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Yes, I was angry. Scared. Ftantic. Confused. But.I'd sooner

drive a knife through my or rl heatt than hurt Odessa.

"No." She pressed both hands to her flushed cheeks. "I
was just worded. I don't know what to think, Ransom."

"Neither do I."
The image of the crux, a woman, was burned into my

mind. How was it possible? \X/hat kind of magic was this? Ot
was my mind playing a trick on me?

I'd walked out of the fortress certain I was trapped in a

nightmate. Even after I found Aurinda and saddled him fot
the dde to Tteow, it had felt Like moving in a fog. Going
through the motions until I woke from the dteam.

"Her hau," Cathlin whispeted.
The crux had shifted from beast to beauty. To a woman

who shated enough features with Odessa, from her hait
to her nose to het delicate chin, that I couldn't unsee the
resemblance.

And her blood. . .

"Do you think Odessa knows?"
"No." I refused to believe she'd keep that kind of a sectet

from me.

Reaching into myvest, I pulled out a lock of the shapeshift-
ert shotn hair. I twisted the silky cud aroufld my finget,
letting the otange and strawberry and coppet colots catch

the light. Then I released the sttands into the wind.
"Did they burn the cotpse?" I asked.

"Yes."
"Good."
"W'hete is evetyone?" Cathlin asked, seatching the trees.

"The watchtowers $/ere empty as I tode past."
"Gone. Treow is desetted."
I{/here areloa, Cross? IYhere the hell areltau?

I'd already lapped the eflcampment twice. I'd shouted for
Odessa and Evie until my voice had cracked and my throat
had gone raw.

IO

If my fathet had taken
care what blood oaths I'c
ftom his body. And if a

found them in the night. I

to hide.
"Odessa and Evie shoul

the dungeons and told ther
The color drained from
"rJ7here the fuck is she-:

"I nevet should have let he

Cathlin put her hand on
I would 6nd them. Here
"I saw these in the stre

Cathlin moved to her saddl

Odessat knives.
Blood stained both bladr
Fack. I hated that she ciir

rhere somewhere w-ithout p
The crack of a branch h

n the direction of the cor

sank s,hen Mariette came u
"Guardian." The caretak
''\\here is even.one, J{a;
''Gone." Her hair hung -

::: srrands having escaped
- . i: \I'ere $,eatv and bloods
,::l carried a bag, sufed i
:.: :o leave. I rvas past -,lr

, ';-:':ls-Je and came back.
-:: :,:gh beiore das'n and t-
: - ,,r.'ing his carar-an to \-

''-.t ;re Odessa and Er-ic,
::.- shook her head. "I

:: . - ::::: mani. C)nh :r-,::
. --: a: : :: didn'r sra,, l,l:rl
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What if I tan away?

Sitting on the shore of z

water as still and smooth a

Not to give in to the heartr

a thousand tiny pieces Lil

seat.

The lake was a mirtor
evergreens, and a pastel sI
turned upside down.

This meadow was the p
s,eaty soul. A cell withour

\X/hat if I ran awar,?

I wouldn't get fat lI,? r;
lost. Entitely lost.

Evie was cuded in mr- la

shivedng ftom the bath I
s-ater. Her clothes rvere t
Dut at least it was out oi h

Despite dnsing offin th,

death. It had been fir-e dar ,

:o feat the smell would ha:

I pressed a kiss to Evie's
::ead and loosed a sharp c:

Er-ie whimpered, curlin,
I krssed her hair again. :

::rll she relaxed.

"Fuck." I clenched my jaw: "You should go. Catch up to
the taveling party."

Get the hell out of Treow while she had a chance to escape'

Mariette hesitated a moment, her gaze lifting to the tee-
house above my head. Odessat tteehouse. She stared at it for
a momeflt Like she was uncomfortable abandoning Tteow
Like she wouldn't see it again. But the hesitation faded, and

as quickly as she'd appeated, she huried off, weaving past

thick tree ttunks until she was gone.

"If she's not with your father, then where?" Cathlin asked,

tutning in a slow citcle.
Whete? \fftrete the fuck was my wife?

A terror unlike any I'd ever known setded deep in my

bones. It chilled my blood. "How many people know of the

crux?"
"Not many. Few survived the night."
"Go back to Elldet Pay the guards for theit silence about

the crux, the woman. Anyone else if necessaty." I walked to
Aurinda and fastened Odessat knives to my saddle with a

spare length of leather. "Stay with Zaier Watch over him.

If he wakes, send wotd. If he doesn't...bury him beside my

mothet "
Teats fi1led Cat}1in's eyes. 'And whete exacdy should I

send wotd?"
I swung onto the saddle, tutning away ftom the path where

Madette had disappeared. Turning away from the toad that

would eventually take me to A.llesada.

There was a charce Odessa would use the etchings on my

cuff and go in search of the capital ciry But I had a feeJing

she'd take Evie somewhere else. A place whete she could

hide my sister from our fathet. A place where she felt safe.

"Quentis."
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Faze pured as he nuzzled against my 1eg.

\X/ater lapped at the shoteline.

