a wild wolf. He hasn’t reached for his swords yet and I know that’s smart. There’s still a chance we can convince the males to leave without a fight.

      “Well now,” he says. “She seems pretty attached to me. I’d say she’s staying right where she is.”

      General Cassian leans in, snarling through his teeth. “I am not accustomed to being defied! You will hand her over to me, elf!”

      “While you’re in elven airspace? I’m pretty sure you want to move along and let this one go.”

      For a moment, I think that argument is going to work. Cassian takes stock of the terrain moving below us and the other gargoyles fan out a little, removing themselves just a tad, but then I realize… they’re moving into position.

      Cassian shoves his face right up in Jasper’s. “She is the King’s property and you will give her to me. Now!”

      Jasper’s gaze flicks to mine for the briefest moment. He tried. There’s no getting through to this male.

      “Yeah…” The grin drops away from Jasper’s chiseled features, turning his eyes cold and hard. “I don’t think so.”

      He tilts his head to the right, moments before Cassian’s wing dagger slices the air right next to him. The female shrieks but Jasper’s left hand snaps up fast, seizes the wing dagger, and shoves it backward, throwing the gargoyle off balance.

      “Insolent!” Cassian roars, regaining his flight, but it gives Jasper enough time to draw both his swords, deflecting attacks from the two gargoyles launching at his back before spinning back to Cassian. The swiftness of Jasper’s movements dislodges the female. She falls backward with a cry, clutching the Phoenix’s feathers as she scoots away from the fighting males and their flashing swords. I have no fear about Jasper’s ability to deflect the three males, but I won’t let him fight this battle alone.

      I close the short distance between me and the girl as I draw my weapons. “Stay beside me! But don’t touch me!” I don’t want to hurt her if I need to harness my lightning.

      Her eyes are wide as mossy pools as she stares up at me, squinting as the sunlight glints across her terrified face. “Elyria!”

      The spider web in my armor must be catching the light. I don’t have time to explain it to her. Dagger in one hand, sword in the other, I spin back and forth, deflecting attacks from all sides.

      Luckily, the gargoyle’s wings are so wide that only three of them can attack me at one time: one at my front, one at my back, and one at the Phoenix’s tail. Also by luck, they think Baelen’s dead, so they don’t bother with him. At least for now, he’s safe. Unless one of them slips and impales him while fighting me… I shudder, but stay focused, blocking the downward swing of a sword while kicking back into the stomach of the gargoyle behind me.

      The fight is brutal but fast. My armor repels their weapons, making me bolder than I would otherwise be, even though I’ll suffer the impact bruises later. The Phoenix maintains its steady soar to keep us balanced but descends from cloud cover so we have visibility in every direction.

      The biggest problem we have, is the gap between Jasper and me that leaves the girl vulnerable. We both see it at the same time, and quickly work our way toward each other with the intention of forming a closer barrier around her. Before we can close the gap, two gargoyles dart inward, each from opposite sides. One rips the girl’s hands away from the Phoenix in a flurry of burnished feathers. The other yanks her feet out from under her and pulls backward. Her face bounces against the bird as the gargoyle holding onto her ankles slings her out into the air and darts away with her. The girl’s scream fades as the gargoyle drops south and flies under the Phoenix, obscuring my view for a moment. I locate him as he reappears on the other side except… he doesn’t have the girl anymore.

      He must have handed her off to another gargoyle. At the same time, the remaining gargoyles drop beneath us and scatter in all directions. Now that we’re above them, all I can see is a jumble of grey wings. It’s a clever ploy. One I’d appreciate if I wasn’t on the receiving end of it.

      Desperately, I search for any glimpse of the girl’s silver dress that might tell me which gargoyle has her.

      Cassian takes a final swipe at Jasper with a vehement snarl before taking off with the others. I swing back to the ones I was fighting only to find the air clear. They’re all gone. And they’re all flying in different directions to act as diversions.

      Phoenix, do you see her?

      I’m sorry, Princess. Their wings conceal much. Do you want to pursue the ones heading west?

      West is the direction of the border. It would make sense for them to escape in that direction, but I wouldn’t put it past them to fly further east into our airspace and then double back to confuse and evade us.

      I spin. “Jasper—”

      He shushes me, his eyes closed. One hand, palm out, tells me to wait.

      The girl screams. Clever girl. We can locate her by the sound. We both spin left to a clump of three gargoyles flying westward. Turns out they’re taking the quickest route to the border after all. The Phoenix immediately turns and spears in that direction and both Jasper and I crouch to lower our centers of gravity so we don’t fall off. She screams again before the sound is muffled.

      As the Phoenix closes the gap, one of the gargoyles glances up at the shadow suddenly descending over him. His movement reveals a patch of the female’s shimmering dress. He’s holding her close between his arms and legs.

      “That’s her.” It’s all Jasper says before he takes a step back and leaps out from the Phoenix’s back, plunging into thin air.

      His decision to leap off into space is so sudden that it leaves me stunned. “Jasper!” I shriek, dropping to my hands. “You can’t fly!”

      He presses his arms and legs together to streamline his body and gain speed as he dives. It’s a testament to how strong gargoyle wings are that when Jasper lands right on top of one, he doesn’t rip right through it. It’s the gargoyle holding the girl. It shudders to and fro, dropping and spinning with Jasper’s sudden weight now on one side of it. The two others launch themselves at Jasper, ripping at him with their clawed feet. Funny, I never noticed gargoyle feet before, but it’s suddenly clear that the bird-like claws they have instead of toes could be just as lethal as their wing daggers. Which is to say, they could rip through Jasper’s body in moments.

      I need to get down there. Not least because if Jasper can’t latch onto a gargoyle—or free the female so she can carry him—he’ll plummet to his death. I can harness the wind and thunder to stop my fall. At least… I think I can. It’s not exactly something I’ve tried before.

      Phoenix, stay close. Please try to catch Jasper if he falls. But also… protect Baelen.

      I know I’ve just given the firebird two very contradictory tasks. Catching Jasper involves flying into the fight. Protecting Baelen requires flying as far away from it as possible.

      I suddenly realize that the Storm is gone. She disappeared as soon as the fight began. I take one more glance around for her, giving up on calling her for help, only to step into her as I prepare to leap from the Phoenix’s back.

      “I will catch Jasper,” she says, her hair billowing out around her as she floats at eye level with me. “Even if it frightens the life out of him to be caught by something he can’t see. The Phoenix should protect Baelen.”

      “Thank you!” I hesitate before I dive, but not because of the leap into space.

      You have my word that Commander Rath will be safe, the Phoenix says, sensing the fear that springs through me at the thought of leaving Baelen’s side, of letting him out of my sight.

      As soon as I leap off its back, I risk angling my body to the side so I can see the Phoenix ascending high into the cloud cover, concealing itself far above us and Baelen with it. I trust the Phoenix to keep its word, but even so, a deep-seated fear has found a place in my heart: I can’t lose him.

      The Storm flies beside me, a wind tunnel forming around her as she descends. The gargoyles are much lower and further west now and Jasper grapples with two of them, holding them off, but the third is free and flies onward with the girl.

      I have seconds to grill the Storm. “Where were you just now? We could have used your help back there.”

      Her expression shuts off, becoming remarkably blank for such an expressive female. “I can’t harm a gargoyle.”

      I’m stunned. “Not even these brutes?”

      “I will catch Jasper if he falls, but I will not join the fight.”

      “But, how can you—”

      Her gaze flashes over me with veiled menace. “They are my people, Marbella. Do not ask me to fight them.”

      I jolt away from the vehemence in her voice, reminding myself that I control her. Well, to a degree. But it’s the edge of fear that enters her eyes as she maintains my gaze that softens any worry I have about her intentions. She’s not trying to fight with me. She’s afraid I’ll make her do something she doesn’t want to do. I don’t know anything about her, nothing about her history or motivations. I need to change that, and soon. I need to understand what makes her tick and why she became the storm. Just… not right now when Jasper’s life is on the line and we’re about to catapult into three angry gargoyles.

      “I won’t make you,” I say, testing my theory that her anger is fuelled by fear I’ll coerce her into doing things she doesn’t want to do.

      The instant relief that washes over her face tells me I was right. “I’ll stay nearby. If you drop from this height, you’ll have a minute before you hit ground. Don’t worry about Jasper. I’ll catch him.”

      With that, she shoots off to the right to watch and wait.

      I draw my last dagger. My remaining weapons are with the Phoenix. Holding the weapon with its blade down, I angle for the gargoyle on Jasper’s right. I need to get those two off him so we can pursue the girl. To my shock, the dagger grates down the gargoyle’s wings as if they’re really made of rock. No wonder gargoyles use their wings as shields.

      The gargoyle retaliates instantly, trying to dislodge me and I barely maintain hold of the dagger, let alone its wings. We’re too close to Jasper for me to risk ungloving my hand and using lightning. It would be over in an instant if I could. As I grapple with the male, he splits off, picking up speed and hurtling toward the nearest mountain peak.

      We’ve just reached the edges of the Revenant Mountains and the lower we fly, the more likely we are to crash into them. The only up side of splitting off from Jasper is that now I can use the storm without fear of harming him. Except that I need both hands to remove my glove and I can’t exactly do that and hold on to the gargoyle at the same time. Can I float? Can I fly? I’ve harnessed the lightning’s power many times so that I’m familiar with it, but I’ve never tried to use a tornado to keep myself airborne. A growl of frustration rips through me as the gargoyle soars straight for the side of a cliff face, angles its body and… it’s going to slam me into it.

      As the rock approaches, I grip the gargoyle’s wing where it meets its shoulder, bend my knees under me, and hoist myself upward in a vertical line away from it. It crashes into the cliff and without my body as a buffer, knocks itself into the rock. With a shake of its head, it recovers enough to locate me, plummeting down and reaching for its wing—anything—to stop my fall.

      As I sail past it, my clutching hand just catches its wing and I hoist myself onto its back again.

      The male shakes and roars, “Get off me, elf! You can’t win this fight.”

      “Watch me try.”

      A shriek in the distance has us both snapping around to see what made it. It wasn’t the female’s scream but something more guttural—a roar of pain. My heart sinks to think it might be Jasper, but it didn’t sound like his voice and the storm promised me she wouldn’t let him fall.

      Of course, she didn’t promise he wouldn’t be killed…

      The gargoyle ignores me for a moment, shooting forward, darting through the mountain peaks and I have to admire the strength it shows to fly with my weight against its back and wings.

      We soar between cliff faces to see ahead of us the gargoyle carrying the girl. Its wing beats are ragged. It careers wildly from spot to spot, crashing against the rocks like a moth with a broken wing.

      A broken wing!

      A slender object is lodged in one of its wings, but I can’t make it out until we draw nearer. My eyes widen as I recognize the shape of an arrow lodged in the gargoyle’s left wing. I’m astounded that such a thing is possible given that my dagger couldn’t puncture their wings.

      The gargoyle fighting Jasper soars overhead, closer to the wounded gargoyle than we are.

      Another projectile flies through the air from a point beneath us in the mountains and Jasper’s gargoyle shrieks as an arrow lodges in its arm. The one carrying me races toward the scene, aiming for the girl since it looks like the first one is going to drop her.

      A moment later, a third arrow speeds toward my gargoyle and I jolt left just in time as it flies right through the male’s wing, skimming past my right side. That was way too close. I can’t be sure if the attacker with the arrows is aiming for the gargoyles or whether we are targets too.

      The gargoyle cries out, jolts, and can’t control its flight now that its wing is pierced. Luckily, it had almost reached the girl. Her terrified eyes meet mine as I whirl past. I tense, crouch, and leap for her, wrenching her from the first spinning gargoyle as the one I was riding spirals away from me.

      A clearing made of jagged rocks rises up to meet us.

      I scream, “Storm!”

      She’s already there, beneath us, a torrent of air rising upward from each of her hands. I turn to locate Jasper but can’t see him. I scream out into the rushing wind and hope he will hear me, “Jasper! Jump into the wind tunnel!”

      Further above us, General Cassian appears, his massive wings sweeping across the air, but two wind tunnels have already swallowed us up. I see Jasper now engulfed in one of them as the other encloses me and the girl.

      Out in the clear sky, another arrow narrowly misses Cassian, its path upset by the sudden torrent of air. He roars down at us, pausing for a brief moment before shrieking overhead. The last I see of him through the rushing white wind, he’s grabbing the two injured gargoyles who can’t fly, taking hold of them with his clawed feet. The one who was lucky enough to only be struck in the arm races ahead of them. They speed away and out of sight.

      The wind tunnel sweeps around me and the girl, drawing us downward in a controlled descent, finally allowing our feet to touch ground on the mountain path. The Storm maintains the swirling wind around us while the gargoyles fly away.

      The female shudders in my arms, clutching hold of me like a slender branch in what is literally now a gale force wind. I stroke her hair, trying to keep her calm, until the Phoenix’s voice sounds inside my mind.

      The gargoyles have gone. They are fleeing back behind the border with their injured. Jasper is safe and so is Baelen.

      Relief floods me, but it’s replaced by a new worry. Do you know who shot the arrows?

      No, Princess. This new attacker is well concealed.

      “Storm,” I whisper. “The gargoyles have gone. You can release us now. But please remain alert. We don’t know where the arrows came from.”

      The wind dies down around me, dropping away so suddenly that the quiet is unnerving. Jasper’s running footsteps are a welcome relief against the sudden calm. The Storm draws away from all of us. The arrow that almost struck Cassian clatters down the cliff face and onto the rocks. It must have got caught up in the wind tunnel too.

      The Storm follows it down with her eyes, crestfallen and shaken, moments before she hides her face behind her hair. I can’t decipher her thoughts but the fact that these arrows broke through gargoyle wings seems to have shocked her. It certainly surprised me. She finds a shadowed spot at the side of the clearing and stays there. I make a mental note to speak with her sooner rather than later.

      “Are you okay?” Jasper looms over me, checking every part of me with his worried eyes before stopping on the girl.

      “We’re fine, Jasper. The female is shaken and she needs care, but we must take cover as soon as possible. Someone was shooting at us and I don’t know if they’re friendly.”

      I’m startled as a piece of the landscape shifts on my left—the opposite side of the clearing to the Storm. I push the female behind me and reach for my dagger. Curses. I’ve lost it in the fight with the gargoyle. I have more weapons, but they’re with the Phoenix and it can’t land in this narrow space.

      A large, gray rock turns around on itself nearby, pieces of it sliding away from each other like petals of a flower opening. Except that this is no flower. The rock rises up and up, taking on a new form as Jasper and I usher the female backward. I take stock of the growing form before us, making out clawed toes, muscled legs, a broad torso, and finally an angular face. A quiver of arrows rests against his leg, supported by his wings, and a bow dangles from his enormous hands at a deceptively casual angle.

      Nope. Definitely not a flower.

      I lift my arms away from my body, showing that I don’t hold a weapon, deliberately spreading my fingers in a gesture of peace. “You’re the source of the helpful arrows. We should thank you.”

      The gargoyle drops to a knee, nocks an arrow, and points it directly at my chest. “Elf,” he growls, menace dripping from every sound. His nostrils flare as he inhales. “Tell me why the next one shouldn’t pierce your heart.”

      “Because… you didn’t kill me before. I don’t think you can now.”
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      The gargoyle inhales again and I sense the pull toward him. It’s as magnetic now as it was all that time ago. Muscles ripple across his arms and bare torso as he keeps the bow taught. His lower half is covered in leather pants, well-worn and supple. I cast around for our location. We must be close to Scepter Peak, because this is the same gargoyle I met before—the one who allowed me to live.

      “You are ice. And clouds,” he says, the hint of a smile settling onto his curved lips, creating a startling contrast to the deadly weapon he keeps trained on me.

      I take a hesitant step forward, my boots crunching much too loudly on the rocky pathway. I stop, not wanting to startle him. Although… I’m quite certain he’s completely in control of his reflexes right now. “Do you remember me?”

      “You are the Storm,” he says. He rumples his nose at Jasper in distaste. “But the other one reeks of twisted metal.”

      Poor Jasper. His armor is well and truly banged up now.

      The gargoyle adjusts his aim faster than I can blink, the arrow now pointed squarely at Jasper. “I will kill him if you want.”

      “No!” I step between the gargoyle and Jasper. My arms remain splayed to make myself wider. I’m close enough to Jasper that he wraps his hands around my waist from behind. His grip tells me he’s about to pick me up and put me out of the firing line. I’m too small to be an effective shield anyway. The gargoyle has simply adjusted his aim again, this time pointing the arrow over my head. I’m guessing that’s right at Jasper’s face.

      Jasper’s fingers flex against my armor but he leaves me where I am. His growl is soft in my ear and very unhappy. “Princess, I want you to know I’m swallowing my pride right now. Something tells me this gargoyle will only listen to you and I won’t be any use to you dead.”

      Maintaining firm eye contact with the gargoyle, I raise my voice to the level of a stern order. “This elf is very important to me. I want him alive.”

      The gargoyle’s lip curls at one corner as if he disapproves. “As you wish, Lady Storm.”

      But he still doesn’t lower his bow. I glare at it, but my displeasure doesn’t seem to have any impact on the male.

      He asks, “What did Cassian want with you?”

      I’m surprised the gargoyle knows our attackers. Before I can reply, the female gargoyle speaks, stepping to my side. “He wanted me.”

      I cast a quick assessing glance at her because her demeanor is different now that she’s not terrified for her life. Her emerald eyes are hard and cold for the first time, surprisingly unafraid. It’s a stark difference to the girl who dived into Jasper’s arms begging for help.

      What’s more… a tingle of air brushes me as she passes by. Goosebumps rise under my armor. It reminds me of the charge in the air when Elise is spellcasting, but it’s not quite the same. Elise’s spells are always contained and controlled. This girl gives off sparks in all directions. I don’t know whether gargoyles have spellcasters—I assume they do. But if the girl is a spellcaster, then I’m not sure why she didn’t use her power to save herself from Cassian before.

      She snarls at the gargoyle, “These elves saved my life. You will not kill them, Grievous monster.”

      The male’s eyebrows lift in surprise. “How do you know my Clan name, girl?”

      She spits like a hissing cat. “I see your mark.”

      He lowers his bow and arrow, but it’s a kneejerk reaction rather than a calculated move—the first reflexive response he’s given. One big hand shoots to his side. I peer at the spot he clutches, making out a fine silvery shape not much bigger than my thumb etched just above his right hip. It looks like some kind of ink mark, but the shape is indistinguishable because it appears to have been cut into, jagged scars crisscrossing it.

      His expression turns from surprise to anger.

      He drops his weapon on the ground with a clatter and advances on the girl, curling his hands into fists. She stands her ground in the face of his oncoming wrath. The only reason I don’t go into full defense mode is that the male’s wings are pinned tightly to his sides. Having fought this gargoyle before, I know he’s only serious when he uses his wing daggers. Right now, they’re held back.

      Jasper isn’t so restrained. “I’m not swallowing my pride anymore.” His snarl reaches me moments before he sidesteps out from behind me, closes the gap to the girl, and pulls her behind him, facing down the other male with a determination of his own.

      “Careful, gargoyle,” he warns. “We went to great lengths to protect this girl. We aren’t about to stop now.”

      The gargoyle pulls up face to face with Jasper. Both males are equal height and matched in strength. Where the gargoyle resembles an immovable stone force made of jagged edges, Jasper is like a sturdy oak, feet planted, taking on a defensive stance.

      “Don’t worry, Twisted Metal, I will not touch her.” The gargoyle angles his head to the side and lowers it to mere inches from the female as she peeks around Jasper.

      Despite the threat in front of her, she doesn’t flinch or back away. I brace, at war inside myself. I know this gargoyle to be capable of gentleness. He showed me his sleeping children and displayed only a desire to protect them. At the same time, there is danger in him—that same protectiveness turned into a need to attack first and ask questions later.

      He leans down to the girl, eye to eye. “Grievous Howl is no brother of mine.”

      She snaps right back. “King Howl is your kin. Born of the Grievous Clan. Just like you.”

      The gargoyle inhales sharply as if she slapped him. “He killed my wife.”

      “I…” The fire leaves her eyes and she falters. “I’m… sorry. I thought…”

      He spins away from us, presenting us with his back, his wings tightly folded. His giant rib cage expands and contracts as he sighs a breath in and out.

      “My name is Llion. Do not call me Grievous. I forsook my Clan long before Howl came to power.” He half turns but doesn’t meet my eyes. “We can’t stay out here in the open. You will all come with me now. This way.”

      He gathers up his bow and arrows without a backward glance, striding away along the path. Despite the threat he poses, the female follows him without hesitation. Her wings flutter at her sides, her head down, the fight gone out of her.

      I catch Jasper’s eye but before I can speak, he says, “That’s the gargoyle you met on Scepter Peak.”

      When I’d encountered Llion the first time, I was determined to keep all the elves away from him, because they would attack his nest with his children in it. Jasper had been the only one to come close to the nest, and I’d immediately acted as a diversion and led Jasper away. Until now, he never gave me any indication that he had known the gargoyle was there.

      I stare at him, incredulous. “You knew he was there that night?”

      Jasper gives me an apologetic shrug. “Baelen warned me in advance. For what it’s worth, I thought you were exceptionally brave.” He runs his hand across his forehead. “I, uh, actually disagreed with Baelen’s plan for you to act as a decoy to protect the gargoyle nest. I thought it was too dangerous. I told him I would do it, but he said you were the only one who could keep the other elves away.”

      For the first time ever, I consider thumping Jasper. He knows I can handle myself, although Llion had almost ripped me apart that night, only stopping when he scented the storm on me.

      “He was right,” Jasper says, catching my eye. “And now… I think this gargoyle has more to fear from us.”

      I keep my distance from Llion and the girl ahead of us as I follow in their direction. I sense the Storm floating behind me, staying close, but she remains silent. Worry settles in the base of my stomach. I glance up at the sky, seeking out the Phoenix.

      “Do we have time for this? Following these gargoyles I mean.” I search the distant clouds as I speak. I need to see the Phoenix and Baelen. “The female’s safe now. We should keep moving…”

      “Is she?” Jasper gives me a hard look. “We can’t save her from one threat only to leave her with another.”

      I sag. My heart stretches thin. “I take your point but we still haven’t crossed the border…”

      “Maybe that’s a good thing,” he insists. “These gargoyles can tell us exactly what we’re heading into. If there are more gargoyles like Cassian waiting for us, we need to be prepared.”

      I swallow down the feeling of near panic that threatens to engulf me with every step I take further away from Baelen. “But… I…”

      Jasper’s expression softens. “I know you need to return to Baelen. I sense you pulling toward him even as you’re walking away from him. Being separated is hard for you. But trust me, we need to be prepared and these gargoyles can help us.”

      I push hard at the feeling of being attached to a coil in the sky. It doesn’t go away—I don’t want it to—but it lessens enough that I can follow Jasper as he picks his way along the narrow pathway. I try to fill the silence with words to distract myself. “What do you know of this… what did they call it? Grievous Clan?”

      “The gargoyles are born into Clans the same way we’re born into Houses. I guess you could say the Grievous Clan is the equivalent of Baelen’s House—the House of Rath. Except for all the wrong reasons. Where the House of Rath is sworn to protect, the Grievous Clan has a reputation for destruction.”

      “Do you know this Howl gargoyle they were talking about?”

      He shakes his head. “She called him the King. I don’t know much about their monarchy, but I know their rulers aren’t from the Grievous Clan.” He clicks his tongue, scratching his chin in thought. “Baelen did tell me the royal clan name once… It’s something powerful… And it’s two words, not one like all the other clan names…”

      The Storm leans toward me as if she’s going to whisper in my ear. She must know more about what’s going on. The breeze she creates tickles my ear. She hesitates and I think she’s going to draw away from me instead, but at the last moment, she whispers, “Supreme Incorruptible…”

      Jasper snaps his fingers. “I remember now… it’s Supreme Incorruptible.” His focus shifts from me to our surroundings. Ahead of us, the male gargoyle stoops to retrieve one of his arrows, the weapon vanishing into the quiver slung between his wings.

      Jasper says, “All I know is that their monarchy has remained in power since the elves and gargoyles first came here. Unlike ours.”

      Our last king—the last elf in the royal line—died without children so our monarchy died with him. He was feared, not loved. It was widely acknowledged that he dabbled in sorcery and abused his power relentlessly. It was his scheming that caused the war with the gargoyles and led to the gargoyles creating the Storm to wipe out our race.

      Funny, now that I think about it, how the details of the story are never really clear. I don’t doubt that the elven king caused the war but it’s never been clear to me how. And, knowing there’s more to the Storm than I previously believed makes me wonder what really happened to cause her to give her life for revenge. Was she asked to do it? Did her people nominate her? Or did she choose this path on her own?

      We travel in silence for the next half an hour until the pathway ends. I pull up, stare at the soaring rock face, glance at Jasper, and spin back to the rocks. “Llion was just here.”

      I jump back as the female pops her head out of nowhere right in front of me. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to frighten you. Step to your right,” she says. “I didn’t see it at first either.”

      I do as she says, even though I don’t quite believe her. Is it a trick? “Huh. An illusion.”

      Once I’m standing to the right, it’s possible to see that there’s an opening: a walkway between two soaring cliff faces. When viewed head on, the edges blur into each other and appear as if it’s one unbroken rock. “Clever.”

      I follow the walkway along and to the right again. My boots crunch loudly on loose scattered pebbles and I guess that’s some sort of warning system. The walkway turns left and once I’m there, the space opens up, shafts of sunlight pouring through openings in a rocky overhang.

      I gasp at the glittering space around me. In the dark corners, spider webs glisten like delicate lanterns. In the sunlit spaces, plants grow—tomato vines, squash, and even strawberries. Far on the opposite side, a mountain goat is tethered. A soft whooshing sound signals the flow of water to the right, which tells me there’s a clean water source here. Further to the back, in the cave-like hollow, a large cradle made of piled rocks creates a bed for the two babies. One of them is awake, it’s little arm waving, softly gurgling. Judging by its rock-like skin, it’s the boy.

      I pick up my jaw. “This is…” Not what I expected. “Not the same nest you had before,” I say to Llion as he waits at the opening.

      He doesn’t reply but gives me a nod, as if my approval is somehow appreciated.

      The female hesitates for a single moment, her own eyes wide, before racing to the babies. “Precious ones,” she coos over them. She reaches out to pick up the boy but Llion growls at her.

      She freezes, her wings drooping in dismay. “I won’t harm them.”

      He takes strides to the nest and pulls the alert boy into his arms, propping him up in the crook of his arm. The boy is old enough to hold up his own head, but otherwise snuggles into his father’s chest. Llion murmurs into the child’s ear and that’s all it takes to quiet him. “You will explain yourself before you touch my children.”

      She gulps and asks meekly, “Do you have some water?”

      “You may drink from the fountain. Over there.”

      He points, and as my eyes adjust to the darkness, I identify the source of the water running along the rock face and out from a lip into a carved crevice beneath it. The female retrieves a wooden bowl from the base of the water source, filling and drinking from it, and then filling it again. I’d like nothing more than to put my head under the water and cool the back of my neck but I don’t think the others would appreciate me sticking my head into the water source. I follow after the female and drink to my fill, handing the bowl to Jasper too.

      The female finds a flat stone as far from Llion as possible. Jasper leans against the wall near her and I find a seat next to him. The Storm remains close to my other side.

      A tug pierces my chest and I almost don’t hear the girl speak. The Phoenix must have floated further away and the sensation is agony.

      I need to take cover in the clouds, the Phoenix apologizes, its voice more distant than before. The relief I feel at hearing it speak is dampened by the knowledge it’s flying away.

      I understand, I reply. But as it ascends, the air is sucked out of my lungs. I take deep, slow breaths and focus on the sparkling webs until my heart calms.

      The female clears her throat, addressing Llion. “For the sake of the elves, I will tell you what you already know as well as what you don’t.” Her wings fold inward and across her shoulders, giving her the appearance of a fallen butterfly.

      “My name is Talia. I once belonged to the Sunflight Clan, but now…” Her eyes flick to me and I’m not sure why. “I am a Priestess-in-training. I am the first trainee in three generations.” She brightens a little as she speaks, pride filling her eyes.

      She angles toward me, speaking to me now. “I believe elves have spellcasters, but none can control deep magic, yes? In Erador, our Priestesses wield deep magic.”

      The light in her eyes fades. “Except that there are not many of us left. As we age, we lose our power. It is the natural order of things that all power must pass. My power is new and Howl wants it.”

      Her hands suddenly shake and she clasps them together in her lap. “The older Priestesses hid me from Howl for many years, but Cassian found out about me. I’ve been imprisoned in Howl’s Palace on Mount Erador for the last month.”

      Something about what she said fills me with alarm. Mount Erador is the mountain at the heart of Erador and is the location of the springs where I need to take Baelen. I try to keep my tone casual. “Did you say his palace is built on Mount Erador?”

      Talia nods. “Right beside the entrance to our most sacred treasure—the deep springs. It’s a sacrilege to build a palace there. But he thirsts for the power of deep magic more than anything else.”

      My heart plummets. Neither of the gargoyles knows where Jasper and I are headed. After all, we’re still on our side of the border. From their point of view, we’re just two elves who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. Or, from Talia’s point of view, the right place to save her.

      Now, she’s told us that Howl’s Palace is built right on top of where we need to go. Jasper catches my eye. He knows how bad that is too.

      Llion’s growl breaks the silence. “Howl takes whatever he wants, whenever he wants. He killed the rightful heir to the throne ten years ago and now he seeks to find all sources of deep magic to make himself more powerful. He has… no limits.” He turns to Talia and I sense a gentling in his attitude toward her for the first time. “How did you escape?”

      Tears glisten in Talia’s eyes. “The elves won’t know this, so I’ll explain: Priestesses can only use deep magic in defense of another. I cannot use it for personal gain or even to protect myself.”

      This stuns me. Then I remember how she’d come out of her shell when Llion revealed himself. She’d stared him down without fear. “So that explains why you suddenly found your courage when Llion appeared.”

      “If you need protecting, I can do it.”

      “But… what use is a power when you can’t use it to save yourself?”

      “The right kind,” she insists. “The kind that can’t be used for my own selfish purposes.”

      I chew on that for a moment. I find myself staring at the Storm. Talia said that Priestesses can only use deep magic in defense of another. I wonder if all deep magic has the same limitation. The Storm had used it to become the Storm—was she trying to protect someone? She doesn’t meet my eyes and I stop staring in case the others think it’s strange that I’m looking at the wall for so long.

      Talia is openly crying now, tears falling down her cheeks. “When the High Priestess found out I was captured, she came to me in my prison cell. The others helped her get in and she used the very last of her deep magic to save me. She turned me into a bird, small enough to slip through the bars. But as I flew away… I realized she wasn’t coming with me...”

      Talia hangs her head, tears flowing down her face. “She took on my appearance and took my place in the cell to give me time to escape.”

      Llion turns a very pale gray. “How long would her power last to sustain that façade?”

      “Cassian came after me the very next day. I believe that was when her power ran out.”

      Llion leans against the cradle, clutching the edge of it with his free hand. “Then the High Priestess is captured.”

      “The others have no power left to save her.”

      “You have to go back.” His order is so sudden that Talia jumps. “You know you have to get her out before it’s too late.”

      Her response is quiet. “No. I must not go back.”

      Llion paces to and fro in front of the cradle as if he’s caged. His voice is low, but sharp and edgy. “There are no other rightful heirs to the throne. The High Priestess is the only one with the power to bestow the Supreme Incorruptible mark on a new king. You know that’s what Howl wants. He wants that mark! He’s been looking for her for years. He will force her to make him the lawful king. And once that happens… nothing will stop him.”

      “No.” Talia’s tears have stopped. She wipes her eyes, but unlike before, she isn’t defiant. She looks tired, her eyes red-rimmed. “I will not go back.”

      Llion looks as if he’s going to burst and I realize the only reason he hasn’t roared at Talia is because his son and daughter are so close by. He doesn’t want to scare them. I admire his restraint, his need to protect his children is far greater than any fear or anger he feels at the girl.

      She stands, pulling herself as upright as she can despite her obvious exhaustion. “I can’t go back, Llion, because the High Priestess did one more thing before she set me free.”

      He stares at her. We all do.

      “She passed her title on to me. She made me the High Priestess.”
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      Talia lifts the bodice of her dress, separating the top from the bottom on the right hand side to reveal her right hip. An intricate mark the size of my palm rests against her skin depicting a sea of green grass at the base of mountains with a golden sun above them. I’m floored by the simple beauty of the design and the way it appears as if the grass is moving in a gentle breeze, the rays of sunlight warming the slender stems while the mountains loom in the darkness behind them…

      I jolt as I realize Talia is eyeing me again, as if she’s assessing my reaction. I pull back and shutter my expression. Nobody else seems to notice. Least of all Llion, who looks like he’s just been hit over the head with a dizzy stick.

      “High Priestess.” He sways on the spot. “This means Howl can’t be made lawful king.”

      “Not unless he captures me.”

      Llion chokes back a laugh, shaking his head in disbelief. “You really can’t go back.”

      A girlish smile breaks across Talia’s face. “I really can’t.”

      Jasper leans in to me. “That explains why Cassian was willing to breach our airspace to chase after her.”

      “It certainly does.”

      Llion rubs his face with his free hand. “Twisted Metal,” he says, breaking into our conversation with a cautious nod in Jasper’s direction. “It seems the entire gargoyle race owes you a debt of gratitude.”

      Jasper eyes Llion with a look of distrust before acknowledging the thanks with a quick nod of his own.

      Llion returns to the cradle as his daughter wakes, carefully drawing her into the crook of his other arm. Without a word, he passes her to Talia. She brightens, whispering to the baby, “Beautiful girl.”

      The little girl wraps her hand around Talia’s golden hair, tugging and gurgling.

      Talia asks, “How did you get your children out?”

      “After my wife was killed, Cassian was supposed to kill me too, but he said I should live with my pain… He threw me in prison instead.” Llion snarls, “He should have put more guards on my cell. I got out, rescued my children from the orphanage, and crawled through mud and tunnels with them strapped to my back. I stayed underground, crept through the trees, hid in rocky crevices. I stole goat’s milk to feed them.”

      “I’m sorry I called you a monster. Please, tell me your wife’s name so I can pray for her soul.”

      “Liliana.” He whispers his wife’s name like it’s remembered honey on his tongue. “Her name was Lightsworn Liliana.”

      Talia jolts. “The Lightsworn Clan is nobility. Second only to the Supreme Incorruptible. Yet you…”

      A smile ghosts across Llion’s face. “You don’t believe me. Don’t worry, it took me a long time to believe it myself. That she could love someone like me…”

      “You don’t wear the Lightsworn mark next to your own mark like it’s customary for married couples to do.”

      “We married in secret.” His smile fades. “It led to her end.”

      Talia remains very still. The only change is the deep crease that appears between her eyes. “What did she look like?”

      His face lights up. “She had chestnut hair and eyes the color of new leaves: pale, delicate. Her wings had golden spirals—”

      “Like the branches of a tree?”

      He casts a sharp glance at her. “You met my wife while she was alive?”

      “Yes. I met her. At Howl’s Palace.” Her eyes are wide pools. “She was there when I escaped.”

      Llion is as lifeless as the rock he resembles. “No… that’s… not possible…”

      “I promise you I’m not lying—”

      “Howl ran her through. He killed her because she defied him. I saw it with my own eyes.”

      “You were deceived. She’s alive.” Talia tries to take his hand but he steps away from her. “I would never trick you, Llion. You have to believe me when I tell you I met her. Howl called her by her name: Lightsworn Liliana. She was there with him. He…” Her lips press together for a moment. “He…”

      Llion advances on her, staring into her eyes. Across the room, I hold my breath. Instinctively, I reach for Jasper, anchoring my gloved hand on his forearm. All I see in Llion’s face is the same desperation I felt when I found out Baelen wasn’t dead. The same shattering of my heart because hope feels the same as agony when you can’t believe it’s true, when you’re so afraid it will slip through your fingers.

      “He what, Priestess? What did he do?”

      “He will force her to marry him.”

      Llion’s expression doesn’t change.

      Talia rushes on, “She’s the highest ranking female. He was gloating because he’d captured me and he believed the High Priestess would be next. He said that once he was marked Supreme Incorruptible, he would take Liliana as his Queen.”

      Still, Llion hasn’t moved. “What will he do now that you’ve escaped and he doesn’t have his mark?”

      She doesn’t answer. The silence stretches on for so long that I stare wide-eyed between the two of them.

      Finally, Llion swings away from her. “Tell me one thing, Sunflight Talia, High Priestess: when did you learn how to hold a child properly?”

      Her voice is small. “The Priestesses have hidden themselves in orphanages across the country for many years, pretending to be matrons. I cared for the children at one of them.”

      “Then you know what I have to do.”

      Talia strokes the wisps of chestnut hair across the little girl’s head, smiling down into the baby’s eyes. “I do. And I thank you for allowing me to take refuge in your home. You never have to fear for your children’s safety. I will protect them.”

      As she speaks, she runs her hand over the little girl’s arms and back, creating a warm glow beneath her palm. The baby girl sighs and Talia says, “Nothing will harm them.”

      Llion kisses the top of his son’s head and hands him over to Talia who deftly juggles the boy onto her other hip.

      I exchange glances with Jasper, not knowing what to expect next as Llion strides over to us.

      “Lady Storm,” he says. “I’m coming with you.”

      I stare back at him. “What are you talking about?”

      “The Phoenix was flying due west. You were about to cross the border. I’m coming with you.”

      My jaw drops. I meet Jasper’s startled eyes. Even the Storm freezes in shock beside us.

      “You can use my help. And my weapons,” he says. “I have to collect some supplies, but I won’t hold you up.”

      Jasper recovers faster than I do. “We have to collect supplies too. We’ll meet you at the top of the next peak. But please don’t be long.”

      He stands, gives Llion a nod, and ushers me away from the cave. I’m too stunned to object. I stare at Jasper as we exit into bright sunlight. “What just happened?”

      Jasper scans the sky and I’m glad he’s looking for threats because right now, my head is buzzing from the fact that he agreed to take Llion along so quickly.

      “We saved a Priestess, stopped an evil fake King from getting the mark of superiority, and made a gargoyle ally who has weapons that can take down his own kin.”

      “And we haven’t even crossed the border.”

      Jasper cocks an eyebrow at me in a rare show of humor. “That pretty much sums it up.”
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      I call for the Phoenix immediately, anxious to see that Baelen is okay. The bird can’t land on this spot—the gargoyle deliberately chose a place that’s hard to access—so Jasper and I have to leap off a nearby rocky outcrop onto its back.

      Once we’re safely seated, I slide up to cradle Baelen’s head in my lap again, quietly checking him over to make sure he’s okay. I don’t dare rest my forehead against his after what happened earlier with our power joining, but I allow myself a moment to breathe normally.

      He’s unharmed, the Phoenix chimes.

      I speak aloud so Jasper can hear me. “Thank you, my friend. Can you carry us further through the mountains? Jasper knows a place we need to go.”

      Don’t worry, Princess, the Phoenix says. The sun is high in the sky now and I’ll keep it behind me until we land. If there are any gargoyles nearby, they won’t see us.

      As much as I trust the Phoenix to keep us safe, my heart remains in my throat until we touch down on a wide platform ten minutes later. A cliff forms a sheer drop at one side with a deep cave on the other. A path stretches along the side of the cave, hewn between rock surfaces.

      The platform is wide enough to accommodate the Phoenix even with its wings fully spread, making it the perfect landing spot. I give Jasper a nod of appreciation as he slides from the bird’s back.

      Jasper promised there are supplies here and I want nothing more than to wash my face and hands. But the problem of getting into gargoyle country plagues me—even with Llion on our side. There has to be a better way than trekking across a hundred miles of mountains…

      The Storm alights behind us, her delicate feet a caramel shade against the dark slate. The mountain range stretches in every direction. We’re so deep inside it now that Rath land is a distant memory.

      Be careful, Princess, the Phoenix warns. We may as well be in gargoyle territory already. I will alert you, but stay on your guard.

      I will. I rest Baelen’s head gently against the bird’s back and slip to the ground, stretching out my legs, not realizing until now how sore I am from everything that’s happened. My muscles scream at me for rest as Jasper disappears briefly inside the cave.

      He reappears with a cloth in his hand. As he closes the gap between us, I eye him warily. It’s taking me time to get used the idea that someone can touch me and that I won’t hurt them when they do.

      He stops before he reaches me. “Princess, if I may? Your cheek is bleeding.”

      My hand shoots to the sting blooming across my cheek.

      Jasper gently brushes the damp cloth across the wound, taking care to touch me only with the material and not skin on skin, handing over the cloth so I can press it to my cheek myself.

      “Thank you, Jasper. And please, I don’t think you should call me ‘Princess’ once we cross the border.”

      He doesn’t miss a beat. He was one of the first elves to call me by my first name during the trials and it’s surprised me that he’s started calling me Princess again now.

      “Okay, Marbella.” My name rolls off his tongue without hesitation as he assesses my wound and finally gives a satisfied nod. “I’ll head into the cave first and get changed. That way I can prepare our packs while you’re washing up.”

      “Yes, thank you.” I sigh as he walks away. I spend a lot of my time thanking this male for his care of me.

      As he strides away, he pulls his armor off, dropping it at the cave’s entrance with soft clangs, one piece at a time. His armor is standard military issue and so is the shirt under it, made of sturdy twill. Not the most comfortable of garments but Jasper is never one to complain.

      Surprisingly uninhibited, he pulls the shirt off too and drops it in the growing pile. His back is broad, muscled but lean, as he stretches out his neck and back. Without the heavy armor, he moves again with stealth, prowling into the cave without realizing his near-nakedness has caused a bit of a stir out here on the platform…

      “He is not an ordinary elf.” The Storm sidles up to me. Her eyes are bright with curiosity as she peers after Jasper, her wings cast forward in his direction.

      I smile. “Jasper Grace is definitely one of a kind.”

      “He acts like your protective older brother even though he isn’t.”

      I shrug. “He’s loyal to Baelen, which means he’s loyal to me too I guess.”

      “It’s more than loyalty. He cares about you.” She frowns, her eyes narrowing, still peering at the space he left behind. “But he doesn’t lust after you.”

      I choke a little. It’s true that Jasper has had at least one opportunity to see me naked and hasn’t taken it. I swallow a laugh. “You know… It is possible to care for someone and not—ahem—lust after them.”

      Her expression is suddenly dark. Clouds fall over the space she occupies as she draws more and more of the dark substance to herself like a physical shield. “That is not what I know of elves.”

      She turns away before I can figure out how to interpret her comment, but I’m not about to let her get away. With Jasper out of earshot, there are things I need to know.

      Baelen rests on the Phoenix’s back. He looks peaceful, and the giant bird doesn’t seem anxious to have the burden of his body removed. In fact, it looks tranquil as it rests down on the ledge, keeping watch on the skies around us, the glacial white clouds floating through the crisp blue. It occurs to me that if Baelen has the Storm’s power too, then the Phoenix will have the same affinity with him as it does with me.

      Finding comfort in that thought, I chase after the Storm to the edge of the cliff. She floats just beyond the sharp drop with her back to me as if she’s trying to make herself unreachable. She’s physically connected to me so I know she can’t go far unless I let her, but the slump in her shoulders tells me she would rather be curled up in a dark place right now than face the midday sunlight pouring over the platform. I’m suddenly reminded that she’s a gargoyle. Her favorite place would be a quiet nest lit only by silvery threads of Elyria spider webs.

      “Storm, please come back. I need you to show me how to move Baelen and keep him safe.”

      She swings back to me. She looks like she’s about to shoot a retort at me but then she switches gears, swiveling to Baelen. Whenever she looks at him her eyes fill with sadness and it makes me wonder if she feels pain for him. She isn’t tied to him the same way she’s tied to me: if we were a chain, I would be the link in the middle. But he carries her power too and that must connect them on some level.

      She sighs. “Yes, of course. Come with me.”

      By the time she reaches Baelen and the Phoenix, the Storm has left her melancholy mood behind and taken on the role of a bossy teacher. “You think you need metal to harness the lightning, but you don’t—”

      “I don’t?”

      She drops the bossy persona for a moment. “You really don’t. You locked the power up inside yourself because you were afraid of it. Now you need to unlock it.” She clamps her hand over my forearm. It feels strange when she touches me; my brain tells me she’s there, that she’s holding my arm right now, but it feels like a breeze, soft, gentle, and somehow transparent.

      “Close your eyes,” she orders.

      I do as she asks, reluctant to let Baelen out of my sight even though I know he’s right in front of me and the Phoenix won’t let anything happen to him.

      She says, “You are connected to Baelen body and soul. Listen for his heartbeat. It will help you. Don’t follow it like you did before. Just listen.”

      His heartbeat. It’s the easiest thing for me to hear. So easy I’m scared I’m mistaking it for my own. The rhythm sweeps me up, melding with the warmth of the sun on my shoulders, the light breeze across my hair, and the pressure of the Storm’s fingers on my arm.

      “Keep your eyes closed,” she whispers. “But when you hear his heart thud… don’t just hear the sound… feel it like a burst of light inside you…”

      A spark lights the darkness behind my eyes. The rhythm of his heart takes on a visual aspect, echoing in my ears and igniting in front of me like water droplets splashing upward.

      “Each beat is a burst of light,” she says. “Now catch one of them and hold it… and imagine it stretching out thin. You want it to stretch beyond you… all the way over to Baelen where it can curl around him and lift him from the Phoenix’s back.”

      I keep my eyes closed and exhale slowly, feeling calmer than I thought I would practicing this new skill. A thin thread of blue lightning pulses out inside my mind. Baelen’s outline grows clear, a rainbow of colors forming his shape while the Phoenix’s silhouette glows beneath him.

      The lightning thread I’ve sent out splits into many delicate ropes of light that seep under Baelen’s body and curl up and over him, winding around his torso and legs. Then each thread splits again, as many times as it takes to form a webbed lattice supporting his head and back, arms and legs.

      In my mind, the webbing lifts him from the Phoenix’s back and supports him all the way to the ground. It’s wrapped securely enough around him to hold him upright. The image is so clear, so brilliant with light that he could be standing in front of me. He could be awake right now.

      My eyes burn and a tear escapes down my cheek. He and I had stood together on a cliff like this one, all wrapped up in each other seven years ago. I would give anything for him to be awake right now. I swallow my sadness, still keeping my eyes closed.

      I say, “I think I’m ready to try moving him now.”

      The Storm’s laughter is soft, but further away than I thought she would be. “Open your eyes, Marbella.”

      Her hand is no longer on my arm. My line of sight travels from where I expected her to be to where she actually is—several paces away—and then to what’s in front of me.

      Baelen hovers there, his feet an inch above the ground. He appears in the way he would want to be, the way I always picture him—tall, shoulders back, head up, but maybe just a little bit tilted toward me. He looks strong, but when I reach out to him, I worry about how vulnerable he is.

      “He needs a shield,” I say. “A defense. Anyone can attack him like this. An arrow, a sword… worse, gargoyle wing daggers could kill him while he can’t fight back. It’s lucky they didn’t already.”

      The Storm floats over to me, grinning. “You already gave him a shield.” She circles behind me, a crafty glow in her eyes. “Why don’t we see whether it works?”

      She points a finger at a loose pebble, causing it to rise off the ground on its own. Before I can stop her, she flicks her finger toward Baelen and the pebble shoots right at him.

      I swallow a shout as the pebble collides with the space in front of his shoulder. It pops, sizzles, and disintegrates without touching him. A fine shower of dust wafts away in the breeze.

      I round on her. “That was reckless!”

      “Not at all. I knew he’d be fine. You would have known too if you used your Storm eyes to see what’s right in front of you.”

      “My Storm eyes?”

      She shakes her head at me. “Close your eyes and remember what you saw. Then open them and remember what you see.”

      I scowl at her. “I hate riddles.”

      “I don’t know how else to describe it.” She shrugs before she wafts away to the other side of the platform and presents me with her back, clearly deciding that her work is done.

      I close my eyes and reach for Baelen’s heartbeat again. His silhouette bursts into flame so fast that it takes my breath away. He glows in front of me, a powerful presence consuming every thought inside my mind. Now I can see that my lattice of blue lightning covers every part of him.

      Well, what do you know? I did give him a shield.

      I allow myself a moment of relief before I open my eyes as slowly as I can, trying to hold on to the image.

      Remember what you see, Marbella.

      I focus on his closed eyes, his dark eyelashes, adjusting my focus away from the surface of his face to a little beyond it. I catch the barest glint of lightning before the sunlight obscures it.

