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      “I do miss the sight of that pretty, bent-over ass greeting us in the stable, but this will have to do.” The guardsman’s voice, reaching Coal through the thin walls of Czar’s stall, grated on his already dark mood. The clanking of metal bits the guards had been sorting earlier had sounded so much like the phantom scrape of chains that Coal had paused twice to brace his forehead on Czar’s shoulder and breathe through the flashes of pain and darkness. Shade had said time should snuff out nightmares, but time, plainly, had opposite plans when it came to Coal.

      The one—the only—time the nightmares had quieted for two days was after Coal had coupled with Leralynn in the cave, the storm raging outside a harmony to the one exploding between them. Not a solution to be indulged in again, though Coal still held on to it in the privacy of his memories. But that was a month ago, and each day since, that precious lifeline thinned more and more.

      Another man whistled. “You went and drew that yourself, Kreger? Quite handy with a pen when ’tis to your cock’s benefit, I see.”

      Feet shuffled, and Kreger squawked indignantly, startling the horses. “Give it back, you bastard.”

      “I will. But this beauty is meant to be shared. You aren’t the only one with an aching cock, you know.” The man laughed, raising his voice. “’Ey, Coal. I know you’re here. Come take yourself a look. If this doesn’t lift your mood, I swear you are a lost cause.”

      Coal straightened from where he was cleaning Czar’s hooves—the stallion was liable to kick any of the stable hands who came within range, leaving his care to Coal alone—and looked out from the stall. Two stocky dark-haired guards tussled over a scrap of paper, the taller holding it out of the shorter one’s reach. The pair picked a poor day for it—not that there were many days now that Coal didn’t feel his leash on violence straining to the breaking point. Waiting for half a reason to escape.

      “Give it back to him and leave for your patrol,” Coal called, though it was a waste of breath. Until the damn dance was resolved, neither bastard was going anywhere. Fine.

      Hoof pick still in hand, Coal strode out of Czar’s stall and ripped the offending sheet from the taller man’s hand. Midday sun slanted in through the high windows of the immaculate stable, catching a corner of the parchment. Coal was halfway to handing the loot back to its owner when the familiar lines of a girl’s face, sketched in easy pen strokes, leapt out of the shadows, gripping his stomach. Unfolding the parchment all the way, he stared at the unmistakable mock-up of Leralynn, her legs parted open to reveal a wet entrance, swollen with need. An entrance he knew all too well. The drawing didn’t come close to doing it justice. Just as it failed to capture Leralynn’s heaving, pink-tipped breasts, the memory of which was well burned into his mind.

      Coal’s hand tightened on the page, darkness hovering at the edge of his vision. “Do you have more?” he asked, his words a cool distant noise at utter odds with the hot rush of blood filling his ears.

      Kreger’s bloodshot eyes narrowed for a moment. “Maybe.” He licked his lips, a hint of a smile creeping onto his face. “In my barracks. But it will cost ya.”

      The darkness was tinged red now. “Take me there,” Coal heard himself say, his voice a cracking whip, his body already in motion.
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      Sunlight streaking through the window of River’s study illuminates my graphite slate, tiny specks of dust hanging starlike in the light’s beam. I try to concentrate on mathematics. I really do. But with River looking over my shoulder, one wide, callused palm braced on the back of my chair, and the other flat on the writing desk, I can’t think over the heat of his body, his intoxicating male scent. Woodsy, mixed with soap and a hint of the chalk we’re using. This close to him, I hear the phantom song of the violin all over again, the stars rushing across the sky as River twirls me through the Ostera waltz. One two three. One two three. One two three.

      In the wake of the Ostera celebration and during the ensuing liberty week that the Academy grants cadets, River has made good on his offer to tutor me through my lagging academics. Ostensibly, I report to his study to fulfill a clerk’s function—it’s far from protocol for the deputy headmaster to work one-on-one with a cadet, especially a cadet who’s one assignment away from flunking out of the Academy—and this arrangement has raised no eyebrows in the two days since we started it. In truth, my literacy and computation skills have left River wincing multiple times a day. Including now.

      “How exactly do two and a half soldiers dig a latrine?” Taking the chalk from my hand, River leans lower to add his marks to the slate, his neat dark hair and clean-shaven jaw only inches from my face. From my lips. Focus, Lera. We may have avoided raising eyebrows, but I’ve discovered the real risk of tutoring: being so close to this version of River, one who’s not yelling at me or issuing a command, is wreaking havoc between my thighs. In just the span of a couple of days, these moments, whether I care to admit it or not, have become precious to me—too precious. I feel a warm finger on my chin, directing my gaze back down to the slate. “Pay attention.” River writes with the same crisp efficiency as he does everything, the muscles beneath his white silk shirt equally at ease working out mathematics as wielding a sword. “You need to remember what you are actually counting.”

      I cut River a sideways glance, meeting his beautiful gray eyes with a quirked brow. “It might help if we counted something more pressing than latrine ditches,” I say carefully. The presence of the Night Guard that I fought on Ostera night changes the landscape of the magic threat we are facing—as does the Night Guard’s discovery of my presence. There has to be a way of conveying as much to River without either triggering the veil amulet’s defenses or getting me thrown out of the study. “Such as the number of fighters at the Academy who can stand against magic-tinged foes.”

      “Alas, you are counting ditches.” Straightening, River crosses his arms and gives the slate a meaningful look. One of the largest males I’ve seen in Lunos, he is downright overpowering in the mortal world, carrying the cloak of responsibility on his shoulders without ever tripping. Or yielding. His biceps and shoulders press tantalizingly against his shirt. In the warmth of the study, he’s hung his jacket over a chair and undone his top buttons, revealing the flare of his tanned pectorals. He’s become less careful around me as we’ve studied, caught up in his work, the strong planes of his face unselfconscious in concentration. With every cuff he loosens and shirtsleeve he rolls up, he becomes more distractingly beautiful. “If you spent half as much effort studying as you do trying to meddle in issues I’ve ordered the cadets to keep clear of, you might have a chance of passing your exams. Let us get back to it, if you please.”

      Beneath the writing desk, my fingers curl around the smooth satin of the dress I chose for the day. The amaranth fabric is light enough to be comfortable while staying formal, while the long skirt and covered sleeves conceal the fading bruises and cuts of my encounter with the Night Guard’s blade. “Just tell me one thing—have you ever heard of fae pledging allegiance to Mors? They—”

      “That’s enough.” River’s face hardens, his low, sensuous voice taking on familiar gravelly steel. “When I give a cadet an order, I expect it followed. If you intend to take up arms, you better get used to obeying your superiors whether or not you like their decisions. Do I—”

      River cuts off, both our attentions sliding toward the door and the two sets of approaching footsteps beyond. The third set of visitors in under two hours. With the constant traffic coming into his study, I’m not sure how the male manages to get anything done. But he does. River has his competent fingers on the pulse of everything. Except the very mission we came from Lunos to accomplish.

      By the time a knock sounds on the double doors, River is already there, waiting for me to cover up my work. I didn’t know it was even possible for someone to be so attentively considerate and bullheadedly frustrating at the same time. As I shove the last of my books into a drawer, River lets his visitors inside.

      “Good morning, sir,” he says.

      Hearing the honorific, I quickly rise to my feet as Headmaster Sage strides into the study, his signature wet cough, hawkish features, and gleaming bald pate arriving with him. Walking in beside him is a man I’ve not seen before. Tall and trim, he appears to be in his early thirties, with short black hair combed back from a pronounced peak and a sharply attractive face. His eyes, a stormy mix of blue and gray, survey River in a single glance before sliding across the room, brushing over me dismissively.

      “River, allow me to introduce Master Han,” Sage says, waiting as the men bow formally to each other. “Han is a well-positioned Prowess trainer and will be joining the Academy’s instructor cadre to prepare Tyelor and the others for the upcoming Trials. He has been in the circuit for a decade now, and fielded more gold medalists than any other practitioner in that time. Han, Commander River is in charge of the Academy’s day-to-day matters. You and I will work directly, of course, but River can see to any special requirements you might have.”

      “Your servant, sir,” River tells the newcomer politely, a flash of concern in his features that only I know him well enough to catch. He turns to look back at Sage. “I wasn’t aware that anyone but Tyelor intended to compete.”

      “A fact that I intend to change shortly,” Han cuts in before Sage can answer. His cool, velvet-smooth voice sends an uncomfortable ripple across my skin. “As Master Sage and I have discussed, athletics is one of the world’s greatest unifiers. With the royal offspring of all ten of the alliance kingdoms together, fielding less than a full team is a mistake. And with the Academy’s strong physical preparation, I feel confident I can adapt interested cadets to be competitive in the less exotic events—unarmed combat, swordplay, perhaps archery.”

      Sage nods along eagerly to Han’s speech. “I recruited Tyelor with the notion of returning the Academy to the Trials, and Han will move on that vision. Not only will this weave the royal-born cadets together, but it will bring their parents together as well.” The hungry glint in Sage’s eyes betrays the honors he already imagines being showered upon him in the wake of victory.

      I make a small noise, the pen in my tight hand suddenly breaking with a loud snap. Sage didn’t recruit Tye—the veil did. And now the little man is turning that kernel of warped memory into a continent-sprawling affair. So much for Lunos not interfering with the humans. I don’t know what this new direction means, but it can’t be good.

      For the first time since walking in, Han’s eyes swing to meet mine straight on. Though there is nothing but guarded greeting in the man’s gaze, its contact makes nausea tickle my throat, my magic churning in its mortal shackles.

      “Was there something you wished to say, Cadet?” Han inquires.

      River shoots me a look that makes any retort dry up immediately, unease swirling in my stomach. Tread carefully, his gaze says. If River is nervous, I’d be a fool not to listen.

      “No, sir.” I answer quickly, pulling the reins of my self-control tighter still and staying silent for the rest of the brief visit.

      “What do you make of Han and the Prowess plan?” I ask River a few minutes later, once the study is free of visitors but for their lingering scent. A sickly musk for Sage and something sharper, like cayenne pepper, that crept from Han’s muscled body.

      “My opinion on the matter was not sought.” River motions for me to bring out my books, ready to return to the fascinating calculations of ditch digging. Any sign of worry in his sculpted face is gone, back behind that thick, impenetrable curtain. “Neither was yours.”

      “Doesn’t stop us from having one.”

      “It stops me from discussing it with you,” River says, that stern voice returning, storm-gray eyes unreadable. No matter what I do, each hour since the forbidden kiss on Ostera night is turning the male more and more formal the moment we stray from academics, his inner sense of student-teacher etiquette on high alert. I almost wish it didn’t happen, for the wall it’s erected between us—but then I remember his warm, velvet lips on mine, the press of his hard body, the soft gravel of his voice in my ear as he led me through the dance steps, and I wish I could spend another eternity in that moment.

      Shade, on the other hand, has gone missing altogether since our moment in the woods, having sent a note of intention to spend several liberty days off Academy grounds. My chest clenches with the certainty that my male now prowls the woods, desperately searching out a mate who isn’t there. I know how he feels, which only makes my worry for him greater. Without Arisha and Gavriel finding me when I first arrived here, giving me a sense of purpose with our nightly missions, I might have gone mad with loneliness weeks ago.

      My heart squeezes painfully. One male is looking in the wrong place and the other is two mere steps away but refusing to look at all.

      “Leralynn.” River’s sharp snap jerks me from my thoughts. Adjusting the rolled-up sleeves to perfectly creased perfection, he throws a pointed look at my empty slate. Right. Latrine ditches and soldier halves.

      This time we manage a full half hour without interruption, River leaving me to struggle through a set of calculations while he catches up on his own work. When the next set of approaching footsteps sounds, however, River barely has time to jump out of the way of the swinging door, much less properly greet the liveried visitor.

      “Sir!” Rabbit, having streaked in like a small dust vortex, smashes into River’s thigh and bounces off. Panting, the boy jabs toward the window, his narrow chest heaving. “A brawl. A real big brawl,” he says between gasping breaths. “With blood and shouting and everything. By the guards’ barracks.”

      “I don’t imagine a brawl by the guards’ barracks is going to last very long, Rabbit.” River’s voice is battle calm as he shrugs into his red wool coat, fastening the buttons with precise, economical motions. “Do you know which cadet chose such a brilliant location for a fight?”

      “None, sir.” Rabbit shakes his head vigorously. “It’s Master Coal against a dozen of the guards themselves.”
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      A faint humming has started in my head as I try to make sense of Rabbit’s words, River’s study growing distant.

      “Stay here, Leralynn,” River orders. He takes one more heartbeat to hold my eyes, a heartbeat he can’t spare, just to press into me the importance of what he’s saying. “That isn’t a request.”

      Knowing better than to argue, I keep my eyes trained on my studies until the sound of River’s and Rabbit’s steps fades from earshot. That settled, I rush down the stone steps and streak through the hedgerow separating the academic quarters from the training pitch. Worry for my male casts all thought of rules or repercussions aside, his name ricocheting through my mind with each whoosh of blood through my temples. Coal. Coal. Coal.