My stomach gtowled.
Sma1l noises to bteak the silence, but noises too quiet to

chase away the scteams. The beat of massive wings, the pier-

cing scteams of the crux, still rang in my eats.

I opened my hand and ttaced the pink scat on my palm

with a fingertip. A scat with a mirtot on Ransom's palm.

Twins cut into our flesh on the day we signed the Shield of
Spartows treaty in blood and vowed to be husband and wife.

Maybe if I touched my scar enough, he'd find his uray to
my side. Maybe I'd feel the echo of his pulse and know he

was still alive.

"Ptaise Ama. Beloved Mothet," I whispeted, "iet him live'

Let us find ourway 16 s26h-" My ptayer was cut short by

the pdckle of Vostet magic at my nape.

Brother Dime walked thtough the grasses that suttounded

this. lake, his burgundy robes swishing against the golden

green stalks. He teached fot a yellow wildflowet, skimming

its blossom with a thick, grooved fingernail.

The eady-morning sun cast the meadow in soft, cteamy

light. It was the only time of day that the priest's pale skin

seemed to hold a hint of peach colot
He came to a stop whete the gtass ended and the tocks

along the shoreline began. Far enough from where I was sit-

ting that the sting of his magic wasn't unbeatable, yet close

enough to heat each other speak. \X/ith his hands clasped

behind his back, he bowed. "Have you tested?"

"No." My voice didn't sound like my own. It was too flat,

too Lifeless.

Too numb.
There were too mafly hottots to fa.ce at the moment.

Leantng of Jocelyn's betrayal. Iiilling General Bannet'

\(/atching Brielle's death. Hearing Evie scream as Zavier bled

out on the stfeet.

t4

Later. Those nightmare,
with them when I s,asn't

with a Voster who mal or :

"rWe canlot linger," he s

'We'd 
been riding for trr-i

to keep from hobbling Fr,

\-erge of co1lapse, and thes

enough for us to catch oui
I needed a lifetime to

fortress, flot five dars anc

godsdamn 1ake, even if it s
going at this pace."

"You must, child."
I ground my teeth toget
As hard as we'd pushed.

Brothet Dime had rr-alk

and I rode Freya. Not onc

us fatther away ftom El1de

From Ransom.

"\X/hete ate you takrng

time, and fot the hundredi
"I will fetch yout horse

meadow whete Fte\,a s'as

\X/hen we stopped betr

saddle, using it to lean as

she'd be easiet to catch. l

trouble catching mv horse

As he apptoached, she

to his outsttetched hand. l

I{aybe the reason I had

l'as because I feated Frela
I \\-as scated to return to E

l'hat we'd left behind.
I rvas tetrified I'd returr

:his aching hole in mr- hea
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He's alite.

Ransom was alive. He wouldn't die, not when we had so

much left to experience together.

He was ptobably in Treow, fudous I wasn't. \When he

found us, I'd gladly suffer his best glower and an epic ass-

chewing As long as he vzas alive.

If going back to Elldet meant learning any othet truth,
meant losing him to the shades, then maybe I d stay in the

Turan wilds fotevet.
On a sigh, I stroked Eviet cheek. "Time to wake up, litde

star."
It took a moment fot het gtay eyes to futter open. Her

cerulean-blue starbutsts flated bdght, then faded with evety

blink until they were nearly engulfed by the gray.

I gave her a smile she didrft return.
She simply stared up at me, hopeless, like she was waiting

for me to rewind time. To take her back to a life whete Zaviet
was alive. A life whete her fathet's blood wasn't ctusted on
het shirt.

He'd given his life to save outs. Mine.
It wasn't fafu that she'd lost so much. A fathet And her

mothet.
What would Luel1a say to Evie? How would she help her

daughter move past this pain?

Help me. I sent the silent ptayet to the shades, then swal-

lowed the butn in my throat, refusing to give in to the tears.

I couldn t break, not yet. Not while she needed me to stay

stfong.
'Ate you hungry?" I asked.

Evie shook her head.

She wasn't eating enough. Neither was I.
Not only had the long, endless days sapped my strength,

but the constant bombatdment from Btothet Dime's magic

had dwindled my appetite.

He worked to keep a distance, alwa,vs careful not to touch

t6

my skin with his. He held tl
led us thtough the forest, I

And he had yet to let us ou

What if I ran away? Wbr
I feated his magic enoup

He hadn't treated us like
to believe rrre were ftee.

The night we rode arv-ar

asked Dime to take us to T
Ransom had told me to

would lead me to the encar

we'd have an escoft, even il
the wrong way, away ftom
had to tutn back.

He'd taken Fteya's reins
into the datk.

I'd learned ovet the past :

most of his orders without
"Up we go." I brushed

then helped her stand befo:
Faze stretched out his ftc

pebbles as he flicked his tarl

s'ard, jaw snapping at a bug
than they'd been in Ellder.

I'd been feeding him hltr
Dime gave to Evie and me

:lilk, too. And he was as s

oeen too many days tucked

-ng and his own lack of fre
\\l.ren I fished him our

:.:ssed. l'd flicked him on rh
Er-ie ttudged to the shor,
\Il hand came to mr- h

''i I do this? How did I I

:'- her about Lueilat dear
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