      Determined not to be distracted, I shift slightly to the left, sighting along the surface of his high cheekbones and down to his lips, focusing on the curves at the top and bottom. The faintest glint of light glistens at the corner of his mouth, but it’s not blue like my lightning. It’s red like his.

      It’s the same red light flowing through his skin that I’d mistaken for his heartstone’s light, but it was really his power over the storm. I follow the glow as it washes through his lips, turning them crimson. It flows down each side of his neck in an intricate series of threads to his collarbone and then disappears beneath what remains of his armor.

      Overlaid on top of his skin, beyond his own red light, my blue lattice suddenly burns so clear and intense that it’s like looking into the sun. I blink away the bright spots it leaves behind. I’m not sure if I’ll be able to see it again at will, but now I know it’s there, protecting him.

      Just then, Jasper emerges from the cave carrying a pack. Water runs from his wet hair and drips down his broad chest. He stops when he sees Baelen. He crosses the distance while the Phoenix ruffles its feathers.

      “You figured out how to move him. That’s great.”

      “I did.” I can’t stop the smile spreading across my face. It feels like a small victory but I’ll take any victory right now.

      “I was prepared to put together a frame and carry him down the mountain.”

      “This is much easier,” I say, but add quickly, “Don’t touch him. I’ve put a shield around him and it could burn you.”

      “Noted. Thanks for the warning.”

      I’m glad to see that Jasper’s armor must have protected his chest from the onslaught of my lightning because it isn’t covered in welts like his arms and legs. He changed his pants, but hasn’t put on a new shirt yet. The sunlight highlights the breadth of his shoulders and his narrow waist as he gestures back at the cave. “It’s not quite a bath, but there’s enough water in there to wash off the battle.”

      He drops the pack of supplies next to the nearest rock and takes a seat, assessing its contents. “You’ll find fresh clothing inside the cave. It’s all yours, Marbella.”

      The Storm places herself on the opposite side of the cave’s opening, choosing a rock where she can keep an eye on Jasper while I get changed. She leans against a rocky outcrop, her scrutiny unrelenting. Jasper seems to pose a puzzle for her that she’s determined to figure out.

      I check on Baelen one more time before I head inside. Similar to Llion’s nest, this cave has its own small waterfall rushing off a jutting lip above my head height. There’s a shallow pool below. I practically run over to it, stripping off my armor and underclothes and dropping them on a dry rock before immersing myself beneath the water. The water at my feet tinges red as the cuts on my face, neck, and hands wash clean. It’s not from the gargoyle fight this morning. None of them came near my face. It’s from the Elven Command grabbing and clawing at me, digging their fingernails into my skin as they tried to take my power from me. I allow myself to slump beneath the waterfall, letting it run across my shoulders and back, wishing it would soothe my nerves. I remind myself that I’m okay. Baelen’s okay. Jasper is okay.

      My friends are safe. Or… as safe as they can be hiding on Rath land. Baelen had signed all the paperwork before the final fight so that if anything happened to him, then the House of Mercy—my House—would become custodians of all Rath land. I trust my brother to look after everyone there. I have to believe they are safe for now.

      When I emerge from the cave, my nerves are much calmer. I bring with me the pack I found inside the cave filled with female clothing and supplies. I’m now wearing a thermal suit, gray like the rocks around us to make it safe camouflage. The pack Baelen had ready for me even contains a hairbrush.

      Off to the side, Baelen stands like a sentinel against the cliff face. At this angle, I can imagine he’s merely standing guard. I don’t care if the Storm and Jasper see my eyes fill with tears at the extent to which Baelen cared about our future together, how carefully he planned in case we needed to escape: leaving his land in the care of my family, who he trusted; making sure there were proper supplies hidden and ready in the mountains. The only question I have is where he intended for us to escape to. It’s just another question I’ll have to ask him when he wakes up.

      Jasper is studiously finishing cataloguing the supplies. He clears his throat when he sees me. He peers at me for a moment as if he’s waiting for me to say something. When I don’t, he purses his lips. Peers at me some more. “Marbella, I think I’ve been patient enough.”

      I pause, eyeing him, my eyebrows lifting. “Um… huh?”

      He gestures to the other side of the clearing as if I should understand what he’s talking about.

      I glance in that direction. The Storm shrugs back at me from the rock she’s sitting on, checking around herself in case there’s something she missed. “I don’t know what he’s talking about.”

      Jasper sighs. “When are you going to tell me who she is?”

      I blink at him. “Who?”

      “Her.”

      “Her…?”

      “The female gargoyle sitting on that rock. The one who… isn’t like any other I’ve ever seen.”

      I scrape my jaw off the ground for the thousandth time today. Does he mean… the Storm?

      Her eyes shoot so wide, so fast, that splashes of lightning pulse through her cheeks. She blurts, “You can see me?”

      Jasper nods. “I can see you.”

      The Storm falls off her rock.
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      “How is this possible?” the Storm demands. She picks herself up faster than I do and advances on Jasper like he’s a new enemy. She progresses from extreme shock to attack mode in two seconds flat. “Who are you?”

      Jasper’s calm and slightly curious expression doesn’t change but he draws to his feet, towering over her the same way that Baelen towers over me. It’s not a dominance thing. In fact, it’s almost protective, like some sort of shield he wants to wrap around her. The difference is that, unlike me, the Storm can float upward, drawing to eye level with him. Dangerous clouds gather around her and dark shadows cast over them both, pooling around my feet but not quite touching me.

      “I am Jasper of the House of Grace.”

      Her eyes narrow to dark slits. “How is it that you can see what can’t be seen, Jasper of the House of Grace?”

      “Maybe because I recognize beauty when I’m in its presence.”

      “Beauty?” Her glare increases. Then she jolts a little as Jasper’s cautious compliment echoes back to her, but she launches right back at him. “Who is your father? Do you have gargoyle blood?”

      One eyebrow shoots up. The corner of his mouth tugs. If this wasn’t Jasper, I’d say he almost smiled. “Do I look like a gargoyle?”

      For some reason that enrages her even more. She roars, “Half-castes take the appearance of their mother. Your mother could have had an affair with a gargoyle and nobody would ever know.”

      Her rage has brought her very close to him. She’s practically chest to chest and she’s throwing off lightning sparks every which way. Power crackles around her but it seems to be hurting her more than him.

      “Storm…” I say sternly, a clear warning in my voice. “You need to calm down.”

      Jasper lifts a hand at me. He doesn’t want me to get involved. She hasn’t hurt him and his expression tells me he doesn’t think she will. No matter how upset she is.

      “Calm down?” she shrieks, the wind lifting around her, plucking at her hair and dress. “Nobody is supposed to be able to see me. Not unless I choose it.” She gasps for breath and I don’t think she’s talking about Jasper anymore. “It was my choice!”

      Jasper maintains his calm where anybody else would have retaliated. Or run for cover. “My grandmother used to sing songs to me when I was young.”

      He pauses, waiting to see if she’ll let him continue, giving her the choice. She glares so hard at him, her chest heaving, fear and anger raging across her face, but she doesn’t interrupt.

      “She used to sing songs to me about the mountains. And about flying.” He doesn’t take his eyes off her, his gaze running across her delicate forehead, which is crinkled in wariness.

      He shrugs. “I think perhaps you’re right. I think she must have fallen in love with a gargoyle. Grace land is on the southern border between our two countries so it’s within the realm of possibility. My father loved the dark. He’d come alive when the moon shone at its fullest.”

      She presses her lips together in a stern line. “That’s a gargoyle trait. Our eyesight is far superior in the dark than an elf’s.”

      Jasper rubs his neck where she zapped him but he doesn’t look away. “I like the dark too. All the details come alive in the moonlight.”

      I smother a gasp, remembering the way Jasper had doused his lamp on the night we climbed Scepter Peak; the way he’d stood taller, his voice stronger, under the light of the moon.

      The Storm hesitates. “Then you are… part gargoyle?”

      “I always wondered if I was. But I thought I’d look like one for that to be true…”

      She shakes her head, her voice lowering. “It’s impossible to tell by sight. Only your grandmother can tell you.”

      “Well I guess that means I’ll never know. She passed away a few years back.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry.” The wind dies down around us as the Storm’s wrath vanishes.

      “What’s your name?” Jasper asks, paying no attention to the fading clouds.

      “Elyria.”

      “Like the silver threads that light up the dark.”

      She tips her chin up. “Like the unbreakable silver threads.”

      She’s speaking with him so freely that I don’t want to interrupt. Her relationship with me is complicated and my conversations with her are filled with veiled riddles, but with Jasper she’s talking openly for the first time. A pang of sadness breaks across my heart as I realize that she never would have told me her real name.

      Jasper says, “It’s clear to me that nobody else can see you, so I understand if it’s an unwelcome surprise that I can.”

      “Not unwelcome.” Her response is quick and unguarded. Her eyes widen as she realizes what she said and how close she’s standing to him. “Just… unexpected.”

      Her forehead crinkles again. She seems a little perplexed by the fact that he hasn’t backed away from her. She keeps glancing at the space between them as if she expects him to be the one to break their stand-off. “Are you sure nobody else can see me? You definitely fooled me for a while there.”

      He says, “Almost certain.”

      “Only almost?”

      The corner of his mouth twitches. Again, not quite a smile. “I’m certain.”

      “Okay then, Jasper… of the House of Grace.” She blinks rapidly, finally drifting backward. She never uses her wings to fly, floating on air instead. There’s no way he hasn’t noticed her broken wing. Jasper is one of the most perceptive males I’ve ever met, but he doesn’t say anything about it.

      The Storm floats by me, suddenly smiling but without smugness. “I told you he is not an ordinary elf.”

      I already knew that. Jasper, like Baelen, is exceptional. I’m lucky to call him my friend. I roll my eyes, laughing. “Does this mean I can call you by your name now?”

      A thoughtful frown descends, but lifts just as quickly. “If you don’t mind, Marbella, I think you should still call me ‘Storm.’ If you call me by my name it will be almost as if we’re…”

      I cock an eyebrow at her, half challenging. “Friends?”

      “I was going to say ‘sisters.’ But gargoyle families only have one boy and one girl. Twins. Always. So that would be too strange for me.”

      I shrug. It feels like two steps forward, one step back in our relationship’s progress but I’ll have to accept it. “Okay, Storm.”

      The Phoenix speaks: The other gargoyle has returned.

      Within moments, Llion soars onto the ledge, landing smoothly. His body resembles a small armory; he carries more weapons than Cassian did strapped around his waist, chest, and across his back. Suddenly our own arsenal seems completely inadequate.

      Jasper pulls on a shirt but carries his armor inside the cave to leave it there. It’s too beat up to be any use now and too unwieldy to carry with us.

      “The High Priestess is safe,” Llion announces. “And I’m ready to travel.”

      His weapons are made of steel except for one dagger that is coated in some sort of gold-tinted substance. It looks familiar to me. The corner of my armor peeks from the corner of my pack. Unlike Jasper’s, mine is flexible enough to fold and take with me. A golden beetle husk protrudes over the edge of the bag and it dawns on me why Llion’s weapons look familiar.

      “Shimmer Beetles,” I say, pointing.

      He gives me a grim smile. “Well spotted, Lady Storm. Their discarded shells are the only substance strong enough to pierce a gargoyle’s wings. I use it only when absolutely necessary and only for those with the blackest hearts. To damage another gargoyle’s wings is a terrible thing.”

      My gaze shoots to the Storm and her broken wing, but Llion continues without noticing. “I discovered the husks after I moved here—”

      He freezes. It’s so sudden that I immediately respond by spinning in the direction he’s staring, ready for anything: gargoyles, Cassian, an attack…

      There is only Baelen, waiting with his eyes closed. My quiet sentinel. I spin back to Llion. “Please don’t be alarmed. He was injured.”

      To my surprise, Llion walks right up to him. “This is Baelen Rath.”

      My voice falters. “You know him?”

      “He gave me permission to use the beetle husks from his land.” He gestures but doesn’t take his eyes from Baelen. “The northern mountains are Rath land where the beetles live.”

      I blink away my surprise. “You spoke to Baelen?”

      “He warned me to move my nest.” His hands clench into fists. In that formation they resemble large rocks. “Elven soldiers were on their way to kill my children.”

      The Elven Command had sent a battalion of soldiers into the mountains without Baelen’s knowledge several days before our battle in the arena. As Commander of the elven army, only Baelen had the right to command the troops, but he’d refused to do what the Elven Command wanted and attack the gargoyles on our side of the border. My brother found out about their secret attack just in time, and he and Baelen intercepted the soldiers before there was bloodshed.

      Llion continues, “I didn’t believe him at first. I fought him until I sensed that he is like you, Lady Storm. He is not ice and clouds like you are, but scorched earth and acid rain.”

      Baelen had told me about the Elven Command’s attempt to kill the gargoyles, but he hadn’t told me that he fought Llion. I shudder at the thought of these two males in battle against each other. While Baelen’s intent would have been to save Llion, Llion’s need to protect his children from all possible threats would have driven him to fight Baelen with everything he had.

      I say, “He’s the first Storm Prince.”

      Llion grins suddenly. “I suspect he would have beaten me if we continued to fight.”

      I grin back. “I genuinely mean no offense when I say that is most likely true.”

      “What happened to him?”

      “The Elven Command—they’re our leaders—they used sorcery to try to kill him.”

      His smile fades. “Then you have your own leadership issues.”

      “That’s one way to put it.”

      The Storm catches my eye and I try not to react when she creeps up from the side and menaces over Llion. “Can you see me?” she whispers, testing him.

      When he doesn’t respond, dark clouds form over our heads. Llion twists as the shadows deepen around us. He peers at the clouds, perplexed by their sudden appearance. “Lady Storm, are you doing that?”

      A big smile breaks across the Storm’s face, giving her the appearance of a grinning elven cat. “He doesn’t see me.” She skips across the clearing toward the Phoenix, humming happily all the way. I have to resist the urge to chastise her but that would only confuse Llion. As the shadows clear and the darkness lifts, an idea occurs to me.

      “Do you have storms in Erador?” I ask Llion.

      He nods. “Bad ones.”

      I say, “Then I have a faster way to travel.”
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      Black clouds boil across the sky beneath us, creating a thick barrier between the Phoenix and the ground. They spread half a mile in all directions, moving at the same speed as the bird flies. A lightning strike crackles further below, lighting up the space around us. I squint into the misty rain, holding onto Baelen’s back, keeping him in a sitting position in front of me. Llion had at first insisted he would fly behind us, but as soon as the Storm got going, he discovered that was a really bad idea.

      Now he and Jasper are huddled back to back, Jasper facing me while Llion is at the front facing forward. It took them a little while to work out what they were comfortable with, since neither of them can come near Baelen without risking death now that I’ve shielded him. And that meant there wasn’t a lot of room left for them to share. I have to lean to the side to see Jasper around Baelen and when I do, I find Jasper, head tilted, lips parted slightly, watching the Storm with an expression of bemused awe.

      She’s in her element, reveling in the ability to let loose like she hasn’t in hundreds of years.

      “Freedom!” she whoops, laughing as she soars above us, creating a white slipstream and waving her hands around like some kind of magic wand. “Thunder! Lightning! Wind! Rain!”

      Poor Llion thinks I’m making the storm. I don’t dare use my power with Baelen so close, not with the danger of drawing him out. Especially now that I’ve unlocked the barrier inside my mind. I have to concentrate on not reacting to the pull of electricity, the charge in the air, the sharp patter of rain, and the thunder that rattles my rib cage in a way that makes me want to join the Storm in flight. Her rage is contagious. My body tingles where I press against Baelen’s back, but I clamp down on that feeling before his body reacts to mine.

      I have to wait.

      The disadvantage of creating such good camouflage is that I can’t see the ground or any of the landscape below us. What I know of Erador is that it is a spider web of mountains, all connected to each other like veins in a body that stretches on and on. Every single one of the mountain ranges connects and eventually leads to the heart: Mount Erador. I wish I could see the mountain formations as we fly over. I read once that the rocks are every color: deep mossy green, dark blood red, mulberry purple, and even indigo blue.

      We’ve been flying all afternoon and it must be nighttime now. At this speed, we should reach Mount Erador by midnight. The perfect time for creeping around unseen.

      Hours later, the Storm’s enthusiasm hasn’t let up. She soars down to my level but keeps her voice low, reminding me that Llion can’t hear her. “We’re a few minutes away from Mount Erador. Do you want me to cover us while we land?”

      I give her a firm nod. Getting here is only half of the equation. I need her to keep hiding the Phoenix until we get back from the springs and can leave again.

      She grins. “My pleasure.” She soars beneath the firebird, spreading a thick mist as she goes and the bird follows after her, beginning its descent. The rain eases up as the mist takes over. I catch a glimpse of a dazzling city before the spray rolls over us again. The image of the city far below is tinged with blue, not the golden flame of lamplight like we have in Erawind, but an iridescent glow of spider webs.

      I ask the Phoenix, Are there any guards around the mountain?

      I sense a wide opening at the side of the cliff but no life forms around it, the Phoenix replies. The palace is several hundred feet to the right and well-guarded, but your destination is clear.

      That worries me. If Howl built his palace close by because he covets deep magic, then I would have expected guards to be placed all around the mountain, especially around the springs. Maybe they’ve taken cover from the Storm?

      We’re here, the Phoenix says as we touch down. I’ll keep a lookout for danger. Leave Baelen with me until you know it’s safe.

      I can’t see more than a few feet in any direction, barely making out the shape of a cliff face on our left hand side, let alone some sort of entrance into the side of it.

      Llion lifts off the Phoenix’s back, but keeps his wing beats to a minimum so he doesn’t disrupt our foggy cover. Jasper and I slide to the ledge while the Storm hovers above us, maintaining a cloak of mist. I glance across the nearby edge but again, I can’t see far. For some reason, I thought there would be stairs up to this place; I have to remind myself that gargoyles simply fly to high places.

      “This is where we part ways, Lady Storm,” Llion murmurs, tapping his fist across his heart in a gesture of gratitude that an elf would give. “Thank you for transporting me here. I will get myself—and my wife—out on my own.”

      “You don’t have to do that alone,” I say, even though we already had this conversation before we crossed the border. “If you find her tonight, come back to this spot. We can take you with us when we leave.”

      “I don’t think finding her will be that easy. And getting her out is going to be even harder.” He shakes his head, but lowers it in a gesture of friendship. “May we meet again, Lady Storm.”

      “I hope we do, Llion. In better days.”

      Jasper draws near as Llion flies away into the mist. “Worst case, he’s discovered and creates a diversion for us,” he says, stating the grim reality matter-of-factly. “But I hope that doesn’t happen.”

      I spin away from the cliff’s edge, my nerve endings firing. I’m so close to healing Baelen, so close to seeing him open his eyes again. “I don’t like how quiet it is here. We need to move fast and leave quickly.”

      The Storm descends to my side, leaning forward and squinting. She grabs my arm, stopping me before I can move. “There’s something over there…” She peers through the thick mist she’s created, crossing ahead of me and disappearing into it. Silence follows her and then…

      A sharp pain shoots across my chest. At the same time, I hear her gasp, followed by a sob. I feel her pain as if it’s mine, but it’s not physical. An electric shock.

      “Something’s wrong…” I run through the thick fog with Jasper on my heels. The Storm’s silver dress blends with the mist ahead of us, but there’s a clear patch in front of her right up to the wide entrance in the side of the mountain. Her feet lower to the ground, her wings drooping low as if they’re both broken.

      A substance stretches over the entrance from side to side. It’s thick and taut like some kind of elasticized fabric.

      “What is that?” I whisper. And more importantly: how do we get through it?

      The Storm’s voice scratches against the silence. “Wings.”

      The breath catches in my throat as Jasper approaches the substance, stopping a safe distance from it. He doesn’t look for long. He spins back to us, head held high, but he can’t hide that he’s closed his eyes. “It’s made of gargoyle wings.”

      Horror races through me. The hairs on my arms stand on end. “What kind of monster would take gargoyle wings and do that to them?”

      “It must be Howl.” Jasper opens his eyes but keeps his back to the atrocity behind him. “The wings have been melded together and fused to the sides of the rock. There are no gaps. There’s no way through.”

      I whisper, “No need for guards.” We can’t cut through gargoyle wings. Llion’s dagger is the only weapon strong enough to break through and he’s already flown away. My mind races as I consider whether I can somehow remove a shimmer beetle husk from my armor and use it as a knife. All the while, I push away the horror I feel about cutting through these wings. I’m not sure if I can… I remember what Llion said about hurting a gargoyle’s wings, about it being a terrible thing. Just the thought of it feels wrong.

      The Storm wobbles beside me before she drops to her knees. “If they’re melded together… he must have a heartstone.”

      Worried by her shock, I kneel beside her, even more concerned when she leans into me for support. It’s not like her to show any weakness. I’m not sure why she’d be so afraid of a heartstone, or what that has to do with the wings in front of us, but she’s visibly shaking. “Talk to me, Storm.”

      She shudders, clutching my hand. Jasper moves to her other side, kneeling, but he doesn’t touch her.

      The Storm says, “When elves and gargoyles first came to this place, the bravest among them gave their lives to create the world around us: the division of earth, then the moon, sun, mountains, plants, and animals. But when they gave their lives, they left their hearts behind. Those are the heartstones.”

      This is news to me. Each elven House has a heartstone of a different color. Baelen’s House has the most revered of the elven heartstones—a gorgeous crimson rock the size of his fist. But the idea that they were actually once hearts of real life elves… I glance at Jasper. He looks as confused as I am.

      I shake my head, saying, “The heartstones are objects of magic created by the ancient spellcasters…”

      “No, Marbella. They are objects of deep magic that were literally the hearts of the ones whose sacrifice made our lives possible.”

      “I was never told this.” I shoot a questioning glance at Jasper, needing to confirm: did he know? When he shakes his head, I say, “The Elven Command hid this knowledge from us.”

      “Or else it was lost over time,” Jasper adds, willing to give them the benefit of the doubt, but I know the Elven Command better. They deliberately kept information from me in the past, including the fact that I was entitled to own land.

      The Storm says, “The elves gave a heartstone to each of the elven Houses, but the thirty gargoyle heartstones are buried beneath the mountains. This was for two reasons: the first was to fortify our foundations, to keep our land strong—which the heartstones have done for a thousand years. But the second reason…”

      She points at the barrier over the entrance without looking at it. “We have no spellcasting here because gargoyles can’t conjure spells like elves can. Only our Priestesses can use deep magic—and then only to defend someone. But our heartstones… they are fundamentally different to yours. Your heartstones contain deep magic that can be drawn out for particular tasks, such as revealing the truth of your heart, Marbella, during the trials for your hand.”

      “And the gargoyle heartstones?” I ask, not sure if I want to know the answer.

      “The gargoyle heartstones can be used as weapons. To do whatever the holder desires.”

      My gaze shoots to Jasper. I exhale. Slowly. This is not good for so many reasons: Howl and the Elven Command being two of the biggest. Right now I’m hoping that Jasper’s right and the Elven Command doesn’t know about this.

      Tears track down the Storm’s cheeks. “The location of each gargoyle heartstone was hidden because of the devastation the stones could cause. But those wings... the way they’re fused together... That can’t be done by fire or glue. Our wings are our shields. Until Llion used his arrows today, no known substance could cut them, let alone melt them.”

      Jasper frowns in the darkness. “You’re saying that Howl must have dug up a heartstone?”

      “It’s the only conclusion I can draw.” The Storm meets my eyes. “If he has, I made a terrible mistake telling you to come here. You can’t stay. You need to leave while you still can.”

      “No.” I pull away from her. “You said this was the only way to heal Baelen. I can’t walk away now. I need Llion’s dagger. I have to cut through, heal Baelen, and then we’ll get out of here as fast as we can.”

      “No, you need to—”

      “I’m not leaving until Baelen is healed!” My shout is too loud. Too reckless. There aren’t any guards at this spot, but I can’t see how close Howl’s palace is and the Phoenix warned me that there are hundreds of guards around it. I squeeze my mouth shut and my eyes closed as anger and fear rage inside me. I’m surprised I’m not shooting electrical sparks everywhere right now.

      The Storm’s voice turns cold. “You cannot cut through the wings, Marbella. They don’t belong to you. They were taken from living gargoyles. Don’t you see?”

      I open my eyes. She’s pointing.

      She demands again, “Please, can’t you see?”

      I follow her finger to the thick curtain of wings. It shivers a little in the breeze until I realize… there is no breeze. The Storm has kept everything still so that the mist remains thick. I take a step closer and it dawns on me what Jasper saw that made him look away. The wings shiver again. They are… still alive.

      A twisted sound cuts off inside my throat. I jolt backward. I can’t touch them. I can’t cut through them. Pain shoots through my heart. “There has to be another way inside.”

      “There’s no other way,” the Storm says, her shoulders and wings slumping. “That’s what makes this so cruel. Nobody can access the springs. Nobody can be healed.”

      “What do I do now? How can I help Baelen?”

      “What about the High Priestess?” Jasper asks, even though we all know he’s clutching at straws. “Could she help him?”

      The Storm shakes her head. “She could have stopped the Elven Command from hurting him but she can’t heal him after the fact.”

      “Then… how…” I can’t speak. I can’t feel. I’m numb from the tips of my toes to the top of my head. I’ve come all this way and now I have to turn around and take Baelen back, with no way to heal him. His state of suspension won’t last forever. I can’t watch him die a slow death.

      I want to scream and shout but I can’t because it’s so quiet.

      So very quiet.

      Wait…

      Phoenix?

      I wait for an answer, my heart in my throat. A scratching sound reaches me through the mist, but there’s no reply.

      Phoenix!

      I grab my weapon, spinning in the direction where we left the Phoenix with Baelen. “Something’s wrong.”

      Jasper draws his sword, waiting for me to make a move.

      The Storm hovers. “I don’t sense anything…” An alarmed frown puckers her forehead. “In fact I sense nothing…”

      “Storm, I need to see the Phoenix. I want you to lift the fog.”

      In response to my request, the Storm lifts the white vapor around us. It floats upward like a soft blanket to clear the space between us and where the Phoenix landed. The firebird is still there, but its body is twisted at a strange angle, its head turned away. Baelen floats upright beside it, appearing the same as when I left him.

      I race toward the Phoenix. Its neck and head are pressed down against the stone, its talons scratching back and forth, pressing, trying to get up.

      Phoenix, speak to me!

      Silence greets me as I round it, balancing at the very edge of the cliff to see its face. Its eyes are wide and staring.

      If it wasn’t for its talons scrabbling at the stone beneath it, I would think it was dead. But that can’t be true because it would have ignited. I don’t know a lot about the Phoenix—it’s the only one of its kind—but I do know that when it dies, it ignites into flame and will rise again when it chooses.

      A whisper reaches me. It’s like a far off wind chime. It’s the Phoenix’s voice, strained and forced. It says: Out… there.

      I can’t see anything beyond the ledge and suddenly our cover feels like a cage. Without the Phoenix to warn us about approaching threats, my inability to see is a dangerous weakness. Still, I should have been able to hear anything that could be out there. Jasper too.

      “Storm,” I whisper as she and Jasper draw level with me at the cliff’s edge. “I need to see.”

      She rises from where she’d bent over the Phoenix to examine it, worry creasing her forehead. She brushes her hand across the air in a slow circular motion. The fog lifts again, the thick white cloud rising away from the edge of the cliff.

      Shapes move in the darkness beyond. Many… many…

      A gasp catches in my throat. My stomach plummets.

      Layers and layers of gargoyles wait for us beyond the edge, beating the air to maintain a holding formation from one side of the cliff to the other. They’re close enough that if I leap from the edge, I will crash into the first line of them.

      A second and third line holds formation behind the first. I estimate there are nearly a hundred gargoyles, all of them dressed in armor and bearing weapons made of glinting steel. They cover the air overhead, up and up, all the way over to the rock face behind us: a swarm creating a thick barrier preventing any thought of escape.

      Just waiting for us to realize we’re surrounded.
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      A small army beats the air, but where I stand, it’s completely silent. No sounds reach me. Not the clinking armor, not the vast whirling wind they must be creating with their wings. It’s as if we’re enclosed in a sound bubble.

      “Marbella.” Jasper keeps his voice low, soothing, and it anchors me, stops me from spinning into panic. “Stay calm.”

      “I didn’t hear them, Jasper. I didn’t sense them. The Phoenix can’t talk to me.”

      “We’ll be okay.” It’s such a simple statement. I meet his gentle eyes, knowing that within moments, he will turn to rage, because he will fight every one of these gargoyles if he has to. And I will fight right beside him.

      Jasper shifts his gaze, focusing on the panicking Storm. “Elyria.”

      She’s frozen beside me, shaking her head as if she’s gone into shock. “I didn’t… I can’t… hear… feel…”

      Jasper says, “I’m right here. You’re okay.”

      He has the same effect on her that he has on me, but if anything, for her it’s more intense. Her focus swings from the army that’s about to tear us apart to Jasper. She visibly relaxes and I’m grateful. The last thing we need is for the Storm to turn into a wobbly mess.

      The wall of gargoyles parts to allow another gargoyle to fly through. He is much larger than the others. In fact he’s as tall as Baelen, his thick arms and legs bulging with corded muscles. His eyes are black ochre and his features are chiseled: square jaw, perfectly shaped lips, and a cleft in his chin. His wings are shot through with veins that run emerald green.

      A rock rests against his bare chest, attached to molded metal straps that cross his shoulders. It’s the same size as an elven heartstone, but colored deep mossy green. He must be King Howl.

      Cassian flies close behind him. He nods his head in my direction in a single downward beat as if to point me out. When Cassian speaks, I don’t hear him. I don’t hear anything.

      The King flies right up to the cliff’s edge, within touching distance, surveying us: the prone Phoenix, Jasper gripping his sword, and last of all: me. The way he glosses over the space between us tells me he can’t see the Storm. It’s a small blessing.

      A smile crosses King Howl’s face as he runs his eyes from my head to my feet in a way that makes me shudder. His lips part. He speaks and it’s impossible not to read his lips as he says: Well, fuck me.

      He continues talking but turns away so I can’t read what he’s saying. The gargoyles around him break into laughter. It doesn’t take much to imagine what he said after he ran his eyes over me. The mockery in their expressions is obvious.

      I hiss, “Jasper! Be ready!”

      I rip off my glove and take hold of my dagger with my bare hands. Electricity shrieks through me. I need to move before it reaches Jasper. On top of that, I have seconds before I lose the advantage of surprise.

      I don’t hesitate. Quiet as a shadow panther, I launch myself across the gap with my weapon raised. My blade rips apart the invisible barrier between us, streaks of electricity raging outward. As the bubble breaks, sound rushes in.

      Cassian is the only one who didn’t join the joke, keeping watch on me instead. His lips part in astonishment. “My King!”

      Howl twists, but the shouted warning comes too late.

      My weapon slides neatly into the King’s heart.

      Lightning fires across his chest, sizzling up his neck and across his wings, shooting burning light through his limbs. The impact forces him backward, but I’m ready for that. I kick my legs into his stomach and use his body as leverage to propel myself back to the cliff’s edge, somersaulting onto it, rolling and returning to my feet. The momentum slides me right back into the Phoenix.

      Howl’s wings snap forward and then back. He wobbles, regains his balance, stares at the weapon protruding from his chest. For a brief second, his eyes widen in shock. As the last remnants of the Storm’s mist swirls around his torso, he inhales. The same way Llion does. He holds the breath inside his lungs, drawing in my scent. Then his eyes narrow.

      The moment stretches out. He doesn’t collapse… doesn’t even seem to remember that I stabbed him…

      Curses. The heartstone is protecting him.

      He breaks the moment with a laugh, a gusty sound, but there’s no humor in his eyes as he announces to his army: “She thinks she can kill me!”

      He slips the blade from his chest, clutching it in his fist, his chest still rumbling with laughter. It looks like he’s going to crush the weapon. I wouldn’t be surprised if he could with those giant fists. With a quick flick of his wrist, he pitches the knife at Jasper who darts to the side, deftly avoiding it and sliding right up to me at the same time, holding his weapon in front of me like a shield.

      The Storm gasps and backs away, gliding from the Phoenix, all the way back to the rock face. She won’t join the fight. She already made her feelings clear about fighting gargoyles and I can’t force her to do it. As much as I’m going to need her help…

      “Pretty little elf.” Howl ignores Jasper as he flies closer to me while the heartstone casts a sickly green light up and across his face. “You will not succeed where others have failed.”

      My weapons satchel is right beside me on the Phoenix’s back. I resist the urge to look at it while I calculate how long it will take me to get hold of it.

      A grin lights up Howl’s eyes, making them sparkle like gemstones. “You wish to fight me again?” He casts his arms wide and his wings wider. The veins in them stretch out like emerald rivers. “I have no objection, but you should know that every moment you fail to surrender, your Phoenix suffers terrible agony.”

      My eyes snap to the twitching leg beside me. Howl is doing something to the Phoenix. Hurting it. Pinning it down. Phoenix…?

      Its voice grates inside my head. Don’t… give up…

      My hands form into fists. I could make a grab for my weapons but Howl will crush me before I reach them. I fought Baelen when he took on the appearance of a gargoyle and his greatest advantage was his weight. I can’t let Howl pin me down. But I need a plan—and fast.

      Nothing can kill Howl, not while he has the heartstone. The only way to defeat him is to take the stone from him. The Storm told me I don’t need steel to harness my storm power. It’s time to find out if that’s true.

      “Soldier,” I say to Jasper. “Move away from me right now. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      Jasper pauses for the briefest moment before he decides to play along. He lowers his sword, sheathing it in one fluid movement. He bows deeply to me. “Far be it from me to stand between you and your prey, Mistress.”

      Jasper shuffles backward and assumes a post ten paces away, placed neatly at the center of the ledge where he can defend himself against an attack from any direction. He folds his arms over his chest, appearing relaxed, but I know he’s ready for anything.

      I curl my lip at Howl. It’s time to play a part. I gesture to the discarded dagger that Howl threw back at us. “That was just for fun.”

      Howl frowns, the first sign that he doesn’t know how to read the situation. “You have a particular scent,” he says. “You are not an ordinary elf.”

      “Ice and clouds,” I say, remembering the way Llion described me. “I’m told I smell like rain.” I close my eyes for the smallest moment, listening for Baelen’s heartbeat. I need it. I need his strength combined with mine, but I can’t chance drawing him out. Instead, I focus on the memory of his body close to mine, the power that ignited between us. I need that.

      A slow smile breaks across Howl’s face. “You smell like deep magic. The sweetest kind.” His eyes turn hungry. The heartstone against his chest glows a deeper green, seeming to respond to his emotions. “But there’s something else too… something missing…”

      I saunter right up to him, tilting my head back to maintain eye contact. A glow begins at the corner of my eyes and I know I’m lighting up. A soft crackle reaches my ears. It’s lightning. Without steel.

      I can’t hide my smile as lightning dances across my back and chest, curling around my waist and neck, building inside my palms. The crackles of electricity grow louder, stronger, much faster than I expected, almost to the point of breaking out of my control.

      Howl stands his ground but narrows his eyes at me, growling, “That’s an interesting trick. I will figure you out, little doll.”

      A deep calm takes over my mind. I’ve never harnessed lightning like this before. It’s always been targeted through my weapon, never flowing freely through my entire body. It always felt like it was external to me, as if I was borrowing it. For the first time, it belongs to me. It’s mine. If I were alone on this cliff with the gargoyles, I would let the power loose and watch every one of these monsters fall from the sky. But I can’t hurt Jasper or Baelen.

      I smile at Howl. “You can start with this.”

      My fist snaps out. I bounce up at the same time, catching him right on the nose. It’s not hard to miss his giant face. Streaks of electricity snake out from the spot where I hit him, coursing through his cheekbones and forehead. He roars and I know I hurt him.

      He responds just as I expected—with brute force. His thick arms snap around the space where I was, attempting to wrap around me. Except that I’m already gone, bouncing backward, light on my feet, leaving him to grab at air.

      I land several feet away and cock my eyebrow at him, baiting him. “Let’s play, Howl.”

      “That’s King Howl.” He plows after me, fists swinging. I feint left and right, avoiding the swings, and duck under his arms, landing another electrified blow to his lower ribs. His bones light up behind his skin. This time lightning shoots upward toward his chest, traveling though his ribs as if his skeleton is a conduit. I land another blow square in his stomach before dancing away.

      All I need to know is how close I have to get to the heartstone to shatter it. I don’t think I’ll be able to land a direct blow. He holds one arm in front of it at all times. He makes it look like he has his fists up for the fight, but his left arm is positioned close to the stone to protect it.

      I focus on his exposed ribs and his legs, trying to upset his balance, as we exchange quick blows. He catches me on the shoulder when I don’t expect it and pain explodes through my joint. Good thing I was moving—any harder and he would have dislocated my shoulder with a single punch. So far he hasn’t used his wing daggers, which tells me he doesn’t want to kill me. Yet.

      I leap, bouncing up from the balls of my feet. My fist glances off his jaw and he roars at me. This time electricity travels down his neck, stopping short at his collarbone.

      I can’t get close enough to the stone. My lightning doesn’t travel far enough through his body to touch it.

      Not unless I let him get close to me.

      It’s a dangerous move. It could end in disaster. But my options are getting slimmer. There’s no way to warn Jasper. He’ll react to defend me. So far, the other gargoyles have stayed out of the fight, but that could change in an instant.

      I duck under Howl’s next swing, keeping my arms close to my chest. Using my shorter height to my advantage, I step right into his chest, palms turned outward. His heartstone is at eye height. So close. My hands snap out.

      Right before I reach the stone, he squeezes closed the circle of his arms and my hands slam up against his pectoral muscles. The air whooshes out of my lungs. My left hand presses between his chest and shoulder, but my right hand is a mere inch away from the stone: right where I want it. As his arms slide closed, forming a cage around my back and waist, I let the lightning loose.

      It shrieks through his chest, lighting up his bones and sinew, his enormous beating heart, even the outline of his lungs. Brilliant cobalt light rushes all the way through his torso, beaming out his back and burning through his wings.

      There’s a flurry of sound behind Howl, shouts, falling screams, and then the gargoyles scatter outward. My assault has stretched far across the distance and burned anything in the way of it. I can’t see how many I killed and right now my focus is only on the heartstone.

      My lightning reaches it, slamming into it, flowing through it…

      It doesn’t break.

      Howl shakes his head at me. “Little doll, you have much to learn. You can’t destroy a heartstone.”

      Cassian appears overhead, shouting orders, and suddenly a stream of gargoyles pours toward me. Jasper leaps up to meet them, scattering the mass before it can reach me.

      But now he’s made himself their target.

      “Kill the male!” Cassian shouts.

      I focus on Howl. “If I can’t destroy it, then I’ll take it from you.”

      He laughs. “You can try.”

      There’s a thump against the air as his wings spread wide. With a single downward beat, he sweeps us into the air. I struggle against him, because this was definitely not part of the plan. Horror rushes through me at the possibility that he’s going to fly away with me and I won’t know what’s happening to Jasper or Baelen or the Phoenix.

      I don’t know whether to be happy or terrified when he flies straight for the rock face behind me, knocking me against it and pinning me high up. His toe claws slide neatly into the rock, as do his wing daggers, leaving his hands free to push my shoulders against the smooth stone. He doesn’t seal his wings against the rock, which means I can see past them. Down below, four gargoyles already lie dead at Jasper’s feet, but he won’t be able to defend himself against all of them.

      Howl presses against me, forcing my hands hard up against his chest. The pressure makes it hard to move them, but I’m surprised he doesn’t try to capture my hands since I just told him I was going to take his Heartstone.

      “You won’t succeed,” he says. “Only a gargoyle can handle a gargoyle heartstone. One touch and it will kill you, elf. What I’m trying to decide is whether to let you kill yourself.”

      I don’t know if I should believe him. It’s bound to be a trick. I inch my hand across, trying to leverage my arm, my skin burning where it drags between us. I have one more trick up my sleeve.

      Thunder.

      The air thumps.

      Thunder echoes out from me, freezing everything around us in a giant ripple. I can’t see much beyond Howl’s wings but all sound stops. For a moment.

      And then the thump rushes back at me. My eyes widen as Howl blinks slowly, paused and concentrating, inhaling at the same time as if he’s sucking the effect of the thunder into himself, reversing it within seconds. Sound and movement strike up again and the fight resumes below us.

      I didn’t get any closer to the heartstone. “How…?”

      “We are evenly matched,” he says. “We could fight each other for days and neither of us would win.”

      I grit my teeth and force my hand the final distance toward the heartstone. I’m a hairsbreadth away.

      Howl peers down at my hand with amusement. “Do you really wish to die, little doll?”

      At the last moment, when I’m about to curl my fingers around the heartstone, Howl lurches backward, releasing me from the pressure. At the same time, he gives himself leverage to wrench my hand away from the stone in a show of strength. He shoves both my arms back against the rock, pinning them bent upward beside me.

      “It would be a shame to let you kill yourself… Storm Princess.” He leans in, his mouth close to mine, inhaling against my cheek. “You are more beautiful than the stories say.”

      I shudder, repulsion racing through every nerve. “And you are more monstrous.”

      He laughs, his chest rumbling and his hips pressing into mine. “I hear you are in need of a husband.”

      I grit my teeth. I seriously miss my armor right now. It’s unbreakable—unlike the gray thermal suit I’m wearing. I would feel a lot safer if I was wearing it.

      “Don’t worry,” he says, still chuckling. “I won’t bed you. You are far too fertile and I don’t want an heir. Especially not a half-caste.” His laughter dies and his mouth twists into a cruel line. “The only thing I’m uncertain about right now is whether or not to kill your friend.”

      My eyes snap to where I last saw Jasper. I find him further to the right, kneeling in a sea of dead gargoyles, maybe twenty, even thirty. He’s ended them swiftly and cleanly, but now his wrists are shackled, chains pulling his arms out straight on both sides of his body by gargoyles. Cassian stands on the back of Jasper’s calves, his claws pinning them against the rock. He pulls Jasper’s head back and holds a knife against his throat.

      I struggle against Howl but he doesn’t budge. I’m pinned. The worst place I could be, and I let it happen willingly… I made the wrong choice…

      Burning fear rushes through me as Cassian’s blade glints. Jasper’s weapon is thrown far to the right, resting at the Storm’s feet. She huddles against the rock face, hands over her eyes, sobbing.

      I scream, “Storm!”

      She shakes her head. “I can’t…”

      “Storm! Please!”

      Howl thinks I’m talking to myself. “You can scream for your power as much as you like, little doll. It won’t do you any good.”

      The Storm lifts her head, her hair cascading around her pale face, but she doesn’t speak to me. She cries to Jasper. “I… can’t. I made a choice when I became the storm. Please understand, I can’t fight them.”

      Frustration replaces my fear. What on earth happened when she created herself? Whatever it was, it’s caged her somehow.

      Jasper can’t see either of us with his head tilted back. He calls, “It’s okay. It’s not your fault.”

      But it’s definitely not okay. I’m pretty sure I’ve felt all the emotions because now it’s rage that courses through me. Howl hasn’t pinned my hand and I have no idea if it will work, but I flick my wrist and force as much lightning through my pointed finger as I can. A thin stream of it sizzles through the air, punches through the chest of the gargoyle holding Jasper’s left arm, and leaves a gaping hole behind. I quickly follow with a second, and the gargoyle holding the other chain drops dead on the spot.

      Cassian is next. But he wrenches Jasper’s head even further backward. “My blade is sharp, elf! If I fall, I will kill him.”

      I hesitate. The blade shines back at me. Am I so sure about my aim that I could dislodge the weapon and not hurt Jasper?

      Howl smiles. “I see the male elf means something to you.” He twists in Cassian’s direction. “Keep him alive. I will use him as leverage.”

      Howl relaxes for the first time, seeming satisfied that he has the upper hand now. Hot anger boils through me. As two new gargoyles step forward and pick up the chains, dragging Jasper’s arms upward again, I flick two quick warning bolts at their feet. I shout, “No chains! No weapons! He stands on his own.”

      Howl grins at me. “Do as she says,” he calls, and to me he says, “I’ll give you this concession, but only because I’ve lost enough soldiers today.” A curious frown crinkles his forehead as he continues to press into me, seeming happy to stay right where he is. “Cassian told me you carried a dead male with you. Where is he?”

      I search for Baelen beside the Phoenix, amazed none of the gargoyles have collided with him. He’s not where I left him and my heart stops for a moment. Did they do something to him?

      I scan left and then right, finally locating Baelen in front of the gargoyle wings at the entrance to the cave. His expression hasn’t changed. His eyes are still closed. The Storm gives me a bleak look, her shoulders slumped so far forward that her arms hang across her chest. “I moved him for you,” she calls, staring at the ground. “That, at least, I can do.”

      A bemused expression flickers over Howl’s face as he follows my line of sight to Baelen. “How does a dead elf stand up?”

      He slides both arms around my back, pulling me away from the rock while keeping me imprisoned. He calls to his soldiers, “One of you, throw the dead elf over the cliff.”

      “No!” I shout, the breath squeezing out of my lungs as Howl crushes me tighter.

      “He means something to you, too. Very interesting.”

      I gasp, trying to breathe. I have nothing to brace my feet against, scrabbling against his legs, and gravity is forcing my ribs against Howl’s arms, making the circle around me even tighter. “They shouldn’t touch him if they want to live. You said you’ve already lost enough—”

      Howl isn’t listening. He roars, “Throw him over the edge!”

      The two gargoyles who I threw the warning shots of lightning at, position themselves on either side of Baelen and prepare to take hold of his shoulders. I hold my breath, partly because I’m not sure what will happen, but mostly because I’m finding it very hard to breathe. Black spots appear across my vision and the ledge below me begins to slide sideways. I blink and try to focus, feeling like I’m going to throw up…

      In the middle of my fuzzy vision a bright spark of light suddenly glows, a small explosion that lights up the encroaching darkness. Shapes fall to the ground around Baelen’s feet. An awful burning scent fills the air.

      “Well, this night is full of surprises.” Howl’s crushing arms press closer and closer as my head swims. I need to focus on his face, but it blurs while the sounds around me swim and swirl.

      I gasp. “Air… need air…”

      He shakes his head at me. “You bound your deep magic around that male. Even I won’t be able to remove the shield you placed on him. But at least now I understand what is missing from you.”

      I make a last attempt to gain my freedom, releasing all the lightning I have into my hands pressed against his chest. The deadly blaze pours through Howl into the air beyond us, but the gargoyles in the background keep clear this time.

      Howl doesn’t react. I might as well be a butterfly beating at him. The last of my oxygen slips through my lips.

      He leans over me, pressing his face close to mine. His lips caress my cheek and whisper into my ear, drawing out each word. “He holds your true power. If you hadn’t given it to him… well… even my heartstone might not protect me from you.”

      He nuzzles my ear. “You would be truly formidable.”

      Darkness takes over.

      “Sleep now, little doll.”
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      I awake pressed against cold stone.

      “Marbella?” Jasper’s worried face comes into focus, so close to mine that I can make out golden flecks in his brown eyes. I can’t believe I never noticed them before.

      I rub my pounding head, brushing off specks of dirt from the floor where I lay. “Jasper, what happened?” I shoot upright, squinting, ignoring the pain in my neck. “Where’s Baelen?”

      The first thing I see are the bars running from the floor to the ceiling opposite us. The second thing is the Storm floating next to them. Her shoulders shake as she glides back and forth as if she’s pacing or maybe… crying?

      I scan our cell from the moist stone walls to the dripping rivers of water running down one side of it, back to the dirty floor. Beyond the bars, a long tunnel stretches into the distance. Light creeps in from a cluster of spider webs in one corner of the ceiling. A second cell rests next to ours, thick bars separating us. The Phoenix slumps inside it, its head cast down. It doesn’t twitch and fight like before. It looks unharmed, but its sad eyes blink at me from between the bars. I still can’t hear its voice.

      My blood runs cold. “Jasper, where’s Baelen?”

      “I’m sorry, Marbella. Howl moved him.”

      My world spins. I grip his shoulders, needing to anchor myself somehow. “That’s not possible. Only I…” My pitch rises. I attempt to push away the rising panic but it only gets worse. “Only I can move him. Nobody else can touch him. Only me…”

      “Stop. Listen to me.” Jasper’s calm breaks through. “Howl moved Baelen using his heartstone power, but he couldn’t touch him. Just like the other gargoyles. As soon as he went near Baelen, Howl got burned.”

      My eyes widen. I’d shot lightning through Howl without any effect on him. Now Jasper is telling me that Baelen hurt him? “He actually got hurt? Like… hurt hurt.”