      The sounds of fighting coming from the guards’ barracks at the base of the towering Academy wall pierce my immortal hearing, spurring my steps and thoughts. Coal makes no habit of fighting lesser warriors, not without provocation. And even then, his battles are swift and meaningful, not brawls.

      Or at least that’s how it used to be.

      “Stop!” a man shouts at me as I dart out of the hedgerow onto the edge of the wide grassy training yard. A half-dozen Academy guards are already spreading out to keep curious cadets away from the fray at the far end. Distantly, I can see a heaving mass of bodies in various states of dress—some shirtless and barefooted, some in full red uniform. Some wielding fists, others charging in with whatever they’d found at hand—from pitchforks to chair legs. It’s too thick to see Coal. “Get back to the dormitory right now.”

      Right. Ducking back into the fragrant green corridor, I rush along the thin walkway, sunlight dappling down through lush overhanging branches. This time, I emerge on the other side of the patrol, near the riding ring at the top of the training yard. A nearby guard catches sight of me and lunges with a surprised shout, but I roll over my shoulder to clear his grasp. Cursing sounds behind me, but the guards have no time to chase a lone runner, not with a smattering of the Academy’s cadets coming out of the woodwork to see what all the fuss is about.

      “Whoa there, lass.” Tye emerges suddenly from the corner of my vision and snatches me with the skill the guards lacked, his large lithe body swinging me in an easy circle. I curse and try to squirm free, but he holds fast to my upper arms. The male smells of pine and citrus and sweat, the wet patches on his sleeveless gray tunic speaking of active training. His hair is damp at the roots, a mess of fiery strands, and his green eyes are brilliant in the sunlight—and firm. Jerking his chin toward the barracks across from us, he shakes his head. “You don’t want to go anywhere near there. Trust me.”

      “Yes, I do.” I squirm out of his hold successfully this time. “But feel free to return to twirling around the wooden bar if you don’t want to help.”

      Cursing, Tye falls in step with me, jogging to the perimeter of the fight, which is partially obscured by a wall of observers now—guards, mostly, with a few instructors and stray cadets sprinkled into the mix. Over their heads, on the other side of the fray, I spot River walking away. “Where the bloody stars is he going?” Tye asks.

      With a shrug, I push my way through the watching crowd and take bearings, all my fae senses on high alert. It is a brawl. Shouting and a thick scent of fury fill the air, more and more men rushing in with whatever weapons they find underfoot. A rock. A piece of chair. Bare fists. In the center, Coal spins a wooden staff—which I think started its day as a broom handle. In spite of everything, Coal in battle is a breathtaking sight—his low blond bun gleaming in the sun, sleeveless black tunic revealing every flick and bulge of muscle in his arms and shoulders, beautiful, sharply carved face set in deadly concentration. His blue eyes glitter, cold as ice chips.

      The wood in his hands twists quickly enough to appear a solid circle, one that has already done untold damage. I wince at the sight of a half-dozen men writhing on the ground, one with bone sticking clear out of a broken forearm and what seems to be paper stuffed into his mouth. The several sergeants shouting orders to stand down are drowned out by infuriated grunts and screams, the downed guardsmen’s friends rushing with vengeance-filled cries.

      In contrast to the guards’ hot rage, Coal’s face is so cold and haunted that I am not sure the male knows where he is. As if having heard my question, the magic inside me stirs, flashing with images of shackles and despair and agony so vivid that my throat closes.

      “Coal won’t stand down,” I tell Tye quickly. “Not unless there is no one left around to fight. I don’t know where the hell River went, but stopping the guards is the only option.”

      Tye pauses for one more heartbeat, then curses under his breath as he nods, his lanky body shifting smoothly into a battle stance that makes me think of the tiger hidden inside him. Every muscle coiled, ready to spring into action, fierce green eyes speckled with silver in the sunlight. When he speaks next, the casualness in his voice belies the deadly warrior I know he is about to unleash. “You want right or left flank, lass?”

      “Right.”

      “It’s yours.” Tye’s unquestioning confidence in me sends a ripple of warmth through my readying muscles. With the discipline born of centuries of combat, the male waits patiently for me to get into position, marks our first target, and signals.

      We rush forward as one, scooping up the swinging guard and throwing him into the crowd, which at least has the sense to hang on to the thrashing man. One down, a dozen to go. My heart pounds, my breaths full and deep. Despite the silly amaranth dress, I feel right. Alive. Strong.

      The second guardsman we go after is swinging a pitchfork around, the erratic movement managing to clip Tye before he grabs the guard’s arm. “Behind you,” Tye tells me calmly, bending Pitchfork’s wrist hard enough to relieve the man of his weapon.

      I turn around in time to see a fist swinging toward my head. Large and muscled and too slow to compete with my immortal body. I parry the blow and shove the idiot against his friend, the pair tripping each other in a tangle of limbs. When I turn back, however, there is a new slew of attacks separating me from Tye. Some—the more intelligent half—seem to have pegged the pair of us as being on Coal’s side and thus viable targets; the others swing blindly at anything in their path.

      The scent of fury and sweat thickens the air, the men surrounding me blocking my sight. A few paces away, howls of pain and thuds of wood mark both Coal’s position and the growing casualty toll falling to his staff.

      A thick, mustached man with a bleeding brow snarls at me, launching himself forward.

      I step off his path and the man falls to the ground. Behind me, someone steps on the hem of my dress, the tug unbalancing me long enough that yet another idiot blunders into the mess, shoving me atop the original mustached man.

      The man roars with a fury that says his common sense is long gone. When he grabs for my breast, my own wits disappear as well. Baring my teeth, I lunge at the man’s throat—reining myself back at the last moment to sink my elbow into his nose instead. A spray of blood shoots into the air, splattering my dress and the sand beneath. I roll to my feet in time to find myself a new choice target, men separating from the sidelines to—

      A horse’s sharp whinny pierces the air. Dirt flies high from beneath a rearing stallion’s heavy hooves. A shout of warning races through the mob with the speed of wildfire as a familiar horse and rider wade through the fray. Making only marginal attempts to keep his stallion from stepping on anyone in his way, River rides right into the center of the crowd. He’s magnificent—and terrifying. His eyes are hardened steel, every angle of his face tightened in anger, his shoulders square under his crisp red jacket. The same men who refused to step aside for their sergeants’ orders and Coal’s deadly blows scurry like cockroaches from the horse’s hooves. Even Tye rolls over his shoulder to make way.

      Stars. Within seconds of River riding his horse into the rioting circle, the fighting is finished, Coal swinging his staff against empty air.

      The deputy headmaster’s gray eyes flash with thunder as he surveys the scene from his stallion’s high saddle. No fewer than two dozen guards, plus Tye and me, are in some state of disreputable dishevelment, a good portion of the would-be mob having some injury to show for the experience. I tense when River’s eyes brush mine, flashing with an icy fury that says I’ve disregarded the wrong male’s orders.

      Raising his voice, he bellows for three of the guardsmen’s sergeants, the noise making me flinch. The men stretch out before him so quickly, I’m not sure they’ve dared take a breath since their summons.

      “Everyone, take a knee, now,” River demands in the tone of a general who knows he’ll be obeyed—and is. Even Coal, his staff still in hand, stops swinging to kneel on the dirt. My body moves to obey before my mind catches up to my motions, the power of River’s demand reverberating through every fiber.

      In a moment, the training yard rings with silence.

      Turning his horse back to the sergeants, River keeps his voice loud enough to be heard by all. “Take the injured to the infirmary. Everyone else can cool off in lockup until I say otherwise. No exceptions.”
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      I flinch as a metal grating slams into place behind me.

      Tye is already striding forward into the large damp cell where the two of us have been relegated, broad shoulders relaxed under his gray tunic, which now has a long tear down the front. He looks down at it, snorts softly, and pulls the thing off, muscles flaring in the dim light. Having once been an active fortress, the Academy’s central keep has a dungeon serious enough to hold prisoners of a major battle. A pair of slits near the ceiling provide entrance points for sunbeams, the light drawing two sharp lines on the uneven stone floor. Our cell is about ten paces on each side, with numerous manacles bolted to the wall and hanging down from the ceiling.

      At first, I think the accommodations are intended to hold many people at once and then…then I notice a hinged wooden table in the center of the room, a rack holding leather lashes standing not far away. Bile crawls up my throat. The guards didn’t throw Tye and me into just any cell—they chose the interrogation chamber. River chose the interrogation chamber.

      Clapping my palms over my mouth to keep from losing my breakfast into the dark spattered drain, I press myself into the corner. My breath quickens, drawing lungfuls of stale, moldy air that feels like it hasn’t been inhaled in decades—and it probably hasn’t. River’s ice-cold gaze pierces me over and over, mingling with the bruises I saw him leave on Tye’s flesh a month ago. With the violence I know he doesn’t hesitate to dole out.

      A new shiver grips my throat as I wonder if the room itself is River’s warning of what’s to come. The echo of a leather belt’s tiny whistle a moment before it lashes across my back fills my memories, Zake’s furious face towering over me. Morphing to River’s. Bile burns my throat anew.

      “Stop that, lass,” Tye says lightly, though he doesn’t look in my direction, as if giving me space to calm down. Whistling a lilting tune, he tests the grating, then perches on the torture table as if it were a bench set there for his convenience. “These are just accommodations. And not the worst ones either, so far as these things go.”

      Tye would know. At least the real Tye would, having spent a good deal of his life in and out of lockup before the quint magic’s call connected him to River and the others. Has this Tye’s veil-magic-spun life sent him into trouble as well?

      I swallow, trying to focus on that thought. On anything except where we are. What someone might do to us here.

      Soft footsteps tap the stone, then Tye is before me with a whisper of warm air, brushing a lock of my hair off my face. His beautiful sharp face and emerald eyes fill my vision—eyes that see more than I’d like. His silver earring winks in the low light. “Think logically for a moment, lass,” he says gently. “If someone intended to hurt us, they’d hardly give us access to weapons.”

      “Weapons?” I ask.

      Tye waves at the rack of whips before stepping away from me a little too quickly. Aside from teaming up in the fight, we’ve not exchanged more than a few words in the month since our coupling in the bathhouse. Tye has his reasons and I have mine, which doesn’t make missing my friend—my male—any less painful.

      Grabbing onto a set of chains hanging from the ceiling, Tye pulls himself up, his body perfectly taut. “These aren’t bad,” he says, spreading out his arms until they are parallel to the ground, every muscle in his bare chest and stomach coiling impossibly. The cross-like position makes me want to rub my shoulders, but Tye holds it with ease. Catching my gaze, he grins and flips himself over, landing on the stone floor with a flourish.

      I shake my head. “You are insane.”

      “So I’ve been told.”

      I try to smile, to show some gratitude for his effort, but I can’t unsee horrid stone walls surrounding us. Can’t forget River’s furious gray gaze as he stared down at me from his horse. As if…as if I betrayed him. Took advantage of the tentative trust we’ve built, forged in secret study and shared moments, and used it as permission to disregard his orders. The male plainly regretted letting me glimpse his true self, hidden behind the mask of a commander’s coldness. And now, now he was ensuring I regretted it too.

      The worst part is that River is right. The Leralynn who stays meekly behind while Coal faces trouble, she never existed. Never would. The Leralynn I’d let River believe me to be is as imaginary as Lady of Osprey.

      Of course River wants vengeance.

      I glimpse the chains hanging from the ceiling again, so like those clanking in Coal’s nightmares, and swallow a lump. Coal. River locked him up too. Somewhere close by. The very last place Coal should ever be.

      Pressing my back against the wall, I slide to the floor.

      “You don’t want to do that,” Tye calls, sitting atop the table again. When I glance questioningly toward him, he jerks his chin at the stone beneath me. “Sit on damp stone. However long River decides to have us cool off here, it will be that much less pleasant in cold soggy clothes.” He pats a spot on the table beside him.

      “You want me to sit on…there? Where they question people?”

      “If it’s the sitting you object to, I can think of something more interesting,” Tye drawls before stretching like a cat, every hard square of his abdomen on magnificent display. “You know, most females would consider themselves fortunate to be locked up in a dark room with me and no other entertainment to be had.”

      Heat floods my face. Having already risen before the bastard finished his sentence, I plot a course in the opposite direction from him, into the farthest, dankest corner of the cell, where the scent of mold is most cloying. The thoughts and sensations flooding my mind make actual thinking difficult, but I do anyway, taking stock of where I am—of how abruptly my mission has ground to a halt. Just this morning, I was plotting my next Night Guard reconnaissance outing with Arisha and Gavriel’s help and looking forward to another tutoring session in River’s heady presence. Now the latter is furious with me, Shade is prowling the woods, Coal is locked up with only his demons for company, and Tye… Tye is playing games.

      Damn the male. He flirts on reflex, unable to help himself, but I know he has no plans to follow through. Even after a month of little contact, the intensity of our coupling in the bathhouse still turns my insides to molten heat each time I trespass on the memory. I was naive to think I could bed the male, enjoy the sheer physical pleasure of it, and walk away without scorching my soul. The connection is too strong, the wound too painful to keep ripping open. Not when I know that this Tye’s priorities lie solidly with his precious Prowess Trials, while mine are solidly elsewhere.

      My hands curl into fists. It isn’t fair how easily a few words can undo a month of hard-won calluses. How the dungeon walls can leave Tye unscathed but insist on closing in around me.

      “That wasn’t amusing, Tye.” I quicken my step as if there is anywhere to go, only to trip over a manacle. The metal ring clatters across the stone floor, the sound raking my nerves, sending echoes of pain and darkness reverberating through me. Making me flinch as if branded.

      As if I’d heard it before. Been held captive before. Been questioned and punished and made to scream—I cut myself off with a jerk. Coal. He has been held before, not me. It is his flash of memory that gripped me just now. His nightmares that will only get worse the longer River maroons him in the dungeons.

      Yet, it’s Coal’s fear as much my own that’s stealing my breath just now. And yet, the knowledge doesn’t make the darkness any less crushing.

      I don’t realize Tye is moving until he’s beside me, his strong arms pulling me from the corner I’ve somehow burrowed myself into. Before I can blink, I’m gathered against his warm, hard chest, wrapped in his citrusy scent. His warmth surrounds me, making my muscles relax on instinct.

      “It was a little amusing,” Tye says impertinently, even as he strokes my back and head like a kitten. The smooth touches along my hair fill me with safety. With a sense of now to stand against the phantom memories I shouldn’t have. Tye’s knuckles brush my cheek. “I know, I’m a horse’s arse.”

      “Yes, you are,” I tell him. But stars, I want you anyway.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Tye

      

      

      

      Tye was a horse’s arse. And he well knew it.

      Despite Lera being oblivious to it, any male with a cock would thank his lucky stars to be locked in with her, Tye being no exception. Her deep brown eyes confused the senses, her hair a fiery auburn silk that positively begged a man’s fingers to get tangled up in it. Worse still, he knew what it felt like to be buried deep inside all that lilac-scented warmth. A fact of which his lower body was painfully aware. But that was no excuse for even hinting at the many things he wished to do to the lass.

      First, Lera had made her preference for Tye’s staying away quite clear. And second, she deserved better than him under any circumstances. Tiga’s death was proof enough of that. And yet being near Lera made Tye feel alive, like fog lifting from the world to reveal all the colors and smells.

      He breathed out slowly, willing his body to settle despite Leralynn’s intoxicating lilac scent. Worse still, standing this close to her, he could smell the slight hint of the lass’s misguided arousal. That sweet musk alone had his cock pulsing hard enough to make the room spin.

      Tye forced his hand away from Lera’s soft skin, bracing on the small of her back instead. Her amaranth dress, in tantalizing tatters from the fight, felt smooth and cool beneath Tye’s touch. The fabric fell perfectly over her curved hips and full breasts, though the bright cloth would look even better pooled on the floor, the lass’s creamy flesh bent over that wooden table, her legs… Tye shifted his weight, trying to evict his cock’s thoughts from his mind. “Go sit down, lass.”

      Lera started forward obediently, her body tense. With her gaze free to wander the dungeon, the lass’s arousal waned, a shot of fear turning her scent. Her eyes had taken on that hunted look again, darting from wall to hanging chains to shelved whips as if something might be hiding there. As if the damn implements would leap from the holds and let themselves loose on her flesh.

      Tye’s gaze narrowed, a strange twinge of worry growing in his chest. Lera’s fear seemed to go deeper than the large cell, beyond a cadet’s normal anxiety over being punished. And they were being punished—punished, not tortured.

      Yes. Something was wrong. Walking into this cell had woken demons in Lera that were now clawing their way out.

      Well, not on Tye’s watch. He might be in the dark as to what exactly was making terror lurch in those beautiful brown eyes, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t be the one to make it go away.

      Unable to stop himself, Tye gripped Lera’s waist and, ignoring the indignant squeak, hoisted her up onto the table in the dungeon’s center. Another step, and he positioned himself between her thighs, their eyes for once level with each other. As he trapped Lera’s gaze with his own, preventing it from scanning the dungeon, Tye could see the pulse in her neck start to slow, the hunted fear in her eyes wane. Good. A few moments later, the lass’s fear-tight muscles softened enough to let her breathe easier.

      “There we go,” Tye said softly. The notion that—despite the manhandling— the lass still trusted him, was so gratifying that it nearly made Tye purr. He ran his thumb over Lera’s high cheekbone, watching her eyes flutter, his whole body longing to wipe the vestiges of her fear away. “It’s just a room, Lera. It’s people who hurt you, not anything in here. If someone wished you harm, they’d hardly need all these toys for it.” A corner of his mouth tugged up and, because he was an arse, Tye added, “I could prove it to you if you want.”

      Lera snorted softly, a touch of humor in her eyes—which was a miracle as far as Tye was concerned. “You sound very certain of yourself.”

      “I am.” Oddly enough, Tye wasn’t lying. He was certain. Knew exactly how he’d go about turning their cell from a chamber of horrors into one of pleasure, guiding the nervous tension in Lera’s body to mindless release. As if he’d done such things before, many times with many women.

      Which, of course, was utter nonsense. After all, Tye had been with Tiga for most of his romantic life. Hadn’t he? His mind itched, as if memories were trying to hatch through a hard shell. A familiar feeling. Small and feisty as Lera was, she made Tye feel as though he wore blinders, only able to see the world fully when she was close.

      A spot on Tye’s chest burned suddenly, and he rubbed at it, shaking his head. No, of course, he was just speculating as to what one could do in such a chamber—envisioning the pleasures a man might offer a woman given the tools at hand. It was nothing more than imagination mixed with a healthy dose of desire and cockiness.

      “What are you thinking?” Lera asked, making Tye realize he’d gone quiet.

      “Some very explicit thoughts that involve your screaming in ecstasy,” he muttered before catching himself.

      The heady scent of Lera’s arousal once more spiked the air, reminding Tye of exactly how she tasted. Everywhere. Tye’s whole body heated, and he simultaneously longed to splay the lass out on the table before him and to gather her against his soul.

      Lera swallowed, a delicious pink blush rising into her pale cheeks. “That… Us. It would be a very poor idea.”

      “Agreed,” said Tye firmly, clearing his throat. The memory of their last coupling had driven him mad for weeks. They couldn’t do it again. Shouldn’t.

      But anything was better than having Lera spiral down into terror again.

      He looked around the dungeon cell, his mind racing against the tension starting to rise into the lass’s shoulders. That odd sense of expertise teased him again, an uncanny set of ideas of the many, many things he could do here. Maybe there was a way to offer her pleasure without losing himself. Not coupling exactly, but… “Do you want me to distract you, lass?”

      Leralynn frowned at him suspiciously. “What do you mean, precisely?”

      Tye grinned and cupped the back of her head with his wide palm. Leaning close to her ear, Tye nipped the bottom lobe. “Precisely, that I am a very good distraction.” He grinned, breathing her in. “Also, the one nice thing you should know about the chamber here is that no one can hear us—so feel free to scream my name as loud as you wish.”

      This time when Lera opened her mouth—probably to call him a colorful type of bastard—Tye captured her soft lips with his own. She stiffened for a moment, then yielded with a nearly inaudible sigh that sent currents of need shooting into Tye’s cock so fiercely that he groaned.

      Resisting the urge to take Lera right on the table’s edge, Tye slid his hands under the dark pink shoulder straps of her dress. Pulling the satin down over her breast, he considered the chest wrap for a moment before lifting her with one arm to slip the dress all the way off with an efficiency that made the lass’s brows rise. Apparently, Tye was also exceedingly good at undressing women.
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      I shouldn’t do this. Shouldn’t let Tye do this. The thoughts repeating in my mind lose potency with every stroke of Tye’s hands along my skin. His emerald eyes study me with a predatory intensity that makes my sex clench, my thighs slick. Somehow, the male has gotten my dress, undershorts, and chest wrap all off within the space of a few heartbeats.

      With a low growl, I slip off the table and plant my hands on Tye’s hard chest, fully intending to push him away and put a long, cold cell between us. Then he cups my rib cage in his large palms and flicks his thumbs over my nipples, taking my mouth so suddenly and deeply that I can’t help but moan against him. His large body blocks out the damp cell, his pine-and-citrus scent pushing away Coal’s phantom memories, River’s furious gaze, Zake’s descending whip.

      I reach for his flies, suddenly desperate for more distraction, intending to make him as naked as I am. Whatever this is, however ill-advised, it’s working. The anticipation of feeling Tye’s muscles beneath my hands makes my fingers tingle, but it’s the bulge in his trousers I plan to enjoy first. To savor the hardness pulsing there.

      Before I can so much as undo a button, Tye catches my wrists in a viselike hold, the wicked sparkle in his gaze sending a shiver along my spine.

      “What—” I start to ask, but he is already moving on.

      Transferring both my wrists into his one wide hand, Tye binds them together in front of me with my own chest wrap. He drinks in my whole body with his gaze, brushing his palms lightly over my arms. Across my abdomen. Through the coarse auburn curls between my legs.

      I release a long breath, my eyes shuddering closed, each touch of Tye’s callused fingers waking my body more to his presence. Heat plays along my skin, warding away the dampness of the dungeon’s stale air. Emerald gaze capturing mine, Tye drops his hand lower still and—

      I gasp, rising onto my toes as he plunges two fingers into me. A tiny pang of indignant shock followed by warm pleasure ripple through me at the intrusion, my breath quickening. But before I can get accustomed to the sensation, Tye pulls the hand free and grins at the sparkling wetness coating his skin. The smile splitting his perfect face, deepening the lines around his mouth, makes it disorientingly beautiful. I feel dazed, unable to move.

      “I think we are on the right track,” he says, sucking his fingers clean.

      I’m still blinking at Tye’s antics when he cups my bottom, pushing me a few steps forward. With swift, sure motions, he lifts my arms and loops the loose ends of the wrap binding my wrists to the chained manacles hanging from the ceiling.

      “Tye?” I yank, trying to bring my arms down. The restraint sways but yields nothing to my effort. I yank again, harder. My heart stutters, my blood swishing anxiety through my veins. Anxiety and excitement. “What—”

      “Look at me, lass.” Tye’s low, self-assured tone demands my gaze as firmly as the knots he sets. The moment I lift my eyes to his all-consuming green ones, heat fills my skin. Despite my mind’s protests, a trickle of moisture slides from my sex and snakes down the inside of my thigh. Stars.

      Feet wide apart, Tye steps in front of me, his bare chest and torso a shadowy field of muscle, lightly damp with sweat. His mouth curves appreciatively as his callused hands roam my skin once more, massaging my aching breasts and stroking my hips. “Almost perfect,” he whispers into my ear before settling his foot between my legs and pushing them wide apart.

      Cold air brushes my hot sex, my fluttering attempts to close myself meeting Tye’s braced knees. Running two fingers skillfully between my slippery folds, Tye traces the hood hiding my quickly swelling apex.

      “You can’t escape my touch, lilac lass,” Tye whispers into my ear, the words—which should rightfully make me cringe—sending a zing of excitement all the way to my sex. The mix of unyielding restraint and Tye’s utter focus on me is intoxicating, my emotions spinning between anxiety and safety. Desire and frustration. “You can do nothing but feel. And enjoy.” Tye teases the hood again, running the tip of one finger oh so casually across my bud.

      I moan, my toes curling in my boots. More. I need more.

      Tye pulls away.

      My teeth grind together so hard, they squeak.

      A small tug at the corner of the bastard’s mouth says he marked my reaction. Was planning it all along. With fingers slicked in my own wetness, Tye circles my nipples. One, then the other, until the sensitive skin tightens into peaks and my breasts feel so full, they ache.

      “You have gorgeous breasts, Lera.” Eyes on mine, he puts his mouth on one thick nipple and sucks.

      I gasp, the pull on my breasts joining the low throbbing in my sex. I try to cover myself, to close my legs to do something—anything—to ease the growing pressure. But I can’t. This is wrong, a voice inside me tries hollering again. You’re naked in a dungeon chamber, restrained and…and stars, if all that doesn’t somehow drive each sensation higher.

      Tye’s hand drops to my sex again, stroking my folds in a maddening harmony to the insistent suckles above. Forward and back, forward and back, until my hips thrust toward him greedily, my toes so tightly curled inside my laced boots that my legs shake.

      Without warning, Tye slides a finger into my channel just as his teeth close slightly over my tender nipple. The tiny sting of pain morphs into a scalding pleasure that washes through me like a storm.

      “Stars.” I whimper. More. I need more. I need him. My arm jerks toward the pulsing bulge in Tye’s pants, the restraints catching me ruthlessly. My channel clenches around Tye’s finger with greedy desperation.

      Releasing my nipple, Tye soothes it with little laps of his tongue that starts to drop lower and lower along my flesh until he is on one knee, hands gripping the insides of my wet thighs.

      I half expect guards to burst in at any moment with how loud I’m being. Then I remember that this chamber is soundproof, which only heightens my feral arousal. Tye blows on my hot tissue, his strong hands keeping me utterly open to him. Leaning closer, he swirls his tongue around my nub, which pulses so fiercely, I can barely stand. I grab the chains for support, small whimpers escaping as the world narrows.