      Jasper’s reply is grim. “His hand caught on fire. The skin on his palm burned away like he’d shoved it into acid. He definitely wasn’t happy about it.”

      Llion had described Baelen as scorched earth and acid rain. I shake my head, remembering Howl’s last words to me. “He told me that Baelen holds my true power. That I somehow weakened myself by giving it to him. You’re seriously telling me that Baelen hurt him?”

      The Storm speaks for the first time. “It’s my fault.” She falters toward me, but stops, worrying at her lip. “When you accidentally connected with Baelen yesterday, you merged your power for the first time, but you must have left some of it behind. Then when you were learning to move him, I told you to listen for his heartbeat. I should have realized… you love him so much, you gave him the most powerful shield you could. You layered your essence over him like a cloak.”

      “So I accidentally gave him part of my power and then sealed it in with even more of my power?” I don’t know how to receive this news. My greatest fear is that Baelen will be hurt while he’s vulnerable. Knowing that he’s safe and protected only goes halfway to calming my fears. I need to see that he’s okay to truly believe it. At the same time, I’ve just found out that my power is diminished and that means I can’t protect Jasper and the Phoenix like I need to.

      Jasper says, “Marbella, believe me when I say that right now Baelen is a lot safer than we are.”

      I focus on Jasper, really focus for the first time. He’s covered in blood. The welts I’d left on him are nothing compared to the new wounds across his body, the torn material at his chest, the nick at the side of his neck where Cassian almost killed him. Yet, here he is, trying to comfort me.

      I’m not ashamed when tears fill my eyes. “Jasper, I’m truly sorry. What I did was reckless. I thought I could beat Howl.”

      Jasper nods. “I thought you could too.” He holds out his arms. “Come here.”

      I lean into him and he slides his arms around me, gentle against my bruised ribs. I turn my face into his chest and let my tears fall, conscious not to press too hard against his wounds.

      The Storm drops to the floor beside us. “I’m sorry I couldn’t help you.”

      I turn my head to see her. “Storm, you have to explain what happened out there.”

      She swallows, twisting her hands in her lap. “When I became the Storm, I vowed that I would never harm a gargoyle. I wanted to protect my people… I never thought about the consequences of making that vow.”

      She lifts her eyes to mine. “Do you remember how I told you that a small part of me could escape the Vault when there was a natural storm outside?”

      “I do.”

      “Well… ten years ago, I watched Howl kill the gargoyle King.” She shudders. “I never felt rage toward another gargoyle until that day. I tried to stop him. But every strike I aimed at him bounced right back at me, burned me, hurt me. I realized that if I tried to kill him, I would kill myself instead.

      “Then the natural storm was over and I was sucked back to the Vault. Mai Reverie was the Storm Princess then. I wept a river of rain that day and she was… so calm with me.”

      Fresh tears wash down my cheeks. The Elven Command had killed Mai, trying to make it look like the Storm’s doing. They used her life to give them access to the deep magic they needed to create the curse that would have forced Baelen to kill me. Jasper strokes my hair, soothing motions across my head and down my back where my hair has come loose from its usual braid.

      The Storm says, “My oath to never hurt a gargoyle is absolute. I can’t touch Howl or his soldiers, no matter what they do.”

      Jasper says, “I guess that means you can never hurt me either.”

      Her eyes shoot wide. “I would never hurt you, Jasper Grace. Whether you are gargoyle or elf, or part of both… I only wish I could have helped you today.”

      “Jasper,” I whisper, tilting my head back, something dawning on me. “If you’re part gargoyle, you can handle a gargoyle heartstone.”

      He looks down at me, confused. He didn’t hear my conversation with Howl so he doesn’t know what I’m talking about.

      I explain, “Howl said that elves can’t touch gargoyle heartstones. They kill us.” I peer at the Storm. “Unless he was lying?”

      “No, it’s true but…”

      “Then Jasper can try to take it—”

      “No!” The Storm’s shout echoes around us. “We aren’t certain about Jasper’s heritage. What if we’re wrong? We can’t risk his life like that.” She shoots to her feet and resumes her pacing. “We’ve taken too many risks already. And Jasper has born the brunt of them.”

      She stops in front of me. I stare up at her in surprise as swirls of lightning glint around her hands, suddenly clenched at her side. “I won’t let you risk his life again, Princess.”

      Her emotion surprises me. I’ve only known her in her true form for a day, but until now she’s been contained, almost aloof, definitely keeping a distance. For the first time, I see cracks of vulnerability. If the Storm is right about Jasper caring for me, then I’m pretty sure the Storm is beginning to care for him. No doubt a complication she doesn’t want, but she isn’t afraid to show it right now.

      I give Jasper a final, gentle hug before I draw away from him. “The Storm is right. You’ve supported me all this way, Jasper. I acted out of fear and anger today and it led me down the wrong path. I won’t take a risk like that again.”

      The Storm’s show of emotion hasn’t been lost on Jasper. “Elyria,” he says, drawing her attention from me. “I know you’re worried.” One corner of his mouth twitches upward. “But I’m not that easy to kill.”

      “I saw you take down twenty-eight gargoyles today. You are a great warrior.” She’s sincere. And deadly serious. “But all great warriors fall. There is always someone bigger, more brutish, more cruel… And I can’t protect you from any of them in this place.”

      I understand her frustration. She and I share a power and we’re still figuring out exactly what that means and how to use it. But what we do know is that it’s useless against our enemies right now: I can’t stop Howl and she can’t stop the gargoyles that might attack Jasper. At the end of the day, she’s as desperate to protect Jasper as I am.

      Jasper brushes off his knees as he rises to his feet. “It’s not your job to protect me, Elyria.”

      “But you’re my friend. I’m new at this whole ‘friend’ thing, but isn’t that what friends do?”

      “I guess it is.” He appraises her for a moment. His eyes crinkle at the corners. “Since we’re friends, that means you have to let me protect you too.”

      “Protect me?” Her jaw drops. “I don’t need protecting.”

      His gaze passes from the tiny frown between her eyebrows to the defiant tilt of her chin. “Protecting someone doesn’t only mean making sure they don’t die in battle. It means looking after them, making sure they aren’t hurt in other ways.”

      “Nothing can hurt me.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Her gaze drops to the ground. Once more I’m on the outside, an observer of their conversation, but I don’t mind. The Storm definitely has trust issues and if Jasper can get her to open up, that can only make things easier for all of us.

      The Storm chews her lip, clearly struggling with her emotions. She glares at the wall behind Jasper, not meeting his eyes. “It… would have hurt me… if you died today.”

      She immediately scowls, clearly not liking her own admission. Then her expression clears and her gaze shoots to his, as if she’s landed on a clever solution. “So you have to protect me… by not dying.”

      Jasper draws himself up to his full height before closing the gap between them. “I promise I’ll protect you by not dying today. Or any other day.”

      Her chin shoots up. “Good.”

      “But you have to help me by telling me when you’re scared or worried.”

      She gazes up at him, eyes wide, lips pressed together, suddenly vulnerable. “That will be hard for me…” Her promise comes out as a whisper. “But, okay.”

      “Okay then.” He gives her a gentle nod, an agreement reached. “Have you made any progress with the bars?”

      The change of subject shifts her focus and she seems relieved. It can’t be easy for her talking about her emotions after hundreds of years of continuous rage. “I’ve tried everything. Howl has used the heartstone to seal us in. I haven’t been able to break through.”

      There are no windows to tell me what time it is. We’d reached the mountain at around midnight and I can only assume we’re now in Howl’s Palace. “How long was I out?”

      Jasper offers his hand to help me stand up. “Most of the night,” he replies. “I was a little worried when you didn’t wake up straight away, but Elyria promised me you just needed time to recover. I was able to sleep while she kept watch over us.”

      The Storm shrugs. “I don’t need sleep.” She frowns at my hand linked in Jasper’s and then quickly looks away. “I can’t sense what’s going on outside this cell, but I estimate it’s mid-morning by now. When he locked us in here, Howl said he would present you to his court today, but he didn’t say when.”

      “Great. I’ll be his trophy.” And a fine trophy I’ll be, looking like I’ve been dragged through mud. I run my hand through my hair and pull out a twig. “Seriously, what is on the floor of this place?”

      The Storm wrinkles her nose. “I don’t think we want to know.”

      Distant footsteps draw our attention to the tunnel beyond. Four figures appear in the distance—one silhouette is female and three are male, although one of the males looks different to the others.

      The Storm moves to the side and Jasper draws level with me as the distant figures stride closer. It soon becomes apparent that two of the males are soldiers—that’s if the wickedly sharp-tipped spears they carry are any indication. The female and the different-looking male walk ahead of them. The soldiers don’t exactly prod them, but the two in front hurry along the corridor as if they expect to be shoved at any moment.

      They draw to a halt in front of the bars. The female is scantily dressed in an aqua halter-neck top that barely conceals her breasts, her lower half swathed in a transparent skirt that wouldn’t hide anything except for her barely-there underwear. The male wears a vest and long pants, both navy blue. The Storm gasps beside me and I know it’s not the female’s attire that shocks her.

      The male doesn’t have wings.

      I keep my expression deadpan as one of the soldiers leans forward and taps his spear against the bars. At the same time, the air inside my ears pops.

      The Storm whispers, “The seal on this cage just broke.”

      That would explain the change of pressure in my ears.

      The female says, “My name is Carmen. King Howl says you won’t cause any trouble. But he wants you to know that if you do, these soldiers are ordered to kill me.”

      She’s completely expressionless. Blank eyes. Staring straight past me. She holds herself rigid, back straight, her spun-gold hair gathered upward into a loose bun. “Will you come with us, please?”

      The soldier who broke the seal slides the bars to the side where they overlap with the cell the Phoenix is still contained in.

      The firebird’s voice suddenly breaks into my mind. Don’t worry about me, Princess. Howl will keep me safe and well. He wants me as his prize. The same way he wants you.

      The seal on our cell must have been what was stopping us from communicating. My concern for her cannot be contained, and the Phoenix rises up and gives me a stern look. Focus on staying alive, Princess. I trust you to come for me when you can.

      I will, I say. I promise.

      Now that our path is no longer barred, both soldiers quickly point their spears at the female. She winces as one of them jabs her lower back.

      “There’s no need for that,” I say, alarmed at the way he presses the blade against her side as if he wants me to make a move. “We won’t cause you any trouble. Tell us where you want us to go and we’ll come quietly.”

      The female swallows, her eyes watering. “You will come with me to Harem Hall.” She gestures at the wingless male but doesn’t look at him. “Your servant will go with Rhain to Slave Station.”

      I hesitate, sensing Jasper’s gaze heavy on me. “We’re to be separated?”

      “Only while we prepare you both to be presented at Crimson Court. Please understand your male servant cannot enter Harem Hall. It is only for females.”

      I clear my throat. The name ‘Harem Hall’ combined with the female’s clothing doesn’t leave much doubt about what goes on in the place where I’m headed.

      “Please,” I say. “Lead the way.”

      Carmen looks to the soldiers, waiting for them to raise their spears and allow her to pass by. They take their time and I have to grit my teeth against my rising anger as they finally permit her to turn and walk ahead of us. Blood trickles down her lower back where the soldier’s spear punctured her skin.

      The wingless male is next, taking his place beside her but keeping as far to the right as possible. He maintains firm eye contact with the ground. Jasper and I follow and the soldiers bring up the rear. The Storm floats over our heads since there’s plenty of space in the cavernous ceiling.

      Halfway along the corridor, her urgent whisper breaks the silence. Thank goodness the gargoyles can’t hear her. “If you’re splitting up, who should I go with? You or Jasper?”

      One glance at Jasper tells me he’s going to say she should go with me, but I can tell by the thick frown marring his forehead that he’s still figuring out how to speak to Elyria without sounding odd.

      I jump in first. “Jasper,” I say. Then I turn my head as if I was addressing him instead of answering the Storm. “Don’t forget to… um… wash your feet.” I cringe. Seriously Marbella? That’s the best you can come up with?

      He’s not happy. And it has nothing to do with his feet. The muscle clenching in his jaw tells me he really doesn’t like me going anywhere without the Storm, but I silently beg him not to argue.

      “Good,” says the Storm, “Because I don’t like the sound of Slave Station. Even less than the sound of Harem Hall.”

      I feel better knowing that the Storm is going with Jasper when we reach the end of the tunnel and the wingless gargoyle, Rhain, gestures Jasper toward the staircase on the right hand side. Carmen proceeds up the stairs to the left and I don’t want her to become a pincushion again. With a final worried exchange of looks with Jasper, I hurry after her, swiveling once as Jasper disappears up the other staircase with Rhain and one of the soldiers. The Storm floats behind him, worry radiating out from her until she’s out of sight.

      For now, I’m on my own.
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      The soldier following behind me is the one who jabbed Carmen. I consider the consequences if I were to accidentally-on-purpose trip and shoot a dose of lightning into him. But I promised the Storm I wouldn’t take any more chances and I need to stick to my word.

      We travel up several more flights of stairs. Each one is preceded by a landing and a tunnel stretching from it. Howl certainly didn’t take any chances throwing us in the deepest cell inside the mountain.

      Finally we emerge into an entryway and a courtyard. Sunlight streams around us and I have to blink for a full minute before I become accustomed to the light again. I try to focus on my surroundings as I follow Carmen, memorizing the route back to the Phoenix.

      At first I thought I was in the middle of a single large castle, but I soon discover that Howl’s Palace is made up of multiple disconnected buildings, each built into the natural rock structure. I’m surprised by the simple beauty of the rock gardens surrounding each building. We pass one covered with white vines bearing delicate ivory flowers. Another is constructed from rust-colored pebbles and flat amber stones interspersed with vibrant moss. Several gargoyles dressed in navy blue vests tend the gardens as we walk through.

      They glance up, but quickly look away when they see Carmen. The wingless gargoyle had made a point of not looking at her either. I don’t see dislike or distaste in their expressions, only fear.

      She leads me to a single-level construction that backs onto a soaring rock face. It’s surrounded by large, billowing saffron-yellow flags and a wooden verandah that stretches around the two sides that I can see. It’s also surrounded by a wall of outward-facing soldiers.

      They part for Carmen, giving her a wide berth and me with her. The soldier with the spear takes up position and closes the gap behind us. Then the soldiers turn to face outward, forming a barrier between us and the rest of the palace. Harem Hall is certainly well-guarded.

      Carmen doesn’t speak until we climb the stairs, cross the verandah, and reach the door. “The guards are not allowed inside. And Howl is not here.” She waves her hand at the flags. “We fly the red flags when he’s here.”

      I never thought I’d be grateful for the color yellow.

      “Come with me, please.”

      We pass through a wide entryway into an opulent room scattered with plush cushions. A door at the other side takes us into another room, this one with a slate floor and a water feature. We pass through three more rooms until Carmen slides open a final door into a hallway with multiple rooms on either side.

      “This is where we wash,” she says. “There are towels inside. Leave your clothes in the dressing room. You won’t need them anymore.”

      I’m not so sure about that. Judging by what she’s wearing, there may not be a lot of suitable clothing options in this place.

      She says, “I’ll be here when you’re done.”

      Inside the bathing room, about a thousand different scented soaps await me, as well as a lukewarm shower that leaves me shivering. I’d swap the soaps for a hot bath right now. The water runs dark with mud and whatever else was on the floor of the cell. When I’m done, I squeeze as much water from my hair as I can and contemplate the discarded gray thermal. It’s filthy. I’m going to have to take my chances with whatever clothing Carmen has to offer. I secure a large towel around myself before emerging into the hallway again.

      She rises from a seat opposite the door and strides away. I think I’m meant to follow her. “Wait.”

      “Yes?”

      “You haven’t asked my name.”

      “I know who you are.” She continues walking and I stalk her down the hall. Female voices project from the room beyond, but they stop talking when I enter. I count about twenty, all stunningly beautiful, some sitting, some standing. All dressed like Carmen. All staring at me.

      We’re in some sort of large dressing room with mirrors and tables around the edges laid out with hairpieces, hairbrushes, sashes, but not a lot of decent clothing in sight. I shudder, wishing I’d brought my ripped thermal suit with me after all.

      “Sit, please. We don’t have a lot of time.”

      I find a spare seat, ignoring the stares and whispers, while Carmen sets to work with a hairbrush in my tangled hair. Nobody has touched my hair in seven years. After I became the Storm Princess, I always did my own hair. In fact, even before that… except for Baelen. I close my eyes as I remember his hands sliding through my hair, releasing it from the braid I’d always tied it in, his fingers a light tingle across my shoulders as he followed the length of my hair down my arm.

      I force myself to return to the present. Carmen is gentle and carries out the task without speaking. Silence seems to be her friend. I decide I’m willing to break it because I need information. “Why do the male gargoyles look away from you?”

      “It’s forbidden to look at a female in the King’s harem. Only the soldiers may see us. To the rest, we are ghosts.”

      Another female approaches and I assess her in the mirror. Ebony hair cascades over one shoulder and reaches her waist. Intelligent olive green eyes meet mine briefly. Where Carmen is silent and contained, this female almost leaps out of her skin to speak with me.

      “I am Gilda,” she says. “Our King has sent you clothing to wear.” A long silken dress drapes across both her arms and relief courses through me to see it. I don’t hold my breath though. I can’t see every detail of it from here and something tells me Howl won’t be that kind to me.

      Gilda hangs the dress over the nearest chair but doesn’t walk away, commenting quietly on the way Carmen is twisting my hair. When she makes suggestions, Carmen considers them and makes changes. It’s easy to see these two females are friends.

      “Forgive me,” I say, deciding to take advantage of Gilda’s presence. “But the gargoyle back in the tunnel, the one called Rhain who took Jasper to Slave Station… Did Howl take his wings?”

      Carmen freezes, her hands still entwined in my hair, turning into stone beside me. Gilda shoots concerned looks like fireworks at her friend. “You didn’t tell me he made you walk with Rhain,” she whispers to Carmen.

      Carmen remains frozen. “I can’t…”

      It doesn’t take a genius to see that I’ve stepped into something I shouldn’t have. I try to gobble back the words as fast as I can. “I’m sorry, I’ve upset you. Please forgive my callous question.”

      “You are an elf,” Carmen says, visibly swallowing as if there’s a great lump stuck in her throat. “And a newcomer. So of course you wouldn’t know…” She resumes twirling and pinning my hair, but her movements are overly focused and her fingers are stiff. “Rhain’s wings were taken as punishment for trying to free his wife from Harem Hall.”

      I study the room in the mirror. “Which one is his wife?”

      Her movements slow down again, as if she’s moving underwater. “I am.”

      I choke. “But… that’s… you didn’t look at him…”

      “To acknowledge my husband is to kill him.” Her movements become jerky and I’m impressed by the way she calms herself so she doesn’t yank on my hair and hurt me. “To keep him alive, I must act as if I have no husband. No family. We all must. As I said, we are ghosts. That is how we keep breathing.”

      Gilda runs her arm across Carmen’s back, giving her shoulder a quick squeeze. I remain silent for the remainder of the time it takes for Carmen to finish my hair. I’ve already put my foot in it. Royally. I’m lucky I haven’t alienated her completely.

      Once she finishes piling my hair on top of my head, she hands me two slips of material that I think are intended to be underwear. The bra has multiple clips and Carmen explains that’s so they don’t have to get the straps over their wings. I slip out of my towel and into the underwear and then the dress. The females in the room seem surprised when I drop the towel right in front of them, but I’m used to being surrounded at all times. Before everything went wrong back in Erawind, my Storm Command used to protect my every move. Admittedly, the bathroom was the one place I had privacy, but even so, I’d dressed in front of them too many times to be embarrassed now.

      I take note of the bruises dotting my skin—from the fight with the gargoyles yesterday as well as with Howl last night—before sliding into the dress.

      The sleeveless dress is jet black patterned with pale blue filigree that contrasts with my auburn hair and brings out the turquoise flecks in my eyes. I was right to be skeptical about Howl’s intentions. The material plunges low at the front and I’m grateful for the supportive bra, because there’s not much holding the dress together. Three ribbons circle my waist at intervals, holding the two wide straps that form the top of the dress together below my breasts. Luckily the skirt is fitted, flaring at my ankles, but it has a long slit up the back reaching my upper thighs between my legs. At least I can move in it, but the height of the slit makes me uncomfortable. The material itself is gorgeous, soft and delicately embroidered. I just wish there was more of it.

      I hold my head high as Gilda hands me a pair of heels.

      I’ve never worn heels in my life. Give me boots or a pair of flats. Even to Jordan’s wedding, I wore flat-heeled slippers. Gliding the heels onto my feet, I teeter on the spot, wobbling and trying to convince my ankles not to snap.

      “You need to practice.” Gilda takes my arm before I fall over. “Here, let me help you.”

      I wobble my way across the room, ignoring the stares of the females at the other end. Gilda asks, “When was the last time you ate something?”

      I have to think hard about that. I ate at the cave on the border before we left Erawind, but I’ve been running on adrenalin ever since. “It’s been a while.”

      “Well, there’s the food table.” She points with a twinkle in her eye at a table on the furthest side of the room laden with fruit, bread, and little cakes. “Go forth and eat.”

      Screw the heels. I have no idea when I’ll get to eat again. I place all my energy into balancing and make it to the food table without falling flat on my face. Mission accomplished, I pick up the nearest red apple and crunch into it. It doesn’t taste like I expected. I eye it warily. “What is this?”

      “It’s a giant cherry.”

      “Mmm. Not bad.”

      “Just watch out for the juice.” She’s about to take a step toward me when she freezes, pinned facing the direction behind me.

      Whisper quiet, a shadow casts over me.

      Gilda and every other female in the room slides to their knees and bends flat to the floor, arms beside their heads as if they’re praying. They tuck their faces down, foreheads pressed to the ground, becoming colorful mounds dotting the floor.

      I’m the only one left standing. And the only one looking at him.

      Howl towers over me. Unlike Jasper, the Howl version of towering is pure intimidation. I seek the sensation of the storm deep inside: the electricity and thunder. I draw comfort from it and stand my ground. I will not cower to him.

      The fruit remains clenched in my upturned hand. Some of the juice trickles down my wrist.

      “I see the dress fits.”

      He remains at my side and I discover the unwelcome secondary purpose of the slit in the back when he slides his large hand directly across my thigh. I grind my teeth together so hard that I might crack them. I’m glad Baelen’s not around right now. Nothing would stop him tearing Howl limb from limb.

      Howl acts as if there’s nobody else here—as if we’re completely alone. Stopping the upward slide of his hand barely before he reaches my backside, he catches my upturned wrist in his other hand, trailing his thumb through the line of juice.

      I narrow my eyes at him. For a second, the inside of his palm is exposed and I’m pretty sure I see burn marks. That must be the hand that Baelen burned. The knowledge that Howl isn’t invincible gives me courage. “Let go of me. Right now.”

      He narrows his eyes right back at me, daring me to challenge him with my power. He lowers his mouth to my wrist, drawing his lips across the droplets left there. I remain as still as stone, suppressing the shudder rocking my spine as his eyes meet mine. His pupils dilate and I know it’s not the taste of my skin that has that effect on him. It’s my deep magic.

      Well, he just ruined a perfectly good piece of fruit. There’s no way I’m going to eat another giant-apple-cherry-thing after this.

      “You are intoxicating,” he whispers and this time I can’t hide my shudder. My power is quickly becoming my curse.

      I say, “I may not be able to hurt you, but I can definitely make a mess of your precious Harem Hall. Let me go or I’ll start with the ceiling.” That’s the way my hand is pointed. May as well start with that.

      He doesn’t release my wrist, but removes his hand from my thigh, angling his body sideways, his wings kept close to his sides.

      He scans the females. “Look up!”

      Immediately, they obey. Their faces shoot up but their bodies remain pressed against the floor. He inclines his head at Carmen and Gilda. “You and you.”

      I freeze. Is he going to hurt them? Have I pushed him too far? I don’t relax until he says, “You will come to Crimson Court today.”

      With the immediate threat to their safety gone, I scowl at him. “Do you even know their names?”

      “I have no need for names.”

      Elves don’t swear aloud, but I’m seriously tempted right now. We believe that curse words are curses that will return to the speaker. I don’t chance it, but I have to bite my tongue to stop myself. Carmen’s description of herself as a ghost is becoming more accurate with every passing second. Howl treats the females like they don’t exist and even when he does acknowledge them, they are purely objects to be moved around or threatened.

      As he waits for them to stand, I contemplate his features. Was he once handsome? I truly believe that every elf and gargoyle is born innocent. That our experiences mold and change us. But I find it very hard to believe that Howl was once a child without malice or hatred in his heart. A wave of pity rushes through me so strong it’s like a physical force.

      Howl’s gaze snaps back to mine. His fist shudders around my wrist. The heartstone resting against his chest glows brighter than before and he winces as if it suddenly hurts. He drops my hand and the glow recedes.

      My own eyes widen in surprise. I have no idea what just happened but it’s very strange to me that my rage can’t touch him but my pity can. Unless… The Storm said that the heartstones are literally the hearts of brave gargoyles. I wonder if the stone will respond to particular emotions around it. It could all be connected to who the gargoyle was when it was alive.

      I don’t have time to test that theory because Howl jolts away from me as if he reads my thoughts. I’m quite certain pity isn’t something he sees very often. More like fear, terror, agony, you name it… but not pity.

      Carmen and Gilda wait obediently for further instructions, heads bowed again.

      Howl snarls at them. “You will walk ahead of me.”

      They glide past me and I follow, deciding it’s not worth jeopardizing their safety to resist Howl. I wobble in the heels but maintain pace behind them, tap-tapping through the rooms to the entrance. For such a large gargoyle, Howl is stealthy and light-footed. Half the time, it’s possible to imagine he’s not even there.

      I wish he wasn’t.

      Cassian breaks off from the stiff line of guards ahead of us as we make our way down the stairs. From the way he waits until we reach them, it looks like he isn’t allowed to step foot in Harem Hall either. The other guards peer past us, ignoring the females, no doubt awaiting orders from Howl.

      He barks, “Ten of you. Break off. Either side.”

      Immediately they form two lines on both sides of us, keeping pace as we proceed along the wide walkways. Cassian falls in with Howl directly behind me and begins to converse with his leader.

      Again, I catch my breath at the subtle beauty of the gardens around us. It’s hard to imagine that Howl ordered any of this designed himself.

      Carmen catches me gazing around. She whispers, “It’s a replica of the Royal Palace. Howl destroyed the original palace when he seized power.”

      One of the guards gives her a sharp look and she stops speaking, keeping her eyes firmly forward and glazed over. In the absence of information from Carmen, I tune in to the conversation behind me.

      Cassian says, “The Court is assembled as you ordered, King Howl.”

      “What about the Lightsworn Clan?”

      “All there, including old Lightsworn Lance.”

      Howl says, “Good. What about the other clans?”

      “All represented. The Prime and Virtuous Clans were the most difficult but they were open to… persuasion.”

      I wonder whether persuasion means bribes or, more likely, threats. Just like Carmen who won’t look at her husband in case he’s killed because of it.

      Howl asks, “And what about the miners?”

      “They were the easiest.”

      Howl sounds surprised. “Really?”

      “We ordered them to stop digging for heartstones and offered them a proper meal, my King.”

      Howl grumbles, “A waste of good food.”

      Cassian clears his throat. “The stronger we keep them, the faster they dig. If you want to find more stones, you need to feed the miners more than gruel.”

      “Granted, that’s true. They’ll need more strength after today. Very well. One proper meal a day. But gruel for the other two meals.”

      The number of times Howl makes me grind my teeth, I’m surprised I have any teeth left. He starves his workers and rules through fear and subjugation. But what he says about the miners needing more strength after today worries me. If he’s gathered all the clans together, then he’s clearly building up to some sort of announcement. It doesn’t take much imagination to guess it has something to do with me.

      We pass by a courtyard that looks directly west. I’m shocked to see that it faces the entrance to the springs. Sure, it’s a thousand feet away, but I feel stupid that I ever thought I could get into this place undetected.

      I stumble, the heels sliding out from under me, but a pair of wings slip around me, placing me firmly back on my feet. Howl’s voice wraps around me. “Careful, little doll.”

      Stupid heels. I sigh with exasperation. Howl takes every opportunity to make contact. At least he doesn’t allow the heartstone to touch me, which means he keeps himself just a little bit separate from the waist up. Even though his embrace this time is fleeting, it lasts too long.

      As soon as he releases me, I continue walking, but I’m suddenly aware of a heavy silence behind me. Cassian has stopped talking. Howl clears his throat. I narrow my eyes as the silence stretches. Has my skirt got stuck? Am I flashing my underwear at them? What on earth has shut them up?

      Cassian sounds hesitant. “My King, may I advise you—”

      “No.”

      “But you—”

      “I know. Don’t worry. I have a solution.”

      Okay, that was cryptic. I decide I can’t care about what they mean right now. An imposing building looms ahead of us—this must be the Crimson Court. Giant golden pillars support a scarlet roof. It’s vast and wide, black flags fluttering from each high corner. A hum of voices emanates from it and I guess it must be full of gargoyles.

      I finally recognize the symbol on the flags—the same symbol that was scratched out of Llion’s side: it’s the silhouette of a shadow panther’s head. It’s etched in black with silver eyes and teeth and a claw next to its chin as if it’s about to strike.

      Howl’s big paws slip around my waist again, pressing tightly. What now? Surely he isn’t going to starve me of oxygen again.

      There’s a click. He leaves something cold around my waist. I jerk to a stop, staring at the metallic band he’s locked around me. I twist for the first time, following the chain that links from the back of the waistband to his wrist. It’s long enough to graze the ground, but won’t let me move further than a few steps away from him.

      Anger flares. Lightning trickles across my palms. He thinks he can chain me? I can burn through this metal in seconds.

      As soon as my power is visible, Howl leans into me, nuzzling my neck and inhaling. Tiny swirls of lightning leave my skin and dance across to him. My eyes widen as he literally inhales my power.

      “Now you’re ready to present to court,” he says.

      The moment he pulls back, I prepare to light up my shackles but his big hand shoots out and grabs Carmen. She stifles a frightened shriek as he twists her arm, dragging her close and forcing her into an awkward half-crouched position. She tries to keep her balance while he squeezes her arm. He aims one of his deadly wing daggers right at her face.

      Tears drip down her cheeks. Beside her, Gilda has frozen to the spot.

      Howl barely looks at either of them. “Do as I say, Princess,” he growls at me. “Or death will follow.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut. I swear I will end this male. I just… can’t today. I fight my frustration as I open my eyes and nod. “That will be unnecessary.”

      “Good. Then keep your head down, eyes to the floor, and walk until I tell you to stop. No lightning. If you show your powers inside the Court, I will kill both females.”

      Unfortunately, I believe him. It’s not an idle bluff. The sheer terror on Carmen’s face tells me that. Howl doesn’t want anyone to appear as powerful as him. If I show the gargoyles what I can do, Howl will punish the defenseless females.

      Gilda grabs Carmen as Howl lets go, pulling her away from him and helping her back to her feet. Both of them give him a wide berth, practically brushing up against the guards who glare back at them. Of the two, I’d take my chances with the guards too.

      I begin to walk as he ordered. Eyes cast down. One foot in front of the other. The chain pulls taut and only then does Howl walk with me, making it obvious that he controls me.

      The guards fan out around us. Drums begin beating. In my head, the drums are Baelen’s heartbeat. It’s the only thing that keeps me moving.
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      The drums don’t stop until Howl takes his place on the throne. He tells me to stand on his left while he makes a show of resting his arm on the side of the enormous ornate chair, allowing the chain to dangle between us like a challenge.

      As soon as we entered the Court, all talking stopped and silence descended. Which is why everyone hears him when he orders me to look up.

      Finally, I raise my eyes beyond the toes of my stupid heels and can look around for the first time. I find myself in an arena similar to the one I fought in during the marriage trials. Guards line each side and form a barrier at the back of the room. Their armor is decorated with the shadow panther crest, stylized black and silver.

      There must be at least two hundred gargoyles crammed into the space, divided into segments, roughly identifiably by their different clothing and appearance. The front segments are clearly for the free gargoyles, given that they are clean and well-dressed in fine garments, while the back segments are filled with workers—slaves in navy vests and miners… well, the miners are certainly interesting…

      Yep, they’re filthy. Even from this distance, I can see the dirt and dust coating their skin. But each one is large, imposing, and heavily-muscled. They appear strong despite Howl’s threats to starve them. In fact, a quick assessment of the miners compared to every other male gargoyle in this place tells me that Howl has chosen to send the strongest and the biggest to the mines. They look more like they belong in an army than penned in together at the back of the room.

      I appraise them and they stare right back at me, but I’m used to that. As the Storm Princess in Erawind there were always elves peering at me, whispering as I passed by. The difference is that I was surrounded by my Storm Command. Jordan and Reisha, my Storm Commanders, always had my back and my ladies were all taller than me so more often than not, I couldn’t see over their heads to notice the curious onlookers anyway.

      What I’m more concerned about is what’s behind me. The hairs on the back of my neck haven’t stopped standing on end since I reached the stairs up to the dais I’m standing on.

      I resist the urge to spin and see. Howl has deliberately placed Carmen and Gilda at the base of the dais, right where I can see the guards holding daggers to their backs. True to the rules, nobody else looks at them. I search the crowd for Jasper, damping down on the worry rising inside me when I don’t find him. I remind myself that the Storm is with him. Even if she can’t do much to protect him, I have to believe that he’s okay.

      Howl leans back in his chair, taking his time to speak, exercising his control even in dragging out moments of silence at his whim.

      “My people,” he drawls, speaking to the crowd like he’s a benevolent king and not a dictator. “I give you the elven Storm Princess.” He doesn’t bother looking my way as he gloats. “She is my prisoner.”

      If he expected applause, he must be disappointed. The crowd is completely silent as he rattles the chain between us. “Her power is no match for mine.”

      He stretches out a leg, making himself comfortable and seeming relaxed. “But her capture is not all we have to celebrate today.”

      He raises his free arm, signaling someone behind him. “Behold, my living statue.”

      There’s a sliding sound, following by the sound of flapping—is it cloth? Or maybe wings? I tense. I need to look around.

      Howl grins at me, not budging from his seat. “And my Phoenix.”

      He gloats up at me, daring me to disobey him. I fix my eyes firmly on his boots. Finally, he bounces out of his chair. “And the High Priestess.”

      He turns to survey his spoils, his wings half-spread, and I decide that’s permission for me to shift so I can see.

      My heart wrenches.

      Set out in a row behind me, crimson sheets are swiftly pulled off three large cages. True to Howl’s announcement, the first contains Baelen, the second cages the Phoenix, and the third houses a petite female I can only assume is the former High Priestess. Howl must know that she isn’t the High Priestess anymore, but if anyone else does, they aren’t saying anything.

      I hardly know where to look, especially when I see that Jasper stands beside the Phoenix’s cage, golden shackles like mine circling his wrists and ankles, connected by a chain that drops between his waist and feet. It’s a clever design that will force him to walk at a shuffle.

      “Oh, and another elf.” Howl waves his hand dismissively at Jasper. Despite the way he ignores Jasper, Jasper’s chains tell me Howl hasn’t forgotten that he took down almost thirty warriors single-handedly. Howl isn’t taking any chances with Jasper now.

      To my relief, Jasper looks unharmed, dressed in clean clothing—a simple set of black pants and a shirt. Take away the chains and he might even look comfortable. If he’s angry when his eyes land on me and quickly assess my own chains, he doesn’t show it. I’m also relieved to see the Storm, safe and well, gliding between the cages. She gives me a nod as she considers Baelen. “He’s okay,” she whispers. Even though nobody can hear her, she must feel the weight of the heavy silence in the room the same way I do. “So is the Phoenix. We’re all okay.”

      “It’s time to decide your fate, Princess.”

      My attention returns to Howl.

      “The time has come for me to decide what to do with you.” Howl resumes his seat and leans to one side, elbow on the arm of the throne, chin in his upturned hand, contemplating me. “I could hand you over to your people. I hear there is a country-wide search for you: a stormhunt so to speak.”

      When I left Erawind, all my friends and allies were forced into hiding. I’d sent them into the mountains behind Rath land hoping they would be safe there. I guess it was too much to hope that the Elven Command would just let me leave without searching for me.

      Howl continues. “Your leaders are calling you a traitor. They say you murdered one of the Commanders.”

      Gideon Glory had used sorcery to create the curse that was intended to force Baelen to kill me. It was Gideon’s sorcery that allowed the other Commanders to attack Baelen and nearly kill him. And yes… I’d killed Gideon, but in self-defense. However, the only elves who saw what really happened are now in hiding. I can only imagine the story the other Elven Commanders have come up with to brand me as a traitor and a murderer.

      “I also hear they are imprisoning elves who refuse to give up your whereabouts.”

      My stomach turns. I didn’t think they’d go that far. Nobody knows where I am. I didn’t tell anyone my plans. For my sake, that’s a good thing, but not so much for anyone being imprisoned.

      “But before I decide what to do with you, I want to know why you’re really here.”

      Howl sounds almost reasonable but it’s hard to breathe while I’m worried about my friends. I say, “I didn’t come here to fight you, King Howl.”

      “Then why are you here, little doll?”

      I consider my options. I could lie to him. Make something up. But that could land me in even hotter water. Baelen is safe right now. Safer than the rest of us. So telling Howl the real reason we came to Erador doesn’t feel like such a big risk.

      I glance at the crowd, finding a female in the first row whose gaze on me is so intense it’s almost burning. Chestnut hair flows across her shoulders. Her eyes are green like new leaves—just like Llion described her. She must be his wife, Lightsworn Liliana. She looks desperate and I know how that feels. Her gaze keeps flicking between me and the former High Priestess. According to Talia, Howl intends to make Liliana his queen once the High Priestess gives him the mark of the lawful king. Liliana must believe that her freedom now is very limited.

      The Priestess leans forward in her cage. She’s slight and bony, but her wings are some of the most beautiful I’ve seen. A rainbow of colors shimmers through them as she shifts close to the bars at the front of her cage. She has no power left—at least, not according to Talia—but her mouth moves and the hairs on the back of my neck shoot up again. Even without her power, her presence makes the air tingle. I read her lips and frown. I’m sure she mouthed: Elyria.

      Strange. It was the first thing Talia said to me, too. ‘Elyria’ is the Storm’s name but the High Priestess isn’t looking anywhere near the Storm right now. She’s looking right at me.

      From the Priestess to Jasper, the Phoenix, Baelen, Carmen, Gilda, and across to Liliana, I’m overwhelmed by how many lives hang in the balance around me at this very moment.

      Which is why I can’t try to spin a lie. Howl is like a spider waiting to trap me in threads of my own making. If there’s anything I can take away from the Priestess saying ‘Elyria,’ it’s that I don’t want to get caught in any web spun by Howl.

      I say, “We came to heal our fallen warrior. The one you keep there.” I point to Baelen. “If you allow us to access the deep springs, we will leave Erador as soon as he’s healed. You need never see us again.”

      Howl appraises Baelen with new interest. “Why would you risk your life for this male? Who is he to you?”

      “He is…” My love. My heart. The other half of me. “He is valuable to me and my race.”

      “Why?”

      I clear my throat, taking a moment to think. “Are you familiar with the elven Houses, King Howl?”

      “Of course.” He waves his hand dismissively. “Glory, Valor, Elder.” His lips twist as he peers at me. “And Mercy. I believe that is your House, Princess.”

      “Then you’re also familiar with the House of Rath?”

      Howl stiffens. His fists grip the armrest for a moment. “I thought that House was extinct.”

      “Almost,” I acknowledge. “Baelen Rath is the last of his line. It would be a tragedy if his House perished with him.”

      “This is Baelen Rath?” Howl leaps to his feet, wings partially spread. He thuds over to Baelen, assessing his face and the open wounds in his armor. I’m forced to move with Howl since the chain isn’t long enough for me to remain where I was. I clatter across the dais in my heels. Being this close to Baelen is painful.

      Being apart from him is painful.

      No… Being close to Baelen is more painful than being apart. I feel like I’m being tossed around inside the Storm Vault again. The closer I am, the more the storm inside me reacts to his presence. There’s a part of me that I have to shut off, shut down, and I have to do it fast because otherwise my power is going to shine through whether I want it to or not and that means bad things for Carmen and Gilda…

      Luckily, Howl doesn’t seem to notice. A deep crease settles on his forehead while he taps the heartstone at his chest. “Baelen Rath,” he murmurs. “Here. Now. Right in front of me. And I can’t kill him.”

      He curls one fist around a bar of the cage. It must be the hand that Baelen burned because it’s blistered across the palm. Despite pawing at me earlier, Howl has kept that hand clenched in a fist. No doubt he wants to hide the damage…

      I suck in a sharp breath as I realize he’s staring at me now. His piercing eyes cut through me all of a sudden, his focus pinpointed, raking across me like blades. “I should have known… You would not wrap your power around anyone else.”

      He grabs my wrist and yanks me toward himself, hissing, “Careful, Princess, your storm is showing.”

      I may not be able to see myself but I can sense it—a glow around my edges, a cool breeze that comes before a tornado. “I… need to… not be this close to Baelen…” Fear shoots through me, but so far Howl hasn’t ordered Carmen or Gilda hurt, so I rush on. “I can’t control it when I’m this close to him. I’m trying but I can’t—”

      “I see the thread,” he hisses.

      “What?”

      “You’ve spun a thread from yourself to him. Like a little spider. You’ve wrapped it around him a hundred times. It connects you.” Vehemence grows dark on his face, twisting his lips into a bitter line. “You think it’s unbreakable, but I will sever it.”

      He lets go so abruptly that I stumble backward, but he very deliberately starts winding my chain around his burned hand, pulling me closer with every turn, until I’m forced to turn and stand with my back hard up against his side.

      Jasper has clearly had enough and shuffles forward, pulling at his restraints, but Howl flings out his other hand, using his power to stop Jasper in his tracks. The Storm races to Jasper’s side, alarmed, but there’s nothing she can do.

      Howl swivels to the crowd and raises his voice to an angry shout. “We have been digging for heartstones for the past five years! But only one has surfaced. Only one!”

      At the back of the room, the miners remain silent, but a number of them shuffle where they stand.

      “I have done everything to motivate you!” Howl roars, pulling the chain so tight that my midriff pulls upward. “I’ve taken your wives, put your children in orphanages, starved you, beaten you, cut off your wings. And yet you’ve only brought me one heartstone.” He screams so loudly, he spits. “One!”

      He wraps his free arm across my collarbone in a vice-like grip. “So now I’m going to do something new.”

      My heart thuds inside my chest. I tap into my power, trying to anticipate what Howl will do next in case I need to protect myself—or any one of the many vulnerable lives around me.

      He roars at the silent onlookers. “Any gargoyle who finds a heartstone will win freedom for their loved one.”

      What? I didn’t think the arena could get any quieter, but everything stops. Freezes. Then heads start turning. They’re looking at each other, questioning. Like me, they must be wondering if they heard that right.

      “There are twenty-seven more hearts!” Howl shouts, his mouth so close to my ear that the volume makes me wince. “That means there are twenty-seven chances to get back what you want.”

      His math is wrong. The Storm said there were thirty gargoyle heartstones and Howl only has one—that should leave twenty-nine. I don’t think about it any further though because he leans down to me, whispering into my ear. “You too, Princess. If you want your precious Baelen Rath back, you will find me a heartstone.”

      “Wh-what?”

      I try to pull away, catching his grin before he yanks me close again. His smile reminds me of a jackal that just ripped my heart out and is about to swallow it down.

      He says, “You’re going to the mines.”
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      Everyone waits for Howl to descend from the dais—and me with him. He does everything except throw me over his shoulder, curling one large arm around my waist and dragging me along the pathway so that I stumble down the center of the crowd, barely able to keep my feet on the ground.

      As soon as we pass Carmen and Gilda so they aren’t in his line of sight anymore, I elbow Howl as hard as I can in the ribs. “Stop dragging me! I won’t fight you.”

      “But I’m having so much fun making you bump up against me.”

      Ugh. Seriously? “In front of your future bride?”

      Howl pulls up short as we draw parallel with the Lightsworn Clan. It’s pretty easy to pick the patriarch, Lightsworn Lance, who Cassian mentioned earlier. His skin is pale grey, fragile in appearance. He looks almost a hundred years old, but he displays the same bright-eyed depth of intelligence that Liliana does. The entire Clan is observing Howl’s display with barely disguised disgust. I’m not sure if that’s because they’re offended or because they disapprove of the way he’s treating me.

      Howl seems thrown for the first time, which surprises me. He glances between me and the crowd, heaving me up against his side. Rather than loosening his grip, he plasters me closer, one arm wedged against my back so that the Heartstone doesn’t touch me, while his other arm presses inward across my collarbone in a painful opposing force. His left wing curls around me like a curtain hiding me from view.

      I turn my head away from the green veins crisscrossing the inside of his wing as Cassian pulls up on Howl’s other side. There’s enough of a gap for me to see him. Jasper and two guards are close behind Cassian. Jasper glares at the way Howl’s holding me, but as soon as he attempts to shuffle closer, one of the guards yanks him backward.

      Cassian takes one look at Howl and immediately holds out his hand for my chain. Despite the urgency of his movement, his voice remains moderated, calm, even if it sounds forced. “If I may, King Howl? I can take the Princess from here.”

      Howl doesn’t respond. If anything he pulls me closer. I wince as his fist presses into my spine, forcing me to arch backward. It’s as painful as a vice and I’m suddenly afraid my spine might snap. I try to take calming breaths as Cassian shoots alarmed looks at Howl.

      He says, “You have a solution, my King. Now you need to carry through with it.” His jaw clenches. “Before anyone notices.”

      Their earlier cryptic conversation returns to me. Solution to what exactly? Dealing with me? Finding more heartstones?

      Cassian makes a more forceful move toward my chain and I hope Howl will release me because the pain shooting through my back is growing stronger.

      In response, the King growls deep in his throat, a threatening sound. His right wing dagger descends toward Cassian and his left wing extends the remainder of the way around me like he’s an animal that doesn’t want to share its food. For a second, I think he’s going to take Cassian’s head off.

      Cassian freezes, slowly lowering his hand and taking a careful step backward.

      I crane my head back, trying to see Howl’s face and figure out what’s going on with him. His pupils are fully dilated. Light flickers across his neck. I can’t see the heartstone but the light is definitely shining upward from that. To my shock, Howl’s face is descended in my direction, far closer than I expected. I’m suddenly reminded of the way he absorbed the thunder last night, pulling it into himself, the way he inhaled my lightning and picked me up when I was about to trip, touching me at every opportunity, pulling me close to him at every chance he gets. He told me that my magic was intoxicating and now he’s acting almost… possessive.

      My eyes turn into saucers. The idea of Howl being possessive over me is terrifying. He told me he was sending me to the mines, but now it looks like he’s changed his mind. Of the two options, I’d rather be as far away from him as possible. Especially because the pain in my back is only growing worse. Much worse. Too much.

      I swallow a whimper. “Please… you’re… hurting me.”

      The pressure on my chest eases so suddenly that I lurch forward into his now open palm. He catches me, the fingers of his right hand splayed across my stomach. The fist he held clenched against my spine opens at the same time, removing the painful force against my back. I’m suddenly resting on my two feet and not sure how I got there.

      His wing doesn’t open, but his hold has loosened enough that I can spin and face him. “You… let go.”

      His eyes narrow, resembling slits of midnight. I sense a pull, but it’s not his arms or hands. His lips part. At first, I think he’s going to speak, but instead, he inhales. It’s only then that I realize I’m glowing at the edges. I must have been accessing my power to deal with the pain.

      Howl sucks in the glow around me, pulling it off my skin.

      If my eyes were saucers before, then now they must be plates because the way he’s reacting to my power… the way he let me go…

      I can’t see around the curtain of his wing, but I can see Cassian standing directly beside us where Howl’s wing doesn’t quite connect with his chest. He looks genuinely worried and the reason for his worry is slowly dawning on me.

      “King Howl,” I whisper, allowing the faintest glow of lightning to shimmer across my skin, watching him react to it. “Please remove my chain.”

      He lowers his hands. The metal band around my waist opens with a click at his touch. The chain slithers to the floor.

      Now I know why Howl didn’t want me showing my power here: he didn’t want anyone to see how he reacts to it. Or that I might be able to use it against him.

      I don’t know how far I can go, but I’m going to try. I need to get away from here and take Baelen, Jasper, the Storm, and the Phoenix with me. I reach up on tip-toes and plant both my hands on Howl’s chest, either side of the heartstone. Allowing tiny pulses of lightning to travel through my hands, I feed magic straight into him and whisper, keeping my voice as low as I can so that nobody else can hear me. “Release Jasper from his chains.”

      Howl’s eyes meet mine, jet black. He looks completely gone as he lifts his head and orders the guards, “Release the male elf.”

      Through the slit between Howl’s wing and chest, I catch glimpses of Cassian with Jasper’s guards. They exchange glances as they bring Jasper forward and remove his chains, scooping up the metal loops. I can’t see Jasper’s face to know how he’s reacting, but I’m sure he’ll be suspicious. And probably worried, since he can’t see me and I’ve been in here for a full minute.

      I know I’m probably pushing it too far, but it’s now or never. “Give me back Baelen. Let us go free.”

      Firelight flickers across Howl’s eyes—lightning sparks that are evidence of an internal war. He doesn’t want to let me go. I’m feeding him the magic he wants and now I’m asking him to part with me. I don’t dare break the contact between us until he agrees to what I want. Even then, I’m not sure he won’t retract his orders as soon as I leave his side.

      I try again. “King Howl, let us go.”

      He growls. “I will…”

      “Let me go.”

      He grins. “I will… never release you, little doll.”

      Disappointment burns through me. But I’m certain he wasn’t toying with me the whole time. The worry on Cassian’s face tells me that.

      Howl’s wing opens, allowing me to step backward. He continues to grin at me, his expression turning lazy and confident. Despair fills me as he draws up to his full height, taking back his power over the situation.

      I glance at the silent crowd. Howl’s wing was around me the whole time. For all they know, he was torturing me for the last five minutes. I swallow down my bitter disappointment. Every time I think I can beat this male, he turns the situation around and gets the upper hand.

      I stare past his right shoulder, waiting for his next order. Baelen is in my line of sight and it horrifies me that I want to cry right now.

      Then… something shifts in the distance above Baelen. I try not to react as a grey form unravels from one of the flags. It’s a… flying thing. A streak of movement. A… male gargoyle. And it’s suddenly speeding toward Howl.

      It’s Llion! I bury my reaction before I give him away as he soars directly toward Howl’s exposed back, disappearing from sight as he flies right up behind the King’s bulky form.

      Howl continues grinning at me. “Well, Princess, to the mines you go. But don’t think you won’t see me again because I promise you—”

      I lurch backward as two sword points shoot through Howl’s chest, impaling him all the way through.

      He roars and spins, the swords still embedded in his torso. His wings knock me to the side, his wing daggers sweeping around in an arc. Llion uses his powerful wings to push himself back and safely out of reach.

      Howl curses. “Llion! You were supposed to be dead.”

      Without a word, Llion launches himself at Howl, his golden dagger flashing. It’s the dagger that can cut through a gargoyle’s wings.

      I hit the ground at the same time as Cassian shouts for the guards. I roll backward and up to my feet, screaming, “Jasper! Storm!”

      I shoot lightning into the nearest guard and wrench his sword right out of his hands before he hits the floor. Jasper deftly catches the sword when I throw it to him and spins to deflect the two attacking guards behind him.

      Oddly enough, it’s not the burst of lightning, but the thuds when the guards hit the floor that send the crowd into panic mode. They scramble backward, away from the fight. Females in the Lightsworn Clan grab Liliana, but she refuses to budge, curling down into a ball as gargoyles all around her take flight in a swarm.

      “Llion!” Her scream is swallowed by the roar of the guards and Cassian’s shout to let the crowd go.

      “Get everyone out of here!” Cassian shouts as he spins back to the fight between Howl and Llion. I’m sure he’s not worried about the crowd’s safety—the grim determination on his face tells me he doesn’t want anyone getting ideas about joining us in our fight against Howl.

      Well, at least I can do something about Cassian. I shoot lightning at his feet before he can help Howl.

      “Get back!” I scream at Cassian. I may not be able to stop Howl, but I can stop anyone trying to hurt Llion.

      To the side, Liliana stays low, avoiding the final attempts of another female to pull her out of there. “Liliana, you need to escape!”

      “I’m staying with my husband!”

      The female flies away with a final worried glance. Within seconds, the entire congregation has taken flight and it suddenly makes sense why Crimson Court is open on three sides—fly in, fly out. I’m glad to see that Carmen and Gilda have also fled.

      At the back of the room, the miners are the last to leave. The female who tried to take Liliana with her shrieks over their heads. “Help Llion!”

      For a moment, I think the miners are going to stay. For an even crazier second, I think they’re going to start fighting the guards. One of them—a gargoyle with pale blue streaks in his wings shouts to the others. But then the guards lining the back of the room turn and draw their bows and arrows. Suddenly all of the remaining guards are focused on the miners.

      After a brief argument with the gargoyle beside him, the one with blue wings lowers his hands, head bowed. Even from this distance, I can see the clench of his jaw and the snarl on his lips. He inclines his head to the others and, as one mass, they spread their wings and take flight, a formation soaring out and away.

      Jasper, Liliana, and I are now the only ones remaining.

      The guards form two wide circles around us: the outer circle faces outward against anyone who decides to come to our aid. The inner circle focuses on us.

      Jasper and I take on the role of defense for Llion, stopping any guard who makes a move to tip the balance in Howl’s favor. When one of them fires an arrow at Llion, I shoot the weapon out of the air, lightning crackling in the space above Howl’s head.

      Jasper takes up position on the opposite side and takes a less forgiving approach. He quickly dispatches two guards who try to enter the battle. Then another two, stabbing both and whirling to behead a third with such speed that the remaining guards back away, giving Jasper space.

      I know that I can probably annihilate all of the guards if I need to, but Jasper’s safety is at the forefront of my mind: I don’t want him to get caught in the crossfire. I also don’t know whether the guards have been coerced into serving Howl. I can’t assume that they all want to be here.

      In the center of the Court, Howl and Llion are—to my surprise—evenly matched. I’d thought Howl would crush Llion within moments, but Llion is deft and wields his weapons with an expertise I’ve rarely seen. I’m even more relieved now that I didn’t see the fight between him and Baelen or my heart would have been in my throat. It’s more surprising to me than ever that I escaped this gargoyle’s wrath.

      Llion uses every part of his body as a weapon. From his clawed feet to his wing daggers, not to mention his gold-plated knife. Howl on the other hand, relies on brute strength and bulk to try to overpower Llion, trying to turn Llion into a punching bag. But the more Llion evades him, the angrier he becomes.

      Not to mention… Howl hasn’t bothered to remove the swords from his chest and the constant energy he must be using to keep healing seems to be taking a toll. His movements are slowing. The next swipe he takes at Llion sails across Llion’s head without touching him. He roars his frustration when Llion’s dagger rips through his left wing, shredding it right down the middle.

      “You think you can beat me,” Howl roars, folding his wounded wing into his side. “You will burn, cousin.”

      Howl’s right. Llion is an incredibly skilled fighter, but with the heartstone… Howl is indestructible. I sense the crackle in the air as Howl finally harnesses the stone’s power. It doesn’t matter how well Llion fights, Howl will always win.

      As the two males circle each other, Llion takes a final plunge at Howl, aiming the knife at the heartstone itself. My heart leaps as I hope that the shimmer beetle casing—the most indestructible substance in our world—might actually damage the stone. A glimmer of worry crosses Howl’s face, but the knife glances off the stone, tearing up and through Howl’s shoulder instead. The knife lodges in his upper wing bone and sticks there. Llion skids to a halt several steps away from me and for the first time, dismay floods his features.

      Howl’s energy crackles around us as he turns. Streaks of electricity gather force around his torso and within his hands. He launches himself at Llion, palms out, ready to unleash a killing blow.

      Llion reaches for his sword, still crouched, but Howl bats it out of his hand, gripping Llion’s throat and squeezing. Electricity rockets through his arm, through his hand…

      “No!” Liliana’s scream echoes in my ears.

      At the same time, Jasper runs at Howl, leaping toward his back. But it’s a death plunge. As soon as he touches Howl, he’ll be killed too.

      Panic shoots through me, sharp and quick. Llion is choking and Jasper is leaping to his death, and Howl still hasn’t pulled the swords out of his chest and suddenly…

      He isn’t Howl anymore.

      His image morphs.

      Suddenly all I see is Baelen in gargoyle form moments after the Elven Command stabbed him in the back.

      Pain explodes in my heart. Blood rushes in my ears. A scream works its way out of my lungs, up into my mouth. “Baelen!”

      A boom rocks the building.

      Thunder crashes out from me, thudding through the entire space. The ceiling shudders and the supports tremble. Howl’s head snaps up, focusing on me as everything slows and freezes.

      Jasper stops, one foot already in the air, one still planted as he was about to launch off the ground. Cassian and the guards become statues in various stages of motion, some leering, others… to my surprise… turning their faces away as if they don’t want to watch Llion die.

      The Storm remains crouched next to the High Priestess’s cage. She alone is moving while the older female is frozen; the High Priestess points through the bars at me or maybe at Howl, I can’t tell which. Her mouth is open like she was shouting something but I didn’t hear her before she froze.

      Howl’s movements become labored, struggling, slowing. There’s a moment of disbelief on his face before he slows to moving inches at a time.

      I can’t believe it. The thunder is working. I’ve actually slowed him down this time. But I haven’t completely stopped him. I have to move fast—get Llion and Jasper out of here—before everything returns to normal speed. Which is happening faster than I want it to. Howl curls upward, regaining his feet, fighting the power, but instead of turning his fury on me, he pushes toward Baelen instead.

      Suddenly, I’m the one who’s frozen.

      I realize why my power is working against Howl this time.

      I see the thread Howl was talking about now—a thin sapphire line of light connecting Baelen and I. A line of ruby light is entwined around the sapphire thread. Droplets of acid rain rise up from both of them, ascending into the air above the thread. It’s just like when I was riding the Phoenix.

      I’ve connected with Baelen.

      In the distance, Baelen twitches. One hand clenches at his side. It’s a small movement but visible from where I stand.

      He’s waking up.
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      No. No, no, no… I have to stop him.

      Baelen’s voice sounds inside my mind, the connection so strong he could be standing beside me. Marbella, baby, you’re in trouble. What’s wrong?

      I shout so loudly inside my mind that I slap my hands across my ears before I scream myself deaf. Baelen, stop! You aren’t healed. Don’t come out or you’ll die.

      There’s a pause, confusion in his voice. But I feel stronger…

      That’s because we’re connected. But that was a mistake. This is a mistake.

      Somehow I’d flashed back to the moment when Baelen died. The pain I felt was so strong, the memory of him was so strong, that I’d connected with him again without intending to.

      Don’t come back! Please, Baelen. Whatever you do. Don’t come back until I ask you to.

      But… you did ask me. You called me.

      Tears leak down my cheeks. I had called him. I’d shouted his name. I suddenly realize I’ve closed my eyes while Baelen and I were speaking and I have to open them, because I sense…

      Howl.

      Every laborious step he’s taken has brought him within two steps of me. His hands are outstretched and he’s reaching, reaching for me and my power.

      His lips move, the intense need in his eyes burning through me. “So. Much. Power.”

      I have to stop what’s happening. I can’t let Howl inhale our connected power like he did with mine earlier. I can’t let him touch me. And not only because the thought of him touching the connection between Baelen and me fills me with horror and disgust and… just no.

      There’s a flicker of movement over Howl’s shoulder. The Storm is shouting, but until this moment, I couldn’t hear her. The connection with Baelen is so strong it blocked everything out except what’s right in front of me. She’s pointing, finger jabbing in the same direction that the High Priestess is pointing.

      Howl takes another step.

      “Knife!” the Storm screams, pointing at his shoulder.

      Llion’s gold-plated knife is still embedded in the bone at the top of Howl’s wing. Just like the swords in his chest, he hasn’t taken the time to remove it.

      It’s a knife that can cut through anything.

      My heart bleeds. Baelen, I love you.

      Marbella, let me help you.

      I know he could. Together, we could end Howl. Howl already told me that our power combined would be formidable. But it would only lead to Baelen’s death. He wouldn’t survive long enough to be healed. When he froze himself, he was literally seconds away from death.

      I shake my head. I won’t let you die.

      Howl bends, crouching to my height, slowly, painstakingly pushing against the power that wants to pin him in place. I take two steps back for run up and then launch myself, feet first into his chest. The blessed heels pierce his skin before I knock him backward. He has no control over his fall—all of his energy has been used to push toward me. He lands with a thud. I leave the heels embedded in his chest with the swords, race the two steps it takes me to run across his chest to his wing, bend, and wrench the knife out of him.

      I keep running, plowing into Jasper to wake him up and knock him off course. He had been aiming for Howl’s back when Howl was leaning over Llion. I don’t want Jasper to end up plunging his sword into Llion instead.

      “Marbella!”

      “No time. I’m sorry.”

      I’m really sorry. I arc around, skirting around Howl who is regaining his feet, and head for a clear patch of floor where I can’t be interrupted for a few precious seconds.

      I stop, my heart pounding, banging in my chest so hard it’s going to burst out of me. The thread between Baelen and I glows bright. Carefully, I take hold of it in my left hand, pulling it taut. It’s attached to my heart and what I’m about to do is going to cut my heart out.

      Howl is already thudding up behind me, throwing the heels to the side and reaching back to wrench the swords out. He’s speeding up. I don’t have long.

      With a scream, I run the knife through the thread.

      The connection severs, pain screams through me, and droplets of acid rain splatter the floor. The knife shatters as it passes through the thread, spraying golden shells around me. A confetti of gold and ruby rains down around me, shattered pieces like my heart.

      Everything snaps into motion before the shards hit the floor. I slump forward and Howl slams into me, wrapping one arm around my waist, keeping another over the heartstone—his standard approach for making sure I don’t touch it. As he wrenches us both to a halt, his heartbeat drums so loudly that I can hear it from several inches away. He must have really been exerting himself to move toward me before.

      My knees buckle. I push against his wings as they threaten to envelop me, forcing them apart long enough to see that Baelen is completely stationary again. The Storm rushes to him, sweeps her hand through the bars of his cage, and places her palm against his chest. She gives me a single, grim nod. He’s going to be okay.

      I stop fighting Howl but to my relief he doesn’t close his wings around me like before.

      “You severed your own connection.” His condemning statement sounds far away and tinny. His voice becomes an angry growl at my ear. “You gave him all your power.”

      In the distance, the Storm suddenly lurches away from Baelen, causing my heart to go into panic mode. Was she mistaken? Is he dead? She spins in a tornado of movement and races toward me, panic-stricken, but halfway to me she jerks backward as if she has slammed into a wall. She rebounds toward Baelen like there’s a rope attached to her spine and somebody just gave it a savage tug.

      She cries, “Princess, I’m not bound to you anymore. I’m bound to Baelen! I’m… stuck here.”

      I stare at her, stricken silent. I hardly know how to process what I’ve done. I wanted to stop Baelen waking up, but somehow I’ve severed my connection with him and the Storm altogether. On top of that, if Howl is to be believed, I’ve given the last remnants of my power to Baelen. He holds it all now. And that means…

      I don’t even know what that means…

      Howl wrenches me around so that I’m facing him, both of his hands planted around my waist, squeezing. His nostrils flare and his mouth twists into a dangerous line. He shakes me so hard that my insides rattle. “You gave him all your power!”

      There’s a dark cavity inside my heart where the storm used to be—where Baelen used to be. I think I must be numb or in shock. My body needs to sink, to connect with the floor. I wouldn’t even be standing if it wasn’t for Howl’s steely grip.

      I tip my head back, unable to connect with my limbs or my spine to keep myself straight. My hair has come loose and it cascades down my back, not quite as red as the Court, but bloody enough. I whisper, “I’m sorry to disappoint you.”

      He raises his open palm, a slap moments away from landing, when a female voice shouts, “Leave her be.”

      Howl spins to Liliana who has got hold of a sword and clearly knows how to handle it, gripping it with two hands around the hilt, the tip pointed squarely between his sternum and his throat. “Your mistreatment of the elven Princess has gone far enough, King Howl.”

      He cocks an eyebrow at her. “A gargoyle trying to help an elf. How unexpected.” He rattles me again. “And you, Princess.” He spits my title like it’s something caught between his teeth. “You put yourself in harm’s way for a gargoyle. One from the Grievous Clan no less.”

      He spins me so that I face Llion who stands in a clear patch of floor with Jasper beside him, the guards giving them both a wide berth for the moment.

      “Grievous Llion, my cousin,” Howl says, “I should cut off your wings and make you a slave. But that would mean keeping you around. On the other hand, killing you will be much too easy.”

      Liliana follows Howl’s movements with her sword, but I sense her desperation when she looks at Llion. They haven’t had a chance to reunite or reconnect. She won’t know what happened to her children or where they are. She might not even know that Llion thought she was dead. She must be very practiced at keeping her emotions tucked away because, other than the first flicker of worry, she betrays nothing more than a determination to strike Howl if she has to.

      Not that it would do much good.

      “Let’s see how long your loyalty lasts in the mines,” Howl says, shoving me at Cassian. “Get them out of my sight!”
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        * * *

      

      I swing inside a woven crate, the afternoon sunlight slanting through the gaps to warm my toes. I’m still wearing the dress with the ridiculous slit up the back, my knees held to my chest, curled up inside the container. When I grip the woven bars, my hands come away coated in flour. Apparently, they use these crates to transport food to the mines.

      I’m a different kind of cargo.

      In fact, I’m not entirely sure what I am anymore.

      The Storm’s panicked wail returns to me, her cry echoing in my ears. Storm clouds had gathered over Crimson Court as the guards dragged us away, but somehow Jasper had calmed her down. “We’ll be okay,” he’d shouted back to her.

      “I’m scared, Jasper! You told me to tell you when I’m scared. Well, it’s now.”

      “You’ll be safe,” he’d called, not even trying to pretend he was talking to me, although that’s probably what the guards thought. “Watch over Baelen. That’s your job now.”

      “Watch Baelen,” she had whimpered, sinking to her knees beside his cage. “I’ll stay and watch Baelen. Please be safe Jasper…”

      Now, I peer through the gaps, trying to see the crate carrying Jasper and the one carrying Llion. Cassian’s clawed feet are all I can see above me—he’s the one transporting my crate—while flickers of color between sunlight tell me that there’s a crate to my right and one further behind.

      The trip takes less than an hour. Cassian said something about taking us to the western mine. The crate bumps to a stop and the lock at the side clicks open. I’m pretty sure they don’t usually chain up their vegetables.

      “Out.” Cassian’s brilliant sapphire eyes appear as the hatch opens and I scramble out on my hands and knees, preferring to go head first than to shimmy out in this dress. “Watch your step,” he says as he saunters away to the other crates.

      Jasper and Llion both squeeze out of the baskets to my right.

      A gust of wind hits me, whipping my hair around my face. We’ve landed on the uppermost peak of a mountain made primarily of rust-colored rock, bringing to mind an angry volcano.

      A group of over twenty miners perches opposite. They are all bare to the waist, their chests smudged with dust. I recognize the one with the blue streaks in his wings as well as the smaller, wiry one who had stood beside him back at the Court. If I thought they looked imposing from a distance, I have good reason to keep my distance now that they’re up close. They’re massive like Llion. Some of them give Llion a quick nod, acknowledging his presence, but none of them look happy to see Jasper or me.

      The guards seem content to let us move around. They all carry long whips with black tips, curled up and attached to their belts. I eye this new weapon cautiously, but the guards don’t try to stop Jasper or Llion when they position themselves on either side of me. I’m glad for their solidarity. As a bare-foot elf in a pretty dress and without any powers, I know I’m in for a tough time.

      “You okay, Marbella?” Jasper asks, to which I give him a quick nod.

      “Thank you for saving my life, Lady Storm,” Llion murmurs at my side. But when I raise my eyes to his, I catch a sudden confusion in the tilt of his head. As he leans down to me, I sense his short inhalation of breath and the deep thought in his eyes. Funny I always thought his eyes were gray with gold flecks, but as he assesses me I see that they’re actually mostly golden.

      “I know,” I whisper when his confusion deepens. “I am not clouds and ice anymore.”

      “No… you are not.” He leans in a little more, one hand reaching for my cheek. “You sacrificed much for my life.”

      His large hand is warm and surprisingly soft cupping my cheek. It’s such a simple gesture, but it brings a burn of tears to the back of my eyes.

      I say, “I’m sorry I broke your knife.”

      “That was for the best. I truly hoped it would be strong enough to shatter the heartstone, but it could only be used for evil if Howl got his hands on it.”

      He draws his palm across my cheek, his curious frown never leaving his forehead.

      I ask, “What is it?”

      He gives a small shake of his head. “Now that the storm is gone from you… I sense something else…”

      Cassian’s approach from across the clearing interrupts us. He and the guards have finished rounding up the miners into lines.

      “Welcome to Mount Prime,” he says, before turning his attention back to the miners. “Listen up, you no-clan filth!”

      He paces across the space between us and them. “The rules have changed. From now on, you will dig in teams. Of which there will be five. That means…” He pauses and it seems to be for effect, although I’m not sure why. “There will be one team for each tunnel.”

      For some reason, that causes a big stir. The miners erupt, not quite into shouts, but definitely unhappy disagreement with what Cassian just said. I eye them warily, trying to figure out why having one team for each tunnel would be a problem.

      Cassian’s sharp eye has them settling quickly. “Each week, you will fight to determine which team mines which tunnel. The winner will choose the tunnel they mine that week. But of course, as our generous King has decreed, any miner who finds a heartstone will get back what he… or she… wants.”

      He shouts five names, and five gargoyles step forward. They size each other up for a moment. One of them is the gargoyle with the blue wings.

      Cassian addresses him first. “No-clan Roar, pick your first team member.”

      The gargoyle called Roar immediately claps his hand on the shoulder of the wiry gargoyle standing a step behind him. “I choose Iago.”

      Cassian moves on to the next team leader and it doesn’t take a genius to figure out how this will go. Nobody will want me on their team. They will probably tolerate Jasper—even without wings, he’s visibly strong, muscled, whereas I’m a tiny female without wings. The fifth team leader glares at me with distaste. As the last to pick each time, he’s going to be burdened with me.

      The first picks are over and it’s back to Roar for his second pick. He says, “I choose Llion.”

      There’s a stir among the others, but Roar growls at them. “What? Have you forgotten who this gargoyle is? I’m happy none of you picked him already.”

      A shadow of a smile passes across Llion’s face as the others shuffle and murmur. Llion acknowledges Roar with a short nod, but his next statement causes an even bigger commotion. “With respect, Sunflight Roar, if you choose me, you must choose the Lady Storm next. Otherwise, I will be no help to you.”

      Roar is taken back, glancing harshly between Llion and me. “You mean you wouldn’t dig?”

      “That is correct,” Llion says. “No matter what punishment comes my way.”

      Cassian has stopped pacing and seems dangerously amused, rather than annoyed, at Llion’s statement.

      Roar asks, “Not even for the chance to free Lightsworn Liliana?”

      “My fate is bound to the Storm Princess,” Llion says, any hint of softness disappearing from his features. “My wife understands the debt I owe.”

      I consider his statement, remembering the way Liliana had attempted to defend me after I severed my connection with Baelen. It drives home to me the fact that the gargoyles have a whole culture that I know nothing about. Elven culture doesn’t include the concept of a life debt, but maybe gargoyle society does. Even if it does, I’m not sure that Llion owes me such a debt. I stopped Howl from killing him but it was as much about self-preservation as helping Llion. On top of that, Llion helped us at the border. Not to mention, he spared my life on Scepter Peak during the trials. On balance, I might owe him a debt and not the other way around.

      Roar grits his teeth, the muscles in his jaw ticking. He sizes me up, looking me up and down. He’s trying to decide if I’m worth the risk. I’ve been underestimated enough times by enough males that I glare right back at him. If Baelen were here, he’d shake his head at the lot of them. I catch Jasper’s eye and have a very strong sense he’s trying not to roll his eyes at the other males right now. There’s a reason I made it to the final fight in my marriage trials and it has nothing to do with how tall I am.

      “Very well,” Roar says. “I’ll choose the Princess next.”

      “Thank you, Sunflight Roar,” Llion says. “You won’t regret it.”

      “That’s no-clan Roar,” Cassian growls, finally deciding it’s time to get up in Llion’s face. “Remember you have no clan here. I won’t remind you again.”

      “Understood, General Cassian,” Llion says, without giving any ground.

      Cassian huffs and resumes his former position. The next team leader taps his fist against his thigh in thought, pausing before making a decision. He’s an older male, a number of pale grey scars of varying lengths crossing his chest, and when he moves, his wings seem to follow the angles of his body. Right now, he leans forward a little, wing daggers slightly lowered, contemplating the waiting gargoyles as well as Jasper and me.

      He says, “I’ll take the male elf.”

      The team member he already chose startles beside him. “What are you doing, Badenoch?”

      Badenoch inclines his head at Jasper. “That elf killed a legion of Howl’s soldiers on Mount Erador. Everyone at Court was talking about it. If we’re going to fight for tunnels, I want him on my team.”

      The team member glances around, his gaze becoming increasingly nervous as he checks out Roar and Llion who are now on the same team. “Yeah… okay.”

      Jasper takes his cue from Llion and even though he acknowledges Badenoch’s choice, he remains at my side for now.

      The choosing continues and when the choice returns to Roar, he’s true to his word and picks me. I’m glad to be in a team with Llion, but worried about being separated from Jasper. There are many things Jasper knows that Llion doesn’t and I’m not sure how easy it will be to communicate with Jasper if the teams are pitted against each other. We’re bound to be completely separated. I’m going to need Jasper’s help if we’re ever getting out of here.

      In the end, there are four teams with five members and one team has six, but Cassian puts an end to any complaints about the uneven numbers with the command that the remaining gargoyle joins the fifth team instead of Roar’s.

      Jasper leans across me to draw Llion closer. “I don’t know what Cassian has planned for these fights, but the other teams will target Marbella if they have the chance. They’ll see her as a weak link and go after her. You’ll need to watch your back and hers.” His expression changes and his tone takes on a derisive edge. “Of course… they don’t know how wrong they are.”

      I’ve never seen Jasper almost-smile as often as he has since we crossed the border, but there’s another one when he looks at me right now. His mouth doesn’t quite curve up, not quite a smile, but his eyes light up in a way that tells me that the day Jasper chooses to smile for real, it will be dazzling.

      “You can use their misconception to your advantage. They’ll underestimate you, Marbella,” Jasper says before Cassian shouts for everyone to enter the mine. “I’ll do what I can to make sure my team doesn’t try any tricks.”

      As much as Jasper’s faith in me bolsters my confidence, I can’t deny that I’m worried. I don’t have my power to fall back on and Roar definitely doesn’t want me on his team. As Jasper splits off, and Llion and I join Team Roar, I’m more than a little concerned that the threat might come from within my own team.
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      We descend into the mine through a vertical shaft. It’s wide enough that the gargoyles simply soar down. A metal ladder is attached to the side of it, which Cassian explains is for any gargoyle with a broken wing. Apparently there are a lot of awful things that can happen in a mine: crushed limbs, toxic fume inhalation, collapsed tunnels that trap gargoyles until they starve, pretty much every gruesome death imaginable.

      I’m still uncertain about why the miners seemed so unhappy about having a team for each tunnel, but I’m guessing I’ll find out soon enough.

      It’s a long way down and by the time we reach the bottom of the shaft, my arms and legs are shaking with effort. I’m grateful to find that we’ve entered an open area with two ramps: one heading down into the mine and the other heading up. One of the guards operates a pulley system and an empty minecart approaches along the tracks on the side heading up. The minecart halts in front of us and Cassian orders me to get in. The other miners have long since disappeared so it’s just Jasper, Llion, and me along with Cassian and the five remaining guards.

      Once inside, the minecart speeds down the ramp far below the surface. I’ve spent enough time in the oppressive Storm Vault not to get freaked out by the weight of rock above us, but as glowing spider webs replace the last rays of natural light, my eyes take time to adjust to the new dark and the distance to the surface grows more oppressive.

      I try to keep my mind clear by focusing on the seemingly endless rust-colored rock. It alternates between dark red and brown where the blue light from the webs mixes with the orange tones of the rock around us.

      Finally, Cassian applies the brakes and the cart exits into a large, open area containing a number of structures that have been carved out of the mountain itself, jutting buildings transitioning seamlessly into the side of the enormous cave. It’s hundreds of feet wide and deep. The ceiling soars far above us and is covered in webs attached to some sort of cloth, shedding gentle light through the whole area. I clamber out of the cart and count the structures as my eyes adjust: there are three.

      Roar and Badenoch wait for us while a steady stream of gargoyles exit the building closest to our right. They’re carrying pickaxes, shovels, hammers, and chisels, so I’m guessing that’s some kind of tool room.

      Cassian orders Roar to take us to the supply room. “Get them kitted up.”

      Roar pauses before he obeys. “Which tunnels are we mining today?”

      “Today, we’re taking a tour,” Cassian replies. “So everyone knows what’s at stake. Tomorrow, you’ll fight for your tunnels.”

      Roar pauses beside Badenoch. It’s easy to see that the two gargoyles respect each other.

      Badenoch says, “I guess that means you’re still our head foreman today, Roar. Tomorrow, well… sounds like we’ll be enemies.”

      Roar shouts to the room. “Tools down. Wait where you are.”

      A chorus of clattering metal tools follows us into the supply structure where I’m relieved to find boots and work suits—none in my size as far as I can see at first. I’m not sure whether to be grateful or horrified when Roar shoves a pair of boots and clothing at me and says, “These are for kids. They should fit you. Get changed. We’ll wait outside.”

      At least he has the decency to give me privacy. Still, I snag Jasper’s arm before he leaves. “Stay. Please.”

      “I don’t think I should. It won’t look good.”

      “I don’t care how it looks.” I take a deep breath. “Okay, maybe I do. Just… please don’t take your eyes off the door. And stay close to Llion for now. Being alone is just as dangerous as being surrounded. For both of us.”

      “I understand, Marbella. Nobody’s coming in here until you come out.”

      He closes the door behind him and it’s strange how alone I feel as I strip off the dress and slide into the pants, shirt, and boots. I’m more accustomed to dressing in front of people. Not that I’d want to get changed in a room full of male gargoyles. Just that I’m used to being surrounded by females. Suddenly, there are none of those in sight. I shove aside the dilemma I’m going to be in when my cycle comes around. Lucky that’s not due for another two weeks so I have time to figure out how to manage it when the time comes.

      I fold the dress and place it on the rack where Roar removed the work clothes for me. I quickly take the time to assess the other items in the supply room. It may as well be full of weapons—you can do as much damage with a pickaxe as with a dagger. I choose one and test it for weight and balance, sliding it into one of the sturdy pockets in the pants leg of my new clothing. There’s a flap across the top of the pocket, but I leave it open and the tool visible. I want it to be obvious that I’ve got it.

      Once again, I’m struck by the extent that Howl has oppressed his people. There’s an army of miners outside this room and a hundred weapons inside it. Yet, they don’t rebel.

      When I push open the wooden door, Roar and Jasper stand right outside facing each other, eyebrows drawn down, the space between them charged with challenge. They seem to be having some sort of silent argument. Or a staring competition. Maybe both.

      Roar waves his big hand at me without taking his eyes off Jasper. “She’s here. She’s safe. Now get back to your team.”

      Jasper ignores him. “You okay, Marbella?”

      “Yes, thank you, Jasper.”

      “Okay.” Jasper stalks away from whatever silent fight he was having with Roar, leaving me with the blue-winged gargoyle.

      Roar spins to me. “Your friend seems to think I’m out to get you.”

      I decide to tackle this one head on. “Are you?”

      My directness seems to surprise him. Instead of invading my space, he takes a step back as if to emphasize his next words. “Listen, Princess. I don’t want you on my team. Let’s make that clear. But I’m not going to hurt you just because I don’t like you. One more body on my team is better than one less.” His assessing gaze rakes me again, sizing up my legs, arms, and torso, but not in any way that gives me the impression he’s looking at anything other than to quantify it.

      “Besides,” he says, “You’ll be able to squeeze into spaces we can’t get through. That’s got to be worth something the other teams don’t have.”

      I shudder at the thought of whatever cramped spaces he imagines sending me into.

      Across the way, Jasper has joined Badenoch. Llion waits with the rest of Roar’s team. Llion may not have made his protection of me as obvious as staring Roar down like Jasper did, but his focus hasn’t left me since I appeared. He reminds me of an eagle. Intent, focused, and very confident he can get to me fast if he has to. It’s not lost on Roar whose eyebrows have pretty much remained in a disgruntled frown.

      “Let’s go.” Roar keeps his wings pinned to his sides, but they extend a little as he turns, revealing up close a glimpse of the intricate blue-lit design etched across them.

      “Lead the way,” I say, the closest I can get to a statement of compliance. For now at least, I’ll trust his word that he isn’t planning anything underhanded.

      Seeing me emerge with Roar, Cassian takes charge of the situation again. “Team leaders, choose a team member to bring with you. It’s time to assess the status of the tunnels. No-clan Roar, you will bring both the Princess and No-clan Llion.”

      Cassian stalks away and ten guards round the team leaders into a group to follow him. The remaining guards order the other gargoyles to return to the food hall on the other side of the opening.

      Roar and Llion take up position on either side of me as we follow Cassian along an increasingly narrow pathway inside the mountain. “We call the place we just left the Cavity,” Roar says. “It’s home base. You’ll see where we eat and sleep when we get back. The first tunnel is a hundred paces along. It’s the easiest tunnel to mine, but it’s least likely to contain a heartstone.” He grins in the increasing dark. “We’ve focused mainly on that tunnel until now.”

      Mining the tunnel with the least likely chance of containing a heartstone makes sense if they don’t want Howl to get another one. But I wonder how long that course of action will last now that Howl has promised to release a loved one to any gargoyle who finds a heartstone.

      Up ahead, Cassian pauses at an opening in the rock. “Welcome to the first tunnel,” he says as we crowd around the entrance.

      Inside, the tunnel is lit at intervals with spider web. So far, I haven’t actually seen one of the spiders. In fact, I’ve never seen one. Chances of that happening are high here. To my knowledge, they don’t bite, but there’s a first time for everything.

      The tunnel itself is clear of debris and well supported with solid-looking beams. Roar keeps his voice low. “Half the battle is keeping the tunnel from collapsing while we mine. Some days we spend all day working on the supports instead of digging. You’ll see what happens if we don’t when we get to the second tunnel.”

      Cassian catches Roar’s last statement and passes me with a gleaming smile. He inclines his head at an upcoming shaft. “Down we go.”

      I sigh. Another ladder to descend. Jasper and I hurry down the wide shaft, out boots clanging on the metal rungs as the gargoyles wait impatiently at the bottom.

      Unlike the others, Roar doesn’t seem perturbed by the delay. When we reach him, he says, “Each tunnel is further down and you have to climb multiple shafts to get to them. I’ll get Iago to fix you both up with thick gloves to protect your hands and sliding plates on the inside of your boots. That way you can slide down the outer rungs instead of stepping.”

      Jasper inclines his head, his earlier distrust not entirely gone.

      I say, “Thank you, Roar, that would be appreciated.”

      Cassian’s shout comes from a little further along the tunnel. “Welcome to the second tunnel,” he says. He gestures at a thick cascade of rubble. There’s a small opening at the top, but otherwise, it’s completely blocked.

      “This one collapsed last year,” Roar explains. “Whichever team gets this tunnel will spend most of their first week clearing the debris. It will take another week to start building the supports. Maybe by the third week, we can mine it again.”

      Tunnel number two is not such a great pick then. Not if you want to find a heartstone, but not so bad if you want to stall for time.

      Cassian is already on the move and the guards press in behind us. When I hesitate, peering at the blockage for a moment too long, one of the guards reaches for the whip at his waist.

      “Don’t make me use this, Princess,” he snarls. “Get a move on.”

      Roar grabs my arm and pulls me along. His palm is rough and calloused and big enough to encircle my forearm and cross his fingers past his thumb. My first instinct is to resist, but even Llion gives me a warning glance, picking up his pace beside me. Jasper is already ahead of us and I’m glad he didn’t hear the guard’s threat or we’d now be in the middle of a fight.

      “What is that weapon they all carry?” I ask when we’re a safe distance from the threatening guard.

      Roar says, “It’s called a Bone Lash.”

      “That doesn’t sound good.”

      “The tip at the end is designed to shatter bone. If used to its full potential, it can tear a gargoyle’s head right off their shoulders.”

      I can’t suppress the shudder that runs the length of my spine. “Who would create such a thing?”

      Roar doesn’t say anything. His palm remains on my arm and he’s in no hurry to remove it, urging me toward the next shaft down the mountain. Jasper disappears down it after a quick check in my direction confirms I’m safe.

      This time, it’s Llion who answers. “That would be me. I designed it.”

      My eyes shoot wide. Llion doesn’t meet my gaze as he descends into the shaft, wings fully spread. Roar wraps his palm around my other arm and draws me close.

      My focus snaps to him instead of Llion. “What are you doing?”

      “Helping you. Trust me, you don’t want the guards to target you. Place your feet on top of mine.”

      Both his arms slide around me and I’m mortified to realize that I couldn’t stop him even if I wanted to. As the threatening guard approaches, I decide it’s worth sacrificing my pride for my safety. As I step onto Roar’s feet and rest my head against his chest, he immediately spreads his wings. With one sweep, we ascend over the shaft and drop vertically into it. My stomach remains behind, but it’s better than being left with the impatient guards.

      Roar bends his head to the top of mine and I’m a little alarmed and uncertain until he speaks in a low voice. “Grievous Llion was the King’s armorer,” he says. “The real King. Not Howl.” His wings arch as he slows our descent a little, but not so much that the guards catch up with us. “He was the first Grievous gargoyle to prove himself loyal to the crown. I believe he even became one of the King’s most trusted friends.”

      The flight down is too short. I want to ask so many questions but we’re already touching ground again. Roar wraps his wings around me for a second, sliding his hands back to my arms and lifting me off his feet.

      To an onlooker, it must look as if he’s simply setting me down, but he whispers one last thing. “Llion can make a weapon out of anything.”

      Roar steps away from me.

      I seek Jasper and find him standing safely nearby with Badenoch. Llion has retreated to the background. He probably doesn’t know how I’ll react to his revelation.

      Cassian is already speaking and this time he’s the one giving us the run down on the tunnel. “The third tunnel is most likely to contain a heartstone,” he says. “I expect this tunnel to be the tunnel of choice.”

      I glance at Roar. He shrugs as if to say that Cassian is right. From what I can see, this tunnel looks well supported by beams and its walls are more obviously made of rust-colored stone. I’m assuming that means we’re looking for a similar colored Heartstone.

      I let Llion have his space and I don’t try to avoid Roar when he offers me another lift down the next shaft. Roar has a quick word with Badenoch before Roar gathers me into his arms. Jasper quickly catches on to what they’re saying.

      As I step onto Roar’s feet, Jasper backs away from Badenoch. “I’m not hugging you,” he says with a growl.

      The older gargoyle laughs. “I don’t expect a warrior like you to do anything of the kind.”

      Without another word, Badenoch’s wings sweep upward. He takes hold of Jasper’s shoulders in his foot claws and they both descend into the mining shaft.

      Roar and I follow them down. Since Roar was open with me before about Llion, I decide to be forthright with him. “Why don’t you fight back? You’re all clearly strong enough.”

      He doesn’t pretend to misunderstand me. “Howl has our wives and children.” His muscles flex around me, sudden tension constricting the space around us as the air rushes past. I can’t lean back far enough to see his face, but I sense the clench of his jaw, the growl in his chest. He speaks slowly, deliberately. “Howl’s Harem is made up of the wives of the gargoyles who are most likely to rise up against him.”

      I swallow. “Your wife?”

      “Yes.”

      I decide I’ve pushed the conversation far enough. I can’t even begin to imagine his feelings. Baelen would tear apart any male who looked at me the wrong way, let alone a male who used my body without my permission. In fact, he would have done exactly that during the battle in the arena when Rhydian Valor attacked me. Lucky for Rhydian, the fight ended when it did.

      When I step away from Roar at the bottom of the shaft, I take a chance to check his expression.

      Rage. Pure rage.

      I acknowledge the emotion with a nod and decide to give him space. The fourth tunnel is a yawning gap in front of us. Not only are there few supports but patches of web across the floor reveal random jagged shafts along the way.

      Roar clears his throat. His voice is still thick with emotion, but it disappears as he speaks. He’s obviously working hard to shift his anger to the side. “The floor of this tunnel is unstable. There are pockets of air under it. Sort of like gigantic bubbles. They’re filled with poisonous fumes. It’s not the fall that kills you, but the toxins. Believe it or not, this isn’t the most dangerous tunnel.”

      I decide not to ask any more questions as we descend to the final tunnel. The air is warm now and the rock walls around us flicker with light that is more copper than blue. A sound I can’t identify rushes to meet me as Roar alights. It crackles and pops. Hisses.

      This time, when I step off his feet, Roar doesn’t remove his hand from my arm. “Stay close.”

      Ahead of us, Cassian stands at the tunnel’s entrance. Guards line up around us, herding us into a group, but they keep mostly to the back of the opening nearest to the exit.

      A hand across my shoulder tells me Jasper’s beside me.

      Cassian says. “This tunnel is the closest to the heart of Mount Prime and its volcanic core.” He swings aside, revealing the tunnel beyond. Patches of fire burn along it, small enough to avoid, but large enough to be a hazard. There are numerous collapses, rocks piled up along the sides and trailing across the center, and most of the supports are charred and blackened, barely holding the tunnel up.

      Now I understand why the gargoyles were so unhappy to be put in five teams. Even setting up supports in this tunnel will be dangerous.

      The same crackling and hissing sound I heard before grows louder. I peer at the various spot fires, trying to identify which one of them is producing the sound. It reminds me of logs falling on a fire, but as far as I can see, the spot fires burn without fuel. The sound hisses in the distance, whistling through the tunnel toward us. It’s like a rushing fire, but nothing else happens and the sound disappears as quickly as it began. I glance at Roar but he doesn’t seem to have noticed. Maybe it’s just all of the fires in this enclosed, echoing space. I guess I’ll get used to it.

      “Hit the wrong rock and flames are the last thing you’ll see.” Cassian spreads his wings, beats down, and the nearest fires respond to the extra oxygen by rushing higher, rising as far as the ceiling.

      “We don’t want this tunnel,” I whisper to Roar, feeling like I’m stating the obvious. “I don’t want Jasper’s team mining it either.”

      Roar exhales. “I don’t want anyone down here.”

      His comment brings home to me the fact that these gargoyles are his friends. All of them. I don’t share allegiances with any of them other than Llion and Jasper. And maybe Roar now too. It’s going to be easier for me to fight the others than it will be for Roar. Now I understand why Badenoch wanted Jasper on his team. Jasper and I are the outsiders. We won’t worry about hurting our opponents. But it also makes us targets. The other team members will show us the same lack of mercy we will show them.

      Jasper’s fingers flex around my shoulder. The light from the spot fires flickers across his face, making his chocolate eyes glow molten. He doesn’t have to speak for me to understand him. When we ascend from this place, we’ll be enemies on different teams. But only on the outside. He’ll do everything he can to protect me and I will do the same for him.
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      The rest of the day passes in a blur. Roar asks Iago to set Jasper and I up with gloves, and the wiry gargoyle attaches thick leather patches to the sides of our boots so we can slide down the mineshaft ladders. We test them out at the main shaft at the entrance to the Cavity while the guards watch closely. I’m not sure where they think we would escape to. There’s nothing but desolate mountain out there.

      As evening approaches, tensions grow. Dinner involves a rearrangement of seating so we can eat with our teams. That’s when I meet the remaining member of Roar’s team: a gargoyle called Welsian who has the biggest biceps I’ve ever seen and stands a head taller than Roar when he draws himself up to his full height. Mostly Welsian keeps to himself, shoulders down, hunkering over his bowl of gruel. Judging by what’s on our plates, the ‘proper’ meal that Howl promised once each day must be going to materialize for breakfast.

      I try to tune out the nervous whispers and occasional outbursts at the surrounding tables. Snippets of conversation tell me the other teams are wondering the same things I am. Like how Cassian is going to decide who fights who, and what happens if someone’s knocked out or injured—do they still get to mine with their team? All valid questions but nobody has any answers.

      When it’s time for bed, Jasper leaves with his team and I stay close to Llion. He hasn’t spoken to me much since his revelation earlier.

      He asks, “Do you still trust me, Lady Storm?”

      “Of course. I know you didn’t design those weapons for Howl.”

      He relaxes. “Then stay close to me. There are a lot of jumpy gargoyles here tonight and fear makes normally sensible males do stupid things.”

      “We sleep this way,” Roar says, leading the way from the food hall. Outside, he points to the third structure. “That is the bathing area, but I don’t expect you to go in there.”

      He’s right about that. There was a small bathroom back in the food hall that I used, but I’ll have to do without a proper shower for now. Right now that’s not my biggest problem. I’d expected the final building to be some sort of barracks. “Where do we sleep?”

      “Up there.”

      I don’t particularly want to look up. I’m not going to like this. I give in and study the ceiling. The cloth that the Elyria web is attached to billows in at least a hundred places, sagging like lots of ribbons attached to the ceiling at their ends.

      “Are those… hammocks?”

      Roar grins. “Don’t worry, the Elyria thread is unbreakable.”

      “You really sleep in them?”

      “It keeps us close to the rock and to the Elyria light.” Roar shrugs. “It’s comforting for gargoyles.”

      Not so much for elves. The height of the hammocks isn’t the only thing I have to worry about. As the evening draws on, I’m feeling the cold in a way that I haven’t before. I remind myself that warm air rises, so sleeping close to the ceiling is more likely to be warm than down here. Even so, I’m scared that the hollow inside me that I’ve been pushing away all day is about to rear its ugly head.

      The storm has been part of me for seven years. I absorbed her power every single day, wielded her power every single day. It made me strong physically and mentally. On top of that, my connection with Baelen was part of me the whole time—I just didn’t know it. When he bound himself to me at the ceremony for choosing champions, he solidified what already existed between us. We made each other stronger.

      Now… a huge part of me is missing. I take a deep breath, close my eyes, and hope the emptiness doesn’t get worse. “I guess you’ll need to fly me up there.”

      Llion’s deep voice breaks across Roar’s. “I will fly Lady Storm up to her hammock.”

      “Okay. Let’s head to the unoccupied area to the left. Over there.” While Roar points it out, Welsian and Iago take flight in that direction, disappearing into their chosen hammocks.

      Roar is next and finally Llion invites me to step on his feet. He says, “The last time we did this was the first night we met.”

      “I remember. You let me live.”

      He sweeps one arm around my waist and the other across my shoulders, one hand curling against my neck to support my head. He pauses. “You are very cold, Lady Storm.”

      I shrug. “I don’t feel like myself. I left a big part of myself behind today.”

      “With Baelen Rath.”

      “Yes.” I rest my head against his chest, finding the warmth comforting.

      “Lady Storm, you really are very cold.”

      We’re the last to leave and the guards have started paying attention to us. We need to fly sooner rather than later. “I’ll be okay, Llion. Thank you for your concern.”

      He sweeps us into the air, leaving the guards and their bone lashes behind. When I flew with Roar earlier, we’d plummeted downward. Flying upward is something else. It feels like floating, like rising from the bottom of a deep pool of water and taking the first breath of air as you break the surface. It reminds me of being the storm, not of containing the storm or controlling it, but being it. It reminds me of the way the Phoenix called me the storm and the way Llion spared my life when we first battled because he said I was the storm.

      If only I could find it again. I have to believe that there’s a tiny bit of it left because I can almost feel it, a connection, a spark. Almost…

      It disappears as soon as Llion slides me inside the hammock he’s chosen for me. The gap between it and the ceiling is large enough to sit up in. The material softly cushions my body but it’s sturdy enough that I’m not afraid it will tear.

      “Sleep well, Lady Storm.” Llion releases the side of the hammock and takes hold of the next one. I can reach out my arm halfway to it. I pull my arm back in as the hammock rocks and I’m reminded of the distance to the ground. A glance left tells me that Roar has chosen the hammock on the other side of me. Iago is at my feet. Welsian is at my head, one big foot protruding from his hammock. They’ve surrounded me and I’m grateful.

      I pull my boots off and curl my knees to my chest, wrapping my arms around them and hugging tight, trying to keep the hollow from expanding any further inside me.