      Lap. Lap. Lap. Tye’s tongue teases my engorged apex, my whole sex feeling too tight to bear. Lap. Lap. Lap.

      I pant, reaching for the approaching abyss. My heart pounds, sweat trickling down my temples. Tye caresses the whole length of my hood, then takes my bud into his hot mouth and sucks.

      I barely bite back a scream, every muscle in my body tight. Pleasure so intense, it hurts, rushes through me. Hitting me again and again. I gasp, my legs buckling as release thunders through me.

      Wrapping his arms around me, Tye holds me tight through the exquisite spasms. When he seems confident I will not collapse, he lets me take up my weight, a satisfied smile on his face. “Did you enjoy your distraction, lass?”

      “No.” I pant. Growl.

      He cocks a brow, looking genuinely bemused. “Your body says otherwise.”

      I swallow, unable to think. “You. I want you.”

      Tye stiffens, something unreadable flashing through his eyes, and starts to step away. “That wasn’t the—”

      I don’t care. Leaning back into my binds, I hook one leg around Tye’s hard waist, yanking him closer.

      Tye’s eyes widen as our hips collide. Wrapping my other leg around the male’s waist, I hook my ankles together, my hips grinding against his hardness. Leaning my neck back, I savor the heady energy pulsing through me and indulge my one utterly unfair advantage—I nip the so, so sensitive ear tip that Tye doesn’t know he has.

      Tye hisses, gripping my hips for balance, his fingers digging in so hard that I yelp.

      “Leralynn—” His voice is guttural, a mix of purr and growl that echoes the tiger he shifts into in Lunos.

      “You started this, kitty cat.” I grind into him again.

      The male’s emerald eyes darken, the swirling lust blowing away uncertainty with a storm’s force. His hips move against mine as if of their own accord, a groan escaping his throat as his fingers dig into my backside. Drag me closer.

      My heart quickens, my dilating eyes losing focus of everything but the pulsing body between my thighs.

      Strong hands lifting me easily, Tye moves me against his length, his body taking over.

      I nod, baring my teeth, nodding for him to hurry up.

      In another heartbeat, Tye pushes my legs down with a predatory growl and yanks at his flies. His cock springs out of its binds so forcefully that the shaft smacks my flesh, our mingled breaths echoing harshly against the stone walls.

      He pulls away, out of reach of my legs, and drinks me in like a master musician contemplating his next note. Letting the pulsing pause stretch the tension. The hot glaze in Tye’s green eyes would almost make me nervous if I weren’t trembling with need.

      He runs one finger from the hollow of my throat down between my breasts to the top of my mound, eliciting a tiny noise in the back of my throat. Then, with no warning, he takes my mouth, teasing my lips open with his tongue before thrusting in with a surge of desperation that echoes my own. Makes the magic inside me flare against its restraints as fiercely as my body does.

      Hooking his hands under my thighs as if I weigh nothing, Tye presses his hardness against my dripping sex and shifts his hips, running his bare velvety length up through my folds and down. Up and down, the wet sounds joining our heavy breathing. I moan against his mouth. Bite his lower lip. His cock slides against my bud with increasing pressure, making me tremble.

      “Stop teasing me,” I gasp. And know instantly that it was a mistake.

      With a jolt, Tye disappears behind me, leaving me cold and gasping, struggling to find my footing again on the rough stone. In the next moment, his hot hands trace my ribs, my waist, my hips. With one hand pressing into the small of my back, bending me forward slightly so my bottom juts out, he swirls his other down my thighs. Across my swollen, pulsating bud.

      I moan, bucking my hips and pulling against my binds, demanding—begging—that he fill the emptiness inside me. Even with that, when the head of his cock presses against my wetness again, the sheer width of it makes my heart stutter with anticipation. I inhale, readying my muscles for the invasion…but instead of moving inside me, Tye stays at my opening, pulsing, then spirals the tip of his finger around my still-sensitive bud. The tightening circles send waves of throbbing need through me.

      I shudder. Then shudder again as Tye’s slickened finger circles my other opening.

      Oh stars. Everything inside me clenches. Even after so many couplings, with Tye and River both liking to claim my backside as readily as my channel, the thought of it still makes my face flame. Every time. No amount of knowing I’ll enjoy it soon enough stops the doomed attempt to escape the inevitable.

      It’s no exception now, and I squirm like a wildcat despite the thick wetness coating my sex and thighs. Wetness that Tye doesn’t fail to mark as he tightens the pressure on my backside, his low growl vibrating through me. “You’re in a dangerous position to bait a hunt, lass.” His voice is rough, on the knife’s edge of desperate. With no warning, he surges forward, burying himself to the hilt inside my channel. I scream. And instantly, I push back against him, urging him to start moving. Tye returns with a resounding slap that shocks my nerves awake. Another slap stings my other cheek, hovering at the very edge of pain. Making everything more potent. Aching. Needy.

      Hands gripping my hips, Tye pumps once, twice, again, our wet skin meeting loudly in the stone chamber. I wrap my hands around the binds to take his force.

      The cock disappears from my sex, and Tye’s finger slides into my tight back hole again, twisting in and out. In and out. Bringing me to a cliff’s edge and backing off.

      “Bastard,” I growl between clenched teeth.

      This time when Tye’s hand comes down on my backside, it lights up a blaze.

      I yelp, but even as I do, my voice morphs to a moan of pleasure as Tye buries his cock in me again, bringing me to my toes. His cock and fingers plunge into me together now, filling everything. My sex. My backside. My whole utter world. And when he increases the pace, alternating the rhythm of the two, there is no holding back the tsunami of sensation.

      I scream again, every fiber in my body tightening at once. The agonizing waves of pleasure ripple from my sex, raking across my back and legs until even my teeth feel the unyielding pulsing. Oh stars.

      I collapse against my binds for the second time, my bones liquid.

      Tye pulls me upright against his hard chest, squeezing my breasts with his wide callused palms, and I pant, resting my head against his shoulder. He bites my exposed neck lightly. Tweaks my nipples. Runs one hand down to my mound.

      It takes me a few moments to realize that his cock is still in me. Hard. Throbbing. And starting to move all over again, slowly now, languidly. “You didn’t…what…” I can’t make my tongue move.

      Tye brings his velvety lips to my ear, his voice warm against my neck. “I wanted to see your face.”

      Pulling away, the male steps in front of me, and I almost come again just at the sight of him. Every ridge of muscle in his body is tight, his incredibly broad shoulders narrowing to taut hip flexors and a cock so hard, I can see it pulsing. His damp skin is burnished gold in the dimness of the cell, his red hair highlighting emerald eyes that rake over me with so much raw hunger that I almost want to shrink back.

      Those eyes grip mine as he slides his hands under my bottom and lifts me, urging my legs around his waist. The pressure eases from my shoulders and I sigh—which turns into a low groan when, in the same motion, Tye guides his cock deep into my channel. He gives me no quarter, pulling back and burying his cock even deeper. With his size and strength, Tye moves me easily along his shaft, our faces close enough to share breath the entire time. My ankles cross in the small of his muscled back while my arms grip the binds, my breasts pushed up and bouncing with each thrust. With each powerful stroke, all control fades from Tye’s gaze, replaced by a fierce need that pierces straight to my soul.

      As shackled magic inside me wakens, I mark the shudder running along Tye’s powerful body and fear that our plan of light distraction from this cell’s horrors has just failed spectacularly. He pounds into me now, our heavy breaths and the slap slap of our pelvises echoing off the walls, every tendon standing out in his neck. His biceps bulge as he holds me in place. His pulse hammers so hard that I hear the lub-dub of his thumping heart. Feel the throbbing of his cock. Everything inside me coils tighter and tighter, the gaping hole of the abyss spreading once more beneath me.

      Thrust. Thrust. Thrust.

      “Lera!” Tye shouts my name as his hips press into me the final time, the warmth of his release sending me over the cliff.

      Searing waves of pleasure explode from my apex, shooting outward along every nerve and fiber inside me. Again. Again. Shock after shock, until I feel the binds at my wrists loosen and fall away, until I’m draped like a rag doll in Tye’s arms. Shaking. Satisfied. And in oh, so much trouble.
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      This… This is exactly what was not supposed to happen. I rub my hands over my eyes as Tye helps me back into my dress and pulls on his pants, his own gaze sliding everywhere but my face.

      “Lera…” Tye says finally, forcing his eyes to meet mine. “This, you… It was genuine. Everything I felt. We felt. But the reality of my life is that—”

      “You want to twist around a wooden bar that I couldn’t care less about,” I say flatly. Because there is no point in coating it with honey. I’ve things to do, magic to fight. None of it supports simpering around a male who is following a fiction. Despite the intensity of our coupling, the way it wakes my magic, there can be no us unless Tye wants to join my team.

      And he doesn’t. Tye has other priorities. The best thing to do—the one thing I just failed at miserably—is to keep the intensity between us from interfering with our lives.

      Tye hops up to swing himself on the dangling chains again, as if looking for familiar territory. The sculpted muscles of his chest, arms, and shoulders tighten with perfect control as he holds himself in the impossible cross position again. Then, he brings his legs up at a right angle to his body, his toes together and pointing. Belatedly, I realize he has no shoes on. He trained without them and didn’t stop to dress before the fight.

      I sigh. Even with three lung-shattering releases behind me, watching Tye move threatens to arouse me again, and I quickly find somewhere else to be looking.

      Instead of sanctuary, my gaze trips over the rack of whips, my stomach clenching reflexively. At least Tye didn’t try to include those in his distraction.

      “I didn’t think you’d enjoy those no matter what I did,” Tye said, following my gaze without permission. Damn him.

      My jaw tightens. “Would you?”

      Tye turns himself upside down, his red hair flying in the low light, but continues talking as if both his position and the topic of discourse were normal. “Not for pain, no.” He frowns at himself, then shakes his head like a dog trying to dislodge water. “It’s the second time today I’ve felt certain about something I don’t recall ever trying,” he mutters. “Odd as it sounds, you make me feel as though something grand prowls just at the edge of my world.”

      My breath catches, and I feel my gaze sharpening on Tye. In Lunos, even when I was mortal, coupling with my males tightened my control over magic. I wonder if as much might be happening in reverse, with the males’ essence strengthening when we join. Heart quickening, I lean forward, bracing my forearm on my knees. “Tell me more. How—”

      I cut off as the door of our isolated corridor croaks open, inopportune footsteps tapping the stone at a swift, confident pace. Tye’s head snaps toward the sound, and he settles himself back to the floor with casual grace. By the time the visitor makes his appearance a few heartbeats later, Tye is lounging beside me, his body surreptitiously angled to cut off the path between me and the door.

      For the second time today, a pair of cold gray-blue eyes sweeps over me with dismissal, a strange discomfort following in their wake, like ants crawling just under my skin. Han’s attention is riveted on Tye. Though of a similar height and build, the instructor’s short, combed-back hair and harsh gaze is at utter contrast to Tye’s mischievous red mane and feline grace.

      “Have you met your new Prowess trainer yet?” I ask Tye under my breath.

      “He has not,” Han answers, surveying the male with a disgust typically reserved for lame roaches. “If he had, I guarantee you he would not be here now.” Han unlocks the door, swinging it open. “Come with me, Tyelor. Now.”

      Tye’s hand touches the small of my back. “You mean both of us, sir.”

      Instead of replying, Han strides into the cell and grabs my wrist in a viselike grip. With a rough yank, he pulls me over to the stone wall, clamping my wrist in a bolted manacle. “Have I answered your question clearly enough?” Han demands, turning back to the male as if I no longer exist in his world. Han points to the door. “Whore on your own time, boy. Until the Prowess Trials, you are on mine. Move.”

      Tye doesn’t move, his muscles bunching. I can practically see the thoughts sprinting across his face. Don’t do it, Tye.

      Han sighs. “If I need to make the wench less attractive to you, I will,” he says, lifting the back of his hand. The intended trajectory of the blow is clear enough to make me press back into the stone. Han snorts. “Personally, Tyelor, I believe my expertise would be best used on the training pitch, directing your actions. But we can approach this any way you want.”

      “Leave her alone.” Tye’s words come out in a snarl that he checks with visible effort. “I am at your full command, sir. There is no need for further clarification.”

      “Good.” Turning his back to me, Han waits for Tye to exit the chamber before following him out, the grated door left swinging open in their wake.

      I wait until the pair’s footsteps fade before letting out the breath I didn’t know I held. Then I use my free hand to open the manacle.

      It stays closed. I frown at the latch, realizing the damn thing was constructed to click locked without a key. Wonderful. With a frustrated growl—and too little thought—I yank at the metal with all my strength.

      Click.

      The sound comes from inside the mechanism, like a metal tooth snagging a new hold. The band around my wrist tightens, digging into my skin. The manacle may need a key to open, but apparently, it needs nothing to tighten down on itself.

      Uncertainty slithers down my spine. “Guards,” I shout, despite knowing the chamber is designed to contain sound.

      No answer. No steps. Only the slight creaking of the open door, still swaying on its hinges.