      My breath frosts in the air. So much for warmer air up here. I guess the gargoyles use their wings as blankets. I’ll have to remember that and bring a blanket up here with me tomorrow. It’s been a long day and I need to sleep. As the sounds around me quiet down, turning into the quiet wash of deep breathing, I finally fall asleep.
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      I awake to a gentle touch on my shoulder. “Lady Storm, it’s morning.”

      I crack open one eye. I’m not sure how Llion can tell. The Cavity isn’t any lighter or darker than it was when we fell asleep. At some point in the night, I must have warmed up because my toes aren’t freezing anymore.

      I ask, “Are you sure?”

      He grins. “The spider webs takes on a green-ish glow in the morning. Look.”

      True enough, the glow around me has changed to sea green. Not that I’ve ever seen the sea. But I’ve seen drawings in ancient elven books of what the surface of the Earth looks like. The color of the Elyria thread right now is exactly what I imagine a deep, calm ocean looks like. On top of that, the most delicious smells waft up from the kitchen below.

      “Food. Real food.” I roll out of the hammock into Llion’s waiting arms, trusting him not to let me fall.

      The rest of the team waits around me, wings spread to stay aloft. We descend together and it’s not until we’re halfway down that I realize how far I’ve come in regards to physical touch. A few days ago, I would have recoiled at the idea of anyone hugging me. Now, I stand on Llion’s feet, my arms wrapped around his waist without thinking about it.

      The food hall is a visual reminder of the upcoming fights. The other four teams have each chosen corners of the room as far away from each other as possible. We’re left with the empty space in the middle. I sit wedged between Welsian and Llion, hunching over my plate, suddenly not so hungry anymore. We’ve barely finished eating when Cassian and the guards invade the room, placing themselves around the edges.

      Cassian carries a copper cup with five slender white sticks in it. As he enters the room, my ears ring, a high-pitched whine as if the air pressure in the room suddenly changed and my ears are adjusting. Rubbing the soft spot at the side of my face next to my ears, I try to shake off the distracting hum and focus on my teammates.

      Iago nudges Roar. They both stare at the slender sticks. “Are those what I think they are?”

      Roar ripples with visible anger, a dangerous air settling around him. “They’d better not be.”

      Cassian grips the cup, his expression unreadable. “Each team leader will choose a bone. The male who chooses the shortest bone gets to choose his team’s opponent first. The fights will be one on one, hand to hand, no weapons.”

      Iago sighs, shaking his head. “It is the bones.”

      The fight goes out of Roar as he stands. “Nothing is sacred anymore.”

      For a second, the buzz inside my ears disappears. I grab Roar’s arm before he leaves the table, keeping my voice down. “Choose the bone on the far left of the cup.”

      “What?”

      That’s a good question. I have no idea why I said that. I slump back to my seat, conscious of the eyes around me. “Um… I don’t know… forget it.”

      He eyes me warily before he makes his way to Cassian and lines up with the other team leaders.

      “The fifth team leader chooses first,” Cassian announces. He stares at me as he speaks but I still can’t read his expression. I’m in the first team. If they’re choosing from fifth to first, that means Roar gets whatever bone is left in the cup. What I told him about choosing a particular bone won’t matter after all.

      I don’t yet know the name of the fifth team leader. I think the others call him Erit. He’s the one who thought he’d be saddled with me when they were choosing teams yesterday. When Cassian presents him with the cup, he reaches for a bone and picks the one I wanted Roar to pick.

      I watch carefully as he holds it up high to show everyone. It looks short but we won’t know for sure until everyone has chosen. One by one the other team leaders pick bones of varying lengths and as soon as Roar pulls the last bone from the cup, it’s obvious that Erit chose the shortest. Badenoch has the next shortest and Roar has the third.

      Roar gives me a questioning look. I’d told him which one to choose and it was the shortest—the one that would have given us the power to pick our fight. I have no answer for his silent question. I don’t know how I knew that.

      “What happens now?” Erit asks. He isn’t quite smiling. It’s hard to know yet whether picking the shortest bone will end up being a good thing or not.

      “Pick a fighter from your team. And then pick his opponent from any opposing team. The winner of the first fight has first right to choose a tunnel.”

      “And then?” Badenoch asks.

      “If Erit’s team loses, he picks another opponent until his team wins. After that, the holder of the next shortest bone in the remaining teams gets to choose their opponent. The fights continue until all tunnels are chosen,” Cassian says. “The only rule is that you can’t choose anyone who has already fought.”

      Erit spins to his team sitting in the far back corner of the room. He points. I follow his finger to a gargoyle who slowly rises from his seat. The standing gargoyle is not quite as bulky as Welsian, more like Roar in height and stature, but he moves in a way that tells me he considers each move. Whoever opposes him will have to strategize.

      “I pick Arlo from my team,” Erit says.

      His finger swivels to Arlo’s opponent.

      Of course. I shouldn’t be surprised. He’s pointing at me.

      “Arlo will fight her.”

      My jaw clenches. I narrow my eyes at Erit and rise to my feet in the same quietly confident way Arlo did, ignoring the stares around me. I’m silently wilting inside. None of these gargoyles has seen me fight. The miners all left before the fight at the Court. They have nothing to be afraid of. If I still had my storm power, then picking me as an opponent would be suicide. But, the simple fact is that I don’t. I am a small female elf and everyone knows it. I have no idea how I’m going to win this fight, let alone survive it.

      I meet Jasper’s eyes across the distance. His jaw ticks. I’ve seen that look on his face before—a mixture of concern and anger—and I’ve come to recognize it: he hates it when I get picked on by arrogant males. He knows that in a fair fight I’m stronger than them, I can beat them, but he doesn’t expect this to be a fair fight. He twitches like he’s about to jump out of his seat but before he can, Llion leans forward in his chair beside me, spreading his wings just enough that one of them extends across my back like a deadly backdrop. Or maybe a declaration of protection.

      He appears relaxed, confident. “I don’t think you thought this through, Erit. If Lady Storm wins, we get first pick of the tunnels.”

      Erit frowns. “She’s not going to win.”

      Llion shrugs. “She fought King Howl on Mount Erador, stabbed him right in the heart, and dropped a legion of gargoyles from the sky. I heard they’re still picking up the pieces. But sure… she probably won’t win.”

      Standing beside Erit, Cassian suddenly grins, clearly entertained by Llion’s attempt to psych Erit and his fighter out. He doesn’t seem worried about Llion speaking about my fight with Howl. I guess that’s because everyone knows that, in the end, I lost.

      Cassian shouts, “Everyone outside.”

      Now I’m really regretting eating breakfast. A wave of nerves tells me that everything I consumed is going to very soon see the light of day again. Llion’s palm between my shoulder blades is a comforting pressure, but it’s Welsian who surprises me with advice.

      He keeps his voice at a low murmur as he says, “Arlo favors his left leg. He hurt it last year when the second tunnel collapsed. His leg wasn’t broken but he was trapped under the fallen rocks for hours and since then he protects it. Focus your attacks on that leg and you’ll beat him.”

      “Thank you, Welsian.”

      He taps his forehead. “You’re little, but you’re strong. You need to defeat him in here.”

      Iago also has pearls of wisdom to impart, wedging between me and Welsian as we exit the food hall to say, “Protect your head. Your face is level with his fists so he’ll try to knock you out fast. Also, he doesn’t want to be injured or else he won’t be able to mine. If you drag the fight out, he’ll get nervous and make mistakes.”

      “Thanks, Iago.” I pause outside, taking a deep breath and trying to focus on something other than the wide open area in the center of the Cavity. Gargoyles are forming a large ring, inside which I’ll have to fight. I remind myself that I fought Baelen in gargoyle form and he was a much more formidable opponent than any of these gargoyles. I try to ignore the fact that that was when I had my powers. “What are those bones Roar chose from?”

      Iago casts glances left and right before answering. “They’re pin bones from a gargoyle’s wings.”

      “Oh. That’s…” Very not okay.

      His expression hardens. “Those particular ones… are the King’s bones.”

      “But… why?”

      Iago sighs. “Our wings are our protection, our strongest shield. To remove another gargoyle’s wing bones after he dies is an act of aggression. You only do that if your anger against that gargoyle has not been satisfied by his death. It’s a threat to the dead gargoyle’s family. Except in this case… our young King had no family. He was the last of the royal line, so it was Howl’s way of proclaiming that anyone loyal to the King is his enemy.”

      I watch from a distance as Cassian carries the cup with the bones away. The hum inside my ears eases but I don’t try to shake off my emotions as my unease turns into a much stronger emotion: determination.

      Iago and I are now alone at the entrance to the food hall. Everyone else has gathered to form the fighting ring. Llion, Roar, and Welsian wait for me at the closest edge. Jasper and Badenoch stand on the other side. Arlo has taken up position in the middle.

      “I’m going to end Howl one day, Iago,” I say. “I don’t know how, but I will.”

      I hold on to the anger deep inside my chest as I stalk toward my opponent, ready now for the fight ahead.
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      I focus on my game plan as I approach Arlo. Attack his left leg. Protect my head. Wear him down.

      The wide circle of gargoyles around us quiets as I approach. My instinct is to leap into action, but I hold back, keeping at a distance, never taking my eyes off my opponent.

      Cassian stands directly to my right, two guards on either side of him. They hold bone lashes in their hands, ready for any disruption, ensuring that the miners stand clear of them.

      I shake out the tension in my shoulders, directing my question at Cassian. “How do we know who’s won?”

      Cassian folds his arms across his broad chest. “Whoever knocks the other one out first.”

      A single blow to the head can kill someone. Not to mention Arlo’s head is quite a way above me. I’d rather there was at least one other possibility.

      “Is yielding an option?” I ask, drawing derisive laughter from Erit’s team.

      Erit calls, “Do you want to yield already, Lady Storm?”

      I ignore him. My opponent, Arlo, doesn’t laugh at me. Unlike Erit, this gargoyle appears to have smarts. He’s calm, not edgy, already assessing the way I move, calculating how the fight will go down. The way he studies me tells me he’s not going to underestimate me like the others might. I’m actually sorry he’s part of Erit’s team. He seems like the kind of gargoyle Roar would have picked if Roar hadn’t been forced to use up one of his choices on me.

      “Sure,” Cassian says, the corner of his mouth twitching upward, making his eyes smile in a way that doesn’t quite match the fact that he’s here to kill anyone who steps out of line. He seems oddly entertained by Erit’s arrogance. Of course, unlike the other gargoyles here, he has seen me fight. “Either one of you may yield.”

      “Good.” I stare hard at my opponent. “Because knocking Arlo out could mean he won’t be able to mine today. I’d hate to do that to him.”

      Erit’s team laughs and jeers, but I ignore them, circling Arlo to indicate that I’m done asking questions. I don’t look back, but I sense Iago and Welsian’s approval from where they stand behind me. The louder Erit’s team shouts at me, the more I know my confidence is having an impact.

      Arlo paces opposite so that we keep our distance from each other. I don’t bother reaching for my storm power. I haven’t felt its force since I cut the connection with Baelen yesterday. It’s just me and my fists now. And perhaps my boots.

      May as well get this thing started.

      I dart forward.

      Just like Iago predicted, Arlo goes for the quick knock out right away. A big fist cuts toward the side of my head, the size and color of a large rock. I have no doubt it will feel like one. I duck and, as his fist sails over my head, I follow through with a kick to his exposed side, connecting with his ribs. He’s light on his feet and bounces sideways, reducing the impact my boot would have had. Nothing broken. This time.

      As I dance around him, he keeps his fists up—just like I do. He speaks, keeping his voice neutral, matter of fact. “I figured I’d at least try for a quick end to this fight, Lady Storm.”

      “Fair enough, Arlo,” I reply, acknowledging that he addressed me with respect. “I’m sorry this is how we get to meet each other.”

      He gives me a quick nod. He’s done talking and so am I. He comes at me again and this time he hunches down to my level. Two quick jabs almost get through my defenses. I barely miss the blows. I’m going to have to truly dance around this male to avoid those rocks he calls fists.

      As I spin around him, I kick out at his left leg. It’s not a firm blow, but it lands. He reacts defensively, confirming Welsian’s advice—he’s vulnerable there. If not physically, then mentally.

      We trade blows for another three minutes straight. It’s clearly longer than the other gargoyles expected me to last, because they fluctuate between shouting and silence. The silences tend to follow the hits I land. The shouting is when Arlo connects, which he does more often than I like. Mostly, it’s when he uses his wings to give him speed, but in this closed in space, thankfully they aren’t a massive advantage.

      Another two minutes later, my boot connects with his left leg again and this time panic flashes across his face, quickly hidden. I’ve lost count of the times I’ve got through his defenses—or how many times he’s gotten through mine. Blood slides from a cut in my lip and another above my eye. I’m tired. But so is he. Iago told me to wear Arlo down, but I’m wearing down too.

      It’s time to admit that I don’t know how to beat him. Our stamina is matched. He’s worried about his leg but so far he hasn’t made any big mistakes in my favor.

      He swings his giant fist once more, another knock-out blow, and I barely avoid contact with my temple. My vision blurs. Arlo has clipped my head one too many times. It will only take one more hit and I’m out.

      If Cassian is true to his word, I won’t have to fight again today, but I’m not sure when my team will have another chance to pick a tunnel. Erit only picked me because he believed Arlo could beat me. If Erit’s team wins this round, then Badenoch gets to pick the next fight. He won’t pick a battle against Roar or Llion or Welsian—or even Iago for that matter. It doesn’t take a genius to know that my team has some of the most intimidating fighters in it. We could end up getting the fifth tunnel simply because nobody wants to fight us.

      Desperation is a terrible emotion. I push at it, but it pushes back. It wants in. I can’t let it or I’ll be the one making mistakes.

      Whatever sounds the watching gargoyles make don’t reach me anymore. At some point, I’ve blocked them out, focused only on my target. But as I feint right to miss another of Arlo’s attempts to knock me out, a voice reaches me across the distance.

      It’s Baelen’s voice. Much younger. A memory I haven’t thought about for years…

      He says: I’ve thought of a way for you to beat them.

      It’s as clear as if he’s standing beside me and we’re fourteen years old again. I’m suddenly back in the Rath mansion, sweeping the hallway between the upper bedrooms, surrounded by carved wooden doorways and elegant tapestries…

      The flashback is so vivid that it stuns me.

      I almost don’t move in time to avoid Arlo’s swinging fist. At the last moment, I duck, glide, giving myself as much room as possible, because Baelen’s voice is so insistent. I can’t push it away. I have to let the memory in.

      My body moves in the present, defending myself, moving without thought as the past consumes me, the memory takes over…

      The broom hurt my hands. It was harder to sweep that day because of my bleeding palms. I’d hidden them from my mother and regretted it. Not bandaging my hands meant there was nothing between my raw skin and the wooden handle. I’d stopped sweeping, staring at my shaking hands, when I discovered that Baelen stood a little further down the hallway. A respectful distance. He never came close enough to invade my space.

      He cast an acknowledging nod at my skinned knees and said, “I’ve thought of a way for you to beat them.”

      The visiting Valor boys had pushed me again. They spent every summer at the Rath House training with Baelen’s father, part of a group of boys chosen from the major Houses for the honor of being trained by the Commander of the elven army. They always managed to shove me when there was something sharp for me to fall against. And nobody to see them do it. This time it was the pebbled pathway at the side of the house and all its tiny, jagged rocks.

      For now it was shoves and trips, but I was worried about how much worse it could get, especially as we got older, what else they might do. Entitled brutes.

      Baelen waited for me to say something. Maybe he read my mind, my silent plea to him.

      “I could beat them up for you.” It was a statement of fact rather than conceit. He could turn them into pulp. “But that won’t make them leave you alone. They’ll get sneakier and I don’t want that. You need to fight them yourself.”

      “I can’t.” The admission hurt more than the wounds. I tugged on my braid, a nervous gesture I was trying to conquer. “I’m too little.”

      I presented him with my back, snatching up the broom from where I’d laid it against the wall, wincing at the renewed pain. “There’s no way for me to fight them.”

      He spoke at the same time I did, something I didn’t hear. Funny how my misery had blanked out his softly spoken statement, my voice drowning out his. I’d said I was too little and he whispered something in response and now I hear it in my memory… You’re perfect.

      He paused, cleared his throat. “I’ve been thinking about what you could do. And I’ve figure out a way. A way that means being smaller is an advantage.”

      I propped the broom upright in the crook of my arm. “I appreciate what you’re trying to do, Baelen, but I don’t think…”

      He took a step forward, the simple movement silencing me. He waited with one hand out, palm open. “It’s a move I call ‘the tangle.’ But I’ll have to touch you to show you.” He waited, giving me time to consider, waiting for permission. “May I?”

      Yes.

      The tangle.

      I haven’t used that move since I left the biggest Valor boy screaming on the ground and told the others they’d get worse if they touched me again. It should work even better on a gargoyle with wings...

      I snap back to the present and out of automatic defensive mode. Arlo jabs with his right hand, leaving his right side exposed. I bounce upward, left knee bent, connecting with the soft part of his stomach beneath his ribs. My left isn’t my strongest leg, but it makes an impact.

      With an oomph he bends reactively at the waist and knees. I rebound to the ground, but I’m ready. I leap back to him and use his bent knee and then his slightly spread wings as platforms, one after the one, to stride up his body. Racing to the height of his shoulders, I kick my right leg out and swing both my legs around his neck. My calves close around his neck and my body swings all the way around to his chest where I drop my full weight to the ground, hands to the floor as if I’m doing a hand stand. Except that my legs are locked around his neck.

      The sudden weight jerks him forward. He drops, head first, rolls, and lands on his back with a cracking thud. Without releasing his neck, I use my stomach muscles to sit up, grab his right arm and hook my own around it, locking my hands together around his arm. He kicks and thumps at my torso but I tighten the tangle around his neck, squeezing his windpipes and lying against his arm to push it in the direction it doesn’t want to go.

      The whole move took seconds. Seconds to ground him and force him into compliance. The only difference between Arlo and the Valor boy is that I haven’t broken Arlo’s arm yet.

      I’m leaning half on his arm and that means I’m propped up far enough to see his face. He’s afraid. He can’t mine with a broken arm. And if he can’t mine… I don’t know what will happen to him. I wish I’d asked Cassian what happened to the injured gargoyles he was telling me about yesterday.

      “I don’t want to break your arm,” I hiss, trying not to let anyone else hear. “Yield!”

      There’s the barest flicker of his gaze to Erit. The rest of Erit’s team is screaming at Arlo to get up, to beat me. The stark reality is that yielding isn’t an option for him.

      I slip my upper leg over his face, releasing his neck but not his arm yet, knowing that his instinct will be to get up, but because I still control his arm, he has to move in my direction. As soon as he leans toward me, I let go of his arm, freeing my left fist to slam into his forehead. His own upward momentum adds to the force.

      Lights out.

      He slumps. His head falls backward but my leg is there, ready to cushion his fall. Ow. I’ll have a massive bruise across my calf later, but it’s better than letting him crack the back of his head on the hard ground. He’s already unconscious. I don’t need him injured any more than that. He may be my opponent, but he’s not my enemy.

      I release him from the tangle, lower his head to the ground, and check his pulse. It’s strong. He shouldn’t be out for long.

      I glide to my feet to the sound of silence, retying my hair and smoothing down my clothing. I scan the watching group from Erit to Roar, past Jasper’s approving nod, and finally to Llion. Nobody says anything, not even Cassian, so I decide it’s my turn to speak.

      “You don’t know me,” I say, turning in a slow circle. “You don’t know where I’ve come from or what I can do.” I take a deep breath. I’m in the calm before the effects of the fight hit me—the bruises and the pain—but I’m determined to grip this moment with both hands and use it.

      “My name is Marbella of the House of Mercy. In Erawind they call me the Storm Princess, but I wasn’t born into privilege. I was raised as a servant in the House of Rath.” I stop moving, finding myself facing Erit. “I didn’t come here to fight you. I came here to help someone who is very important to me. I am not your enemy.”

      Cassian steps forward. I can’t tell what he’s thinking or whether I’ve taken up too much air space. He asks, “Which tunnel do you choose, Princess?”

      I turn to Roar. As my leader, it has to be his choice. By deferring to him, I’ll send a message to the other gargoyles that I’m part of Roar’s team. I’m not fighting for myself. I’m a miner just like them.

      Roar holds up three fingers in front of his chest. He wants me to choose the third tunnel—the safest one with the highest chance of containing a Heartstone. But as I open my mouth to speak, my ears buzz, drowning out my own voice in a high-pitched whine. I shake my head, trying to clear the sibilant whisper filling my ears: The fifth one. Fifth one. Fifth. Fif-thththth.

      I’ve taken too many hits to the head and the pain is setting in. I ignore the suicidal urge to nominate the fifth tunnel. I have no idea where that idea’s coming from and I’m not about to give in to it. “The third tunnel,” I say.

      Most of the gargoyles visibly slump and many groan. Everyone wants the third tunnel. I’m only sorry about Badenoch’s team. Because Erit lost, he gets to choose his next opponent and he won’t choose to fight anyone from Badenoch’s strong team. I just hope Erit wins the next round, because then Badenoch can choose after that. The first and second tunnels are still up for grabs, but very soon only the fourth and fifth will remain.

      I lean down to Arlo, gesturing to the nearest gargoyles. “Help me move him, please. But be careful to support his head.”

      Erit sends two of his team members to take over. When I try to help them, Cassian gets in my way. “Get back to your team, Princess. And to your tunnel.”

      Already? “We don’t stay for the next fight?”

      “Why would you?” he asks. “You’re wasting valuable digging time. You only get your tunnel for a week.”

      He’s right, but I cast a worried glance at Jasper. I need to know where he ends up. Llion suddenly appears beside me, tugging me away before the guards can reach for their bone lashes.

      He murmurs, “If Twisted Metal gets a tunnel below ours, we’ll see his team pass by. You can worry about him then. For now, focus on your own recovery.”

      He’s right. I need to conserve my energy. Allow my body to heal.

      Unless Jasper gets hurt in a fight. Then he won’t be going anywhere. I sense his chocolate eyes following me and when I glance back one last time, I find him standing tall beside Badenoch.

      Jasper nods. Once. Go on, the gesture says. I’ll be okay.

      You’d better be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      The third tunnel yawns before us. Five guards take up position at the mouth of the cave beside the entrance. Llion urges me inside the tunnel with the others, but it doesn’t take him long to bail Roar up.

      “Lady Storm fought hard,” he says to the blue-winged gargoyle. “She needs to take it easy today.”

      Roar claps Llion on the shoulder. “I understand, friend. And I agree. Today she can learn about mining, but we won’t push it.”

      Satisfied with that, Llion joins Welsian and Iago as they disappear further inside the tunnel. The faint clatter of buckets banging against their shovels as they walk tells me how far ahead they are.

      “How do you know that a heartstone is buried under this mountain anyway?” I ask Roar as he hands me a pickaxe.

      He ambles down the tunnel as he says, “We don’t know for sure. We only have legends to guide us. But the first heartstone was found in the heart of Mount Virtuous so there’s some proof to support the stories.”

      “Virtuous is a clan name, isn’t it? Are all of your mountains named after your clans?”

      He laughs. “Actually, our clans are named after our mountains. They are the names of the gargoyles who gave their lives for our new world: Prime, Virtuous, Lightsworn, Sunflight, Denrock, just to name a few. Even that son of a… er… even Grievous decided it was worth giving his life to save his people.”

      “What about the Supreme Incorruptible? Is there a mountain named after the royal line?”

      Roar shakes his head. “The gargoyle King Supreme gave his life to separate the layers of the Earth, which means that his body didn’t form a mountain. His wife Queen Incorruptible became the moon and the legend is that her heart remains in the moon above us. But as for the King’s Heartstone, nobody knows. Some gargoyles say that Mount Erador hides it, but I don’t think so. To answer your question: there isn’t a Mount Supreme.”

      “Is that why Howl said there were twenty-seven more chances? He doesn’t count the royal hearts?”

      “That’s right. And even if they are found, they’re useless to him.”

      I slip the pickaxe into one of my pockets, wiping my mouth with my sleeve. Luckily, most of the bleeding has stopped, but I’ll sport a puffy lip later today. Before we left the Cavity, Roar spread a gummy sort of glue along the cut above my eye, telling me it would keep it closed so it can heal. “I would have thought the royal hearts would be the most powerful.”

      “Oh, they are. Incredibly dangerous. King Supreme’s heart is the most dangerous of all. But only a gargoyle from the royal line can handle them and not be instantly killed. Even if he found one, Howl could never use it.”

      A heartstone that could kill Howl. The fact that there is anything in our world that could defeat that monster gives me hope. “You said the first heartstone was found in Mount Virtuous, so I’m guessing that was the heart of Virtuous then?”

      “Virtuous was known for her kindness. Mercy. A bit like your elven House I guess.” His expression turns dark in the light of the spider web. “It’s ironic given the atrocities Howl has committed with her heart.”

      I remember that the Heartstone had caused Howl to react strongly to my pity while it was non-reactive to my anger. That would make sense if the gargoyle it belonged to was known for her kindness.

      “So I guess we’re looking for Prime’s heart here?”

      He exhales, gesturing at the end of the tunnel. The rust-colored rock wall rises up before me. “That’s the idea.” He gestures at the end of the tunnel ahead of us. “Here, I’ll show you how to use your pickaxe.”

      I spend the rest of the morning learning my new trade, how to chip away at the stone, gather the debris, and how to tell if the rock wall is becoming unstable. Once he’s satisfied that I’m not going to cut off my own fingers, Roar leaves me with strict instructions to go easy today.

      He and the other males settle into a rhythm, pickaxes slamming into the rock one after the other, over and over. Their strength and resilience is breathtaking. They keep going even when sweat pours down their bodies and their chests heave. I marvel at the way they use their wing daggers to break the rock where their hands can’t reach. At one stage, Iago flies up to the ceiling and hangs from the beams while he uses a combination of his chisel and wing daggers to even out the ceiling above us.

      We stop twice to check the groups of gargoyles who travel past us to the fourth and fifth tunnels. Jasper isn’t among them. Relief floods me, but it’s quickly replaced with pity for the gargoyles headed down there. The first group has tied wet scarves across their mouths and noses to guard against the toxins in the air of the fourth tunnel. The second group carries buckets of water and have already doused their clothing in water, prepared for the fires in the fifth tunnel.

      “They’ll aim to survive,” Welsian says at my shoulder. He’s quiet for such a big gargoyle; I didn’t hear him approach. “Digging will come second to staying alive.”

      “I’m glad that’s not us. But I’m angry they’re being made to go down there.”

      “Hold on to your anger, Princess. Use it for the next round of fights. Those teams will fight much harder next week to avoid this fate again. We don’t want to be the ones mining those tunnels.”
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      By the end of the day, I’m tired and sore all over. Only some of the pain is a consequence of the fight against Arlo. The rest of it is from repetitive digging and bending. I crave nothing more than an ice bath, but I’ll be lucky to get a shower. As the only female, I don’t think they’re going to clear the bathing room for me to use it in privacy.

      As I enter the food hall, all talking stops. Every gargoyle turns to face me. I pull up sharp, my pain forgotten. Llion and Roar halt behind me with Welsian and Iago a few steps behind them.

      The team in the back far right corner must have been the ones that ended up in the fifth tunnel. Their skin is dusty with ash, bearing smears across their cheeks and bare chests. The team at the table to my closest right have clean faces around their mouths and noses, but dust everywhere else—they were the ones in the fourth tunnel wearing face masks. Jasper and Badenoch are at my closest left. They’re hunched, exhausted. At a guess, I’d say they spent the day clearing fallen rocks from the second tunnel. Only Erit’s team looks like us: sweaty, dirty, but not in misery.

      I can’t read the gargoyles’ intentions. Are they angry? Vengeful? Plain old tired? Nobody speaks. As I gaze over them, my fear of what their silence means turns to anger, but not at them. We shouldn’t be divided like this. We’re all here because Howl has imprisoned us and the ones we love. We all want freedom.

      Cassian and his guards watch over the group in their usual spots around the edges, but as the silence extends, Cassian steps forward, reaching for his bone lash. He allows it to unravel and the black tip hits the floor with a snap. To my surprise, he steps up beside me as if he’s protecting me.

      “Don’t read anything in to this, Princess,” he hisses. “Howl wants to put you through hell, but he doesn’t want you dead. I’m looking after myself, not you.”

      I’m not completely sure the silence means the miners are going to attack me, but that seems to be the way Cassian interprets it.

      He growls at them. “You can get your revenge in the fights, scum. Now get back to your meals.”

      The team in the back corner are the first to obey, lowering their heads to their food, resuming quiet conversation. I’m relieved when the other teams follow. The only one still looking at me is Jasper and I can’t read his expression, oddly shuttered.

      The only remaining free table is the one in the center of the room. That means no matter where I sit, my back will be exposed to someone. Not exactly a safe position. Llion takes my arm and guides me to a seat, sitting beside me, his wing partially extended across my back. Welsian and Roar bring us plates of mush, Roar takes the seat on my other side, and I dive into the food, knowing that whatever happens next, I have to eat while I can.

      Between the fourth and fifth mouthful, Llion nudges me. I look up to see Roar shift from directly beside me so that someone else can slide into his seat.

      My heartbeat returns to normal when I recognize Jasper. “Jasper, are you okay?”

      His expression softens. “I’m fine. We got the second tunnel. It’s hard work, but not as dangerous as other tunnels. Here, let me look at you.”

      I tilt my head so he can examine the cut above my eye. The glue that Roar applied has kept it closed. It hasn’t bled all day.

      “It looks as good as it can.” He glances across the room, but the guards aren’t paying attention to us anymore. “You made an impact today.”

      “I got that impression when I walked in.” I shovel in another mouthful of food. As my dusty hand rises to my mouth, I wonder what I look like right now. Covered in dirt. Filthy. Sweaty. Tired. I probably should have made a trip to the small bathroom at the back of the food hall to wash my hands before I started eating, but there’s no way I’m going anywhere alone this evening. Besides, the dirt hides the bruises so maybe it’s better that I don’t wash it off. That way the gargoyles won’t be able to see everywhere that I’m hurt. “How many of them want to kill me?”

      “None of them.”

      The spoon stops at my mouth.

      Jasper reaches for it, pressing my hand back to the table, forcing my full attention. “You could have broken Arlo’s arm this morning, but you chose not to. You told them that you aren’t their enemy and they heard you. They heard Llion when he said you got closer to killing Howl than anyone ever has. Even the guards were talking about the fight in Crimson Court. I heard them myself. They said you could kill Howl.”

      I’m suddenly not hungry anymore. “Jasper… what are you saying?”

      “I’m saying you started something. You lit a spark.”

      I stare at him. If he’s talking about rebellion, then I want it to flare up and rage like wildfire. But sparks can be dangerous. Hope is dangerous. Uncontrolled fire can spread in directions you don’t want it to and it always results in death.

      “That wasn’t my intention, Jasper. I just wanted the others to stop targeting me.” I shake my head vehemently. “I’ve lost my power. I won’t get it back until I free Baelen. Even then I don’t know what will happen. I can’t help the gargoyles. I can’t even help myself.”

      I lean toward him. I’m the one grasping his hand this time, begging him to hear me. “I can’t have their deaths on my conscience.”

      “Don’t be afraid,” he whispers back to me, dropping his forehead to mine. I close my eyes and try to absorb the calm he always carries with him. I want to go back to the moment when we were riding the Phoenix together, the Storm sailing along beside us, when I had determination and hope, before I met Howl and discovered the destructive power of gargoyle heartstones or the cruelty of his actions.

      Jasper whispers, “The gargoyles are smart. Careful. And…” He glances at the guards who are now looking our way. Jasper’s comforting gesture hasn’t gone unnoticed by anyone—none the least Cassian who wears a shuttered expression—but I don’t care if it looks like weakness.

      Jasper draws back, cupping his hand briefly against my cheek. To onlookers, it must appear as if he’s saying something reassuring to me, but what he actually says is: “They want to talk to you.”

      He pushes back his chair, his touch slides away from me, and he returns to his team without looking back. The empty seat beside me leaves a hollow. I rub my face with my hands. I smear dirt everywhere but there’s nothing I can do about it right now. Just like I can’t help the gargoyles’ hope of rebellion or my own desperation to get out of here and back to Baelen.
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      The next day follows the same pattern of work in the third tunnel, except that we gain so much ground that we’re going to need to put up new supports soon. Roar and Iago argue about whether our team should put up the supports before we finish for the week or leave it for the next team. In the end, Welsian steps in and asks, “What would be honorable?”

      Roar promptly decides we’ll put up the supports before the end of the week.

      I keep my head down at breakfast and again at dinner, but it doesn’t make much difference. Halfway through the meal, Roar vacates his seat again. I look up, expecting Jasper.

      I freeze when I find myself looking at Badenoch. At the same time as he sits down, multiple gargoyles from different teams stand up, stretch, and move tables, making Badenoch’s move to our table less conspicuous.

      “Lady Storm,” he says, addressing me the way Llion does. “I am Prime Badenoch. This Cavity was once the home of my clan, the Prime Clan.”

      He’s speaking to me the same way that I spoke to all of the gargoyles after the fight with Arlo. I’d told them who I was and where I came from. Now, Badenoch is doing the same for me.

      He says, “You might be surprised to know that we gargoyles are not naturally warring folk. We are creators: farmers, carpenters, stone workers. We value beauty. Our females have always been sacred, protected, and valued.” His expression hardens. “Howl took everything that was good about our culture and destroyed it.”

      He pauses for long enough that I whisper, “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because I sense my ancestor’s heart in this mountain. The heart of Prime. Only the gargoyles from my clan feel it. But it doesn’t call to us. It pushes us away. Prime’s heart doesn’t want to be found. Do you understand?”

      He peers at me, his cautious eyes searching my own. “Sometimes I think I’m close to it and I deliberately dig in the wrong direction. I will not risk finding it. Not even to save my children. It doesn’t matter what Howl has promised us. We won’t find another heartstone for him.”

      “Who found the first one?”

      “Virtuous Rhain.”

      I recognize that as the name of Carmen’s husband. He was the gargoyle whose wings were taken.

      Badenoch continues, “He thought he could use the heartstone against Howl. But its power was too immense. It knocked him unconscious. By the time he woke up, he was in chains.”

      My heart sinks. Ever since I heard about the heartstones, I’d secretly hoped that we might find one and somehow use it to defeat Howl. Howl had told me that only a gargoyle can handle a gargoyle heartstone and the Storm had confirmed that for me. She’d also warned me against asking Jasper to try using one. Now I understand why.

      I swallow my disappointment. “Where are your children now?”

      “Their mother is dead. She took her own life after Howl forced her into his harem.” He doesn’t stop speaking, but his voice scratches, becoming a hoarse whisper. “My children are in an orphanage, but I don’t know which one.”

      After we rescued Talia on the border, she told us that she’d hidden as a worker in an orphanage—that all of the Priestesses had chosen to hide themselves in plain sight while helping the children there. I’m not sure if it will be any comfort to tell Badenoch this, but I say, “The Priestesses are taking care of them. They’re scattered throughout the orphanages and are watching over the children.”

      Some of the tension releases from the set of his shoulders. “Thank you, Lady Storm. You’ve eased my mind with this news.” He stands and as if on cue, random gargoyles at other tables stand at the same time, shuffling positions. Badenoch disappears among them.

      Each night for the next four days, a new gargoyle sits beside me and tells me his story. They talk and I listen. I meet the leaders of the other teams and hear about their wives kept prisoner in Harem Hall or at Slave Station and their children who had nowhere to go but to orphanages.

      On the sixth night, I look up to find Erit hovering beside me. I’m really not sure what to expect from this gargoyle. He was the most unwelcoming of them all when I first arrived, taunting me before and during the fight with Arlo. I really hope Jasper’s right that Erit doesn’t want to hurt me.

      He stares at my hands instead of my face, clearly uncomfortable. The males shower at the end of each day and renew their cloak of work dust during the next. But me, I’ve washed my face and hands in the sink of the bathroom in the food hall and that’s pretty much it. I’m quite certain I now stink. Possibly badly.

      He slides into the vacant seat and says, “My name is… Grievous Erit.”

      My eyes snap to his, surprised that he’s from Howl’s Clan.

      “Yeah,” he says, finally meeting my eyes, as if the admission about his clan is a relief. “I’m from that Clan. But I’m not with Howl. Some of us renounced our clan when Howl killed the King. I just wish I’d done it sooner. I… uh… didn’t have the easiest upbringing.”

      “Please,” I say, “Tell me about your clan.”

      “The simplest way to describe my clan is to tell you about Grievous himself. You see, there’s this legend that Grievous only gave his life when the new world was built because it gave him the chance to spawn the deadliest creatures: shadow panthers, snakes, and talon crows. To remind us that our lives remain in balance. That death is always around the corner.”

      I say, “I noticed that the shadow panther is the Grievous Clan’s symbol.”

      Erit’s expression becomes more hooded than before. “To be truly accepted into the Grievous Clan, teenagers must go alone into the darkest part of Mount Grievous to track and kill a shadow panther. If you return without one, you are beaten and cast out of your home. It took me three nights in the freezing cold, but I did it.”

      I remember my fight with the shadow panther during the marriage trials. It had smelled my blood and come after me. Jasper had tried to defend me and I’d raced to save his life. It was the first time I held a knife and used lightning as a weapon. “They are certainly vicious creatures.”

      A curious expression settles over his gnarly features. “You’ve seen one?”

      “Jasper and I fought a shadow panther on Scepter Peak back in Erawind.”

      His eyebrows lift. “You’re still alive so you must have killed it. Or Jasper did?”

      “I did.”

      His features remain in a state of surprise. “Have many elves killed shadow panthers?”

      I shrug. “I honestly don’t know. I’d never seen one before that night. I was injured and it must have smelled my blood. We think that’s why it came after me.”

      A thoughtful crease forms on his forehead. “Lady Storm, there must have been another reason. Shadow panthers don’t crave elven blood—”

      He stops speaking as Welsian makes a sharp warning gesture from across the table. A quick glance tells me that Cassian is approaching from the other side of the room. He must be concerned about Erit sitting beside me after all of Erit’s threats and taunts during the fight.

      Erit vacates his seat, keeping his head down, wings pinned close at his side, and his hands up. “Yeah, yeah,” he says to Cassian. “I wasn’t going to hurt her. I just wanted to tell her she won’t beat us next week. You know, psych her out a little. No harm in that, is there?”

      Cassian glares at him, letting the bone lash unravel and its tip drop to the ground.

      I roll my eyes at the aggressive gesture. “It didn’t work,” I say, casting as much contempt as I can muster in Erit’s direction. “My team could pulverize Erit in two seconds. Really, there’s no need for lashing.”

      Cassian winds up the whip, but he does so slowly, leaving the threat to hang in the air. He glares at Erit as the other gargoyle backs away between the tables and chairs, putting as much distance between himself and Cassian as possible.

      Cassian spins on his heel, his order clipped. “Princess, you will come with me.”

      My team shoots me varying looks of alarm. Cassian has left us alone all week other than being a malevolent presence in the background. Suddenly he wants me to come with him and I’m not sure where he could want me to go. Or what’s going to happen when I get there.

      My hesitation is enough for him to twist back to me, the threatening bone lash now pointed at me. He winds the end of the whip around his hand and closes his fist around it. “Are you refusing?”

      I shake my head, rapid side-to-side. “No-o. Just not sure if I heard you right.”

      “This way.”

      I follow him out, but I’m worried. Nobody else has been called out with me. I have no idea what he could want with me. Maybe the conversations with the gargoyles haven’t gone as unnoticed as I hoped. Maybe he’s just been biding his time to confront me about them. A backward glance tells me that my entire team is on its feet at the center table, watching me go, fists clenched, wings arched. I can practically hear their growls from here. A row of guards closes around them and I shoot my friends a rapid headshake that I hope they’ll interpret correctly: Don’t make a move.

      The door closes behind me, sealing me off from my team, and I’m alone with Cassian outside in the Cavity.

      “Hurry up,” he says, striding ahead of me as he tucks away his bone lash. My forehead puckers. Now that we’re out of sight of the guards and miners he seems more impatient than threatening.

      I keep my guard up, staying on his heels until he passes the bathing room and pulls up sharp on the other side of it. There’s another door on this side that I never noticed before.

      Cassian swings it open and I crane my head to study the small anteroom inside. It contains three chairs against one wall, a cupboard on the other, and nothing else other than another door beyond it.

      “What is this?”

      “My personal bathing chamber. There’s a bath in the next room.”

      “Good for you.” I fold my arms across my chest. “Can I go now?”

      “You need a bath,” he says, his nose wrinkling. “Badly.”

      I scowl at him. I’ve been dirty and stinky for days. “Why do you suddenly care if I’m filthy or not?”

      “You need to be clean for tomorrow.”

      “To head back into the tunnel?” I scoff. “I’ll be dirty again in seconds.”

      “You aren’t going into the tunnel tomorrow.”

      All humor dies in my throat. I press my fist to my heart. “But tomorrow’s the last day of the week. I have to help my team.”

      “Not tomorrow.”

      “Wait a minute—”

      “Only you would argue against a day off.”

      I wrench my hand from my chest, glaring at him. “Because I’m worried about what I’ll be doing instead!”

      “You’ll find out.” He jerks his head in the direction of the bathing room. “Now get inside and bathe.”

      I storm across the anteroom and grip the handle as he follows me inside. “You know what would help me more than a bath?”

      He growls in exasperation. “What?”

      “A blanket. It’s freezing cold at night and I don’t have wings to keep me warm.”

      “Well, you’re getting a bath instead.”

      There’s no point arguing. In fact, I’m surprised he’s let me argue this long. I shove open the door and enter the bathing room expecting to see some sort of water cascade forming a shower of sorts. I’m surprised to find an actual bath. What’s more, it’s full to the brim with water.

      When I cross the distance and run my hand through it, it’s warm. Not lukewarm, but toasty warm. A warm bath. A real bath. A small piece of heaven. I almost moan in anticipation of sliding into it. I clamp down on my excitement before Cassian catches my happiness.

      Plastering myself with a cloak of disdain, I say, “Okay I’m here. You can go now.”

      Instead of vacating the room, he closes the door, takes a seat on the chair beside it, and kicks his boots out, crossing one foot over the other.

      Denying what my eyes are telling me, I try again. “Are you leaving or…?”

      “Or.”

      My eyes narrow so much that the edges of the room blur. A quick glance left and right tells me there’s nothing in this room I can use to force him out. Other than the chair he’s sitting on, the bathing room contains a bench with clean clothing and a towel folded on one end of it, a cake of soap resting on top of them. A bucket sits beside the bath. It’s metal. Could be used to knock him out. Maybe.

      He casually pulls out the bone lash again. I’ve never seen one in action, but the gargoyles are genuinely afraid of it. I guess if Llion designed it, then it’s destined to be an efficient weapon.

      “I’m not letting you out of my sight. Now bathe,” Cassian orders.

      I grind my teeth together and blow out an exasperated sigh.

      “Fine.” One thing at least, I’m not afraid he’ll try anything. Purely because I’m an elf. Howl’s mocking comments about my fertility and his contempt for half-breeds would cause Cassian to think twice before attempting anything his leader wouldn’t like. At least… I don’t think Cassian will try anything.

      I slip off my boots, unbutton my shirt and pants, and rip them off. I hurl them at the empty end of the bench. They hit it with angry slaps. My underwear follows next. Slap-slap.

      I plant my hands on my hips. He wanted me naked. Well, I’m naked.

      He jumps to his feet, sapphire eyes wide, clearly taken back. I suppose he thought I’d at least attempt to cover up.

      Show’s not over yet, buddy. Because there’s no way I’m getting into this beautiful bath without washing off some of the dirt first. Otherwise, the water will turn brown with grime and I really don’t want to soak in mud.

      Hurling daggers at him, I snatch up the bucket, drag it through the water, and pour it over myself. As the water rushes over me I have to fight the urge to close my eyes and soak it up. It’s been far too long since I had a good wash. I keep a good grip on the bucket in case he tries anything. I might even carry it into the bath with me just in case I need to use it as a weapon. I’m not sure how I’d feel about using the tangle on him while I’m naked—could be a bit awkward—but I’m prepared to break his arm if I have to.

      Rivers of dirt run around my feet and disappear underneath the bath. Rushing water tells me there’s a drain beneath it. It’s a good thing or I’d now be standing in a large puddle.

      As I scoop up another bucketful, a soft click sounds behind me. I look up in time to see the door close and Cassian is gone. The water sloshes in the bucket back and forth for five counts before I’m convinced he isn’t coming back.

      I sag against the side of the bath.

      Now I can count the number of males who have seen me completely naked at… two. I scrub my eyes, pretending that the hot water trickling down my cheeks is from the bucket and not tears.

      I want to hear Baelen’s voice. I want him beside me. I crave his touch. His hands. His chest. His sexy half-smile that makes my heart flip around in my chest. Him. I can defend myself, fight for myself, but I’m tired of doing it alone.

      Badenoch said that he’ll do anything not to find a heartstone, but I’m not sure I have any other choice. I have to free Baelen and heal him. To do that, I have to find a heartstone. And give it to Howl. Which will make him stronger than he already is. My shoulders slump. There’s no way to win this.

      Alone now, I take the time to scrub my body and hair thoroughly with soap before I slide into the bath. I leave the bucket outside it but within arm’s reach just in case. I fully immerse myself, allowing the immersion to soothe my senses and halt my thoughts. I remain in the bath for another ten minutes, until the cooling water forces me to get out.

      The world rushes back in as I slosh out of the bath. I dry myself as fast as I can and squeeze as much water from my hair, rubbing it with the towel. It might not have been a good idea to wash it given how cold it gets at night. The idea of trying to sleep while icicles form in my hair is not appealing.

      When I exit the bathing room, Cassian waits on one of the seats, leaning forward, elbows on his knees, wings curved around his sides. I make enough noise to draw his attention, but he fixates on a point on the opposite wall, unusually subdued.

      He says, “I didn’t expect you to do that.”

      I assume he’s referring to my earlier display of nakedness. I retort, “You thought I’d try to cover up, at least turn around, get into the bath fully clothed maybe?”

      “Something like that.” He lifts himself from the seat, revealing a blanket in his arms. He turns to face me, his chiseled features appearing drawn and unsettled. “I didn’t see it before, but now I do.”

      “See what?”

      His eyes flash to mine. “Why Howl finds you intoxicating.”

      He passes me the blanket and I clutch it close to my chest. It’s time for me to get out of here. He isn’t blocking the doorway. I can walk straight past him. I head for the exit as fast as I can.

      Outside, a flash of movement from the direction upward and to my right draws my attention to the bathing house roof. My eyes widen as I recognize Llion and Roar perched above me, foot claws gripping the edge, pickaxe in hand, ready to leap down if they have to. Cassian is still inside and hasn’t seen them. I shake my head, hoping they’ll read it as: I’m okay. He didn’t touch me.

      The last thing I want is for a fight to break out. Especially when I’m okay.

      They slink back into the shadows as Cassian follows me out. He didn’t see them.

      I focus on my feet and keep walking. According to Cassian, something is happening tomorrow that apparently requires me to be dirt-free and smell like vanilla-scented soap. I race back to the space below the hammocks where many of the males are taking flight to bed. When Llion appears like normal and flies me up to my hammock, I tell him everything that happened, including my brazen behavior.

      “I guess General Cassian didn’t see that coming,” Iago cackles. He was listening in from the hammock at my feet. Llion doesn’t say anything as he reaches across from his hammock, one hand gripping the side of mine. I curl my hand inside his big palm and pull the blanket over myself, right up to my ears. It’s thick and eases the chill seeping through my limbs.

      “We’ll miss you in the mine tomorrow,” Welsian says from the hammock at my head. “We’re putting up the supports. But we won’t find anything while you’re gone.”

      Was I scared that they might? That I wouldn’t be there in case they unearth a heartstone? “What do you think will happen if we find a heartstone?” I ask. “Does our whole team get back what we want—or only one of us?”

      My question hangs in the air. Nobody has an answer.
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      The next morning, Cassian orders me to wait in the open area in the center of the Cavity while my team and the other gargoyles disappear into the tunnels. A group of guards remains around the opening to the shaft. Another group forms a crescent behind me. Security seems much more alert today.

      Once the miners are well and truly out of sight and the faint sounds of clanging metal indicates they’ve started work, Cassian signals a guard waiting at the entrance to the Cavity—the bottom of the ramp with the mine carts attached to it. The guard flies up and out of sight and I can only assume he’s flying to the surface.

      We wait another five minutes.

      A breeze kicks up around me moments before a strong whooshing sound reaches me. It’s different to the hum I heard when Cassian brought the King’s bones to the food hall for choosing.

      This is wings. Lots of wings.

      A swarm of gargoyles shoots through the opening, pulling up high in the Cavity roof to slow down before settling to the ground. There are maybe fifteen of them, all carrying crates attached to their boots. Black robes cover their bodies from head to foot, complete with veils covering their faces, but their gossamer wings give them away. They’re all female.

      Sliding their feet out of the straps on top of the baskets before settling down, most of them head directly toward the tool room, ignoring me completely. Two hook their baskets over their arms and head in my direction.

      “The miners don’t know,” Cassian says at my elbow. “Once each week, the females from Slave Station bring clean clothing and linens and take away the dirty ones. They also replenish our food supplies. The miners think the cooking staff take care of it all. You are not to tell your team or any of the other gargoyles what you’ve seen today.”

      The two females reach me, holding out their baskets. They don’t remove their veils so I have no idea who they are underneath.

      One of the females says, “We’ve brought provisions for the Princess.”

      Cassian clears his throat, shifting uncomfortably at the mention of ‘provisions.’ I roll my eyes at him but smile at the females. I’m happy to see them whoever they are.

      Cassian says to them, “You may use the food hall to show the Princess what you’ve brought. Once the door is closed, you may remove your veils. Nobody else will enter while you are there. I will knock when your time is up.”

      Provisions and the whole place to ourselves. It’s practically a party. All of my worry about what was going to happen today disappears. I lead the females to the food hall and wait for the cooking staff to vacate the room and the door to close behind them.

      Gilda and Carmen remove their veils, smiling at me. They both wear their gorgeous hair pulled back into tight buns, but they can’t hide their beautiful wings. The patterns in them catch the light of the spider webs around us. “Hello, Princess.”

      I surprise them by embracing each of them. “I’m glad to see you, Gilda. Carmen.” I shake my head in disbelief. “But Cassian said all of you were from Slave Station. How did you get permission to come here from Harem Hall?”

      “Howl chose us personally. He probably thinks it will remind you of his threats at Crimson Court. To make sure you’re still behaving yourself.”

      My happiness fades as I remember the way he’d hurt Carmen that day, telling me he’d kill her if I didn’t obey him. “Well, you can assure him, I’m following the rules. I even had a bath when I was told to.”

      Gilda laughs, an infectious sound in the empty room. “I thought you were looking remarkably clean after spending a week in the mines.” Her smile fades. “You should know that we’re required to report back to Howl about your behavior, appearance, demeanor, basically everything about you that we witness today.”

      A wry answering laugh wrenches out of me. “I guess he misses me.”

      They exchange glances. Carmen tucks some stray hairs behind her ear. “He’s been in a particularly bad mood since he sent you away.”

      I study their faces and hands, wherever their skin is exposed. I’m looking for bruises. If he’s taking out his bad mood on them… A sigh builds inside me. Knowing that I can’t do a damn thing about it is killing me.

      “What about my friends?” I ask. “The Phoenix and Baelen Rath?”

      “I’m sorry, we haven’t seen either of them since that day at Court. But Howl did say something…” Carmen looks to Gilda. “Something about trophies? What was it?”

      Gilda purses her lips, recalling, “He said he put his trophies in the Royal Residence. That’s his home. It sounded like he meant your friends. As well as the High Priestess.”

      “Former High Priestess,” I correct her.

      She sighs. “Ah, yes, we all know the new High Priestess got away, but nobody dares to call Howl out about it. As long as he claims to have the High Priestess, we all agree that’s what she is.” She changes the subject. “Here, let me show you what we’ve brought you.”

      Among the objects that spill out of the baskets are a hairbrush, toothbrush, two sets of Marbella-sized work clothing, and another blanket, much warmer looking than the one Cassian gave me. Not to mention the things I’ll need when my cycle comes around. There’s even a bag to keep everything in. I close my eyes with gratitude. “Thank you.”

      Gilda snatches up the hairbrush. “You may be clean, but you’re in need of some grooming. May I?”

      I’m glad she’s gentle. My hair has become a bird’s nest, made worse by its length, my tresses knotted from my scalp to my waist.

      “We heard the tunnels here are some of the most dangerous,” Carmen says.

      “I haven’t seen any of the other mountains, but the fourth and fifth tunnels are the worst. They’ve put us in teams and nobody wants to mine those two tunnels.” I skip the part about us fighting for tunnels. I’m sure Cassian will have reported back to Howl about my fight with Arlo. No need to worry Gilda or Carmen about it.

      Carmen asks, “The teams can’t help each other?”

      Oh boy. How to explain that the teams are basically in competition with each other? “We aren’t allowed to.”

      As she runs the brush through my hair, prying apart the worst knots with her fingers, Gilda asks, “Do you talk to many of the gargoyles here?”

      It’s a casual question, but Carmen immediately shoots warning daggers at her. I’m not sure why until I remember that Roar had said that Howl’s harem is made up of the wives of the gargoyles most likely to oppose him. Gilda’s husband could be any of the males here. I have no idea which one and even in this empty room, I don’t dare to ask outright.

      I remain equally casual, saying, “My team has four males.” I pause after I say each of their names, waiting in case Gilda gives me a signal. If I know which one she wants to hear more about, then I can tell her. “The males in my team are: Llion, who you saw at Crimson Court, Iago… Welsian… and Roar.”

      Gilda tugs my hair as soon as I say ‘Roar.’ I hope I’ve read the signal right because I continue speaking. “Roar is my team leader. He has these amazing wings with a blue pattern on them that reminds me of Elyria web. Sometimes I think the pattern glows. He’s very strong, never takes unnecessary risks, always looks after his team. He didn’t want to choose me at first. I guess he thought I’d be a liability.” I smile, genuinely meaning it when I say, “I don’t hold it against him.”

      I clasp my hands in front of me on the table. “He misses his wife. I’m pretty sure he would do anything to get her back. But he won’t endanger her either. He stays alive for her.”

      Gilda is very quiet behind me. I can’t see her face. She sniffles. Across the table, Carmen’s eyes fill with tears for her friend, but it would be dangerous for either of them to break down.

      Carmen gulps, takes a deep breath, and quickly changes the subject to distract Gilda. “Speaking of Elyria light, I’m surprised you haven’t found it a problem, Princess. Most elves would struggle to see properly underground.”

      “I’ve adjusted and now I love it actually. It’s warm and welcoming, and I can see the color changes, like in the morning when it turns green. I miss the sun though. I guess it’s in my nature as an elf to miss the sun that the ancient elven Queen gave her life to become.”

      “Just as we love the moon,” Gilda says, her voice shaky but returning to normal. She leans down to my ear and whispers, “Thank you, Princess.”

      She finishes tying my hair just as there’s a loud knock at the door. She and Carmen quickly flip their veils over their faces and retrieve their baskets. By the time I turn around, they look exactly like they did when they came in.

      “Thank you for coming,” I say. Words aren’t enough for the gratitude I feel right now and not just because they brought me the basic necessities. For a few moments, I remembered what it was like to have female friends, to be surrounded by kind, caring females. I miss them the moment they take flight outside the food hall, joining the swarm of other females accompanied by guards.

      I turn to Cassian, the bag of supplies filling my arms. Without thinking, I say, “I really want to put this in my hammock. Can you help me?”

      He frowns from me to the ceiling, eyebrows pulled down, shoulders hunched. His response is clipped and dangerous. “How do you think I’m going to do that?”

      I back away. I really didn’t think my request through. A cold chill speeds down my spine. He allowed Gilda and Carmen to speak with me, but he’s not my friend. Now he’s either insulted because I talked to him like he’s my errand boy (bad move, Marbella) or he’s considering flying me up there himself which would involve standing much closer to him than I’m prepared for. Considering he’s seen me naked, very bad move.

      “Sorry.” I stumble as I step backward, righting myself just in time. “I forgot where I was for a moment.”

      Two more quick steps back, I spin and hurry away.

      Not fast enough.

      Two fully spread wings snap together in front of me. I pull up sharp, completely encircled. I remember seeing Cassian’s full wingspan when I first encountered him flying beside the Phoenix. His wingspan is broader than any other gargoyle I’ve met, massive in fact, and that includes Howl.

      “Turn around.”

      At least he draws the line at grabbing me. I pirouette on the spot, careful not to move closer to his wings in any direction. He focuses on a point at the edge of my shoulder. For a second, I sense regret in the line of his closely pressed lips and downward cast eyes, but I’m not sure where that’s coming from.

      “Step on my feet. I’ll fly you up.”

      Stepping on his feet requires leaning in to his chest. I know that because Llion has flown me up to my hammock every night and that’s the only way I don’t topple backward. That, and Llion wraps his arms around me. It’s perfectly fine with someone I trust. Not so much with Cassian.

      My throat is dry. I try to find my voice. “I really don’t need to take these up right now. I can wait until tonight—”

      His scowl is back. Combined with a growl. He’s not looking at my shoulder any more, glaring directly into my eyes. “Step on my feet.”

      Somehow it’s easier to deal with him when he’s mad than when he’s bordering on helpful. “Fine.”

      He does a quick double take and I’m reminded that the last time I said ‘fine’ to him was right before I threw off my clothes in disgust. Before he can get confused, I slip the bag over my shoulder, step on his feet, and slide my arms around his waist. I grit my teeth and close my eyes. He pauses for a moment. My nerves return.

      Then he spread his wings and we lift effortlessly into the air. After a moment of silence, he says, “It might surprise you to know that I also started my life as a servant.”

      That does surprise me. Somehow I imagined him as evil General Cassian right from the moment of his birth. At the very least, I pictured him raised in some sort of military family like the children in many of the major elven Houses.

      “I was a slave in the home of the Supreme Incorruptible, King Roman, himself.”

      He reaches my hammock but doesn’t fly close enough for me to deposit my bag, choosing instead to wrap his hands around my waist and lever me backward so he can see my face. It’s not a seriously dangerous angle, but it will be if he lets go. I keep my own firm grip on his waist. Otherwise, the only thing between me and the ground far below are his good intentions. I’m certainly not counting on those.

      He says, “I’m from the Hideaway Clan. The lowest of the low. You would be forgiven for thinking that all of Howl’s army is Grievous, but they aren’t.”

      Since we left the ground, he’s done all the talking. He seems to expect me to say something now while he maintains our position mid-air with light wing flaps. Not moving any closer to my hammock.

      I ask the first question I can think of. “How did you become Howl’s General?”

      He answers my question with a question. “How did you become the Storm Princess?”

      “The Storm chose me.”

      “Why? She was our storm. A gargoyle storm. Why would she choose any elf to calm her?”

      I consider his question, searching for a reason. The truth is that she never told me. “I don’t have an answer for that. I… she…” That awful memory returns to me, the full force of it so clear that Cassian blurs in front of me. I’d pushed Baelen out of the path of a lightning strike—a natural one—prepared to take the strike myself, but the Storm beat it to me. “I was trying to save someone’s life, but I put my own in danger. When she chose me, she saved my life.”

      “Why would she do that?”

      “I honestly don’t know.” I don’t know what else to say. I need to ask the Storm these questions. I need to know why she became the Storm in the first place as well as why she chose to save my life, what triggered that choice for her. She could have let me fall. She could have allowed the last Storm Princess to die and never chosen another. She could have raged and killed us all.

      Cassian pulls me back to him, leans in, closes the gap. He inhales. His breath tickles my cheek. “You smell like…”

      A deep frown descends, darkening his chiseled features. He peers into my eyes as if he’s trying to draw something out of me. I have no idea what he wants. His eyes narrow and his voice lowers to a whisper. “But that’s not possible.”

      He reminds me of Llion the day we came to the mines, telling me I smelled different now, and Erit the other day telling me about shadow panthers. I don’t know how those things are connected, but both Llion and Erit wore identical expressions to Cassian right now, as if they’re trying to discover the reason for something they sense but can’t quite pinpoint. I have no idea what it is. I certainly have no idea why it’s about me.

      He contemplates me for another moment before he silently turns and allows me to place the bag into my hammock. His arms return to my waist. I only realize then that he hasn’t brought his bone lash with him. He’s completely bare of weapons. One arm wraps around my back and the other sweeps up into my hair, startling me until I realize he’s supporting my head for the flight down.

      He judges the distance to the ground before we drop. As the air rushes past us, he murmurs, “Definitely not possible.”

      A single beat of his wings slows the fall and we glide to the ground. He releases me immediately, his wings snapping back into their usual position. “Be careful… Princess.”

      I step off his feet, not certain how to decipher his final comment. I back away and race to the entrance to the tunnels. I’m not staying up here any longer. I’ve never been so glad to enter the mine.

      Welsian is the first to meet me in the third tunnel. He and Llion are in the middle of tapping planks of wood into place to create support beams.

      “What happened?” Welsian asks. “Why did you have to stay back?”

      I bite my tongue. I’m not supposed to mention the females. Not that I care about Cassian’s rules, but I’m worried about the consequences. I don’t know the identity of the other females, but if the miners knew that their wives and loved ones came here every week, they might attempt to see them. I meant what I said to Jasper: I don’t want gargoyles getting killed because of me.

      I clear my throat. I hate lying to my friends and I can feel my face flushing with guilt. Hopefully they will interpret it as embarrassment. “A gargoyle brought me a basket of provisions.” It’s not a lie. Just not the full truth.

      The mention of ‘provisions’ does the trick. “Oh. Nothing nefarious then. Good.” Llion changes the subject. “You’re just in time to help finish the supports.”

      Anything to shift my focus off Cassian’s cryptic remarks. I’m so busy trying not to think about what happened earlier in the day that I don’t think about Gilda and Carmen’s visit either. It’s not until we finish work for the day that something Carmen said returns to me. We’d talked about how dangerous the tunnels are and she’d asked me whether the teams helped each other.

      I stop at the entrance to the third tunnel on my way out. Tomorrow the teams will fight each other again to determine which tunnel they work in next. The team from the fifth tunnel passes by, their clothing scorched. They look hopeful but also afraid: can they survive another week in that place?

      I swing back to Roar. “No team should have to mine the fourth or fifth tunnel twice in a row.”

      His pickaxe clatters into his bucket as he puts it down. The other members of our team pause behind him.

      “True, it’s cruel,” he says. “But who would voluntarily take their place. And how would we even arrange it?”

      “Well… we can’t determine which bones get picked, but we can determine who wins the fights.”

      “You mean… throw the match?” Iago draws his chin back as if that’s a horrifying thought. “Like Roar said, who would voluntarily do that?”

      I sigh. “The teams who had the easiest tunnels this week.”

      “You mean us?” Welsian asks in his quiet voice. He rubs his arms and it’s like watching tree trunks move.

      I plow on. “What if we got all the teams to agree to a system? Random enough not to be obvious, but an order that gives everyone easy tunnels one week and harder ones the next. A week to recover before the next challenge.”

      I spin to the others. “Look, accidents happen and people are more likely to get hurt when they’re tired. The teams that go into those tunnels next week need to be fresh. That’s us.”

      Llion has been quiet up until now. He lifts himself out of the shadows at the side of the tunnel. “And Erit’s team. They mined the first tunnel this week. It’s going to be hard to convince him to take the fourth or fifth next.”

      I say, “I can do it. I can convince him. But I need your help with the other teams. It only works if we all agree.”

      Iago asks, “I already hate the answer to this question, but which tunnel do you propose we mine next?”

      I push away the suicidal urge to choose the fifth. I don’t know enough about mining yet to attempt that, but I know the time will come when I have to. “The fourth.”

      Roar blows out a breath and drops himself against the side of the tunnel, shaking his head with a half-laugh. “What are you getting us into, Princess?”

      “Control,” I say. “We’re taking back control.”
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        * * *

      

      Erit waits for me to speak. All week, gargoyles have been coming to speak with me at dinnertime, but now I’ve asked for him specifically. He knows I have a question. But I don’t intend to start with the one that really matters.

      As the general hubbub of dinner washes over us, I ask, “Was General Cassian always stationed at this mine?”

      He shakes his head. “I don’t think he ever came here before.”

      I ask a question that I already know the answer to. “Why is he here now?”

      “Because of you.”

      “Because of me.” I prop my elbows on the table. “Why do you think that is? I have no power. I’m not a threat. What is Howl so afraid of that he sends his General to watch over me?”

      A glimmer of a smile touches Erit’s mouth. “He sees what we see.”

      “And what is that?”

      “You’re a leader.” He shakes his head at me. He tries to hide his smile but it doesn’t work. “Wrapped up in a tiny package.”

      I hold his gaze. “I want to give Howl something to be afraid of, Erit. But I don’t want him to know he should be afraid of it until it’s too late.”

      “Well, I guess I’d like to know how you propose to do that.”

      “I want to start with the fights. I want us to take control of the outcome.”

      When I finish telling him my plan, he leans back in his chair, tapping the table, contemplating his hands. “You want my team to take the fifth tunnel next.”

      “Then you wouldn’t get it for another four weeks.”

      “Assuming the other teams agree.”

      I lean forward. “They already have.” It was easy to convince the teams who mined the fourth and fifth tunnels. Badenoch’s team also agreed—I knew I could get him to see the plan’s logic and Jasper backed me up.

      “We cycle through the tunnels in the same order: three, four, two, one, five, and then three again. It means we get a break between the difficult tunnels and the burden never falls on one team more than the others.”

      “I don’t know…”

      “We have to take fear out of the equation. Howl rules by fear. If we start beating him in small ways, then the big ways will follow.” I’d told Jasper I wasn’t going to start a rebellion, but it’s pouring out of me now, the need to fight back. “We’re going to end him, Erit. I don’t know how yet, but I know that this is how we start.”

      He rubs his face, scrubbing at his eyes. When I first met him, I thought he was an arrogant male. He’d underestimated me, but now I consider how much of that was fuelled by fear. He pushes back his chair and a number of random gargoyles stand up at the same time. They’ve been shifting around us at intervals for a while now and the guards have stopped paying attention.

      “You’re out of your mind.” A grin breaks across his face. “But I’m in.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning when Cassian brings in the bones and Roar leans in for me to tell him which is the shortest, it’s because he doesn’t want to pick it.

      “Third from the left,” I whisper. At the same time, I hold my left hand behind my seat where the guards can’t see it. I hold up three fingers. I’m sitting at one of the front tables and each of the passing team leaders glances my way. The leader from the team that mined the fifth tunnel is the one who will pick that bone.

      The gargoyles don’t question how I know which bone to pick. Even if they did, I couldn’t tell them. All I know is that the hum that fills my body at night and makes me freezing cold is the same hum that tells me which bone will give me the greatest power.
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      The next three weeks pass without incident. We survive the fourth tunnel by wrapping wet cloths around our noses and mouths. The collapsed pockets in the floor are giant holes, at least six feet deep. While the rest of us spend time familiarizing ourselves with the safest pathway through, Iago comes up with something better. Identifying the solid sections of the floor, he shows Roar how we could run wooden planks across the holes—two spaced apart—and then nail boards across them. He calls it a false floor. But we need flatter boards than the ones we have, which are all thick planks.

      Roar asks to speak with Cassian who looms ominously in the entrance to the tunnel as Roar and Iago describe what we need. I wait in the background, but Cassian looks to me before he gives a curt nod. “You’ll have them tomorrow.”

      As Iago passes me by, appearing pleased about the outcome, I understand why Roar had no hesitation about choosing Iago for his team. Whenever there’s a difficult engineering issue, Iago always has a solution. When we need something enormous moved, on the other hand, Welsian is the gargoyle for the task. And Roar and Llion… I can’t help but grin as I mentally label them as the work horses. But me? I’m still not sure where I stand in all this. I just follow Roar’s directions.

      I catch his attention as he passes me. The wet cloth tied securely around my face muffles my voice. “Where does the wood come from?” All I have to do is turn around and every week there seems to be a new supply of it at the entrance to each tunnel, cut and ready to use.

      “Groups of gargoyles work in the forests, chopping down trees, measuring out the planks. They’re carpenters the same way we’re miners. Then the couriers bring the supplies during the night.”

      “Why at night?”

      He glances back to check that Cassian is gone. I can’t see Roar’s mouth because the cloth covers it, but I can’t mistake his wry tone. “It’s so that we can’t pass messages to them. We’re stuck in our hammocks while they distribute the supplies without encountering us.”

      “How come I never noticed that?” A bunch of gargoyles lugging in wooden planks seems like a major disruption. Especially in the quiet of night.

      Roar scratches the back of his head and tightens his mask. I’ve gotten so used to seeing the gargoyles bare from the waist up that I hardly notice anymore. Sweat drips down the side of his face and down his chest. It’s warm in the fourth tunnel.

      He says, “You… ah… you’re a heavy sleeper.”

      He seems oddly uncomfortable answering my question and I’m not sure why. I let it go even though I want to ask more. I was never a heavy sleeper in Erawind. In fact, light noises would wake me. I still remember the night Baelen woke me from my dreams when he sat outside my bedroom door, completely drunk, blaming the storm for tearing us apart.

      On top of that, the arrival of the female gargoyles the other day sounded like a tornado so I don’t understand how I could sleep through the arrival of a swarm of males.

      That night, I’m determined to listen out for them. Cassian said there would be a delivery and I want to see it happen, even if I can’t interact with the couriers. I fall asleep while my toes chill and my breath frosts, determined not to sleep so deeply, but I don’t wake up until the next morning when my body temperature returns to normal. Curse these cold nights. It must be the night-time freeze that keeps me asleep.

      We spend the following week finishing the work of the two teams before us to clear the collapsed second tunnel. The third week is the easiest when we get to mine the first tunnel, but our turn in the fifth tunnel approaches fast.

      At the end of the third week, as he does at the end of each week now, Cassian calls me out of the food hall and shows me to the door of his bathing room. He closes the door behind him and I don’t see him again until the next morning. The night before we’re due to mine the fifth tunnel, I emerge from the bath to find a silver handheld mirror resting on one of the chairs.

      It’s the first mirror I’ve seen since I left Harem Hall. The door is still closed, but Cassian is the only one who could have left it here for me.

      I hesitate. I don’t pick it up. I don’t want to look at myself. I can see enough of my body to know that I’ve gained muscles I never had before, especially in my thighs and biceps—constant work will do that. I’ve spent a lot of time with my new hairbrush removing the bird nests from my head, so at least my hair won’t look terrible, but as for my skin and eyes… I’m scared I’ll look as bad as I feel. I can refuse to admit I’m exhausted if I don’t see it written all over my face.

      I turn the mirror face down and leave it on the chair. Half reach for it again. Take a step back before I do.

      “Why don’t you want to look at yourself?”

      Cassian stays in the shadow of the door. I didn’t hear him open it.

      “I’m scared of what I’ll see.” There I go again, acting like he’s my friend. I press my lips together, wondering what he’ll do, but he doesn’t move.

      “You have nothing to be afraid of.”

      But I won’t see the storm anymore. There it is. My greatest fear. For such a long time, I lived with lightning running across my skin, lighting up my eyes. Now it’s gone and I don’t want to see its absence. I don’t want to see that little girl who used to tug on her braid when she was nervous.

      He steps into the room, into the light, crosses the distance with quiet steps, and picks up the mirror, turning it to face me. Maybe it’s fear or uncertainty or something else, but I don’t look away.

      He tilts the mirror so the first thing I see is my neck. My skin is paler than I remember, but that would be because I haven’t been exposed to sunlight in four weeks.

      The mirror reveals my chin and lips next, then my nose and frowning eyes. When did my face get so expressive? When did my eyes become so pale?

      Like my skin, my lips and eyes are glossy, translucent. Radiant in a way that I can’t describe. Who is this elf looking back at me? She’s definitely not what I expected. The storm is gone but a different glow has taken its place. Something I can’t place. I press my finger to my lower lip, tracing the outline, tilting my head to examine my skin.

      The mirror shivers. My attention snaps to Cassian, to the slight clench of his jaw, but he hasn’t otherwise moved. He fixates on my finger, still pressed to my lips. I remove it slowly but his focus remains on my lips. With minimal movements, he reaches for my other hand, running his palm across the back of my hand, curling my fingers around the mirror handle so I’m left holding it.

      “It’s yours,” he says, his voice thicker than normal.

      He tucks his wings closed, spins, and leaves me holding the gift.

      Later, I crawl into my hammock after Llion flies me up. I’m colder than ever and desperate to bury myself in the blankets. My fingers are icy and my toes are popsicles. Llion didn’t say anything when I stepped onto his feet, but he winced when I pressed my freezing hands against his back. For a few blessed moments, his body heat warmed me, but then we reached my bed and I had to leave his warmth.

      I double the blankets over, curl my knees to my chest, and pull the covers all the way over my head before I fall asleep.

      For the first time in a long time, Baelen’s voice echoes in my dreams. Memories flash through my sleeping mind. He’s holding out his hand to me in the hallway of his childhood home. I’ve thought of a way for you to beat them. He’s running his fingers through my braid on the cliff’s edge, releasing my hair into the breeze before he kisses me. May I have your permission?

      He’s covered in flames. Acid rain drips upward into the sky. Marbella, baby, you’re in trouble.

      You’re running out of time.

      Wake up.

      A force as great as thunder blasts through me. The impact washes across me, right to left, lifting my body upward and casting it hard against the side of the hammock. Every bone shifts, released from gravity, weightless, and then snaps back into position as the blast passes by.

      I scream out the pain, eyes squeezed closed, my scream shrieking through the Cavity.

      The force wasn’t me. I didn’t do it. And it wasn’t Baelen. I’ve combined my power with his enough times to know what his power feels like. The blast came from outside of me. From something far too powerful.

      I cling to the swinging hammock as the aftershock rages through me, whimpering into my blanket. “A heartstone. Another heartstone.”

      Llion rears up from the hammock next to mine, launching himself across the distance. “Lady Storm!”

      Tears leak down my face. I can barely open my eyes to look at him. “I felt it, Llion. I felt it.”

      Roar’s voice is urgent from the other side. “What’s wrong?”

      “What happened?” Both Welsian and Iago are awake. In fact, it sounds like everyone is. Lady Storm! My name, the one the gargoyles have given me, echoes through the other hammocks as gargoyles wake up all around me.

      I swallow and try to breathe. “Howl has another heartstone. I felt it like an explosion.”

      Murmurs of anger and despair filter through the listening gargoyles. Llion leans over me, but directs his question to Roar. “Which heart could it be?”

      “It’s impossible to know, but at Crimson Court, the miners working in Mount Lightsworn said they were close to finding one. Howl’s promise would have given them a reason to unearth it. I’m sorry, Llion. That’s your wife’s home.”

      Llion’s shoulders slump. His wings form a protective curve around his torso. “Lightsworn’s heart is the strongest one Howl could get his hands on… This is the worst thing that could happen…”

      Now that the initial shock and pain have faded, another sensation slams into me.

      I’m cold.

      Burning and freezing at the same time. This is the first time I’ve woken up in the night since I got here and the deep freeze I find myself in is agony. Falling asleep was hard enough. Being awake is far worse. I shudder under the blankets, distracted by a light glowing beyond me.

      I force my eyes all the way open. What is that?

      I frown at the ceiling. Ice crystals cover it in a radiant white pattern glistening in the Elyria light. The nearest web has also turned white, its glowing strands resembling pure moonlight. The crystalline glow extends within several feet of my hammock, but not beyond. Further out, the ceiling is clear and the spider web is silvery-blue like usual. The ice crystals have only formed around me.

      It’s too cold to lift my arm out of the blanket, but I raise a finger beside my chin, pointing at the ceiling. “What is that?”

      “Ice,” Llion says, before returning to his conversation with Roar.

      “Yes-s-s.” I interrupt him, my teeth chattering. “But how did it get there?”

      He takes a closer look at me as all conversation dies down around me. For some reason, my question has dropped us into silence. He glances past me, maybe at Roar or Welsian. “We thought you knew.”

      I stare at him. “That I’m surrounded by ice?”

      “It’s been the same ever since you got here. Every night. We thought it was a storm thing. You always sleep through like it’s normal…”

      A shiver rocks my body. Llion leans closer to me, concern washing away his puzzlement.

      I say, “This is not a s-s-storm th-thing.” I want to be asleep again. I don’t want to be awake. Now that I am, the cold is eating me from the inside like acid. “Llion… I am… r-really c-c-cold…”

      Icy shivers spear through my spine. My breath frosts. If what they’re telling me is true, then I’m creating the cold. It’s not the natural environment here. But I don’t know how or why I’m doing it. I certainly can’t make it stop.

      “I-I’m so cold… it hurts… I d-don’t think I’m okay…”

      Llion touches his palm to my forehead. His eyes shoot wide. He lurches backward. “There’s something wrong. We need to help her—”

      The beat of a pair of strong wings interrupts him.

      Llion rotates in the direction of the sound, blocking me from seeing who it is, but I recognize Cassian’s growl. “What’s going on?”

      Nobody answers. The silence is thick.

      Llion says, “Lady Storm needs help.”

      Cassian leans around him. I catch a brief glimpse of his sapphire eyes, narrowed and assessing, taking all of me in with that quick assessment, before Llion shifts sideways in a protective gesture, challenging Cassian. “Not your help.”

      Cassian snarls. “Get out of the way.”

      Llion pulls in closer to me, Roar closes in behind me, and Welsian and Iago draw up with them. It must be awkward maneuvering around the hammocks, but I’m surprised by how quickly my friends surround me in a protective circle. They spread their wings to cover the gaps between them, wingtip to wingtip forming a defensive wall. So far, none of the guards have approached us. Only Cassian.

      Llion’s response is swift. “You’re not going anywhere near her.”

      Cassian’s voice sounds like it’s being grated through something sharp and unpleasant. Tense, but determined. Struggling to be patient. “I’ve ordered the guards to stay on the ground. I knew she was in trouble because I heard her scream. I’m not going to hurt her. She clearly needs warmth and you don’t have the wingspan to help her.”

      They don’t budge. Their wings don’t part.

      Cassian’s voice shifts closer. He must be right up in Llion’s face by now. “Did you hear me? I’m the only one who can help her.”

      When Llion still doesn’t move, Cassian exhales a sigh of exasperation. “Oh, fuck it… Llion, if she dies, Howl will remove my head from my shoulders. With my own bone lash. You know it’s not an empty threat.” He pauses. “Is that enough to convince you?”

      I try to speak, but it’s difficult. I force sound through my throat. “Llion… it’s okay… Let him through.”

      Llion breaks the wall of wings, but only to check on me. He’s so worried it hits me like a fist. Finally, he moves out of the way, but doesn’t take his eyes off the General. Cassian ducks under Llion’s hammock and ascends directly next to mine.

      He swiftly checks me over. “You need body heat. I need to get in there with you and then I’m going to wrap my wings around both of us to keep the warmth in. It means sealing you in with me.” He pauses and I can’t even begin to read his expression: desperately blank. “May I have your permission?”

      May I have your permission?

      His voice blends with the memory of Baelen’s. A sob tears out my chest and tears spring to my eyes but as soon as they slide from my eyes, they freeze. Tiny, frozen pearls burn my cheeks.

      Cassian’s eyes widen. He doesn’t wait for my answer. I’m not sure I can even speak to give it.

      He rips off his shirt, kicks off his boots, and slides into the hammock beside me, lifting the blankets so he’s under them with me. His boots thud on the ground far below as he spreads his wings carefully in each direction, sliding one over the top of us and the other all the way under the hammock and around to the other side.

      His wings overlap and settle against their own edges, gently forming a cocoon. Sealing us in just like he said. Under the blanket, he rapidly undoes the buttons on the front of my shirt, pushing the material apart. I’m naked underneath but he doesn’t pay any attention, supporting my torso and head with one arm as he leverages my shirt off with the other, sliding it down my arms and over my stiff fingers.

      Hooking his upper leg over mine, he draws my hips up against his before pressing us chest to chest and gently fitting my head into the crook of his neck. His big arms close tight across my back, covering as much skin as he can.

      I’m icy but he doesn’t wince once.

      He says, “Focus on breathing.”

      It’s difficult and not only because of the cold. I haven’t been this up close and personal with any male other than Baelen. For the next hour, my breath frosts against his skin, tiny crystals form before my eyes, and then… they melt. Like tear drops sliding against his chest, my breath freezes and warms, freezes and warms, over and over, one breath at a time, melting and evaporating. His skin changes color every time my breath touches it and where my body presses against his, turning icy pale, returning to normal, then icy pale again, minute after minute, second after endless second until… finally…

      I sense his breathing deepen. Relax. He didn’t show any deliberate signs of being affected by the cold, but now I realize how furious his breathing had been as the freeze seeped from me into him. He was fighting the cold for both of us.

      I close my eyes, greedily drawing on his warmth. Everything around us has turned completely silent. I’m not sure if that’s because the other gargoyles are sleeping or maybe listening to make sure I’m okay. Or maybe the seal formed by Cassian’s wings blocks out all sound.

      I find my voice for the first time in an hour. My vocal chords are stiff but I manage to speak. “I’m sorry if I hurt you.”

      He stiffens. There’s a long silence before he responds. “You’re apologizing for hurting me.”

      “I know it hurt.”

      “It did hurt.” In the same breath, he says, “You are very confusing.”

      “I guess I’m very confused right now. I don’t know why this is happening. I don’t deliberately do this every night. I didn’t even know about it.”

      “It’s only when the moon shines.” His arms slide up and down against my back as he shrugs. “It’s hard to miss the connection.”

      “But… why?”

      He doesn’t answer.

      I tilt my head back a little. Funny thing, there used to be a permanent sneer on Cassian’s face, but I haven’t seen it for a while. When did that change? Over the last four weeks, I’ve heard the stories of almost all of the gargoyles in this place, stories about their families, friends, loved ones, children. I haven’t heard his.

      I say, “Tell me about the Hideaway Clan.”

      “There’s nothing to tell.”

      “There’s always something to tell.”

      He says, “Not this time.”

      “Howl threatened you, but that’s not the reason you’re helping me. There’s more to it than that.”

      His breath catches and he freezes up again, but he can’t exactly run away. Not if he wants to keep me alive.

      My turn to shrug. “Or you could tell me about your clan.”

      He’s silent. I don’t think I’m going to get an answer to either question. I return my head to his neck to show him that I won’t ask again. Whatever part of me was producing the cold has receded, but it’s still there, deep somewhere. It will come back. I’m not safe until the sun rises again. I don’t want to push him away given that he’s my lifeline right now.

      I’m not exactly sure what makes him change his mind about speaking, but he says, “Hideaway had the strongest wings. Even stronger than the King or Queen. They called him Hideaway because the color of his skin could change and camouflage against any rock and he could, well, hide someone in his wings and… protect them. Humans walked straight past him, never knowing he was there. His wings could even block deep magic.”

      That doesn’t sound like the kind of thing that would cause a whole clan to be treated as lower than the others. “Then… why?”

      He knows what I’m asking: why did the Hideaway Clan become servants?

      “Something went wrong. Maybe he hid the wrong person. Maybe he didn’t protect someone he should have. We don’t know why, but the King became very angry with him. To make up for it, Hideaway offered up his clan to serve the King for the rest of our days.”

      “So that is how you came to be a servant in the King’s home.”

      He turns my statement back on me. “Why did you serve in the House of Rath?”

      “All of the minor elven houses serve the major ones. We don’t own homes or land. The House of Mercy has always served the House of Rath.”

      “But you became the Storm Princess. Not them. They wouldn’t have been very happy about that.”

      Is he grinning? I tilt my head back to see, startled at the way Cassian’s smile changes his face. It’s lazy, confident, with a hint of challenge.

      I say, “Well… I guess… I was the first Princess from a minor house.”

      “What about your former master?”

      “Rordan Rath? Baelen’s father avoided me while I was Princess.” Even though he was the only male allowed near me. “I thought it was because I nearly killed his son. But now I think it was for my protection. He tried to keep me separated from elven politics for as long as he could.”

      I shift a little, feeling like I have to defend Baelen’s house. “The House of Rath isn’t like the other major houses. They are warriors. Were warriors, devoted to protecting others. I guess it’s a different kind of servitude. Not cleaning floors, but preventing death. Most of them died when the Storm first struck… Rath land sits on the border between our countries. It was hit first and the devastation was… so many elves died…”

      I clear my throat, wondering why I just told him all of that. And whether I should have.

      Of all the things I just said, Cassian hones in on the one thing I don’t want him to. “You almost killed Baelen Rath?”

      “I… uh…” My thoughts whirl. What was I thinking talking about my past? It’s dangerous to tell him any of this. I keep my answer to the minimum. “The storm chose me but he was standing close by at the time and it struck him too. He was badly hurt.”

      “That’s why he shares the storm’s power.”

      Because I poured lightning into Baelen while the Storm poured lightning into me. “Yes.”

      Cassian is quiet for another moment. “There’s something I want to tell you and then you’re going to stop asking questions and I’m going to stop answering them and we’re going to sleep.”

      “Okay?”

      “Growing up in King Roman’s home, I had access to a lot of information. Most of it, I gave myself access to, if you know what I mean.”

      “You mean you sneaked into places you shouldn’t have?”

      “I found out something I wasn’t supposed to know. When the King died, he took the secret with him. Nobody else knows. Not even Howl.”

      If I was worried about telling him things I shouldn’t, then what he’s about to tell me might make us scarily even. I glance around, wide eyed. If the other gargoyles weren’t listening before, they are now.

      “They can’t hear us,” Cassian says, another rare smile gracing his face. It changes him, relaxes his mouth, lights up his eyes in mesmerizing ways. “We’re sealed in here. I have the same wings as Hideaway. I’m the only gargoyle in my generation whose wings block everything—magic, sound. The only reason we’ve had this conversation is because nobody else can hear us.”

      I whisper, “What do you know?”

      His smile remains. “The gargoyle who became the storm, who gave her life to become the destructive force that killed your elven King… she was Supreme Incorruptible. The heir to the throne. She was royalty.”

      The Storm was a Princess? But… how… what…? I can’t even identify which question screams at me first.

      His arms tighten again, one hand rubbing my back between my shoulder blades, easing out the sudden tension in my torso. “Now sleep.”

      True to my promise, I don’t ask any more questions, even though I burn with them. The Storm, my Storm, my Elyria with the broken wing, was royalty.

      Despite the tornado of questions churning at the back of my mind, the soothing motion of his hand on my back is impossible to ignore. My eyes drift closed. My breathing slows. I fall asleep in the arms of this ferocious gargoyle.
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      I wake to Cassian pulling my shirt back over my arms. His wings still seal us in and I’m glad for that because otherwise I’d be putting on quite a show right now. He buttons up the front even though my fingers have thawed and I could do it myself.

      When I’m fully clothed, he says, “The sun is up.”

      The seal breaks and the morning air rushes in. He slips over the hammock’s edge, spreads his wings to stay afloat, and shakes them out, rolling his shoulders and turning his neck side to side. Then he drops out of sight.

      I lean over the edge, watching him go. Just as he reaches the ground, another gargoyle swoops in from the Cavity’s entrance, someone I haven’t seen before. Cassian stiffens as the newcomer speaks. The conversation finishes when Cassian gives the stranger a curt nod, and then the other gargoyle flies away.

      I look up to find my whole team waiting for me to speak. They look like they barely slept.

      “I’m okay,” I say, guilt spreading through me as I wonder how long they stayed awake and on guard during the night. There was no way I could have given them a signal though. I was completely sealed in.

      Llion looks relieved. “I’m very glad to see it, Lady Storm.”

      “What’s going on down there?”

      Far below, Cassian has called a number of guards into a group.

      Llion shakes his head. “I guess we’ll find out. Are you ready?”

      The flight down is too short for my liking. The other team leaders are already there, herded into a group by the guards. The closer I get to the ground, the more agitated Cassian seems to become.

      As soon as we set down, Cassian speaks to everyone. “There will be no mining for three days.” He waits a moment for the news to sink in. “The King has declared a celebration in honor of finding the Lightsworn Heartstone. He will be sending extra food. You may all rest and eat.”

      He spins to me, the stern lines back on his face. Any hint of the protective personality I saw the night before has disappeared. He is General Cassian again. “Except you, Princess.”

      Instinctively, I recoil, bumping into Llion. My friend steadies me, his reassuring hands remaining on my arms. Jasper edges toward me through the group. I haven’t had a chance to speak with him in days.

      Cassian’s delivery of the next news is flat and unemotional. “You have been called to the Palace.” He glares at Jasper as Jasper reaches my side. “Alone.”

      “When?”

      “Now.”

      Instinctively, I catch Jasper’s hand. Howl is calling me back. No doubt to gloat about his new toy. If my face is as expressive as it looked the other day, then there’s no disguising the contempt I feel right now. Despite my lost storm power, I feel stronger than when I left Crimson Court.

      I ask, “Will you be coming with me, General Cassian?”

      “Yes.”

      Of course. He goes where I go. I probably shouldn’t feel this way, but it’s a comfort that he’s coming with me. Especially if I wake up in the night and need help again. Hopefully that won’t happen since it took a heartstone to wake me from my icy sleep the first time. “When you’re ready then.”

      A smile ghosts around his mouth, quickly hidden. He signals the waiting guards and they bring the large crate I arrived in. I squeeze Jasper’s hand before I clamber inside. “Use the time wisely,” I whisper to him and Llion.

      “We will.”

      My team’s concerned faces are my final view before a guard closes the hatch and the crate rises into the air.
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      I tumble out of the basket onto the grass right outside Harem Hall. The only advantage to being transported in the basket is that it was dark inside and allowed my eyes to adjust to the brighter sunlight. Steely-eyed guards watch my every move as I straighten my clothes. At least I’m not in a dress this time, although something tells me that’s not going to last.

      Cassian looms over me, grabbing my arm, making me wince. His jaw clenches. If there was a hint of a smile before, it’s long gone. He growls, keeping it low, “Don’t forget where you are.”

      It’s a warning. I paste a suitably terrified expression on my face, although my wince is real. But the fact is… I’m not afraid of Cassian anymore. He had plenty of chances to hurt me and didn’t. I’m not afraid and… I don’t think he wants me to be.

      I stumble across the grass as he pushes me through the line of guards. He isn’t allowed beyond that line, so he shoves me toward the steps where two females I don’t recognize wait to take me inside. I follow them without speaking, passing through the opulent rooms at the front of the building.

      Like last time, they direct me to the bathroom first. After I’ve washed and dressed in a clean robe, they lead me to the room at the back where the females dress.

      I stop short. The room is empty. “Where are the others?”

      One of the females directs me to a chair and the other starts brushing my hair. “Where are Carmen and Gilda?”

      The one brushing my hair places a finger against her lips. Okay, so they can’t talk to me, but now I’m worried about the two females who brought me provisions. I sit surrounded by anxiety while they put my hair up into an intricate design that allows long strands to fall across one shoulder. So far they haven’t presented me with a dress. My gaze darts around the room. I don’t see one anywhere. But they’re clearly getting me ready for something.

      I take a moment to check myself in the mirror and I’m startled by what I see. My skin is pale, translucent from top to bottom, even my hair is a lighter shade of auburn. My eyes are washed-out green, glinting with an edge they didn’t have before. My shoulders and upper arms are defined with visible muscles, but my lips are brighter red, flushing darker when I press them together. Could all of this be a consequence of being underground and working hard for the last month? Or more to do with the way I turn into ice when the moon is out?

      The females finish their work and leave without a word. I remain in my seat, not sure what to expect or do. So much time passes that I eventually slouch forward, leaning on the mirrored bench in front of me.

      A sixth sense warns me and I glance up into the mirror.

      “I’ve missed you, little doll.”

      I glide from the chair, ready to face Howl as he prowls into the room, making it seem small and cramped. He rolls his broad shoulders back, displaying his wings and the now multi-colored veins running through them, some green, some blue. A second heartstone—this one the color of an icy blue pond—rests next to the first. It’s their colors that intertwine through his wings.

      I draw myself up to my full height. Not very tall or intimidating but, hey, I can try. He pulls up short, mid-stride inside the room. His harsh gaze moves from my head to my bare feet.

      “How curious,” he says. “Cassian was right.”

      “About what?”

      “You’ve changed.”

      I circle around him as he approaches so that he remains at the same distance. This seems to amuse him. “I heard you had a difficult night last night.”

      Cassian must have told him everything. I’m guessing that was the deal: watch over me and report back. “It wasn’t the first.”

      “I suspected the heartstone’s awakening might cause you some pain. You may not have your power anymore, but deep magic will always recognize itself.”

      I frown. He seems to think my bad night was purely because of the heartstone. It had started that way, but the rest of it wasn’t. Maybe Cassian didn’t tell him everything after all. Maybe Cassian is smart enough not to tell him everything. Howl interprets my scowl as an unwillingness to admit weakness.

      “Don’t fret, little doll. It hurt me too. Holding a heartstone for the first time is like… well… connecting with lightning. You would know what that feels like.”

      Painful. Terrifying. I hope it hurt him a lot.

      “Why am I here?” I haven’t been able to maintain the distance between us and before I know it, I’m pinned in the corner. I smother a sigh. At least I tried.

      “Your old friends want to see you.” He runs his fingers through my hair, brushing my shoulders, making my skin crawl. “But first you need to get dressed.”

      He retrieves a dress from across a chair next to the door. When he returns, he says, “This is for you.”

      He holds up a garment that resembles the kind of dress that females in the Major elven Houses wear to big events. And I mean big events. Like Major House weddings or the appointment of a new Elven Commander. The last Elven Commander appointed was Pedr Bounty. His appointment happened soon after I became the Storm Princess and I still remember the stir I caused when I refused to wear the dress that the most senior Elven Commander, Elwyn Elder, presented to me—somehow I knew even then that I couldn’t accept their gifts or be seen to owe them anything.

      In typical Howl style, the dress plunges low at the front but its structured shape tells me there’s a corset under the bodice. The material is fine silver, satin, long, with silver filigree and pale gemstones in a floral pattern to the waist where the material streams outward.

      “This too.” Hanging around his wrist, dangling like a bracelet, is a tiara that sparkles with white diamonds.

      I eye both the dress and tiara with increasing concern. He said I was meeting old friends. I thought he meant Baelen and the Phoenix. Now I’m not so sure.

      He looks very pleased with himself when he says, “You can’t get into this dress on your own. You’ll need help.”

      It doesn’t take a genius to see where he’s going with this. It seems this is make-Marbella-strip month. Howl has mauled me enough that I’m not surprised. What does surprise me is that I’m not afraid of him. It’s an unexpected realization. I’ve spent the last month deep underground surrounded by fierce gargoyles who have proven that they are loyal to each other and willing to help each other, despite what Howl has done to them. Despite the threats the guards pose on a daily basis, they’ve never used their bone lashes. Of course, the gargoyles haven’t given the guards any reason to take violent action, but even so I find myself holding a shred of hope and faith for the first time.

      I take a moment to consider my options—fight Howl, which will inevitably lead to him using his new Heartstone and all sorts of other unpleasantness or swallow my pride and save my fight for later. Just when I decide that a fight is worth it, Howl clicks his fingers and the two females race back into the room.

      I guess he didn’t fancy himself a handmaid after all. He hands the dress to them and draws up a chair at the other side of the room to watch.

      The first female immediately instructs me to put my arms down at my sides. I’m not sure how that’s going to work—I still have a robe and underwear on. But I do it anyway. She and the other female hold the dress high above my head and slip it over me, robe and all. As I suspected, it contains a corset. But the pleasant surprise is that with the back fully unlaced, the dress itself turns into a screen around me.

      The two females hold the dress in place as I wriggle around inside it removing my shirt and bra and then my long pants.

      Huh. Take that Howl. No peep show for you. He seems amused, rather than disgruntled, stretching his legs out in front of him, lips curled into a half-grin as he watches me struggle not to reveal anything. Something has made him extra happy today. I should probably worry about what that is.

      I decide to distract him with talk just in case his mood changes. “No chains this time?”

      “No,” he says. “You already know what’s at stake.”

      The two females stiffen slightly before returning to the task of tying me into the dress. Howl’s threat hangs in the air. The last time I was here, Howl threatened to kill Carmen and Gilda if I stepped out of line. I don’t know these new females very well, but they could be the wives of any of the gargoyles I met in the mine.

      “I do,” I say, more for their sake than his.

      They pin the tiara to the top of my head and last of all, hand me a pair of flats. Thank goodness, no heels this time. The corset makes up as a torture device, pushing my breasts up so they’re in danger of popping out.

      When I’m fully dressed, Howl lurches upward and flicks his head to the door. I thank the females before following him out. As we walk, Howl drops beside me and then slightly behind, resting his hand on my lower back in a possessive gesture.

      When we exit the building, Cassian paces at the guard line. His wings are angled forward and his boots stamp the turf. On the surface, he appears impatient, but as I pause on the balcony, I sense… fear?