      Right. Forcing my breath to slow, I lean back against the cold wall. River knows I’m here. However mad he is, however little he may want to lay eyes on me right now, he won’t leave me inside forever. In truth, it’s only been a couple of hours since the riot and someone has already come to get Tye. If River intends to come for me himself, it might be a couple of hours more until he has time for it.

      My chest tightens at the thought, but this time, I’m smart enough not to pull on the metal again. I’ll deal with River when he comes, and when that happens, he won’t find me whimpering and cowering.

      Minutes tick by with agonizing slowness.

      An hour.

      More.

      I memorize the entire stone wall in front of me, every crumbling crack and patch of moss. I close my eyes and tune my hearing, waiting for a single sound of life beyond these walls—another prisoner, a bird. Hell, I’d even take a mouse.

      Nothing.

      My stomach lets out a disgruntled rumble, my muscles starting to cramp. Ripping the hem of my dress, I stuff the soft fabric into the little space left between my skin and the manacle’s cold metal. The satin cushion helps protect my skin, but nothing can be done for the height of the restraint, which keeps me from sitting unless I want to badly strain my shoulder. A shoulder that’s already strained from long minutes of being bound overhead—though, then, I didn’t feel it through my haze of arousal.

      Dong. Dong. Dong. More hours tick by, the sound of the Academy’s bell barely seeping through the dense stone.

      Dong. Dong. Dong. My shoulder screams. Despite the padding, the metal eats into my flesh, especially where it presses the bone. The slits near the top of the cell darken with the setting sun, the temperature plummeting—and my last reserve of calm with it.

      “Hello?” I can’t help calling, hating the tremble in my voice—the weakness I can feel creeping in with the dark. “Hello? How long am I to stay here?”

      The words echo off the stone but there is no answer. Nothing. Not even a shout to keep down my voice. It isn’t fair. It was a fight, River. It was just a damn stupid fight.

      For Coal’s sake, I hope he is far, far away from here by now. That he isn’t having to watch the last rays of sun arc across the wall, the dungeon’s damp cold crawling under his skin.

      Maybe River has simply forgotten about me, relegating the little lying cadet to the back of his mind. That thought sends dread spiraling through me in new waves, the ceiling pressing lower, the walls closing in. Crushing me. The dark chamber suddenly feeling less like a cell than a crypt.

      I wait another long hour, counting off the seconds with barely moving lips, then bellow for the guards again, this time with all my might. My lungs fill and empty until I’m too hoarse to keep going. The last one ends in a harsh sob. My chained wrist has gone numb. My head pounds now with hunger and thirst. I hear a steady drip in some corner of the cell, and even that taunts me.

      No one comes. No one is going to. Despite the growing night, neither food nor water have appeared, only a darkness so complete that I see nothing but the vague outlines of chains and shackles. Finally, I close my eyes, the need to sleep so profound that it transcends the pain.

      That’s when the images start.

      A clank of metal tools; a crack of a whip slicing through the stench of pain, my grunt echoing off stone walls; a melodic voice of a woman who holds my soul before abandoning me without a word; a swirling darkness waiting to choke me each time I dare try to sleep.

      I shove myself free of the nightmare, panting against my arm. Coal. Coal must still be locked up as well. Somewhere close. Stars. It’s an effort of will to force my lungs to accept a full breath of stale air. I knew the male’s nightmares were spiraling—I felt it during those few intense moments when we touched in the past month. But I didn’t realize just how bad things had gotten.

      After being shut for a day in a dungeon, Coal’s horrors are spilling with enough force to breach the gap between us. I jerk against the chains, not caring how the manacle tightens and cuts into my skin. My vision swims once more, though this time, it’s different.

      My face presses into a stable wall, Zake’s rank breath tickling my neck. There is no sound but the horses’ soft nickering, the hammering of my racing heart, and the tap-tap-tap of a wide leather strap against Zake’s thigh. There is no escaping the coming whipping. Not now. Not ever.

      My back will soon be a map of angry bleeding welts, fresh wounds over old bruises. The leather strap traces my bare back almost gently as Zake seeks his first target. No matter how often it’s happened, how prepared I am, the agony is always fresh. The paralyzing helplessness of it. I bite my knuckle to suppress a moan. The terror of how much worse it will be if I fight him.

      “Everything you are, you have, you’ll ever become is because of my good graces,” Zake snarls into my ear. And then it starts.
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        Coal

      

      

      Coal little blamed the guards who threw him into the cell for ensuring he fell face-first against the rough stone floor. He had, after all, cracked the bones of five of their comrades. Or maybe six. He’d stopped counting sometime after the grunts and screaming began to bleed together into nothing but white noise.

      “Maybe I’ll just forget to take these off.” The larger of the guards yanked the ropes binding Coal’s hands behind his back, making his shoulders stretch painfully.

      Getting his knees under him, Coal rose to his feet. He could already see how a spin kick to the man’s temple could lay the guard out. Maybe for an hour. Maybe forever. The man’s partner was so young and nervous that he’d more likely piss himself than interfere.

      Coal’s gaze found the large guard’s dark eyes. “Maybe.” It was all the self-control he could manage, with all his being still screaming for violence. By the time Coal had finished destroying Kreger’s lewd art collection and room and—very likely—wrist, enough of the guards’ friends had arrived at the barracks to risk rushing Coal.

      They’d had no idea how much he welcomed the assault. That they’d been doing Coal a favor.

      “You’re insane.” The man shook his head, slicing through Coal’s binds before backing out of the cell. “Like a rabid dog.”

      The sound of the closing lock ricocheted through Coal’s body. Yes, the guard was right. Coal was rabid. But the image of Lera’s naked body turned into fodder for a bastard’s cock still made murder spill into his blood. He didn’t know why, and he didn’t care. All he knew was that some deep-down part of him screamed not yours and planned to make sure the bastards knew it.

      Coal rubbed his wrists, pacing the small cell. Had he had his wits about him this morning, he’d still have ensured Kreger never drew another cadet—much less Leralynn—for as long as the man lived. However on the edge of darkness as Coal had already been, the whole mess had happened without his control. Which would make for an unpleasant conversation with River later.

      Leaning back against the cold stone wall, Coal felt the adrenaline begin to drain out of him by necessity. The body could only hold on to battle’s sharpness for so long. He knew what would come if he let go of his mind in this dark, foul place. Knew what it would trigger—and was too exhausted to fight it.

      Time passed. He had no idea how much. He’d spent enough time in cells to know not to count the seconds.

      His lungs tightened as the sun sank below the Academy’s walls, as the air cooled. His breath, harsh now, came out in puffs of condensation.

      His hands were shackled, his shoulders screaming from the strain. The taste of blood and fear choked him, blood from his last beating crusting along his skin. The islanders who’d held him for the past year never intended to let him leave. Never let him take his life either, no matter how he tried.

      A noise scraped against Coal’s hearing. He shifted, the sores beneath his shackles sending lightning bolts of agony down his skin.

      “You aren’t alone.” A feminine voice sounded behind him, soft steps circling until a young woman with intelligent brown eyes came to stand before him. She was small, barely reaching Coal’s shoulder, yet she filled his world with a lilac scent that drowned out all else. One of the islanders he’d not seen before.

      With a gasp, Coal roused himself, scrambling against the damp floor for a link to reality. The woman, whose name Coal never learned, had kept the shards of his sanity together—only to destroy them all in a single blow when she disappeared without a word. Coal knew the wound was his own fault for having entrusted himself to her, but that made it hurt no less.

      It was the woman’s scent that Coal remembered most. A lilac so clean and crisp, it could drown out the stench of fear. Coal never expected to breathe in such a lilac scent again—until a cadet named Leralynn of Osprey walked into his world, grabbed a blade, and ripped every abscessed memory wide open.

      A cadet. And yet when Coal took her in the cave that month ago, his soul had woken. For the first time since escaping the islanders, he had felt alive, the scents of the forest’s pine and rain-wetted earth so potent, he tasted them with each breath.

      Coal strode to the bars, his hands wrapped around the iron. Staying away from so much as touching her for a month had stressed Coal’s self-control to the limit. He was too honest with himself to pretend that the growing nightmares had nothing to do with the strain. He had slipped once. Just once, when he chose Lera for a choke-hold demonstration because he could not bear the thought of another’s arm at the girl’s throat.

      Spinning, Coal struck his fist against the metal, the pain singing through his bones and flesh. Physical pain was easier to endure than the one gripping his chest. Even now, days later, he remembered every second of that exercise. How anxious Leralynn had been, how little she trusted him. Standing so close to Lera, her small, tight body pressed against him, Coal had breathed in the lilac with the hunger of a starved man.

      Yet the moment he had, the woman from the islands appeared, the vision of her melding with the cadet in Coal’s hold. Fury had risen in Coal’s chest, the pain of abandonment spurring a flash of chains and questions. And then…then Lera had fought him like a cornered animal. The same girl who, a month ago, had stood up to River—despite the threat of a whipping that terrified her—all to protect Coal, now couldn’t bear to trust him in broad daylight before a class of others.

      Lera’s fear of him, the breach in her trust, had unraveled Coal at last. Yes, the guard who’d brought Coal here was right. Coal was rabid. And the sooner he was put down, the better.

      Sitting on the hard stone floor, Coal listened for the tower bell marking the passage of time. He little expected River to come for him today—the man liked to be in control before doing anything and would take time to calm down. Plus, it now fell to the commander to clean up the mess Coal had made, which—had the positions been reversed—Coal would have eviscerated River for.

      The walls of Coal’s cell closed in on him, the edges of his vision blurring in preview of the too-familiar terrors. Knowing what was to come made Coal’s heart race no slower, however, his lungs stretch no less with bit-back screams. Pressing himself against the wall of his cell, he settled in for a long night of seeing chains and whips and heated iron. His mind did not disappoint.

      Not until full dark settled and Coal suddenly smelled the scent of sweet hay and the lathered sweat of hard-worked horses. Felt helpless dread fill him as a large man with dark coiled hair loomed over him, blocking out all the light of the stable, twisting him as easily as if he were a child.

      “Everything you are, you have, you’ll ever become is because of my good graces,” the man’s voice snapped along with a deafening crack of his belt. The strap ends wrapped around Coal’s ribs, making him scream loud enough that the horses whickered in discontent. Terror clawed at his throat—terror and a strange sort of resignation. “When I order a horse saddled, you saddle a horse. You don’t lie. You don’t pretend he’s lame to save yourself a bit of work.”

      The whip fell again, and Coal screamed again, unable to stop himself. Tears blurred his vision of the rough wooden stable wall.

      Each hiss and crack of the whip felt stamped upon his mind as much as his body. The whip fell again, again. Until the pain made darkness close around him.
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      Striding down the stairs of the dungeon corridor, River breathed in the damp air, the keys in his hand clanking with each step. His head pounded, the ache pressing on the back of his eyeballs and pulsating against his skull. He’d barely had time to piss since the brawl yesterday morning, much less eat, sleep, or wring Coal’s neck, as he was desperate to do.

      The six guards still laid out in the infirmary—a dozen others falling into the walking wounded list—made unscrambling duty schedules alone a nightmare. That was before even considering who disobeyed whose orders, and how command needed to be restructured. Adding to that, the Academy’s top healer had chosen this time to bloody disappear, and Sage was in a rightful fit. At this point, River little cared for how the problem started—he’d gotten a mix of explanations ranging from cocks to women—a well-trained regiment of soldiers didn’t have a right to degenerate into a mob.

      Which brought River back to Coal. And the cadets. River paused, running a hand through his hair. He’d forgotten to send word to Leralynn canceling the morning tutoring session, but she’d hopefully work out the reason for his absence from the study. More likely than not Lera would be glad for the reprieve—given that her disobedience of his direct orders to stay in the study was another matter to be dealt with. Another issue he was looking forward to very little.

      One problem at a time. River started walking again, reining in his focus. In the shadow of what the islanders had done to Coal in captivity, leaving the man in lockup overnight hadn’t been ideal. But Coal had been in the heart of the mob, and anything less would have had the guardsmen revolting. How much further River would need to take discipline was dependent as much on Coal himself as anything else. Which meant River had to be very, very careful, especially when he opened the door, lest Coal did something to get himself into hotter flames.

      Drawing a lungful of moldy air, River coughed loudly before turning the final corner, small empty cells lining both sides of the wall, the damp ceiling less than a foot from his head. The Academy had been a fortress once and still had the facilities to hold more prisoners than it could ever see. With Coal having no line of sight to the corridor, River little wanted to surprise the man who might well have spent the night punching stone walls to ward off nightmares.

      River braced himself for that too. Braced himself for many things.

      None of them included finding Coal kneeling on the floor, his hands braced on his thighs as if it took all his concentration just to keep breathing. Sweat glistened on his arms and tight face, matting his loose blond hair. Stars. The whole cell stank with acrid fear.

      River paused to collect himself, hiding away the self-loathing he felt for making this happen. Then his cool voice rang through the bars of Coal’s cell. “Good morning.”

      Coal stayed still, his gaze locked on the floor. “Let her go.” His voice was rougher than usual, as if he’d used it up talking—or screaming.

      “Let who go?” Had Coal actually lost his mind overnight? River swallowed a curse. “Coal.” Shoving his own frustration aside, River spoke softly, as if soothing an anxious stallion. “I’m going to open this door now. Then we are going to walk out of here. Do you understand?”

      Coal’s face snapped up, his blue eyes so dark, they seemed tinged with purple. “Leralynn. Let her free, and then you can deal with me as you wish.” Coal’s voice was strained but fully lucid despite the absurdity of his words. “She was caught up in the fray, nothing more. Punish me, not her.”

      “Leralynn and Tye were released yesterday,” said River, a shiver running along the length of his spine. “They were left to sit a few hours in the questioning chamber, but no more than that. I assure you.”

      “She is still here,” Coal snarled, uncoiling smoothly to his feet. His hair hung loose to his shoulders, matted with the same splotches of blood that covered his torn black tunic and bare arms. The knuckles on both his fists were raw and bleeding, as was his lip. His chest rose and fell with quick breaths.

      Quickly calculating the path of least resistance, River decided that nothing he could say was likely to make an impact. Phantoms. Coal was imagining phantoms, he had to be. And you didn’t talk someone out of that. “I will make you a bargain, Coal. We go check the interrogation chamber, and once you see for yourself that no one is there, you and I will have a different conversation. One in which you will cooperate fully. Is that agreed?”

      “Yes.”

      River clicked open the lock, the intensity of Coal’s insistence making his heart patter in his throat. As Coal moved to stride out the door, however, River blocked the male’s path with his arm. “Have I your word?”

      Coal’s nostrils flared as he pushed past River’s hand and sprinted down the corridor to the stairs, as if following some internal beacon. Down, down, down, the man’s soft steps took the crumbling stairs two at a time, River following close behind to the lowest level of the hold. The one where air was even more precious, from which not one sound escaped.

      The heavy door to the questioning corridor opened with a screech of rust, releasing the sound of a girl’s whimpers into the dank air.

      River’s face drained of blood. Quickening his pace, River rounded the final turn to find the questioning room not empty at all. Lera knelt on the floor, one of her arms in a too-high shackle, blood covering both the metal and her skin. As if she’d been pulling against the shackle all night, until her strength finally waned.

      Her normally vibrant auburn hair hung in lank strands over her blanched face.

      “Good stars, who did this?” The words spilled from River’s mouth before he could stop himself.

      Coal’s ice-cold eyes cut River off at the knees. “You.”

      Shoving past him, Coal rushed into the cell and crouched beside the girl with a slow gentleness that River had never seen in him. Instead of yanking Lera into his arms, as River would have, Coal shifted her just enough to take the pressure off the overstretched joint and examined the bloody manacle.

      Leralynn whimpered but didn’t cry. Perhaps she had no tears left to shed.

      River shifted his weight and felt Lera’s eyes lift to watch him over Coal’s shoulder. Fury and fear and pain saturated her chocolate gaze, though she was fighting like hell itself to put up a facade of strength.

      It took all of River’s self-control to play along, keeping his face schooled and seemingly unaware of her state, all while bile rose up his throat, threatening to make him vomit.

      He’d done this. Ordered Leralynn held without following up to ensure the instructions were executed as intended.

      The pang of envy at watching Leralynn lean trustingly against Coal’s chest squeezed River hard enough to take his breath. Shuffling the key ring, he pulled up the small one for the manacle and took a step toward the pair. At least he had something to offer, late as it was.

      Coal’s head snapped around, a low primal growl filling the room. River raised his hand to show the key, but the fevered glaze in Coal’s blue eyes was as clear a warning as a tiger’s roar. River wasn’t to come any closer. For any bloody reason.

      Moving slowly, River slid the keys along the stone floor and backed out of the cell. He wasn’t welcome beside Leralynn. Not now, and very possibly not ever.
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        Lera

      

      

      I am afraid to breathe too quickly; the rhythm of slow steady inhalations has warded off the night terrors for hours now. My body is numb. Separated. So long as I don’t move, the world feels distant, as if a curtain of thick cotton has settled around my senses. All I taste are mouthfuls of stale air. In and out. In and out.

      Hinges squeak.

      With excruciating slowness, my gaze focuses. The cotton keeping my senses at bay disappears as I blink at the figure rushing inside my cell, bringing unwelcome reality with him. A heady metallic musk fills my senses, drowning out my own stench of stale sweat and dried blood.

      “Leralynn.” Coal crouches beside me, leashed violence simmering behind his devastatingly beautiful face. His usually bound hair hangs down to his broad shoulders, framing a strong jaw and blazing blue eyes. On the stone floor, lines of sunlight speak of morning well on its way. I’ve been here all night, and I wager Coal has too. No, I know he has—I felt him. Despite Coal’s slow movements, his muscles—the very air around him—vibrate with tension.

      Our gazes lock, the connection powerful enough to make nothing else matter for a moment.

      Then Coal reaches for me, sharply carved muscles moving with liquid grace beneath the thin black cloth of his tunic.

      Without meaning to, I push back into the stone. With the exception of the ill-fated choke-hold demonstration, the male has avoided physical contact with me for a month now. The rest, the flashes of memories and pain, those took place in my mind alone. I have no reason to believe he sees me any differently now than he has in the past four weeks. Even with our gazes locked, my wary body doesn’t know what to expect from itself at the warrior’s touch.

      “I’m going to take the pressure off your shoulder.” Coal moves slowly, lifting me off the stone floor onto his bent knee, his hands bracing my shackled arm. The shift releases compressed veins and nerves, blood flowing back into my numb limbs with scorching agony.

      I bite back a scream, but Coal’s silent, intense gaze stays on me. I know, his blue eyes say. I know.

      Once I am able to breathe again, I lean into the male’s shoulder while he checks the manacle holding my wrist. Beyond the world of the two of us, I finally mark another figure in the dungeon cell.

      Still stopped at the open door, River stares down at my crumpled form. The patient male who helped me read is gone, a cold, powerful commander in his place. A commander whose orders I disobeyed. There is no emotion in River’s chiseled face, his back as straight here in a dungeon cell as on the parade grounds, his dark brown hair just as flawlessly neat. This is what happens to those who fail to abide by my word, each harsh line of his sculpted body enunciates in silence. I warned you, didn’t I?

      My heart hammers against my ribs, my breaths quick through the streaks of pain raking my cramped muscles. River left me here to break me. Punish me. But stupid as it is to tempt his wrath just now, I still lift my chin high, not giving River the satisfaction of seeing me cower.

      River steps toward me.

      Coal growls, the sound anything but human.

      Stopping, River slides keys across the floor instead and leaves without a word.

      I hate the relief that washes over me with River’s departure, but savor it anyway. When Coal releases my shackle, the raw skin beneath stinging at the open air, I’m more than a little glad River can’t see my flinch or note how my fingers dig into Coal’s arm.

      Giving the swaying world a few moments to settle, I go to stand. Coal catches my waist in time to keep me from landing back on the floor. It takes two more tries for me to conquer my buckling knees, but at least I never make a sound. Not that words seem necessary with Coal.

      Coal doesn’t touch me as we wind through the dungeon hallways and step outside—blinking like newborns in the harsh sunlight and inhaling deeply of the fresh spring air—or as we cross the entire courtyard back to the student dormitory, but he stays close enough that I can hear the short puffs of his breathing. The few cadets out and about the courtyard follow the pair of us with their gazes, their eyes burning into my skin. Shutting out the stares, I focus my thoughts on the safety of my room, counting the steps until I can hide away.

      “Lera!” Arisha opens the door the moment I start turning the handle, her wide eyes taking me in. Dressed in a yellow spring dress, the girl looks like an awkward sunflower with her frizzy brown hair making up the petals. “What happened?” She reaches for me. “The last I heard, a certain muscular idiot started a brawl and then—”

      Coal clears his throat.

      Arisha lifts her gaze, her body freezing in place.

      Pushing me past Arisha into the room, Coal shuts the door behind us. The entire small space, with its neat white walls and tall sparkling window, suddenly feels filled to the brim with Coal’s presence. With his masculine scent and sheer size, he’s as out of place here as I’d be in the guards’ bathhouse. “Make yourself busy elsewhere, Tallie.”

      Arisha’s face swings toward me in assessment, then back to Coal. Putting her hands on her hips, she glares up at the male who towers head and shoulders above her. “No.” Her soft voice mixes with the sharp tang of anxiety she always has in proximity with Coal. “But I think you should.”

      Coal stays put.

      Arisha narrows her brows and steps right up to him, like a nearsighted, determined goat, her pale, freckled cheeks tightened in anger. If I could move, I’d throw my arms around my friend and hold her forever.

      Coal pivots out of Arisha’s way. “Did you just try to evict me. Physically?” he asks slowly. “To intimidate me into backing out the door?”

      Arisha swallows but lifts her face high. “Yes.”

      “Did you misplace your mind?” Despite the ferocity coming off him in waves, Coal sounds genuinely curious.

      Arisha scowls at him. “It might have worked.”

      “Very doubtful.” Coal sighs. “Lera is hurt.”

      “Thank you for clearing that up—I was confused as to what all the blood was about.” Arisha pushes her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “And you look little better, in case you were wondering.”

      Coal’s blue eyes flash. “I wasn’t.”

      Time to intervene. Yanking at its ties, I let the tattered dress slump to a pile at my feet, then, wrapping a blanket around myself, sink into the divine softness of my bed in my underclothes. “Coal helped me back to the room, Arisha. The blood isn’t from him. I…I was wrapped up in yesterday’s fight at the barracks, and River had me held overnight. I’m going to get some rest now. There is little more to it.”

      “There is—” Arisha and Coal say at the same time, stopping to glare at each other as soon as the words are out.

      I glare at both of them. “I’m fine.”

      “Like hell you are,” Coal snaps at me, just as Arisha shouts, “You are not fine.”

      Turning back to Arisha, Coal crosses his arms. “I’m not leaving.”

      “Neither am I.”

      The warrior’s jaw tightens. “Fine,” he says finally, pulling his hair back into its usual tight bun as if preparing for battle all over again. “But if you repeat anything you see, hear, smell, or even bloody think in this chamber for the next hour, I will make your life so painful, your hair will have bruises. Do you understand?”

      Arisha’s throat bobs, but she squares her shoulders toward Coal. “And if you harm Lera, I’ll work out a way to castrate you in your sleep.”

      “This changes nothing when you are on the training pitch,” Coal says. “I’ll still expect you to do at least one halfway decent push-up. And punish you when you don’t.”

      “Agreed,” says Arisha. “And any cooperation now is not a sign that I like you.”

      “Agreed,” says Coal.

      “Do I get a say?” I ask.

      “No.” The pair answer together, this time not even bothering to exchange dirty gazes.
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        Coal

      

      

      Crouching beside Lera, Coal suddenly realized he didn’t know what to do next. Everything about her filled his consciousness, from the racing pulse that made the hollow of her neck tremble with every beat, to the tightness on the side of her jaw where she clenched her teeth to conceal her pain. Her large chocolate eyes had a guarded look that tried and failed to hide the penetrating stubborn intelligence lurking inside her. Intelligence and pain, a hurt that extended a lot deeper than her strained arm. One day, Coal would find that man he’d seen in Lera’s nightmares and repay him in kind for every beating.

      “Shade is still gone.” Arisha set a very well-stocked basket of bandages, salves, and other healer’s supplies on the bed beside Lera. “But this might be of use. I’ll get some water.” The door clicked softly behind her, leaving the dorm room suddenly far too silent.

      Coal raised a quick brow at the impressive basket, then returned his attention to Lera. The girl’s small body had an ethereal beauty that made her the object of every man’s fantasy—obviously, given the brawn—but to Coal, it went deeper than that. Coal remembered Lera’s body taking him inside, melding with his in an explosion of power and ecstasy and connection that he’d so expertly destroyed in the month since.

      “Let me see the arm,” Coal said, the words too collected to be his own. Maybe Arisha was right and him staying here was a mistake. He’d coupled with Lera and then ignored her for a month, only to spy on her nightmares while she sat shackled in a dungeon cell. That he’d not done the spying on purpose—didn’t even know how the hell it happened—little changed the facts.

      From how Lera pulled her arms away from him, she was of similar doubt about the merit of Coal’s presence. “I can take care of it myself, sir.”

      Sir. Because Coal was an instructor and Lera a student. He’d gone out of his way to remind her of that, and now he was paying for it.

      “You could.” Arisha had returned, and, ignoring his better sense, Coal dunked a cloth into the washbasin she brought over and dabbed the blood on Lera’s arm. “But you didn’t get to this state on your own.”

      “Neither did you,” Leralynn said quietly.

      Seeming to sense the intensity in the room, Arisha once more slipped out.

      Coal paused, then dipped the washcloth back in the basin, turning the water a soft pink. Was Lera referencing the fight or something else? The probing light in her eyes made Coal feel far too seen. His chest tightened suddenly at the eerie notion that he might not have been alone last night. That the tunnel of memories he’d stumbled into might have gone both ways. “I’m not sure what you mean,” he said, hoping to the stars the lie sounded genuine.