      For himself or me?

      His eyes meet mine across the distance. Agonized. Desperate. Flicking to Howl and back to me.

      Fear for me.

      Surprise shoots through me as his gaze assesses me, checking my status, searching for signs of abuse. I hold myself high and aloof to disguise my shock at his concern. I glide down the stairs after Howl. The other guards are well trained and don’t spare me a second look as they walk in a line on each side of us, but Cassian takes up a close position behind me.

      The sun is well up in the sky now but a breeze helps keep me cool. It looks like we’re headed to Crimson Court, but then Howl changes direction, leading me along a wide pathway that ascends through a thick forest of trees.

      A palace looms in the distance, built partially into the side of the mountain, eerily camouflaged against the dark gray rock. As the pathway winds through the thinning trees, the palace catches the light in different ways making it look like it conforms into the mountain itself.

      Rows of guards stand watch outside it, peering at us as we pass through the wide open door but none of them follow us inside. Even the guards who came with us file off before we reach the door. As Howl leads me through hallway after hallway, it’s difficult to gauge the sheer size of the structure. It must have taken all of Howl’s ten-year rule to build it.

      Finally, we stop inside an ante-room facing a large wooden door elaborately decorated with the silhouette of a golden panther. Howl squeezes my waist and tells me to wait with Cassian before he disappears inside. Voices—mostly male—float out before the door closes again.

      Cassian catches my arm, his question sharp and urgent. “Did he scent you?”

      Scent me? That thing the gargoyles do when they inhale? Before I lost my power, Howl literally inhaled the storm into himself whenever he had the chance, but he has no reason to do that now. “I don’t think so.”

      “Don’t let him.”

      “Why?” I tilt my head back, trying to figure out why he’s so unsettled. The night before, he’d told me a secret about the Storm. Something only he knew. Now I wonder what new secret he’s keeping… “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Your storm power hid it before. But if Howl catches your true scent…” He releases my arm, resuming his former position at my elbow as footsteps sound on the other side of the door. “He’ll kill you.”

      The wide doors swing apart and Howl fills the opening, spreading his wings in an elaborate gesture. I can’t see them yet, but I sense people in the room behind him—a large room—along with an expectant silence.

      The half-grin that Howl has been wearing for the last half an hour widens into pure delight. Shudders shoot down my spine at the sight. In the space of one breath, Cassian has told me Howl will kill me and Howl has appeared wearing a grin that drips with malice and anticipation.

      “Little doll,” Howl says, “Come and see your old friends.”

      He sweeps his wings aside, revealing two males standing at a distance behind him. They are regal in robes that meet the floor, their lips stretched into smiles while their cold eyes are daggers. The last time I saw them, they’d killed Baelen and were trying to take my storm power.

      Howl leans into me. “I think you know Elwyn Elder and Pedr Bounty. They came to see whether you’re dead yet.”
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      I never ever thought I would see elves in Howl’s palace. Maybe in my worst nightmare, they would be here as prisoners. But that they’re here as guests to see firsthand Howl’s imprisonment of me is beyond my greatest horror.

      The world spins, the contents of my stomach shift, and I suddenly lose the ability to breathe. The room is lined with equal numbers of Howl’s guards and elven soldiers, all dressed in armor. Each Elven Commander is joined by a small entourage of elves—advisors and personal staff—casually clustered behind them, sipping from glasses of wine.

      Further inside the room, an enormous table filled with food takes center stage. Serving staff wearing the Slave Station uniform wait patiently at the other end of the room and near them are the females from Harem Hall, dressed more demurely than the last time I saw them. Now they wear long dresses, not transparent this time.

      The two Elven Commanders move only to speak, while for me, everything is spinning.

      “We thought she would be in chains,” Elwyn Elder says, clearly unhappy about my unbound state. I wonder if Howl has told them I lost my powers—if not, it would explain why they are uneasy about me being free.

      “And not quite so well dressed.” Pedr Bounty’s eyes narrow. He was always the bulkiest of the Commanders—broad-shouldered and imposing.

      “I like to dress her up,” Howl says, pushing me into the room. “You don’t need to fear anything from my little doll. She’s learned to be compliant.”

      Howl’s condescending attitude slams my spinning world to a complete stop. The one thing this bastard is good at, is making me focus. I fight the urge to smash his nose in and show everyone just how compliant I am. Strategically it’s better if the elves believe him. The less they fear me, the more complacent they will become.

      I recognize some of the elves in the entourage. One in particular, I don’t count as an enemy.

      As the Elven Commanders move aside for Howl, Eli Elder steps directly into Howl’s path. Maybe he doesn’t realize he’s in Howl’s way. Or… maybe he does.

      He bows his head to me. “Storm Princess,” he says, reverting to the customary way to greet me. “Are you well?”

      “I am well, thank you Eli of the House of Elder.”

      “I’m glad to see it.” His eyes are crystal blue, not quite as brilliant as Cassian’s but just as intelligent. He’s lean, tall, an elegant fighter. I saved his life once—and he saved mine. He steps aside before Howl has a chance to get really annoyed, bowing to the King, although he hides a quick glance in my direction. I have to find a way to speak with him. He could have information about what happened to my family, my advisor Elise, and the females in my Storm Command.

      I definitely don’t think it was Howl’s intention to give me hope, but for the first time I can see a lifeline back to Erawind, even if it’s only in the form of information.

      One other person waits at the far end of the table. The former High Priestess isn’t dressed anywhere near as elaborately as I am. A simple, but elegant robe covers her frame and she waits quietly for Howl’s order to sit.

      He takes the seat at the head of the table with the High Priestess opposite me on his left. Elwyn Elder sits beside me and Pedr Bounty is next to the High Priestess. It forces them to lean across us to speak to Howl and I suspect he takes perverse delight in making them uncomfortable. The advisors are next, followed by their entourage. Eli ends up much further down the table and Cassian takes up position standing guard in the space behind Howl and me.

      As lunch progresses, the steady stream of food and alcohol is nauseating. I don’t touch my drink and I pick through the food. After a month of eating gruel, most of it is too rich for my stomach and will only make me sick.

      After what seems like the third dessert, Howl waves Cassian forward. “Take the Priestess and make sure our guests enjoy dancing in the next room. I have business to discuss with the Elven Commanders.”

      I scoot my chair backward, ready to follow Cassian and the others, but Howl’s palm slams onto my arm. “Not you, little doll.”

      He curls his fingers around my forearm and I flinch and try to hide the pain as he squeezes until I drag my chair awkwardly back into place.

      “I apologize, King Howl. You gave me a party dress. I was confused.”

      The door closes and I’m suddenly alone with Howl and the Elven Commanders.

      “You see,” Howl says to Elwyn and Pedr. “She just needed to be tamed.”

      Pedr leans back in his chair, appearing relaxed. “We thought we would be celebrating your wedding by now, Howl.”

      A growl replaces Howl’s smirk. “It turned out that my chosen bride wasn’t a widow after all.”

      He’s still gripping my arm and the topic of conversation hasn’t relaxed him. My skin burns and my eyes water.

      “You’re hurting her,” Pedr says, but it’s a statement of fact. There’s nothing in his tone that suggests Howl should stop.

      “The Princess has learned that I can hurt her whenever I want.” He continues gripping my arm as he angles toward a door on the opposite side of the room. It’s not the one the guests left by, but is smaller and narrower. The heartstones resting on Howl’s chest flicker for a moment as he uses his power to open the door without moving.

      A large golden object floats out through it, at first appearing flat, but as the full object emerges, it becomes a golden cage, tipped on its side like a coffin.

      It’s Baelen’s cage. As it comes to a stop where I have a full view of it, Baelen floats inside the cage, suspended and completely still.

      But there’s something wrong about this picture: where is the Storm? The last time I saw her, she couldn’t move beyond a hundred paces of him. I search for her in the shadows of the door Baelen came from. It’s close enough that she could be hiding there. A puddle of silver is all I can see. It could be her or it might be a trick of the light.

      The Elven Commanders jump to their feet, but not in fear. Eagerness to see Howl’s prisoner is written all over their greedy faces.

      “Yes, yes,” Howl says. “But don’t get too close to him. The bars are there for your protection.”

      When they’re done peering at Baelen, Howl calls them back. “We need to talk about our deal.”

      More somber, Elwyn and Pedr settle back into their seats.

      Howl finally lets go of my arm and feeling returns to my fingertips, the sudden rush of blood a different painful sensation. He’s left a conspicuous red mark all around my skin.

      He rubs his chin. “Our deal,” he says. “As you well know, I killed Rordan Rath and you were supposed to kill the gargoyles that escaped my lands.”

      I close my eyes as I digest this new knowledge. Baelen’s father died a year ago. I didn’t have a chance to speak to Baelen about it and the details of his father’s death were always kept from me. All I was told was that he’d died carrying out his duties.

      Elwyn becomes defensive. “His son returned and got in our way.”

      “Well, as you can see, his son is no longer a problem.”

      Elwyn smiles. “Then you’ll be happy to know that we recommenced our eradication efforts.”

      The gargoyles on the border? Dead?

      “There aren’t any gargoyles left on our side of the border, so you have nothing to worry about.”

      Howl’s fist hits the table. “There are! There is a female, little, with golden hair. She has a mark on her hip depicting the sun rising over the mountains. I want her back.”

      He’s talking about the High Priestess Talia—the new High Priestess who is hidden in the mountains with Llion’s children.

      “Our intelligence tells us—”

      “I don’t care what your intelligence tells you. She’s there. I want her brought to me.” The heartstones begin to glow again. “Or we will have a problem.”

      Elwyn isn’t as worried as I thought he would be. The air crackles around him, his form shimmering at the edges, a force bleeding into the air where he sits. It’s sorcery. It has to be.

      The Elven Commander I killed, Gideon Glory, was infected by sorcery, the same evil magic that the last Elven King dabbled in. When I left Erawind, only Gideon Glory appeared to be infected but now both Elwyn and Pedr openly stink of it. It makes my skin crawl even more than Howl’s power. Howl’s power comes from heartstones, but sorcery derives its power from death.

      Howl exhales, relaxes, bringing the tension in the room down a few notches. He says, “You will continue to look for her.”

      “Of course.”

      “Then let’s talk about the future. What do you want?”

      Elwyn flicks his head at me. “Her. Dead.” Then at Baelen. “Him too.”

      Howl taps his fingers together. “That’s a big ask. I’ve grown rather fond of her.” He tangles his fingers into my hair, gripping the back of my neck. “What if I offer you an alternative?”

      “I guess we will consider it.”

      “Baelen Rath buried deep in the heart of Mount Lightsworn. My miners have retrieved the heartstone from that mountain and there is now a deep tunnel that will be collapsed in a week. I can bury him under a mountain of rock.”

      “Very well. What about her?”

      “I will marry her.”

      What?

      The Elven Commanders scoff. “That doesn’t address our problem. What about her power?”

      “It’s gone.”

      Their raised eyebrows say they don’t believe him. “Prove it.”

      “Show them, little doll. Show them what you can’t do.”

      I’m still stuck on his announcement that he’s going to marry me. His demand only filters through when he repeats it. Show them I don’t have my power? How can I show them something I don’t have?

      Howl launches upward but instead of grabbing me, he strides to the door. Music and voices wash into the room as the door opens and closes again. He drags one of the female slaves back with him. Five strides into the room, his hands close around her throat. She chokes, tries to scream.

      “One twist and I’ll break her neck. Show them, little doll.”

      I leap from my seat. “I can’t show them something I don’t have!”

      Tears stream down the female’s face. Howl’s grip closes so tight the sound strangles in her throat and stops. She can’t even whimper.

      “Show them!”

      I run at him, grabbing his arms, beating at his torso, trying to free her. The elves don’t move, don’t care.

      I scream. “Let her go! I don’t have any power!”

      His heartstones flicker. A force slams me backward and I tumble across the floor, banging my knees. I slide to a stop, scrabble against the floor, and jump back to my feet, running back at him.

      He roars, “Show them!”

      The female’s eyes are closing. She has no time.

      “Wait!” I cry, sudden clarity piercing my panic. “Give me a knife.” I run to the table, snatching up the leftover cutlery, whirling to the Elven Commanders. “I’ve been sitting here eating with knives and forks and spoons all afternoon and you didn’t notice!”

      They actually focus on me for the first time since I entered the room. Until now, their eyes have glanced over me like I am a piece of furniture. For years they wouldn’t let me touch metal because it triggered my power. It took the touch of a dagger for me to discover that I could harness lightning as a powerful force, lighting it up at a single touch.

      “No electricity,” Elwyn says, chin drawn back in surprise. “She’s telling the truth.”

      “It’s gone.” I grip the spoon in my fist. “King Howl, they believe you. Please let her go.”

      The female slides to the floor, choking and spluttering but alive. I run to help her, but Howl’s fist slams into my stomach as I pass by. I double over, gagging, and collapse to my knees, before he drags the female from the room. Sounds stop in the room beyond as he drops her in the doorway. “Get her out of here.”

      My hands form fists on the floor. Where is that shred of hope that filled my heart this morning? My whole body swells with anger, drowning my hope, even my sanity. Howl doesn’t bother to wait for someone to help the female. He spins back to us, but as his back turns, I catch a glimpse of massive wings and Cassian’s blazing eyes. He scoops up the injured female, supporting her head, and disappears with her as the door closes.

      My tears drop onto the floor.

      “If she has no power, why marry her?” Elwyn leans forward on the table, licking his lips. “What’s in it for you?”

      Howl scoops one arm under my stomach, carrying me back to my seat like a rag doll. He runs his fingers down my face and neck. “What isn’t?”

      “Fine. What do you want in return?”

      “I want the Rath and Mercy Heartstones.”

      Elwyn and Pedr look at each other. “Why? They’re worthless.”

      “Then you won’t mind giving them to me.”

      They exchange another quizzical glance, clearly believing they are getting the better end of the deal. “We have an agreement.”

      “Good. Now. Let’s go enjoy ourselves.”

      He drags me out and deposits me next to the door, waiting for the elves to move along. But instead of going with them, he grabs me again, almost wrenching my arm out of its socket. He hisses into my ear. “If you want your freedom, you will find me Prime’s heart. He was the King’s best friend and with his heart I will have the three most powerful Heartstones. I won’t have to make deals with your weak Elven Commanders. Then you can go free.”

      He shoves me against the wall so hard that the impact rattles through my spine. “Stay there until I come back for you.”

      Lightsworn’s blue light mingles with Virtuous’s moss-colored glow as Howl strides away, the two heartstones a powerful reminder that Howl is invincible.

      The crowd of dancing elves and gargoyles parts for him. Several of the females follow him to the dais at the other side of the room where plush couches await, along with drinks and food. I catch sight of Gilda and Carmen. I’m relieved that they’re okay, but every moment they spend near Howl is a dangerous one. Like the other females, they maintain blank faces. They are a commodity. I want to snatch all of them and fight our way free of this place. I would feel better if Cassian was nearby but I’m glad he’s helping the hurt female.

      As instructed, I remain glued to the wall, unmoving. There are too many females in this room that Howl can hurt if I disobey him. But his time will come. His end will come.

      “Princess?” Eli’s quiet question is almost smothered by the increasingly loud, alcohol-fuelled laughter around me.

      “Princess?”

      I finally turn to him. “Eli.”

      “You’re hurt.” He doesn’t touch me. The old rule: never touch the Storm Princess. He always respected it.

      I ignore the growing bruise on my forearm. My stomach hurts too. The corset bones dug hard into my ribs when Howl punched me.

      “I’ll heal.” I chew my lip, knowing I may not get another chance like this to ask about the people I left behind in Erawind. “Eli, can you tell me… how is my family?”

      “I have news, but it isn’t good.”

      “I can handle it.”

      “I believe you. But I want you to be prepared. Your Storm Command has been captured. So has Elise, your advisor. There are two new Elven Commanders. They are both powerful sorcerers, and one of them is… very dangerous. The five Elven Commanders are now completely consumed by sorcery’s evil power.”

      My voice wobbles. Definitely not good news. “Jordan too? What about Sebastian and his mother?”

      “They were the only ones who escaped. They’re somewhere in the mountains. They haven’t been found.” He keeps his expression blank, giving nothing away. An observer might think we’re discussing the weather. Nobody can know what we’re really talking about. “The Elven Command has sold it to the people as a hunt for you. They have proclaimed that anyone aiding and abetting you is a traitor to the elven race.”

      “Because I killed Gideon Glory. They called it murder instead of self-defense.”

      “Yes.” He gives me a short nod. “I’ve been doing my best to make sure the prisoners are treated fairly but they’re being kept in very poor conditions.”

      “I have to get out of here,” I murmur. “I have to end Howl and I have to get back to Erawind.”

      “No.” He breaks the rule. He touches my arm. It’s a reflexive gesture, a worried one. He immediately lets go, regret washing across his face. “I’m sorry, Princess, but you must regain your power first. Otherwise, you will never be able to fight their sorcery. They are powerful and they infect anyone they want.” He glances across the room. His grandfather Elwyn is looking around and it’s probably for him. “I have to go now. Please stay alive and come back strong.”

      “I will,” I whisper to his retreating back even though right now, I have no idea how.
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      I’m collapsing against the wall by the time Howl orders dinner to be brought in. It’s impossible to stand up straight for hours on end. But my discomfort only increases when he sits me on his lap throughout the meal, feeding me things I really don’t want to eat—rich saucy meats and sweet syrupy desserts. Each mouthful makes me gag. Who knew I’d crave gruel?

      I put up with it for the sake of the females in the room. Howl is like a fire stick that could light up at any moment and I won’t jeopardize their safety. He loses all pretense of treating me civilly by the end of the evening. Ordering the staff to show the guests to their rooms, he grabs me by my hair and drags me down the opposite hallway, my eyes streaming tears of pain as he tugs on a combination of pins and curls. Whatever design my hair was in earlier today, it’s a fallen mess now.

      We finally reach our destination, a secluded part of the palace far away from everyone else. Quiet. Scarily alone. The only positive is that there’s nobody here who he can threaten, but as we round the final corner and enter a short hall with a wide window on one side, Cassian straightens at the entrance to the room opposite.

      “General,” Howl slurs, waving the door open with his power. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m here to make sure you don’t do something you’ll regret.”

      “Why would I regret taking this sweet piece of—”

      “My King? Think about it.”

      Howl grumbles. His lip curls in disgust. “Little half-caste heirs running around.” He waves it away. “I don’t care. Fuck my own rules.”

      Cassian doesn’t budge. His wings twitch outward, obstructing the door. I eye the window opposite. There’s no way I’m going into that room with Howl. If Cassian doesn’t succeed in blocking him, the window is going to start looking pretty good. My observation of the palace walls when we arrived told me there are ledges everywhere so I shouldn’t have far to jump.

      “It’s not about rules,” Cassian continues smoothly. “It’s about your life. Any heir is dangerous. Especially if it’s born with the heartstone’s power running through its veins.”

      So that’s what Howl’s really afraid of: passing the power onto an heir. That would explain why he only imprisons wives in his harem, females who have already had children, since gargoyle females have no more than two children in their life.

      Howl sways on the spot, dragging me to and fro with him. I’m ready to punch his lights out and hang the consequences. If he swings me around one more time…

      He shoves me at Cassian. “Get her back to the mines tomorrow. Stay here on this door tonight. Nobody enters this room. And you…” He topples forward to grab my shoulders one last time, almost shoving me over. “You will bring me Prime’s heart.”

      He swerves down the corridor, wobbling side to side, too inebriated to walk straight. I don’t stop watching until he’s gone. Even then I stare at the dark space he left behind, waiting for his footsteps to completely retreat.

      When I’m certain Howl’s gone, I round on Cassian, pushing away from him. “How can you serve him?”

      He glares me down. “Do you think I have a choice?”

      “Everyone has a choice! Who does he have imprisoned? Your wife? Sister? Children? Parents?”

      He flinches at each word. “Nobody! I have nobody.” He reins himself in. Takes a deep breath. Stares past my shoulder. He fixates on the other side of the hallway as he says. “Until a month ago, I had nobody, but—”

      I’m too angry to care that he had nobody to love. I’ve been mauled and abused all day and it spills out of me in an angry rush. “Oh, so a month ago you found somebody to care about. To maybe start thinking about whether Howl is any sort of leader you should be following?”

      “Yes.”

      I glare are him, expecting more but that’s all he says. His gaze returns to me, slides from my eyes to my arm. He frowns at the dark bruise circling it and I sense a growing anger in him, but he reins that in too.

      He says, “You should get inside. Rest while you can.”

      “You mean freeze while I can.”

      “Not if I can help it.”

      I close the door in his face. If I freeze like last night, then I’m going to need his help, but right now I’m too angry to accept it. Right now I’m furious at my own powerlessness to help my family and friends. To help Baelen or the Storm. To help the miners or the females stuck in Harem Hell. Right now…

      Right now…

      My eyes shoot wide.

      The room is lit with soft lamps and contains a large bed, a bathroom through another door, a massive mirror on one side and…

      Baelen!

      His cage rests against the far wall, taking up most of the space between the floor and the ceiling and right next to him…

      “Storm!”

      She’s a puddle of silver next to his cage, her head resting on her bent knees, her dress spilling around her, and her silver wings curved around her shoulders.

      I race to her, dropping to my knees. “Storm.”

      She doesn’t lift her head, doesn’t look at me, keeps rocking back and forth. My happiness at seeing her turns to fear. “Storm? Look at me.” When she doesn’t respond, I try her name instead. “Elyria?”

      She lifts her eyes, peering above her knees, unfocussed, glazed. She blinks at me. “Marbella?”

      “It’s me.”

      “Marbella,” she breathes my name, shaking her head, blinking, focusing. “Is it really you? There were other elves. I saw them and I stayed away from them. I stayed as far away as I could.”

      That would explain why she hadn’t come out with Baelen when Howl paraded him before the Elven Commanders earlier today.

      She says, “Every week there are elves. Here. They shouldn’t be here. Not here.” She grabs my hands, squeezing them tightly, tears leaking down her cheeks. “Where’s Jasper? I need him.”

      “He’s back at the mine. But he’s safe.”

      “At least he’s safe.” Her voice trails off. “Please, I can’t be here anymore. I know it’s not my home, not the home I grew up in, but it looks like my home and I can’t stand it. I can’t stand being here. I have to get out. Please, Marbella. Please.”

      “What happened here, Elyria? What happened to make you the Storm?”

      She shuts down, dropping her head to her knees again. “Jasper,” she murmurs. “I need Jasper.”

      She won’t talk to me. She won’t tell me. I sit with her for a long time, careful not to squeeze her broken wing too tight, stroking her hair as she continues to cry softly.

      “It will be okay,” I murmur. “You’ll be okay.”

      Baelen’s cage is exactly the same. He is exactly the same. My greatest fear is that he won’t remain suspended in time and his wounds will progress and I won’t be here to help him. I want to talk to him but I can’t risk drawing him out like before. Just seeing him has to be enough, even if it’s here in this… bedroom…

      I frown back and forth from the bed to Baelen. The sheer perversion of Howl’s mind sends a shudder down my spine. The only one who can move Baelen is Howl, which means he deliberately moved Baelen here in front of this bed where Howl intended to break me. I’ve never actually feared rape. In Erawind, nobody touched me because I could kill them instantly. But here… and if Cassian hadn’t got in the way… maybe I would have made it out the window but maybe I wouldn’t have…

      I hug the Storm tighter. “You were Supreme Incorruptible,” I whisper. “You were the heir to the throne.”

      She draws a shaky breath, head down, her voice muffled against her knees. “I was. But then I died.”

      Her voice trails off. Her breathing deepens. She told me she doesn’t sleep much, but I’m certain she’s fallen asleep by the time I uncurl myself and seek the bathroom nearby. Once I’ve washed off the sensation of Howl’s hands all over me, I debate whether to put the dress back on or wear the simple pajamas that have been provided. In the end, I opt for the pajamas.

      I emerge from the bathroom to the sound of voices out in the hall: Cassian’s and a female voice. I patter across to listen at the door but the sound is too muted to make out what they’re saying. The door opens and I jump back as a soft female voice floats inside. “Very well, if she’s asleep, I won’t wake her. But if she’s awake…”

      I recognize the old Priestess as she pokes her head around the door and pronounces, “She’s awake.”

      She shuts herself in with me, leaving Cassian in the corridor. She’s small and bony, but the air tingles around her. Howl may well be right when he says that deep magic recognizes itself. Just like the first time I saw her, the Priestess’s presence makes my skin warm like stepping into a shaft of sunlight.

      Her eyes are bright and assess me quickly. “Howl has passed out on his bed. Clutching his heartstones of course.” She gives me a quick grin and I’m surprised at the way her cheeks turn into dimples. “Paranoia is the illness of kings.”

      She tucks her long straight hair behind her ear. “General Cassian has brought me here because he believes that there’s something in this palace you need to see. It requires you to leave this room however, which in turn means danger for everyone involved. Are you willing to accept that danger?” She leans forward, peering into my eyes. “For everyone involved?”

      “You mean… including for Cassian?”

      “Yes.”

      “I… have no idea.”

      She cocks her head to the side. “That’s good enough for me. Put this on and come with me please.” She hands me a coat and as soon as I pull it over my arms, she darts from the room before I have a chance to blink. I glance back at Elyria but she’s fast asleep.

      I follow the old Priestess out, frowning as I pass Cassian. He says, “Don’t be long. If Howl comes back I’ll only be able to stall him for a short time.”

      The Priestess hurries down the hall. A minute later, she says, “It looks like General Cassian has found something to care about.”

      “Other than himself you mean.”

      Her voice is laced with warning. “Do not let your anger blind you to the truth, Marbella Mercy. Or you will lose more than you ever knew you had.”

      Okay, why am I following this old lady anyway?

      “How have you been sleeping, dear?” she asks before I can rethink my current course of action and head straight back to my room.

      “Well, but not well.”

      “How about tonight?”

      I’m not cold. It only now dawns on me that I’m perfectly warm. Which means it must be something to do with the underground mine. I only freeze at night when I’m there. But… why?

      The Priestess suddenly says, “Before you judge Cassian too harshly, you should know that he was barely sixteen years old when Howl killed King Roman. Howl killed Cassian’s family too but gave Cassian a choice. Cassian chose life. My point is… nothing in this place is straightforward.”

      Before I can respond, she places her finger to her lips. We’ve travelled from one secluded part of the palace to another, up a flight of stairs to a landing and another door.

      “Nobody is supposed to enter this room,” she says, leading me inside. “It’s not locked because Howl expects his word to be obeyed, but I’m in a rebellious mood.”

      I’m still reeling from what she told me about Cassian. I’m not sure how to process it. As the Priestess draws me into the room, I see that there are only two objects inside it. One I recognize and the other I don’t.

      “My armor,” I whisper, racing to where it hangs. I’d left it in a satchel on the Phoenix’s back when Howl surrounded us on Mount Erador. I hadn’t seen it since then.

      The other object rests on a simple wooden pedestal. “A book?”

      “A very special book. It’s the only object that Howl saved from the old palace before he destroyed it.” She positions herself beside the door. “I will keep watch. Go on, open it.”

      I peer at it. The inscription on the front says: Incorruptible.

      That was the gargoyle Queen’s name. The pages inside the book progress through a rainbow of different-colored sections: starting with white first, followed by shades of purple, blue, orange, green, and finally red.

      As I turn to the first page, it’s clear that it’s a journal: Queen Incorruptible’s journal written hundreds of years ago. I flip through the entries until I get to one that stops me.

      

      It wasn’t Hideaway’s fault. It was mine. I was the one who wanted to see the humans—the ones with the strange metal sticks that cause animals to fall down dead. I tried to tell the King that I put myself in danger, but he didn’t want to believe me. Hideaway is such a loyal friend that he took the blame.

      

      I guess now I know why Cassian’s family was born into servitude. As I read on, the entries become more and more despairing. The humans hunt the gargoyles like animals—the females especially are hunted for their beautiful wings and the males are hunted for their wing daggers. Some of the descriptions of what they face are so horrifying that I have to skim over them.

      The gargoyles flee across continents, trying to find a safe place to live, joining up with the elves to travel through a vast continent called Europe all the way to a place she calls the ‘new world.’ Along the way, the Queen begs her husband to allow her to fight back, to kill the humans, but they argue about the morality of a pre-emptive strike versus self-defense. She is close friends with Prime, Lightsworn, and Virtuous and they all want to fight back, but in the end, the King says he won’t become the monster that the humans think he is.

      Finally, I reach the passage where the gargoyles and elves reach an accord: a desperate plan to leave the Earth’s surface and descend together into the earth.

      I reach the very last passage before the white-colored section ends.

      

      I am Incorruptible and this is my last written vow.

      My husband, the gargoyle King, has already given his life to part the Earth. The elven King has given his life to create a new sky. Today I will ascend with the elven Queen. I will become the moon and she will become the sun. I give my life willingly, but it is with one regret.

      I am true and loyal to my husband, King Supreme. I am true and loyal to my people. I have never betrayed them. But my truest heart, my deepest love, belongs forever and always with Prime. When I ascend with the Phoenix today, my final thoughts will be of him.

      

      My heart lurches. I understand her pain. The Queen was in love with Prime but she never acted on it. She couldn’t be with him the same way I couldn’t be with Baelen. But I’m determined that our story will end differently. We will be together.

      I suddenly feel like I’m eavesdropping on someone else’s life. I mean, I guess I am. As I flip through the other sections, I realize that each one belongs to a different Queen: each successor who came after Incorruptible. I flip to the final section of the book, its pages crimson. The first entry is marked with a date four hundred years ago. The name written at the top of the page is:

      

      
        
        Bethesda.

      

      

      

      My mother gave me this book today. As the daughter of the Queen, I am heir to the throne. When I marry in a week, she will step down and I will be Queen. She told me that when I write my name, the pages will turn the color of my life. I’m not sure what it means that they have turned the color of blood.

      

      Two days later, she wrote:

      

      I met the Elven King today. He is here for my wedding. My mother told me not to trust him, that he is treacherous, but I don’t know why she would say that. He has been nothing but polite and attentive. I’m not afraid of him.

      

      The two entries after that contain only dates, but no writing, which is odd that the pages were dated but left blank. The third entry says only:

      

      
        
        Now I am Queen.

      

      

      

      I flip through the pages and the details of her life, her husband; sometimes she talks about her brother who seems fiercely protective of her. In fact, it reads as if that’s his job. He doesn’t seem to have a wife or children. I guess that if the throne passes from daughter to daughter and the brother never has children, that means there’s no fighting about the rightful heir.

      I reach the end of the book, the last passage.

      

      My children were born today. My son came first, which is not how it should have been. He should have been born second, to be his sister’s protector. He struggles to breathe and his wings are not strong. It’s my fault. I know it is.

      But… my daughter is perfect. There are no signs that she is not what she is supposed to be. She will be Queen one day. The fact that she was born second doesn’t change that. In fact, it is as if she is her brother’s protector and not the other way around. I have named her Elyria, because she will need to be unbreakable. If she ever learned the truth—

      

      “How did you get in here?”

      I jump, spin, and drop the book. It hits the floor with a slam.

      “Were you reading that?” Howl pounds into the room, wings spread, both heartstones shedding an angry glow, lighting up the rage oozing from every angle of his body.

      “No,” I squeak. Luckily the book landed closed. “Just looking at the cover.”

      Where is the Priestess? I can’t see her anywhere. I didn’t hear her leave, but I tuned out to everything so she could have left at any stage.

      Howl veers toward me and it’s abundantly clear that he’s no longer intoxicated, but sharp and angry. I backpedal fast, angling for the door, but I don’t quite make it out of there before he grabs me by my shoulders and presses me hard up against the wall. “Nobody reads that book!”

      “Okay.”

      “Do you understand?”

      “I understand.”

      He releases me and I jump away from him. Luckily I memorized the way here, because I’m going straight back to my room before he grabs me again. I race to the door and stumble down the stairs, glancing back to check whether he’s following me.

      He isn’t. He’s bending to the floor instead. I pause for a dangerous moment, watching as he picks up the book, but he doesn’t place it back on the pedestal. Instead, he curls both hands around the outside covers and pulls.

      It doesn’t open.

      He tries again, straining, the heartstones glowing brightly with the effort, but it remains closed.

      He slams it onto the pedestal. “Humph. Nobody reads that book.”

      I race away as fast as I can. Halfway back to my room, the old Priestess jumps out at me. I swallow a scream that turns to anger. “You left me there.”

      She takes my elbow and steers me down the corridor toward my room, whispering. “You needed to see that.”

      “See what?”

      “That the book can’t be opened.”

      “But I opened it.”

      “Yes.” She grins. “You did.”

      Cassian paces outside my room. He pulls up as soon as he sees us. “Did she?”

      “She did.”

      He blows out a breath, staring at me. He suddenly launches into action. “I’m not waiting for the morning. I’m taking her back to the mine right now. She’s not safe here. If Howl scents her, she’s dead.”

      “Agreed. Especially because Howl is on his way here.” The Priestess’s whisper is a quiet hiss as she hurries back down the corridor, darting away into the darkness.

      “Wait… what… but… I can’t just leave.” Baelen is here. The Storm is here. I have to talk to the Storm about what I just read. I’m certain that the last journal entry was written by her mother. She wrote about her daughter Elyria and something about learning the truth. I need to face the Storm once and for all and find out what happened.

      I don’t realize I’ve backed away from Cassian until he says, “I’m not going to hurt you. The mine is the safest place for you. You have friends there who will protect you. And the furthest you’re away from Howl, the better.”

      “It’s not that I don’t want to go back—I actually really want to get out of here—but I don’t understand what all of that book stuff was about.”

      “I… can’t tell you.”

      Footsteps sound down the hall. Heavy ones. Howl ones.

      I won’t be able to say goodbye to the Storm. I try to gather my thoughts. Howl told me to find a heartstone. Once I’m free, I can find out everything I need to know about the Storm. There will be time for that. Right now, Cassian believes my life is in danger. I hate leaving Elyria, but I can’t help her until I help Baelen and I can’t do that until I find a heartstone… which I don’t want to do because that will only make Howl more powerful.

      I seriously want to scream right now.

      Cassian holds out his hand. “We have no time for a crate. I will carry you. Through the window.” His eyes meet mine. “Please.”

      I slip off my shoes, step onto his feet, wrap my arms around his waist, and hold on. Howl turns the corner as Cassian lifts off the ground. There’s only just enough room for his wings to stay aloft.

      Howl seems more perturbed than angry. “What are you doing?”

      Cassian says, “What you asked: making sure she stays alive.”

      “Very well. Take her back to the mine. But Princess,” he addresses me. “You will bring me Prime’s heart by the end of the week. Otherwise I will bury Baelen Rath under a mountain of rock.”

      And the Storm with him.

      I shudder so hard that my knees knock against Cassian’s legs. He zooms up and out of the wide window, taking me with him.
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      We fly in silence. The moon is a large white circle above us. I wonder if Incorruptible still thinks and feels like the Storm still thinks and feels. I suspect it’s a bit different because Incorruptible became a stable part of nature and the Storm, well, she is a deliberately unstable one.

      “Hideaway helped the Queen,” I say into the silence between Cassian and I. My loose hair cascades between us. Cassian is wearing armor but it’s made of thick leather straps so it’s not too uncomfortable against my cheek. After we first ascended, once he was sure we were far enough away from the palace, he stopped mid-flight to tie parts of his armor around me, making sure I won’t fall.

      “The Queen wanted to find out more about human weapons—guns I think they’re called. The King thought Hideaway put the Queen in danger and wouldn’t forgive him. Not even when the Queen said it was her idea. Anyway…” I shrug. “I thought you might want to know.”

      “I do. Thank you.”

      I clear my throat. My voice is small. “When you… said that you found something to care about a month ago…” I was too angry when he told me, but I’ve had time to think since then. A month ago was when I arrived at Mount Erador. I guess I find it difficult to believe that he means me.

      He starts to speak but stops. Starts again. His voice is scratchy in the night air. “I felt something when you leaped from the cliff’s edge with that dagger in your hand and smashed through Howl’s shield. It was the night you first got here. Do you remember it?”

      “Of course.”

      “You sliced through Howl’s deep magic like nobody ever had before. Even the Priestesses. They tried getting through his defenses. Died trying actually. They weren’t strong enough. I watched them die and I… gave up. I followed him out of self-preservation.”

      He swallows. “But you broke through. Without even realizing what you’d done. You were terrifying and ferocious and… I had no reason to fight Howl before you did that. You changed everything. With one strike.”

      He stops talking and doesn’t start again. When I came to Erador, I had a singular purpose: to save Baelen. But now I need to do so much more than that. Howl has taken his people prisoner, enslaved them in his thirst for power. And worse, he is in league with the Elven Command who have succumbed to sorcery.

      For weeks, I’ve been mining side by side with gargoyles who have shown me friendship and loyalty, courage and bravery. For weeks, I’ve been falling asleep cold and pushing away a hum in my ears that tells me which of the King’s bones to pick, ignoring a whisper telling me to choose the fifth tunnel, the fiery tunnel, the one that the gargoyles fear the most. But it calls to me. It called to me the moment I first stood at its entrance.

      As we fly toward Mount Prime, I stare up into the light of the moon. I remember Badenoch telling me that he can sense Prime’s Heartstone, that it pushes him away. But it doesn’t push me away. It calls to me.

      The closer we fly to Mount Prime, the colder I become. At first it’s only my toes and fingers, but as we enter the mountain, my skin frosts over.

      “It’s happening again,” Cassian says, shivering next to me. “We need to get you to a hammock and get you warm.”

      “No,” I say. “Cassian, I think I understand now why this is happening. I think I understand why I’m so cold.”

      We soar down the first opening, the Cavity moments away. He says, “I don’t think I’m going to like what you’re about to say.”

      “You aren’t.”

      “Then don’t say it.”

      But I do anyway. “I need to go to the fifth tunnel.”

      We touch down inside the quiet Cavity. The gargoyles are all asleep in their hammocks above us. Three sleepy guards jump to attention as soon as they see Cassian, but he dismisses them. “It’s fine, I’ll take watch.”

      The only thing that needs watching is me.

      I step off Cassian’s feet. As soon as my bare feet touch the rocky ground, ice crystals spread out from them. I must have been hurting him again but he didn’t say anything. I rub my hands together and puffs of ice waft up around me.

      I’m a walking snow storm. “I have to go to the fifth.”

      “Not alone.”

      “You can come with me.”

      “I mean that you should take your team.”

      He’s right. “Will you wake them for me? Jasper and the other team leaders as well. I need them to be part of this. It’s not about me finding a heartstone to take for myself. They need to know that.”

      He frowns down at me. “What is it about then?”

      “Finding a heartstone for all of them.”

      He doesn’t understand. I don’t exactly yet either, except that a plan is forming in my mind, a plan that might free us all.
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        * * *

      

      I wait at the entrance to the mine shaft. I don’t expect the gargoyles to trust Cassian so I stay in plain sight even though the cold is killing me. Perhaps literally.

      Cassian keeps his distance as the others make their way to me, wiping the sleep from their eyes. It’s the middle of the night. The coldest time.

      Jasper is the first to reach me. “I’m glad to see you’re okay.”

      I resist the urge to hug him. I want to tell him that Elyria needs help, but it will only worry him and I need this plan to work first.

      “I need you all to come with me to the fifth,” I say, not mincing words.

      Llion is the quickest to get on board, his golden eyes flashing in the dim light. “I don’t understand why you’re asking us to do this, but if we’re going to the fifth, we need to prepare water, protective clothing—”

      “You won’t need it.” I point at my feet, my hands, the ground I’m standing on, and the rock wall directly behind me, all covered in ice. “I need to go quickly, I’m afraid. I don’t have much time.” Already I sense my heartbeat slowing, the ice eating away at my insides. “Cassian?”

      He flies forward, snatches me up, and plummets down the mineshaft with me. I don’t have time to wait for the others to make their decision. “You’re freezing up,” he says, swooping across the entrance to the first tunnel and down the next mineshaft.

      I catch my breath after the sudden motion forces the air out of my lungs. “I hope I’m right about this or I’m going to need your help. Big time.”

      By the time we reach the fifth tunnel, my teeth have progressed from chattering to jaw-locked. A blast of warm air up the mineshaft is the only thing keeping me alive. We touch down and Cassian soars toward the nearest flame. It sizzles and dies as soon as we reach it, the fiery surface freezing over as I approach.

      I force sound out of my throat. “Let… me… warm… my… feet…”

      Cassian allows me to slide to the ground but doesn’t touch it himself. When my feet connect, it’s like heaven. Heat, glorious heat, shoots up into my legs. I run for the nearest tower of flame, disappointed when it sputters and diminishes as soon as I get near it. I hurry to the next one. Each time the flame dies and my body absorbs the heat. Every time a fire warms me too much, my body reacts, freezing the fire down.

      When I’m warm enough to function properly again, I look back the way I came to see that the tunnel where I walked is free of flames. Its hot surface has turned black, coated with a glossy-looking substance.

      Cassian touches down on the ground and I gather from his expression that the floor isn’t scorching anymore. The other gargoyles join us, crowding into the tunnel, looking around, touching the cool walls.

      This time, I can stop to speak to them. “I freeze every night, but only here on Mount Prime. Here… Prime’s heart calls to me. I tried to stop listening but it didn’t work. Prime’s heart wants to be found.”

      “No, Lady Storm. Please.” Badenoch is the first to step forward. The pale scars across his chest are highlighted in the glow around us. “If we find the heart, we have to give it to Howl.”

      “Do we?” I look around me. “Tell me why.”

      “We can’t control it and we can’t use it against him. Rhain tried…”

      “Because he tried to control it alone. Howl is one gargoyle. We can beat him if we work together. I know we can.”

      “Lady Storm…”

      “It calls to me, Badenoch. I have to believe that’s for a reason.”

      He’s worried. I would be too if I were him, but he eventually nods, taking a massive leap of faith with me.

      I can’t ignore the hum in my ears anymore. Cassian hangs back, but the other gargoyles follow as I head further down the tunnel, finally reaching a fork. One side of the tunnel veers left into a wall of flame. It’s almost impossible to see what’s behind it or how far back the flames extend. The other side veers right and is potted with random fires but extends much farther into the distance.

      At my elbow, Roar says, “The teams before us have been mining down the right hand side. Nobody can get through the wall of flame down that way.” He points left and gives me a wry smile. “I’m guessing that’s the way you’re going.”

      I place my hand out in front of me. I’m about to walk through a wall of flames and honestly, I’m not sure if I’m cold enough. I glance back, searching the faces of the watching gargoyles. Shadows flicker over them now that the fires have died down. I look past Roar, Welsian, Iago, and even Llion whose trust in me was the greatest from the beginning. Past Jasper whose loyalty has been unbending, to Erit and the other team leaders, all the way back to the gargoyle who took the most convincing that freedom is worth fighting for.

      Cassian hovers in the shadows. I wait for him to make a move. I wait a long time. Finally, he steps into the light, tucks his massive wings into his side and says, “Go on, Princess.”

      Fearless now, I step into the flames.

      Brilliant golden fire leaps away from me as if I’m the one burning it. The further I extend my hands, the further it retreats, conforming to the shape of my body for seconds before it begins to die. The rock wall hiding behind it glistens with threads of a rust-colored substance. It looks like copper, but I can’t be sure.

      “I need to get through this wall. I need a pickaxe… something… anything…”

      The gargoyles mumble and shift. Nobody brought anything. I didn’t exactly give them time to gather tools. I scrape my hand across the surface and place my ear against it. The touch of my skin cools any remaining heat. I can’t be sure how thick the wall is, but the hum is almost unbearable, calling me from beyond.

      “Excuse me, Lady Storm,” Iago says. “May I assess the situation?”

      I step back. “Of course. Thank you, Iago.”

      He studies the copper seam, tracking his finger across it from left to right, further up, and then down. He closes his fist and taps it at two points, one on the left and the other on the right, that consist of clear patches of rock without as much copper. “Here,” he says. “And over here. Beneath the main seam.”

      He gives way to Roar and Llion who focus on those parts of the rock. “How thick is it, Iago?” Roar asks, to which Iago replies, “About six inches.”

      Roar grunts an acknowledgement. I’m not sure how they’re going to break through. I don’t see any pickaxes.

      “Excuse me, Lady Storm,” Llion says, picking me up and putting me safely out of the way.

      There’s a pause as he and Roar angle their wings forward and brace. I press back against the tunnel wall, waiting with everyone else…

      They slam their wing daggers into the rock wall. Rock cracks and dust wafts into the air. They focus on the parts Iago showed them and follow the seam around in an oval shape. The pierce points they make with their daggers become dark dots, waiting holes. The wall cracks in multiple places but doesn’t break, fracturing beyond each impact point.

      Finally, they step back, chests heaving. Roar says, “Welsian?”

      “My pleasure,” Welsian answers, flexing his enormous arms and cracking his knuckles.

      He chooses two spots on opposite sides and fits his fingers into the holes, bracing his giant feet against the bottom portion of the wall. The others step back.

      Welsian’s muscles flex, strain. With a roar, he rips the wall right out from itself. Tiny shards scatter across the tunnel, but he’s left holding the main piece. I’m impressed. In fact, I’m impressed by all of it, from Iago to Llion and Roar to Welsian. I place my hand over my heart as Welsian leans the stone portion against the tunnel wall and gestures me inside. “Lady Storm. When you’re ready.”

      “Thank you.”

      A soft glow spills through the opening they made, alternating between golden and white light. It glints in my eyes as I step through.

      The cave beyond is several paces wide and deep, not big enough for everyone to fit inside. In the center, two pillars of stone rise up from the ground like two waves of molten rock that each froze in a crest. A stone sits at the highest tip of each.

      I freeze to the spot.

      Two heartstones. Not one.

      I can’t find my voice. All air has left my lungs. I’m not sure how much the others can see from outside but I need Badenoch to come in here and identify which one is Prime’s heart.

      I whisper, “Badenoch!”

      The older gargoyle squeezes through the opening to the cave, needing to bend to make it through. His eyes shoot wide when he sees what I see. “Two!”

      I can’t raise my voice above a whisper. I’m in too much shock. “Which one is Prime’s heart? You’re his descendant. You can tell me, right?”

      He points to the golden one. As the light through the opening catches it, it reflects warmth, a sense of calm purpose. “It’s that one. But, Lady Storm, it doesn’t want me to be here.” He shifts slightly, his intelligent eyes studying the other heart before he takes a step back. “That other one… really doesn’t want me to be here.”

      The stone on the other pedestal is pure white, glittering, a diamond the size of my fist.

      At odds with what Badenoch feels, the white stone calls to me. Not like a compulsion that I can’t control, but like a kinship. A recognition of all the emotions I’ve ever felt and of who I am deep in my core. I step closer to it, studying its surface, the most dazzling stone I’ve ever seen, shining with an inner light.

      Oomph. Badenoch catches me, wrapping both his arms around my waist and pulling me backward. “Don’t touch it!”

      I allow him to carry me backward, placing me back on my feet at the entrance. He steps away from me as fast as he puts me down. “Forgive me for grabbing you but you can’t touch that stone. Nobody can.”

      “I know, Badenoch. It will kill me.”

      It’s not a stone.

      It’s a piece of the moon.

      It’s Queen Incorruptible’s heart.
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      Her heart must have fallen after she became the moon, embedding itself in Mount Prime beside the heart of the one she truly loved: Prime.

      “We need to tell the others.”

      Outside the cave, the fires that still burn deeper inside the fifth tunnel cast an eerie light across the waiting gargoyles. Cassian remains in the shadows at the back and I have to wonder, some sixth sense asks me, did he know what I was going to find? I now know that it wasn’t Prime’s heart that was calling to me all this time—it was Incorruptible’s. Together with reading her journal tonight, it doesn’t feel like a coincidence.

      Badenoch remains in front of the opening, but defers to me, indicating that I should give everyone the news.

      I say, “There are two heartstones.”

      The news travels through the group like the flames that used to burn in the cave. The gargoyles’ responses vary from exhilarated to fearful, turning to each other, asking questions, but by far the most common is: “What does this mean?”

      “Badenoch has confirmed that one of the hearts belongs to Prime.” If that news is enough to cause a stir, the next will be worse. “The other heart belongs to Queen Incorruptible.”

      Shock ripples through the gargoyles, stunning them into silence. It’s thick and heavy around me until Jasper breaks it.

      He says, “That makes it the most deadly Heartstone, correct?”

      “But useless to Howl,” Llion says. “Only the King could have touched it.”

      Cassian speaks for the first time, lifting himself off the wall at the back. “Or someone with royal blood.”