      A muscle in Lera’s jaw ticked. When she tried to pull her arm back, Coal held it firm. He wasn’t letting her go. Not yet. The next swipe of the washcloth was harder and longer than Coal had intended, and he opened his mouth to apologize for hurting her—until he noticed what was on the skin beneath. The half-healed slash creeping from beneath Lera’s raised sleeve came from no shackle or training weapon. Coal was fairly certain no one had pulled an edged weapon in the last morning fight, but even if they had, this mark was a bit too old for that.

      A fight. Leralynn had been fighting. Coal frowned at the mark, his memory suddenly scraping up River asking him about another injury of Lera’s. One that Lera had told River came from training, though Coal knew it had not.

      Lera yanked against Coal’s hold, this time hard enough to reclaim the limb.

      Lifting his head, he captured her guarded gaze, ignoring the wave of possessive instinct that made him want to pull the girl against him. The same possessive instinct that made him also want to wring her neck for playing them all. “Who are you fighting when no one watches, Leralynn of Osprey?” he asked.

      Lera’s face closed off from him, the distance between them suddenly a cavernous void. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

      She flung his own words back at him.

      Coal cursed. Even if he’d avoided the topic himself a few moments ago, this outright lie stung. More to the point, whatever Lera was doing clearly wasn’t safe. “You want to try that again?” His voice dropped to low command.

      “You want to tell me why you’ve gone out of your way to avoid training with me for the past month?”

      “You know exactly why,” Coal snapped with more force than he’d intended. “I’m an instructor, and you are a cadet. What happened between us in the forest cannot happen again. Keeping clear of me is the best thing for you.”

      Lera leaned forward, bracing her good arm on her knee. Small, injured, exhausted—and yet she still managed to harness as much power around her as River could. It made Coal proud and furious at the same time. Especially when she spoke, enunciating her words with scalpel-sharp precision. “Then, keep clear.”

      Coal closed his eyes. He deserved that. But it still hurt. The feel of Lera’s body leaning against him in the cell, trusting him to care for her even for a few moments, was the most precious sensation to have touched him in the whole bloody month. And he was ruining it royally. Opening his eyes, he softened his voice to one of consolatory reason. “Whatever is happening, I might be able to help. Trust me, Lera.”

      “All right.” Lera tipped her head. “You want trust, Coal? You start. How have you been sleeping lately?”

      Coal’s heart skipped a beat, a tremor running along his skin. Had the girl overheard River’s and Shade’s concerns, or had that tunnel of last night’s nightmares truly run in both directions? The notion sounded too insane to entertain seriously, but Lera seeing his memories was no more absurd than him seeing hers. And that had happened, hadn’t it? Well, even if it did—especially if it did—this line of conversation was going no further. “That isn’t your concern,” he said, his voice hitching with his racing heart. “Not now, not ever, Cadet.”

      The moment he said it, he knew he’d gone too far.

      Lera snarled softly. “You dreamt of clanking chains and heated irons. The stench as they came up behind you so—”

      “Shut. Your. Mouth.” His gut twisted, bile burning as it rose up his throat. Pushing away from her, he rose to his feet.

      Lera stood in answer, the blanket falling away from her ethereally beautiful body, now vibrating with shattering fury. “What’s wrong, Coal? Don’t like what you’re hearing?”

      “I don’t like who is speaking.”

      The chill that settled over Lera’s eyes twisted Coal’s stomach, the bang of the iron door falling into place between them echoing through his soul.

      With a nonchalance that eviscerated him, Lera jerked her chin toward the door. “You should go, sir. We might give River and the others the wrong impression if you stay in my bedchamber too long.”
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      Coal crossed the Academy grounds blindly, unaware of cadets’ wide eyes as he passed, of anything but where he was going. She knew. However it happened, Lera saw the jagged, shattered pieces of Coal’s soul—and found them as vile and pathetic as he did. The nightmares that were getting worse, the darkness ratcheting tighter around Coal’s neck each day. He could barely look at his own reflection nowadays, knowing his memories had somehow been laid open for Lera to sort through… Coal had barely made it out of the cadets’ barracks before losing what little food his stomach held.

      Even if Coal stayed away from Leralynn completely, transferred the girl to another class, and never ever crossed paths, the truth would still saturate the air. He couldn’t do it. Couldn’t face Lera again. Worse still, if that strange bridge between them reopened again, the darkness haunting Coal might assault Lera as well.

      A rabid dog, one of the guards had called Coal. How very accurate.

      Opening the keep door, he took the keep stairs toward River’s study, two at a time—only to find the man descending the steps.

      “Coal?” Stopping on a wide landing with a window overlooking the courtyard below, River arched a dark brow. With his arms behind his back, he made the weight resting on his shoulders seem easy to carry—though the fatigue lining his eyes spoke the truth. Well, at least Coal would shortly be getting rid of one of River’s problems.

      “I wished to give you a chance to rip into me properly over yesterday.” Coal slid his hands into his pockets. “I will be leaving after that.”

      River pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’ve been unable to find Shade for the past bloody day, and you’ve managed to both corner him and somehow wring a clearance to return to active duty from his jaws?”

      “No. But I am resigning my commission. You are within your rights to have me arrested over a number of charges by now, but whether I leave in shackles or free, I will be off the grounds by nightfall.”

      River surveyed Coal with opaque gray eyes that gave no hint of his thoughts.

      A tight band closed around Coal’s chest, the passing heartbeats sounding louder and louder in the heavy silence. Coal had served under River and Shade for as long as he could remember, and the thought of breaking all ties with the men cut as sharp as a blade.

      “I will consider your resignation and let you know my decision by nightfall,” River said finally, as if discussing a proposed change of vendor for cleaning oils. Perhaps he had been waiting for this awhile now. Hoping Coal would realize the toxic effect he had. Straightening his already neat coat, River started down the steps. “Meanwhile, I am on my way to discuss Leralynn’s unintended overnight captivity with Master Han, whom I’d expected to release her. You may join me if you wish.”

      “Who the bloody hell is Han?” Coal asked, falling in step.

      

      Despite most of the cadets enjoying the week of holiday liberty, using the time to ride out to the small town near the school, the training pitch at the far end was in active use. From what Coal could see over the expanse of freshly cut grass, Han was working ten cadets—all royal born, save Tyelor of Blair.

      The royals, all dressed in training grays, were holding a plank position along the fence. Sweat dripped from their hair, leaving dark clumps in the sand. Judging by Princess Katita’s trembling arms, they’d been at this for some time already. Unlike the others, Tye was climbing a thick rope rigged to hang from a sturdy tree branch some twenty feet up. Moving closer, Coal noted an iron anvil tied to Tye’s ankles, the metal both increasing the weight to be hauled up the rope and preventing Tye from using his legs to help the climb.

      “We are all waiting on you, Tyelor,” Han was yelling as River and Coal made their final approach. Tall and muscular, with neat black hair, the new man had a warrior’s body and a sharp smell that made Coal think of cayenne pepper. Dressed in a tight-fitting gray shirt and black pants, Han moved with a speed and balance that spoke of violence despite being plainly unarmed at the moment. Tipping his head back to watch Tye’s ascent, Han raised his voice again. “Every single damn person in this corral is waiting on your pleasure, Master Tyelor. Your feet will be on the ground in the next five heartbeats, or this training starts over. For everyone.”

      Coal gave River a sideways look. Tye’s body was already shaking, and, as Han’s threat registered, the athlete pushed his pace at the expense of control. Not a good combination twenty feet up in the air, in Coal’s opinion—though he trained soldiers, not athletic competitors. Twisting upside down around a bar was not a good idea in Coal’s mind under any circumstance.

      “Four,” Han called. “Three.”

      Tye touched the top branch and started scrambling down, gripping hand over hand, his chest heaving.

      “Two,” Han bellowed.

      Tye flinched, making a too-hasty grab for the rope. Coal foresaw the inevitable a moment before it happened. Tyelor’s hand slipped, and he slid down the remaining fifteen feet of the rope, the hemp burning off his skin to leave streaks of crimson behind. By the time Tye fell to the ground, his knee striking the anvil’s edge, blood dripped freely from his palms.

      Han kicked the sand, sending the grains into Tye’s eyes. “Pitiful and sloppy.”

      Tye showed no emotion, his chest heaving as sweat ran down his face.

      “I’ve no notion what child’s play you called training up to this point, but I assure you, it won’t be the case any longer.” Han pointed at the rope. “Again.”

      River strode up to the corral fence, waiting in that silent way the commander had of getting attention. As usual, the method worked. Han approached the spot a moment later, a small smile tilting his lips.

      “I see you’ve already begun assembling the new team,” River said mildly.

      Han leaned his back against the fence and nodded. “I have. One moment, sir.” He snapped his fingers at the royals, whose heads swiveled to him at once. “Two laps around the Academy. The last one done will be running extra every day for the next week. Go.”

      The cadets scurried off, Katita and two of her cousins leading the way. With all students but Tye gone, Han split his attention equally between his climber and River. “I presume you came to check on your troublemaker, sir.” Han nodded toward the rope. “I feel confident that after today, Tyelor’s desire to get into brawls or break any other Academy regulations will be curbed effectively.”

      “I’m heartened to learn that. However, I came to discover why you failed to remove Leralynn of Osprey from the holding cell yesterday.” The chill in River’s voice was enough to set any man’s spine crackling with ice, but Han seemed too busy watching Tye’s progress to mark it.

      “Who? Oh, the wench. She isn’t any concern of mine.” With a dismissive shrug, Han pitched his voice up. “Move, Tyelor. Bathe in self-pity on your own damn time.”

      Coal felt a growl rise up his chest, but River beat him to it. Clamping a hand on Han’s shoulder, the large commander jerked Han around to face him.

      “First, that is the last time you refer to any female at this Academy as wench.” River’s voice was low and dangerous as he stared down at Han. “Second, you were told to set both students free and instead shackled the girl and left without a word. Explain yourself.”

      Han glanced at River’s grip as if examining an unsightly slug. “First, Commander River, Leralynn of Osprey—as well as any other student not on my training team—is utterly irrelevant to my position here. I left her cell door ajar and kept her shackle loose enough for anyone with half a brain to work their wrist loose with a few minutes of effort. Beyond that, I expect the young woman’s training instructor to take responsibility for her.” Han’s eyes cut to Coal, the blue-gray in them lined with distaste.

      Coal bared his teeth.

      Han snorted, returning his attention to River. “Either way, certainly the guards at the prestigious Great Falls Academy can subtract one from two and know there is something left over. If Leralynn’s disposition wasn’t reported back to you, then either your people’s arithmetic or communications skills are lacking. Both of which, like Leralynn herself, are not my concern. Now, let go of my shoulder, sir.”

      River released Han, and Coal swore the commander nearly wiped his hand on his trousers before putting it behind his back.

      Han turned to Coal. “While we are on the topic of cadet oversight, Lieutenant Coal, please allow me to make myself clear in light of some recent history I’ve learned. I little care who you rut with, so long as it isn’t any one of my athletes. You let your cock, tongue, or even your stars’ damned eyes touch any of my students, and I will cut off your sac and stuff it down your throat. I do hope that is clear enough. Excuse me, gentlemen.”

      Coal realized he was moving only when he felt River’s hand dig painfully into his shoulder.

      “Leave it,” the commander ordered, half dragging Coal off the pitch.

      Coal’s nostrils flared, the pounding in his ears making the whole bloody world pulse in front of his eyes. The moment he and River cleared Han’s sight, he twisted toward the commander so quickly that the other man had to jump back just to keep from being slugged. “Did you hear—”

      “Yes, I did.” River matched Coal snarl for snarl. “I heard a man who knows his authority comes from Sage tell me exactly where the lines in the sand are drawn. And, point of fact, the bastard was right. I ordered everyone into custody, so the responsibility to keep track of them was mine. Had the guards not been in utter disarray, they would have reported the situation as Han expected. They didn’t, and I was too preoccupied to notice. That is not a mistake someone with the power to lock people up is allowed to make.”

      “That’s it?” Coal’s voice was too calm and quiet for the blood rushing in his ears. There was little point in pushing when River got like this. No, action would come later. “And Tyelor? Or was that near neck-breaking fall also somehow your fault?”

      “If Tyelor—and the rest of the cadets in that corral—find Han’s methods unpalatable, there is nothing stopping them from walking away.” River clasped his hands behind his back, his broad chest pressing against his red jacket. Reminding Coal of just who was in control. “Unless Han starts physically forcing the athletes or expands his power outside the team, I’ve matters of greater import to address than how a Prowess coach handles his entirely voluntary group. As for what he said to you—”

      “Don’t.” Coal turned on his heels before the fury raging inside him flashed too brightly in his eyes. He was done here. Done but for one last thing that River would do better to know nothing about. Not until it was done. After that—after that, nothing really mattered.

      

      Coal waited atop the Academy’s high wall, crouched against the deep shadow of the night. The curfew bells had sounded hours ago, though with Ostera liberty, several errant cadets were still trying to talk their way past the harried guards. But Coal wasn’t watching for them. He hunted someone else.