      The other gargoyles step away from him. With everything that’s going on, I suspect they forgot he was there or who he is—Howl’s right hand. A dangerous threat in our midst. He seems content to ignore them as he strides toward me, forcing them to part as quickly as he walks.

      Cassian reaches me, his eyes blazing, towering over me, forcing me to tilt my head back. “Someone with the royal blood of a gargoyle Queen can use that Heartstone.”

      I stare up at him, confused. “I don’t know what you’re trying to say.”

      But my eyes widen as shocking realization shoots through me: the Storm!

      Cassian told me she was royal, that she was the heir to the throne before she became a force of nature. He’d arranged for me to see Incorruptible’s journal so I’d read it for myself.

      What if… Cassian somehow knows that the Storm has taken the form of a female with a mind, heart, thoughts, arms, legs, everything that means she can pick up a heartstone and use it. And what if… Baelen wasn’t brought to my room as some sick perversion of Howl’s but because Cassian arranged it. Maybe he knows that the Storm stays with Baelen.

      I don’t know how any of that is possible, but I do know that Cassian told me she was royal and then he brought her to see me.

      My heart leaps. Elyria can use the royal heartstone. She can use the stone against Howl, strike him down, fight him, and he won’t be able to stop her—

      Except… she can’t.

      My hope fades, plummeting so hard, so fast, that tears fill my eyes. The Storm swore never to harm a gargoyle. She already tried to stop Howl once. She told me so herself. She may be able to pick up the heartstone, but she can’t use it to help us.

      Everyone is waiting for me to speak. Cassian hasn’t taken his eyes off me and I’m sure I’m a display of intense emotions right now: all the way from wonder to hope to… smashed and crushed.

      “It can’t be done.” My final emotion isn’t lost on the other gargoyles. I don’t mean it to have this result, but they respond to my grief with protective anger, knowing only that Cassian has caused it.

      Erit pushes forward, nearly barreling into Cassian. “Why are you here? You’re not one of us.” Erit’s wing daggers angle forward, an aggressive gesture, and I’m reminded that he’s from the Grievous Clan who settle their disputes with violence.

      I push between them before Erit does something dangerous. “Erit, listen to me, General Cassian is subject to Howl’s whims just like the rest of us.”

      Erit doesn’t back off, turning on me in confusion but not in anger. His expression softens as he digests my earnest speech. “Why are you defending him?”

      “Because he saved my life.” The space between them is so small that I press back against Cassian, my arms pushed against either side of him. “He saved my life when he didn’t have to.”

      Cassian’s voice rumbles in his chest, a quiet statement murmured at my ear. “You don’t have to protect me, Princess. He’s correct. I don’t have any right to be here.”

      “But…”

      He places me to the side, putting me away from him, and faces the others, his wings tucked tight, wing daggers held carefully back, palms out, non-threatening. It occurs to me that he hasn’t worn his bone lash for the last three days. He says, “When the sun comes up, everything changes. You have to decide whether you’re going to fight or give up. Either way…” His blazing eyes meet mine before he turns away. “The Princess must not die.”

      They part for him as he strides away, his steps turning into a run before he spreads his wings and soars away into the dark mine beyond.

      “What happens now?” Roar asks, always the leader, focusing everyone back on task.

      “First I need you to tell me what happened with Rhain. Howl can carry a heartstone around without any harm to himself, so why couldn’t Rhain? Howl used to be a gargoyle just like you, didn’t he?”

      Roar says, “He was, Lady Storm. But a violent one. He killed the King years before he got hold of a heartstone and he terrorized our people even without it.”

      “By brute force,” Llion adds. “And a Grievous army backing him.” He clears his throat. “I mean no offense to our clan, Erit. We are the proof that not all Grievous follow Howl.”

      It was easy to forget that both Erit and Llion were born into the Grievous Clan. They are both such dedicated, loyal, and surprisingly kind gargoyles.

      “No offence taken,” Erit replies. He folds his arms across his chest. “I can tell you what happened to Rhain, Lady Storm, because he was my friend.”

      He tucks his wings tight into his sides. I recognize the gesture as self-protective. The gargoyles might not know they’re doing it, but they pull their wings close when they’re facing something difficult.

      Erit says, “The short version is that he found the heartstone and was ordered to place it in a wooden box without touching it, which he obeyed. When he heard that Howl was coming to Mount Virtuous to get it, Rhain became very agitated. He knew that if Howl got the stone, he’d be unstoppable. So Rhain killed the guards and flew off with the box. But he also knew that Howl would kill Carmen in retaliation, so he went to free her, to escape together.”

      Erit exhales, sighing into the quiet around us. The way he clenches and unclenches his fists at his sides tells me he’s fighting to remain impassive, unemotional, as he recounts what happened to his friend. “Howl caught them and Rhain opened the box. As soon as he touched the stone, he collapsed. That was the end of it.” He clears his throat. “That’s the short version.”

      I know what the long version involves: the aftermath, the consequences, Rhain losing his wings, his wife forced to remain in Harem Hell. I wipe away my tears. “Thank you, Erit. You’ve helped a lot, because now I know why the heartstone didn’t hurt Howl.”

      “Lady Storm?”

      “Howl told me that a heartstone awakens at first touch. The first surge of deep magic is like lightning: powerful, angry, and ferocious. I know because I went through it when I became the Storm Princess.”

      I shake my head, trying to dislodge the memories that flood back into me: memories of light pouring around me and unimaginable pain, but nothing so bad as my heart being torn apart because I believed that Baelen was dying in front of me while I couldn’t help him.

      My voice catches as I continue. “Rhain awoke the Virtuous Heartstone. He took the brunt of its first force. If Howl had touched it first, he would have collapsed too.”

      I wait for this information to sink in before continuing. “When Howl awoke Lightsworn’s heart the other day, it hurt him, but didn’t knock him unconscious because he already had a heartstone to protect him.”

      Llion, Roar, Erit, Badenoch, all of the gargoyles catch on at the same time. “After the first touch, any gargoyle can use the heartstone.”

      Jasper finishes for them, “Including the heartstones that Howl already has.”

      “Yes,” I say, a small smile breaking across my previous sadness. “Now… I’d suggest that one of you takes the brunt of the awakening right now so we can use Prime’s heart against Howl immediately, but the problem is… Howl will feel it. The same way I felt Lightsworn’s heart awaken the other night. As soon as he feels it, he will descend on us with his entire army in tow. For now, he doesn’t know we’ve found a heartstone.” I pause again, hoping they will follow me. “Right now, we control the outcome.”

      “What is your plan?”

      I answer Roar’s question with a question. “Do you all trust Llion?”

      Llion himself shoots surprise my way. He won’t understand yet why I’m asking, but I intend to make it clear very soon.

      Roar looks around, checking every single gargoyle here. Jasper nods too and I know his support is not lost on Llion since they haven’t exactly been best buddies from the start. Llion still calls Jasper ‘Twisted Metal,’ but I sense that Jasper no longer minds.

      Roar says, “We trust Llion without question.”

      “Then here’s what we need to do.”

      Hours later, Llion flies me back up into the Cavity. Each team leader has quietly woken their team in turns, explained the plan, and got all of them on board. Meanwhile, Iago and a team of gargoyles have been hard at work fashioning the things we need from wood and metal, working deep inside the mine where the sound won’t carry to the sleeping guards in the Cavity. To Llion I gave the task of creating weapons for us—weapons that don’t look like weapons.

      “That is a difficult task,” he said to me.

      I raised my eyebrows in a mock challenge. “I was told you could make a weapon out of anything.”

      He grinned. “I can.”

      Now, despite the adrenaline still shooting through me, I’m exhausted. I haven’t slept all night and I won’t make it to the next one without collapsing if I don’t rest. All of the gargoyles need to use the last hours of the night to sleep as long as they can.

      Llion carries me in the direction of my hammock. Our group has crept back in stages so we don’t wake the guards. I tug on Llion’s arm before we pass the Cavity’s center, whispering, “I need to see Cassian.” I’m a little embarrassed to ask because I don’t know the answer to my next question. “Where does he sleep?”

      Llion halts mid-wing sweep, coasting the air for a moment. “Are you sure, Lady Storm? Can you trust him?”

      “I’m sure, Llion.”

      In response, he changes direction, soaring across to a concealed nook in the far side of the Cavity closest to Cassian’s bathing room. Llion places me down and indicates the darkened cave beyond. “Over there. But please be careful.”

      “I will, I promise.”

      “Should I wait for you?”

      “No, thank you, Llion. I will ask Cassian to fly me up to my hammock.” The worry on his face makes me pause. “I trust him, Llion.”

      He says, “Okay” But he doesn’t look convinced, shooting a suspicious glare in the direction of the shadowed cave before he takes flight again.

      I pause at the entrance. Webs light the way inside, but only to a point. I can’t see much beyond the first few paces. I wait for my eyes to adjust, finally making out vague outlines: a chair, a small table, and a hammock against the wall at the back with a figure lying in it. I can’t fly up to it so I pick up the chair, careful not to make too much noise while I carry it across, hoping there are no unseen obstacles along the way that might trip me.

      I hop onto the chair and take hold of the side of the hammock, listening to figure out if Cassian is sleeping.

      He says, “You’re here because you need my help.”

      He sweeps his wings aside and out of the way, holding them tight to his sides so he can face me.

      “Yes,” I say, gripping the hammock and struggling up into it. It swings wildly back and forth before I manage to clamber over the edge and inside. I would ask him for help to get in, but two of us moving around will only make it worse. Hammocks are made for lying in, not sitting, so I stretch myself against the outer side of it while he remains on the inner.

      I say, “I need you to carry the box to Howl.”

      “Because he won’t suspect me.”

      “Yes, but also because it means none of the miners will be singled out as making a claim to it. This only works if we all go together.”

      He knows I’m not finished. “What else?”

      “I need you to send a message to Howl convincing him that this should be a grand event. Like that day at Crimson Court. I need all the old clan leaders there: Lightsworn, Prime, Virtuous, Sunflight, Denrock, all of them. I need the old High Priestess there too, but not Baelen Rath. I can’t take the chance that he’ll wake up if I’m in danger. Can you do that?”

      “Can I encourage Howl to show off his power?” Cassian scoffs. My eyes have adjusted enough now that I can see his expression, the wry glint in his eyes, and the solemn press of his lips together before he speaks. “That won’t be difficult.”

      “Then you’ll help us?”

      “Yes.”

      I didn’t realize I was so tense until relief floods me. I really wasn’t sure if Cassian would agree to help. It means he’ll put himself in as much danger as the rest of us. Possibly more since his actions will be a betrayal of Howl.

      The hammock isn’t made for remaining at one side. I’ve slowly slipped further toward the middle as we’ve been speaking and now my right side presses against his chest and legs. There’s still one more question I have for him. “Howl let you fly away with me tonight. I honestly didn’t think he would.”

      Cassian’s expression is dark. “He will beat and torture you, but he won’t risk your death.”

      “Why not?”

      “He believes that if you die, Baelen Rath will wake up. Even if that means Baelen will die soon after, Howl fears what he will do if he wakes to find you dead.”

      “Kill Howl?”

      “Possibly.” He shifts his wings, rustling them. “Baelen Rath’s fearsome reputation precedes him. Combine that with the Storm’s power and Howl has something to fear for the first time.”

      “Thank you for telling me.” Knowing that Howl is capable of fear is a source of hope. “Can you fly me back to my hammock?”

      “No.”

      His response is so abrupt that I search his face and body language for some explanation. The faint light from the distant webs reflects depths of emotion in his eyes. The web’s similar blue color highlights every shade of his irises, accentuating each shadow that falls across his cheekbones and lips. Is he refusing to fly me back or… is he refusing to let me go back?

      He returns my questioning look with a ferocious one. He moves so fast, I have no time to react. His upper wing shoots over us, an instant cocoon, and at the same time, he rolls with it, placing one hand on either side of my head, holding himself up off me, one knee between my legs and the other outside my right knee. His body balances directly above me.

      His demand is short and swift. “Why are you in my bed?”

      I struggle to catch my breath at the sudden change of tone. “I came to ask for help.”

      “You could have stayed on that chair and asked for my help.”

      He’s right. I could have, but it seemed wrong to ask him to put his life in danger without looking him in the eyes.

      He shakes his head at me. “I’ll forgive you for not knowing our customs, Princess, but before Howl took power, before he changed everything, there was one custom of true respect that applied in every clan.”

      Tension rushes through me as he catches his own breath, his lungs expanding, causing his chest to brush against mine. He says, “The female chooses her mate. Not the other way around. Do you know how she does that?”

      My heart has stopped beating. “How?”

      “She comes to his bed.”

      I was wrong: my heart hasn’t stopped beating, it’s hammering so hard in my chest that I can’t tell the beats apart anymore. My breathing is short, rapid. I don’t know their customs. I certainly never knew anything about choosing a mate. In elven culture, marriage is arranged, public, nothing so intimate as what he’s described. How was I to know? I have no idea how many times I’ve stomped on something culturally important to them. But this…?

      “But… I’m not a gargoyle.”

      “You are to me!” His earnest declaration cuts my heart. He doesn’t see me as an elf anymore. He doesn’t see me as an outsider. He sees me as one of them. A gargoyle. A female.

      “Now here you are… in my bed,” he says. “And yet I know that your heart belongs to Baelen Rath. What am I to make of this?”

      I whisper, “You said you’d forgive me.”

      A perplexed frown sweeps his forehead. “What?”

      “You said you’d forgive me for not knowing your customs.”

      His expression softens. “I did.” He sighs. “Which is why… I’ll take what you want to give.”

      He lowers himself against me but angles for the side, sweeping his arms under me and pulling me with him so I’m lying on my side, pressed against his chest. Hooking his upper leg over mine, he sweeps his hand into my hair, smoothing it down my back in a soothing gesture. He plants a kiss on my forehead, a brief and confusingly gentle touch.

      “You will sleep here,” he says. “After tonight, you will never come back to my bed again.”

      I nod against his chest, just once. I can’t speak. My heart is a whirlwind of emotions. Cassian is like another storm to me—unpredictable, protective, surprisingly loyal, compassionate in astonishing ways. The emotions I feel for him are equally unsettling. I feel for him the same care I feel for Jasper and Llion, two males I count as true friends. And I can’t deny that if Baelen wasn’t in my life, I might see Cassian in a different light. I might see a possibility that… can’t exist because Baelen is everything to me. My heart is already spoken for.

      Cassian said that he would only take what I want to give. Right now, I want to fall asleep feeling safe, because I know that when the sun rises, I won’t be. None of us will.
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      I wake to hushed voices inside the entrance to the cave. I stay very still, listening, making out Llion’s silhouette opposite Cassian’s.

      Cassian says, “She’s sleeping. I don’t want to wake her before we need to.”

      Llion’s accusation is laced with threat. “You didn’t bring her back to her hammock.”

      “She climbed into my bed.”

      There’s a pause. “Oh.”

      Cassian sighs. “She didn’t know what she was doing. Don’t worry, I didn’t take advantage.”

      There’s another pause. When Llion finally speaks, it’s a growl. “She trusts you, Cassian. Don’t betray her.” He spins on his heel, but Cassian follows him out.

      “Llion… We used to be brothers.”

      “That was before you chose to side with Howl.”

      Cassian’s wings curve forward, another self-protective gesture that I’ve come to recognize, but this one is connected with remorse. “My actions are unforgiveable. I’m trying to make up for it now.”

      “I hope you can.”

      Llion strides away and Cassian leans against the cave’s entrance, staring at the other side, basically at nothing, for a long time. It gives me a chance to wake up properly and gather my thoughts. A shot of adrenaline forces me upright when I remember what today means. I try to wriggle out of the hammock on my own, but Cassian swoops over and helps me down.

      “I sent the message to Howl,” he says. “Now I’m waiting for a response. In the meantime, I’ve ordered the guards to stay away from the heartstone or I will kill them.” He’s wearing his bone lash again. He’s already dressed in armor. “You can use my bathing room this morning. I’ve put something in there that I think you should wear today.”

      So far, he’s done all the talking, which is good, because I don’t know what to say. There are no words for what we’ll face today. I’m not sure if I’ll be alive at the end of it. I enter the bathing room, curious to see what clothing he was talking about.

      My armor.

      I run to it, checking it over. It’s in perfect condition and it’s definitely the strongest, safest thing I could wear today. “How did you…?”

      “I brought it back from the palace. The old Priestess, uh, borrowed it. You were so engrossed in the book you didn’t notice her take it. I guess you didn’t notice the satchel on my back either.”

      “I was busy focusing on a safe getaway from Howl.” I chew my lip, trying to find a way to tell him that this armor could mean the difference between life and death for me today. That it is a priceless gift. What I end up saying is far from what I feel. “Thank you. I will wear this today.”

      He accepts that, but before he leaves, I ask, “Did you let Llion go?”

      He blinks at me. “What?”

      “Llion told me that after he thought his wife died, you were supposed to kill him.”

      Cassian shifts, uncomfortable, as I continue. “But you threw him into prison instead and I’m guessing… it wasn’t the most well-guarded prison. So I want to know: did you let him go?”

      His expression is answer enough. He stares at the floor for a moment before he turns and leaves me in privacy. I suddenly realize that that might be the last private conversation I have with him. Everything is in place and ready. He’s agreed to his part in it. I lurch after him, not sure what else I want to say, but he’s already disappeared.

      The next two hours are the longest of my life. Finally, at lunchtime, a messenger arrives and Cassian resumes his authoritative persona as he strides into the food hall, the messenger in tow. “Listen up! Howl expects to receive the Prime Heartstone at Crimson Court this afternoon. I expect you all ready to fly in an hour.”

      He glares around the room, tapping his bone lash. “If any of you attempt to touch the heartstone before we leave, you will lose your head.”

      A deathly silence follows him out. I lean across to Llion, “Get ready.” My voice wobbles. I want to say more but words fail me.

      “Don’t worry, Lady Storm.” He places his hand over mine, strong and comforting. My team nods around me: Roar, Iago, and Welsian. Across the way, Jasper and Badenoch are waiting for my signal. “We know what to do.”

      “It’s time,” I say, meaning so much more than that it’s time to get ready. It’s time for Howl to end.

      As a swarm, the gargoyles stand up, quiet and resolute, and scatter in the directions they need to go. Jasper catches my arm before I leave, waiting for the food hall to empty around us.

      “You’re very quiet,” he says. It’s been a long time since we spoke alone. I haven’t told him about Elyria yet—there hasn’t been a chance but I know I have to take the opportunity now.

      “I saw Elyria at the palace.”

      His expression softens. He’s the only other person who can see Elyria and speak with her and he’s the first person she opened up to before we were separated. “How is she?”

      “Not good, Jasper. Howl is violent and cruel. I can only imagine the things she’s seen.”

      “She can’t fight back.” He grips my hands, sudden and determined. “We’ll do the fighting for her.”

      I try to swallow past the lump in my throat. “I came here to save Baelen. Now I need to save an entire race of gargoyles.” I hang my head, the weight of responsibility heavy across my back and shoulders. “What if I fail?”

      He pulls me into a hug. A month ago, I would have frozen up in complete shock at the contact. Now I melt into it, needing the assurance that I’m on the right path and that he’s willing to walk it with me.

      “Marbella,” he murmurs. “You’ve already won.” He pulls back with a steely glint in his eyes. “Now get ready.”

      I head straight for the bathing room and pull on my armor, brushing my hair back and braiding it tightly to keep it out of my face. Once my boots and gloves are on, I stride from the room feeling different, feeling like I still have the storm inside me.

      Outside, I find the gargoyles all lined up and ready.

      They have no armor, but they do have sturdy boots and they’re all wearing shirts for the first time, some tucked in to their long pants with belts made of rope. If they’re surprised to see me in armor, they hide it well.

      “Princess,” Cassian orders. “You will come with me to retrieve the heartstone.”

      The messenger seems surprised when I slide down the ladder at the side of the mineshaft. I’m pretty quick about it now, the thick gloves protecting my hands and the slides on the inner sides of my boots making fast work of the downward descent.

      Reaching the fifth tunnel, Cassian wastes no time taking the messenger into the cave we discovered. A single wooden box rests on one of the crests.

      Last night we removed the Queen’s heart with a very long pair of pliers wrapped in leather—just in case the touch of metal set off the heartstone—and placed it in a second wooden box, locking and burying it under rubble at the back of the cave. Even if Howl wins today, every miner has vowed that if they survive, they will return to this cave to collapse it, bury the Queen’s heart forever, and never tell anyone what we found.

      Cassian slides the wooden box containing Prime’s heart into a leather satchel that he carries attached to the straps crisscrossing his armor. He slides it onto his back and we return to the Cavity where the miners and guards are all waiting.

      “Fly out!” Cassian orders.

      As a single, coordinated unit, the miners take to the air and the guards follow, leaving me to scramble into yet another crate. Cassian locks the hatch. Within moments we’re airborne and all I can see are the light changes—soft blue changing to bright yellow as we fly into the sun.
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      When we reach our destination, all my emotions are tucked away, honed into a pinpoint focus: Howl.

      I roll out of the basket as soon as Cassian opens the hatch, move smoothly to my feet, and lift my head high. The gargoyles are lined up in five rows of five on the cliff’s edge. Llion, Roar, and Jasper are in the first row, while Welsian, Iago, and Badenoch join the last row. I need them in those positions to guide the others if things go bad.

      I stride to the head of the group, giving them a single nod before turning in the direction of Crimson Court and the beating drums. Shadow panther flags flap in the wind, the breeze cooling us as the sun begins its descent. Sunset is still two hours away so we have plenty of light.

      Cassian removes the wooden box from his satchel and places it on the wide, wooden tray that he asked one of the guards to bring. He balances it in his arms like an offering, walking ahead of us. In the distance, brilliant flashes of sapphire and emerald light from Howl’s heartstones tell me that he has chosen to wait inside the Court. He wants us to bring Prime’s heart to him.

      I judge the number of guards lining the Court at about one hundred. There are more guards outside Harem Hall, another legion outside the palace itself, and even more within each mine. The number of guards I see here are just the beginning of what we’ll have to fight.

      Another forty or so free gargoyles stand in rough rows on the right hand side inside the Court—each of the former clan elders plus some advisors. I recognize many of the faces from the last time we were here, including Lightsworn Liliana who waits next to the old High Priestess. Liliana is dressed in simple black pants and a shirt, but it’s overlaid with leather armor. I’m guessing that Howl’s announcement about marrying me has had a positive impact on her life. At the very least, it looks like he no longer controls what she wears.

      She doesn’t take her eyes off Llion as he approaches and it’s easy to see why she chose him. Like Llion, she’s focused, intent. She doesn’t carry any visible weapons—none of us do—but I sense her quiet rage.

      The other gargoyles are equally unyielding, silent, but their clan cultures are visible in their dress and manners. While the Lightsworn and Virtuous clans are regal, the leaders of the Denrock and Sunflight clans are dressed in functional, earthy colored clothing.

      Sitting on the throne on the dais, Howl wears a grin that fades only slightly when he narrows his eyes at my armor. He won’t call me out on it because that would mean admitting that someone succeeded in stealing it from him, but the tick at the side of his jaw tells me he’s not happy. The two heartstones glow against his bare chest, but he wears a new molded metal harness with a third, empty circle ready to place the new stone into. He’s alone on the dais this time—no trophies in the form of Baelen or the Phoenix—but I guess the Prime Heartstone will be trophy enough.

      “My King,” Cassian says, stopping at the foot of the dais as the drums stop beating. “I bring you Prime’s heart.”

      Howl doesn’t make a move to take it yet. “Which gargoyle found it?”

      “They all did, my King.”

      Howl scoffs, his thick fingers thrumming against his armrests. “All of them?”

      “Yes. The Princess found a way through the flames in the fifth tunnel. That gargoyle there—Iago—determined where to puncture the rock wall behind it. Those two—Roar and Llion—weakened the wall, and that one—Welsian—finally broke the wall apart. Then this one here—Badenoch—identified the heart as Prime’s. That one over there devised a way to pick up the heart without triggering it and—”

      Howl cuts him off. “I get your point, General Cassian.” His narrowed eyes slide over to me. “We’ll deal with who can claim the prize soon enough. Bring me the stone.”

      Cassian turns to Roar and orders him to take the tray, removing the wooden box from it and ascending the steps.

      I thrum with tension as he places the box on a waiting pedestal. He draws himself off to the side, wings partially spread, tips forward. It’s a defensive pose, but Howl is too pleased about his new prize to notice. He lifts himself from his throne and gleams at the box, running his hands over the top of it in a caress. “Finally. The trio of heartstones.”

      Howl lifts the lid with a wide grin. I hold my breath. My heart begins to pound but I accept it, the slam of adrenaline, the need to fight.

      Howl blinks down at the box. Anger follows confusion and it’s all the reaction I need.

      “Positions!” I scream.

      The front line of gargoyles, including Roar and Llion drops to their knees. Roar uses the same movement to slam the tray into the floor. It splits into twenty straight pieces that had been held together with the same gum that Roar plastered over my eye after my fight with Arlo. At the same time, the other lines of gargoyles drop to their boots, retrieve the pickaxe heads hidden in them in one hand and deftly catch the handles that Roar and the front line throw back with their other. Suddenly they’re all armed with the weapon of their trade. In the next breath, they form a semi circle around Llion and me, pushing outward as the guards push in, reacting to my scream.

      Roar takes the lead and shouts at the clan leaders to get to the back of the Court. They don’t waste time, hurrying out of the way of the guards. The old Priestess runs with them, but Liliana jumps into line with the miners, taking position beside Welsian. We’re left with two rings: guards on the outside, miners on the inside, Llion and me in the center.

      Howl is still fixated on the empty box. His angry fist closes around it so tightly that the wooden structure cracks and splinters, strewing shards across the dais.

      He roars at Cassian, “Where is the heartstone?”

      Cassian points. “There.”

      Llion spreads his wings. He rips off his shirt to reveal his own molded metal straps crossing his chest. The Prime Heartstone rests inside them.

      Howl screams, “That’s not possible!”

      “Believe it,” Llion says as he takes flight, his strong wings lifting him up into the space over our heads. “You want it? Come and get it.”

      Howl’s corded muscles bulge. Powerful green light pulses through the veins in his wings as he speeds into the air, flying faster than normal with the power of the heartstones behind him.

      The two gargoyles collide mid-air. The collision is all it takes to send the guards into action, but we’re ready for them.

      “Lady Storm!” Roar throws me a pickaxe as several guards target me. It doesn’t take me long to get the hang of using it as a weapon. After all, I’ve used one of these every day for the last month. When I don’t use it for its sharp end, I use its handle in the way my Storm Command taught me to fight with a wooden rod. I duck under the sword swing of the nearest guard and drive the blunt end of the pickaxe once into his chest and again under his chin, knocking him backward.

      Nearby Welsian disarms a guard and Liliana snaps up his sword. When Welsian loses his own weapon in the chest of another guard, his fists become his weapons until he pulls out the rope belt he’s wearing, which happens to have a small chisel attached to the end of it. It’s not quite a bone lash, but it does enough damage when swung around and let loose on his opponent.

      The fight continues around me and so far we haven’t lost any miners. But up above us, Llion appears to be tiring—and getting sloppy because of it.

      “You can’t control Prime’s heart,” Howl jeers at him. “You don’t know how.”

      Slamming both of Llion’s arms outward, he exposes Llion’s chest and snatches at the heartstone. “Now it’s mine.”

      Watching from the ground, I grin. Iago designed the harness well.

      Llion says, “I was waiting for you to do that.”

      As Howl’s bare hand closes over the front of the heartstone, his muscles bulge, his eyes widen. There’s a pause as he realizes his mistake. “You didn’t wake it yet…”

      The blast slams Howl backward, all the way across the Court into the side of the mountain against which it’s built. Every creature in the room that ever controlled deep magic, including the Priestess, flies backward in the blast. It hits me too, but I’m ready for it this time. I allow the wave to carry me up and over the stunned guards, preparing to drop and roll on the way back down. The awakening hurts—I can’t deny that it hurts—but I welcome it, because now Llion can use the stone. He can fight Howl for real. Now the fight will be fair.

      “Princess!” Cassian flies through the air and catches me before I fall, carrying me safely back to the ground.

      Howl tumbles to the dais, stunned. His concussion won’t last long, but Llion uses the seconds wisely, taking hold of the heartstone for real this time, ripping off the protective covering at the back of the harness that stopped the stone from making contact with his skin. It was the same method I used in Erawind so I could handle metal without causing a lightning storm.

      The change is instant. Golden light streams through his veins, visible in his wings, lighting up his eyes even more golden than they were before. Nearby, Liliana has frozen in shock. As a guard cuts the air beside her with his sword, Llion reacts in her defense, his palm shooting outward, the guard flung backward in the force. She barely notices, racing to her husband. “Llion!”

      He scoops her up, kisses her fiercely, and then puts her down again. “Be safe, my love.”

      He flies up again and swoops toward Howl. The King rises from the ground, clawing at the side of the mountain to regain his feet before leaping toward the front of the dais, his wings spread.

      Beside me, Cassian suddenly stiffens. “Princess! Watch out!”

      It takes me a split second to realize that Howl isn’t coming for Llion. He’s coming for us, or more particularly, his pinpoint focus is Cassian.

      “Traitor!” Howl feints around Llion’s right wing, barely evading his wing dagger, and in the time it takes for Llion to spin, reach out, snatch hold of Howl’s wing, wrench him backward…

      “Death.” Howl’s palm shoots out. A bolt of green light the size of my arm spears at Cassian. I sense its power the moment it leaves Howl’s hand. The memory of deep magic inside me screams at me in warning. He’s injected his cruelest thoughts into the heartstone and forced it to give life to savage pain and slow death. Nothing will be able to stop it once it reaches its target.

      I don’t think. I react.

      Both my arms shoot out, palms flat. I take one step forward for the strength I’ll need for my smaller body to have the impact I want. I shove Cassian hard in the side, pushing him out of the way, registering the shock sparking from every angle of his falling body, his eyes shooting to mine.

      The step I took positions me directly in the bolt’s path and even with my quickest reflex, it’s too late to move out of it. The bolt’s explosive light fills my view and I brace for the pain that will come first and the death that will follow.

      Beyond it, obscured, barely visible, Howl’s expression morphs from rage to fear, the deepest fear he’s ever shown. It stretches his skin and drains his face pale.

      If there’s such a thing as a moment within a moment, I use it for my last thought.

      Baelen will kill you when I’m dead.
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      A gray curtain shoots up in front of me, thick webbing lighting up green as the bolt strikes it from the other side. Another protective curtain shoots up behind me. Wings… wings…

      Cassian let them unfold as he fell, using the strength of my push to trigger his reflex to extend his wings at the exact moment that I pushed him away.

      No! Cassian!

      The death bolt strikes Cassian’s wing and shrieks through his wing bones, lighting them up green, sizzling through them to his shoulders, chest, arms, legs, and up into his head. He hits the floor with a crack, his back arched over his satchel, the smash of breaking wood filling my ears.

      The light vanishes. The bolt met its mark.

      “Cassian!” Damn his massive wings. No other gargoyle could have done what he did, using his wings to shield me and take the bolt himself.

      I drop to his side, grasping at his torso, sliding my hands behind his back, trying to pull him up. He’s heavy, all bulky muscle. He shudders against me. He’s hurting. Badly. His eyes are shut, but he’s still breathing. Gasping for breath.

      “Cassian… no….” I have to get him out of here. Tears of fright replace my shock. I don’t know what I can do to stop the death that’s coming, but I have to try. “Somebody help me!”

      Jasper is closest to me, but as soon as he tries to get to me, three big guards step into his path, jeering at him and me. They heard my cry. They know what they’re doing, blocking Jasper from helping me. I memorize their faces, because I’ll be coming for them soon.

      For now, I’m on my own. With a scream of effort, I pull Cassian’s bulky torso into my arms, his wings flopping to the ground behind him, a dead weight pulling him backward. It takes me too long to snatch and grab them forward, using their weight to keep him leaning against me and in the meantime, he’s trying to speak.

      “Satch…el.”

      “Cassian?”

      His eyelashes flicker against my cheek. “Satchel.”

      Finally managing to slide his wings to either side of me, I lean his head against my shoulder and pat the floor, unable to really see the satchel, finally feeling its strap so I can pull it up from the floor. Shards of wood poke out from it and I don’t want to drag it into the space between us.

      Cassian seems to understand my dilemma. His hands rattle against mine, weak, but he takes the satchel, splinters and all, and reaches into it.

      He pulls a smaller leather bag out of it and lets the rest of the satchel and shards drop back to the floor. He breathes heavily with the effort but drags the little bag into my lap. “I brought this… for you.”

      “Cassian, I need to get you out of here. Llion can hold Howl for now. You’re hurt. You’re…” Dying. My voice chokes up as blood drips onto my hands, dropping onto the little bag resting in them. It’s falling from his mouth, telling me he has internal injuries. “You’re badly hurt.”

      “I’m not going to make it. We both know that.” He tilts his head up a little, his forehead against my cheek, his shoulder against mine. “Please… open it.”

      What could be so important that he would rather give it to me than get help? As he slumps against my shoulder, I pull apart the cords holding the leather bag closed.

      He says, “Now, tip it… into my hands.” He pushes his shaking palms together, cupping them above my lap, ready to receive whatever is in the bag.

      I don’t question him. I stopped questioning him a long time ago. He saved my life, my dignity, and didn’t take anything from me. I trust him. But as I tip the bag… I realize that I shouldn’t.

      He lied to me.

      He lied to me because he thinks he can help me, because he thinks that he can help his people and make up for what he did in the past. He lied to me because he believes something that can’t be true. He lied to me and he’s about to accept death into his hands and I don’t want that.

      I don’t want him to die.

      My muscles fire. My hand flexes upward, intent on reversing what I’ve done—to stop the object falling from the bag into his waiting hands, but he anticipates my move. One of his hands flies upward, grasping mine in an iron, determined grip, and by then it’s too late.

      The brilliant white diamond—the Queen’s heart—drops into his other palm.

      There’s a moment of silence, a heartbeat in which he pulls the Queen’s Heartstone to his chest, covers it with his fist, and says, “Hold on to me.”

      I throw my arms and legs around him, he wraps his wings around me, and the cocoon he creates fills with a blast so pure it rips through every part of me, lifting us both upward, suspending us in the quiet eye of a different storm.

      He told me that his wings were just like his ancestor’s. That they can form a barrier against deep magic. Now he’s sealing the stone’s awakening inside his wings with us so that nobody else will feel it.

      “Cassian…”

      His blue eyes blaze at me. His free arm wraps around me, stroking my back and tangling in my hair as we remain suspended. I don’t know how long it lasts. It could be seconds or a lifetime as he says, “I need to tell you what you smell like.”

      He presses his cheek against mine, inhaling deeply before he draws back to cup the cheek he just pressed against. “You smell like the Queen whose home I grew up in. You smell like her daughter who died when we were young. I don’t know how but you carry the blood of the Supreme Incorruptible.”

      The fist he holds between us containing the Queen’s heart pushes at me. “Take it. Her heart is awake now and it belongs to you.”

      A sob builds in my chest. “I’m not what you think I am, Cassian. I’m not a gargoyle.”

      “You are to me…” His eyes begin to close. “Take it, Princess. Take it and strike.”

      Gravity returns and we fall together. I hit the ground with Cassian beneath me, my knees knocking the ground, the heartstone rattling between us. He cushions my fall, holding me safe in his wings so I don’t hit my head even though his back cracks against the hard floor and his body finally goes limp.

      His free hand slides away from my hair, stroking down my neck, falling. A final breath sighs out of him. “Maybe in another life… Marbella…”

      It’s the way he says my name that breaks me.

      Sobs tear out of me as his fist opens and the stone remains very still on his chest. Tears pour out of me, blurring my vision. He wanted me to take the stone. He wanted me to believe him. And now he’s gone.

      The Queen’s heart is deadly to everyone. Only a gargoyle of royal blood can touch it. It killed Cassian, ended his suffering, and he was one of the strongest gargoyles I know.

      I reach over to close his eyes, my palms brushing across his cheekbones. Sobbing, I take hold of his left wing and pull it over his body, covering the stone at the same time.

      I’m reaching for his other wing when something slams into my back. I’m thrown forward against Cassian’s chest, the force pushing all the air out of my lungs. Pain rips across my back as if a hook just raked over the top of me. Screaming out the fire in my spine, I look up just in time to see Llion tumble through the air over me, his left wing damaged and dangling.

      It was his wing that clipped me. If it wasn’t for my armor, it would have ripped my back open. But he never would have done that deliberately. He’s hurt.

      Ducking, I slide off Cassian, crouching beside him as the fight rages around me. With a savage roar, Howl takes flight after Llion, spearing through the air, doing everything he can to kill him. Llion reaches the side of the Court and angles left but another bolt hits him. Death bolts. Just like the one that hurt Cassian. Only the Prime Heartstone is keeping Llion alive.

      On my left, Jasper fights three guards at once. Two of the guards who kept him from reaching me before are dead at his feet. As one of the guards dislodges Jasper’s weapon, he ducks, rolls, and grabs a sword from a dead guard, spinning right back into the fight. Welsian and Liliana fight side by side nearby, bodies building up around them, but more guards keep coming. Roar and Badenoch hold position on the far side, and Erit and Arlo fight further away from the mountain side. All of them are cut and bleeding. There are many bodies on the floor and not all of them are guards. The miners are fighting as hard as they can, but the next wave of guards will soon arrive.

      The only way to end this is to defeat Howl.

      Another blast hits Llion right where his hurt wing meets his shoulder. He’s close enough to me that I hear the bone snap. Unable to fly, he loses elevation and drops to the ground several paces away from me, shouting in agony.

      “Llion!”

      His tortured eyes meet mine. He’s trying to heal, but he’s still learning how to control the heartstone’s power. Howl has had much longer to master the deep magic.

      I jolt backward as Howl flies over my head and hovers over me with a sneer, his wings beating the air around me, sending tornados swirling around my body.

      “You will watch all of your friends die today, little doll.” He soars over my head and grabs hold of Llion’s shoulder with one clawed foot and his broken wing with the other. Llion thumps at him, tries to get up, pushing at Howl with all the force he can muster, but Howl doesn’t budge.

      His feet shift, one pulling and the other pushing.

      He’s going to rip Llion’s wing right off.

      Howl’s focus is on me. His threat is for me. “When the Prime Heartstone is mine, you will be too. Watch, little doll. Watch and understand there’s nothing you can do.”

      I can’t let it happen. I can’t let him hurt anyone else. He hasn’t seen the Queen’s heart hidden under Cassian’s wing. He didn’t feel the blast when it awoke because Cassian’s wings sealed it in. It was another gift Cassian gave me—concealing the heart’s awakening from Howl.

      Cassian held the Queen’s heart for more than a few seconds before it killed him. If I pick it up, I’ll have that long to use it against Howl before it kills me. All I have to do is make sure he holds it too.

      My gift to Howl.

      I tell myself it’s simple. I push all thoughts of Baelen and freedom out of my mind as I dive under Cassian’s wing, feeling his weight around me for the last time, one last cocoon to keep me safe before I throw myself into the path of danger, before I challenge death to claim me.

      If I had time to find the bag Cassian carried the stone in, I would. If I had time to pick it up safely, I would. But Llion’s scream of agony tells me he won’t be alive long enough for me to find a way.

      I can do this. It’s only four steps, one after the other, simple: pick up the stone, run, jump, shove it into Howl’s harness. It will lock into the place he saved for Prime’s heart. And then he’ll die.

      Don’t think.

      My hand closes over the Queen’s heart. Its surface is smooth beneath my fingers, tingling. I’m ready for the pain, channeling it into speed. My body’s already moving, rising up, muscles firing. Howl is only five paces away. The hardest part will be rising to his height, but Llion can help me there. He’s crouched, one knee bent. It’s the same technique I used to tangle with Arlo: knee, shoulder, up. It’s going to hurt him because of the way Howl’s gripping him but I have no other option.

      “Llion! Up!” I don’t have time to scream anything else. My right foot hits his knee, then my left hits the shoulder Howl isn’t clutching. Llion rises at the same time. He can’t move much, but it’s enough to give me a lift.

      I launch myself at Howl. Even if I don’t place the stone exactly in the harness, as long as I can wedge it against his skin, it will work.

      He thinks I’m trying to fight him, to push him away from Llion. As I slam into his chest, he catches me in his thick arms, the momentum tipping him backward. Mentally, I beg Llion to tip with us because Howl’s feet are still attached to his wing and shoulder and a sudden wrench backward will rip him apart. At the last moment, Howl lets go, releasing Llion from his claws and flying up into the high ceiling with me in his arms.

      I swing my legs around his hips and wrap them tight because the last time he held me in the air—the first time I met him—he drained the air right out of me by squeezing my lungs.

      As my legs wind around him, a chuckle rumbles out of his throat. “Little doll, you surprise me.”

      Yes, I’ve wrapped my legs around you, you asshole. But I won’t have to stomach it for long.

      My chest heaves, my heart hurts, and my hand burns like I plunged it into fire. I’m shaking, rattling so hard I won’t be able to function soon. I only have a moment before everything ends. I have nothing I want to say to him and no time even if I did.

      The Queen’s heart clicks neatly into the harness around Howl’s neck. The sound echoes around and around inside my head.

      Click.

      The effect is instantaneous. Not like Cassian at all. White light shoots through Howl’s chest, through the corded muscles in his arms and shoulders, through his wing bones, and all the way to his wing daggers. It spreads, grows, ripples, and then… it starts shredding.

      Terror fills his eyes and a scream of pain blasts from his mouth. His hands close around my waist, squeezing my rib cage painfully tight. His fingers claw at me while his skin visibly boils.

      “What did you do?!”

      I don’t answer. I’ll never have to answer him again.

      It is rapid and ruthless. Over in seconds. Like acid, the light burns through his wings and cuts them to pieces before my eyes. His bones pop, crack, and implode from the inside. We lose altitude as his wings disintegrate and he can’t stay airborne. It wouldn’t matter if he tried.

      A final streak of light shoots up his thick neck, reaches his eyes, and lights them up. For a moment, everything he did, everything he is, every cruel act he committed presses in on me. Then there’s a crack…

      … and his neck breaks.

      His head sinks forward and we plummet toward the ground, tipping the wrong way so that I’ll hit the floor beneath him.

      It doesn’t matter.

      I did what I needed to do. Howl is dead. He can’t hurt the gargoyles anymore, can’t threaten, torture, or imprison them. Cassian’s death wasn’t for nothing. I did what he asked me to do.

      Now I can let myself feel what I need to feel. Sadness that I won’t see Baelen’s eyes open, that I won’t be there when he wakes. Faith that Jasper will find a way to open the deep springs and heal him. Fear for my family and my Storm Command—for the elves who are loyal to me—because I can’t help them now. But Baelen will. He’ll discover the power he now holds and he’ll use it to free them. I trust him to.

      Baelen, I love you. I always will.

      Howl’s dead hands open, releasing me into the air like a butterfly into a hurricane. The Queen’s heart floats up and away from his shoulders as his body plummets down on top of me. At the last moment, my floating finger rises up to tap the stone.

      A glow ripples out from me like dying sunlight and a hiss fills my ears: Choose.

      Choose what, I wonder?

      Choose life or death.

      It’s too late to choose life. My world is already darkness.
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      Waiting should be peaceful but it’s hell. Rain drips down my hair and neck. A field of wild grass stretches out a hundred paces in front of me, its scorched blades flattened by endless, crimson raindrops. I hold a sword in my hand, blood-tainted water trickling from its blade onto the patch of dirt where I stand. Waiting.

      I never get tired. I never get hungry. I don’t need to sleep.

      At the edge of the field is a different view, a different sky, made up of moving pictures. I search for Marbella in the images, waiting for a glimpse of her auburn hair, her determined eyes, waiting for her to tell me it’s time to stop waiting.

      I see everything beyond the rain. I see her drive a golden knife through the thread that connects us. I see her collapse, dragged away, not fighting. I see the gargoyle king claim another heartstone and I try to warn her, wherever she is, but I don’t know if she hears my voice. I see her later, forced to eat beside our enemies, to swallow their food and their twisted conversation, their threats…

      I see her hunched beside my cage.

      Still she doesn’t call me.

      Still I wait in this scorched field, dripping blood onto my sword, the weight of the rain driving my head toward my chest.

      I want to act, but I have to trust her.

      I have to wait for her voice.

      Baelen, I love you. I always will.

      My head shoots up. I search the images beyond me but I don’t see her. I see only an empty room. “Marbella!”

      A new image forms in front of me, but it’s not inside the room, it’s here with me in this field: a female with pure white hair and eyes like blue crystals, glittering wings and a dress made of diamonds dragging through the mud. She stops one step away from me.

      “Baelen Rath, you called me.”

      She speaks with Marbella’s voice, her gorgeous, strong, sweet voice, but she’s not my love.

      I demand, “Who are you?”

      “I am Incorruptible.”

      My eyes narrow, assessing her for possible threats. “Where is Marbella?”

      “She is…” The female turns her head slightly as if she’s checking something behind her. There’s a hiss. A hum. A distant clatter and a far-off scream. “…avenging the life of someone who loved her.”

      My jaw clenches. Someone has lost their life and it’s caused Marbella pain. Too much pain. Cold fingers wrap around my heart. Fear shoots through me. For the first time in all my waiting, my fingers twitch around my weapon. Marbella, what have you done?

      “Don’t worry. She didn’t love him like she loves you.”

      That’s not what I’m concerned about. I know Marbella’s heart is true and I trust her with my own heart, without question. My fear is because I can’t sense her. My fear is because there is a female gargoyle standing here in Marbella’s place. “Why do you speak with her voice?”

      “Because I don’t have a voice of my own anymore.”

      “If you’ve hurt her…”

      Her chin shoots up, outraged, as if I’ve insulted her. Her mouth purses with a retort, but at the last moment, it softens. “You love her.”

      “More than anything.”

      “Ah… Just like Rath loved Mercy. I knew him, you know—your ancestor. He was just as strong-willed, the protector of his people, but his love always came first.” She widens her eyes at me with a self-assured smile. “He was never afraid to show it either. I envied that. Much like I envy you.”

      Another raindrop slides down the back of my neck, following the angry chill racing down my spine. “Then you know I mean it when I say that if you’ve hurt her, I will hunt you to the ends of our world and beyond.”

      “Don’t worry, Wrathful One. Marbella is unharmed.” She leans forward into my anger, daring me to step toward her. “But when you wake, you need to be prepared.”

      “Prepared for what?”

      “For what she has become.”

      Her image blurs and fades. Her voice becomes a whispered warning inside my mind. Within moments, the female is gone, leaving me with the rain and the dead field.

      I won’t wait anymore. I force my legs to move, muscles screaming against the force that opposes me.

      I have to go to her.

      I will go to Marbella.
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        Mailing list: http://tinyletter.com/everlyfrost

      

      

      
        
        ALSO BY JAYMIN EVE

      

        

      
        Secret Keepers Series (Paranormal Romance)

        Book One: House of Darken

        Book Two: House of Imperial

        Book Three: House of Leights

        Book Four: House of Royale (September 10th)

      

        

      
        Storm Princess Series (Fantasy Romance)

        Book One: The Princess Must Die

        Book Two: The Princess Must Strike (October 1st)

        Book Three: The Princess Must Reign (October)

      

        

      
        Curse of the Gods Series (RH Fantasy Romance)

        Book One: Trickery

        Book Two: Persuasion

        Book Three: Seduction

        Book Four: Strength

        Book Five: Pain (October 2018)

      

        

      
        NYC Mecca Series (YA Urban Fantasy)

        Book One: Queen Heir

        Book Two: Queen Alpha

        Book Three: Queen Fae

        Book Four: Queen Mecca

      

        

      
        A Walker Saga (YA Fantasy Series)

        Book One: First World

        Book Two: Spurn

        Book Three: Crais

        Book Four: Regali

        Book Five: Nephilius

        Book Six: Dronish

        Book Seven: Earth

      

        

      
        Supernatural Prison Trilogy (Urban Fantasy)

        Book One: Dragon Marked

        Book Two: Dragon Mystics

        Book Three: Dragon Mated

      

        

      
        Supernatural Prison Stories

        Broken Compass

        Magical Compass

        Louis (December 2018)

      

        

      
        Hive Trilogy (YA/NA Urban Fantasy)

        Book One: Ash

        Book Two: Anarchy

        Book Three: Annihilate

      

        

      
        Sinclair Stories (Contemporary Sports Romance)

        Songbird
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