      Despite being assigned quarters in the instructors’ wing of the keep, Han was yet to move in, his rooms empty. Which meant that sometime tonight, Han would leave the Academy. Most likely, he’d head to one of the two small inns in the Great Fall’s village, though it little mattered. By the time Coal finished his chat with the man, Han wasn’t going to be arriving at either destination—not unless he crawled there.

      Han had shackled Leralynn to a cell wall and left her there. Alone and frightened and in pain. Just the memory of the coppery scent of her wrists, her numb fear, made Coal’s blood simmer. For that, Han would pay. The man might have a silver tongue and leverage enough to talk circles around River, but none of that would save him from Coal.

      The three hours Coal spent waiting passed swiftly, his heartbeat staying level even when Han finally walked out the Academy gate, the night breeze carrying hints of cayenne pepper toward Coal. Han wore casual clothing now rather than the instructor’s red, a soft white tunic tucked into fitted black pants, and tall boots. That white shirt would be easy to spot in the woods—and a pleasure to ruin. From his perch, Coal watched as the man chose one of the wooded trails instead of the main road and started down the path at a leisurely gait. With Han’s speed and the direction in mind, Coal jumped softly from the wall and cut through the woods, beating Han to the small clearing Coal had spotted. Crossing his arms over his chest, Coal leaned back against a thick oak and waited.

      The smell of cayenne pepper announced Han’s approach even before the sound of his soft footsteps brushed Coal’s ears. Entering the clearing, the man spotted Coal and snorted softly, his blue-gray eyes filling with the same derisive loathing Coal had marked at the training courts.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure?” Han asked.

      “You left a girl chained to a dungeon wall.” Pushing away from the oak, Coal stepped toward Han. “River might have to swallow the horseshit you spew, but I’ve no intention to.”

      “Are you here to fight me, Coal?” This time, Han actually laughed, his face crossing the line from handsome to cruel in an instant. “And here I thought you were just spanked for as much last night.”

      Coal’s hand curled into a fist, Han’s gaze narrowing at the motion.

      “You know…” Han’s tone changed, amusement disappearing. “On second thought, I think I’d welcome the exercise.” The shift of Han’s hips was the only warning Coal had before Han’s boot slammed into his ribs, the force of the blow lifting Coal into the air.

      Coal’s back bounced off the very oak he’d leaned on moments earlier, the impact a distant thud. Rolling over his shoulder, he dodged the next attack, his senses coming into focus.

      Han crouched in a fighting stance, his chest moving as evenly and slowly as Coal’s own. When Han’s lips pulled back to expose a set of bright white teeth, a guttural primal growl escaping from his chest into the forest, Coal knew that only one of them was walking out of the clearing alive.

      And Coal little cared who it would be.
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      “I don’t like him,” I tell Arisha, hugging a pillow to my chest. Without Shade’s wolf in my bed, the mattress feels too large. The male has been gone two full days now—who knows how far he’s gone in search of the mysterious fae girl. Stars take me. “I don’t like the whole notion.”

      “There are a number of hims that would fit logically into that sentence.” Arisha makes a mark in a study schedule she’s drafting, her wild brown hair uncharacteristically loose and brushing the parchment. We both know she doesn’t need one and is simply using the busy work as an excuse to stay in the room with me all day. Keeping me company as I recover from last night or keeping me out of trouble. Probably both.

      “Han. And not only because he shackled me to a wall. Granted, that’s a pretty good reason too.” I try to sound nonchalant, though the memories still send chills over my skin. The heavy dread that had wrapped around me after Coal left seemed to have lifted for a spell but returned with a vengeance a few hours ago. A low, rumbling oppression stalking me from the shadows.

      I rub my face. The fight with Coal, that’s what’s eating me. Just when I thought the chain linking our fears would link our trust as well, Coal looked me in the eye and informed me that our connection mattered nothing. That he didn’t want me in his heart, or soul, or life.

      I glance at the darkness outside the window and light another lantern, my green silk pants and short-cropped top swaying comfortably. No gowns, no gray uniforms, not tonight. “Why is the man suddenly here?” I say, returning to the matter of Han. “Great Falls was never going to participate in the Trials—it’s all the veil’s doing to make a place for Tye.”

      “It isn’t all that sudden, actually,” says Arisha. “Tye came over a month ago. Once that happened, Sage suddenly had both the notion and the means to make Great Falls a real player in one of the continent’s most important events. It makes sense that he’d start maneuvering to field a competitive—and royal—team. If princelings are competing, their throne-holding parents will come to watch. All because of Sage. The little worm is probably bathing in his future self-importance.”

      “Maybe. But Han still appeared right after I ran into the Night Guard.” I rub my tightening chest.

      “Word in the courtyard is that he’s well known—has been in Prowess for a decade. The royals…”

      Arisha’s words blur. In the edges of my vision, the bedchamber flickers to a dungeon cell, to a forest, to whispering darkness all around me, night sounds making me flinch. My breath quickens, then catches, that shadow-stalking dread inside me uncoiling. Focusing. Getting ready to pounce.

      “Lera? Leralynn.” Arisha is on her feet and, by the sound of it, has repeated my name several times by now.

      “I’m sorry.” I blink my friend back into focus, her concerned blue eyes grounding me. “Sorry. I was just thinking… What is the veil going to do when Tye travels to the Trials? Is it going to be strong enough to convince a much larger group that he is—” I cut off, the wave of wrongness smashing into me strong enough to make my heart stutter with panic, a phantom scent of cayenne tickling my nose. Something is wrong. Very, very wrong.

      I stuff my feet into my boots, barely seeing what I’m doing, and am at the window before I can form words from the onslaught of sensation. Not words—word. Just one.

      “Coal,” I tell Arisha, though I know nothing more than that. Only that something is wrong. That Coal is in the middle of it. That Coal is ready to die.

      

      The darkened Academy is a blur as I shimmy out the window, climbing down the outer wall of the dormitory with practiced ease. Only lanterns in a few windows and torches on the ramparts light my way, casting deep shadows everywhere else. The familiar dark woods lining the inside of the Academy wall greet me with a rustle of leaves and a scent of pine that I mark only in the periphery. I run without knowing where I’m going, except toward the eye of the gathered dread. What are you doing, Coal? I demand in my head, as if the male might hear my question.

      My foot snags on a root, and I stumble, momentarily pulled back into the now. Back to some common sense. You can’t just blindly run through the darkness, Lera. Even if I’m right that the magic I share with Coal is guiding my direction now, rushing into an assault vicious enough to endanger Coal’s life is more likely to make me a victim than rescuer.

      With a curse, I realize my common sense returned too late for me to have grabbed any weapons. All I have on me is a boot knife Coal once gave me, and that just because it was sheathed in my shoe to begin with. A knife. That’s all I brought.

      I am considering returning for a sword when another wave of darkness slams into me, this one heralding a searing pain along my ribs. Leaning one hand on an oak, I force air into my lungs, breathing through the pain. You aren’t the one wounded, Lera. You are supposed to be the one doing the thinking.

      Right. Shoving down the panic, I force myself to survey the sounds, my thought finally coming to rest on the Academy wall. Not a surreptitious route by any means, but it does offer both a good view and an easy path around the Academy. With my immortal sight, I’ll have a fighting chance of seeing something.

      After a month of using the underground escape passage to get outside the Academy, it takes me a moment to locate a climbable approach. Hips flattened against the cold stone, I climb as quickly as I can find the scant grips and footholds. Rock scrapes my abdomen, my short top providing no protection against the stone. But even that is an advantage. A reminder of where my body is as Coal’s darkness swirls dizzyingly in my mind. Of which body is mine.

      Clearing the top of the wall, I straighten to my full height. The cool air billows my silk pants, the fabric crackling in the night. Below me, miles of wilderness and sheep farm and Academy grounds stretch in all directions, faintly silver in the moonlight. Nothing breaks the night’s silence but wind and an owl’s lonesome hooting. Where are you, Coal? Where in stars’ name are you?

      I turn to the Academy first. It is busier than usual for this time of night, the Ostera break relaxing the rules. A pair of cadets holding hands are sneaking into the reflection garden. A few more scurry across the courtyard. At the front gate, the guards argue about something among themselves. Nothing to suggest the death dance going on in the flashes of darkness in my mind.

      Twisting around, I face the woods instead—quite aware that the last time I went out there, I nearly got myself dead. Could that be what’s happening to Coal now? Did he run himself afoul of the Night Guard, not knowing what it is?

      Even as I think it, I know that isn’t true. Coal isn’t battling for his life—he…he doesn’t care. The bastard doesn’t care one damn bit whether he lives or dies. That is why my heart pounds my ribs so hard, it’s a miracle I’ve not cracked the bone.

      I race along the top of the wide stone wall, letting the dread inside me act as a guiding light while my eyes seek any sign of disturbance.

      Nothing.

      Nothing.

      There. My immortal sight catches on a small clearing along a side trail, two shapes moving too swiftly to be mortals circling each other in the darkness. My stomach clenches. Scrambling to the ground, I’m momentarily blinded by the trees around me, the bird’s-eye view from the wall giving way to dense, rustling forest. But I know these woods by now, know how to get to the center of the darkness that pulls me like a leash. Wiping my sweaty palms on my pants, I break into a run.

      I hear the fight before I see it, the soft grunts of males mixing with the snaps of dried branches cracking underfoot. Coal’s metallic scent wraps around me, together with the sharp cayenne I’d smelled back in the room. And in the dungeon.

      Han.

      For some unfathomable reason, Coal is fighting with Han—and from what I saw on that wall, whatever the hell Han is, he isn’t human. Can’t be. I reach the edge of the clearing just as Han throws Coal in a great arc, my male landing hard on his back before rolling over his shoulder to escape the next blow. Coal’s movements are as crisp as always, a blur of black leather against the tree branches, but I know him well enough to mark the slight hesitations. As if Coal battles his own mind as much as Han’s limbs.

      Which he very likely is. My hands tighten against the tree trunk I’ve stopped behind. Coal spent last night in a dungeon cell, the hours filled with terrors and ripped-open wounds. How many nights has it been since the male slept soundly, if the nightmares inside him roar fiercely enough to jump to me in the middle of a choke-hold demonstration with the whole class watching? With Coal keeping his distance from me, I’ve not realized how desperately the male’s darkness was suffocating him. How deeply he’s been spiraling down.

      No wonder Coal welcomed a brawl—he needed the humans’ greater numbers to create enough of an opponent to siphon off the violence inside him. Well, Coal is certainly getting a worthy enough foe with Han. Too much of one for Coal’s present state, with his body, his mind, and his will to win all worn down to bare threads.

      Crouching low, Coal sweeps Han’s legs.

      Han jumps over the sweep, closing the distance to Coal. The male’s blue-gray eyes dim to obsidian, his smell spiking as he grabs Coal’s wrist. A grapefruit-size stone that I missed seeing Han pick up off the ground now flashes in his free hand. Then he brings it down onto Coal’s forearm.

      The crack of bone as Coal’s arm fractures seems louder than a crack of thunder. Coal screams, the arm dropping to his side like a piece of heavy rope. In all the time since I’ve met my males, it’s the first time I’ve seen the warrior overpowered by a single foe. The first time I’ve seen him injured with no magic to mend the break. Coal takes a step forward, and stumbles. Falls to one knee.

      Han grins, his muscles already coiling for the final blow, his eyes glazed with the feral gleam of a predator savoring the kill to come.

      My thoughts stop. The world slows around me, each sight and smell reporting in full force. Tangs of pain and excitement scent the air, all wrapped in musky sweat. The too slowly moving leaves tremble in the breeze. Han’s boot takes aim at Coal’s head. One more heartbeat and Han will destroy my quint, shattering not just Coal but all five of our bonded souls.

      Terror races through me. My magic bucks, throwing itself fiercely against its shackles with every ounce of my will. Once. Twice. On the third heave, one cord’s tip breaks through the hold, slicing through the cracking defenses of the mortal world’s wards. Like an invisible whip, the roaring orange fire cord—still pulsing with the recent strength of Tye’s mating magic—flails uncontrollably before slamming into the ground.

      The ground bucks, the power reverberating wildly through every stone and tree root. I grunt as I land hard on my knees, the world’s speed returning to normal as the others lose balance as well. As Han sets his foot down to the ground, his gaze skids around the woods. Finding me.

      “What—” Han starts to say.

      But Coal is already up on his feet. Despite his limp arm, the male moves with more power than I’d yet seen tonight, placing his body between Han and me. “Osprey.” Fear fills his voice. “Run. Now.”

      As if. Even as Coal moves toward me, my hand is already on my boot knife, my fingers gripping the blade. The males may just have realized my presence, but I’ve known theirs all along. And I feel no hesitation as my eyes mark the broad target of Han’s chest. See it expand with drawn breath, the deadly muscles shaping the cloth. Imagine a painted target and take aim.

      The lub-dub lub-dub of my heart is like music, setting the stage for the cry of a startled hawk circling the sky.

      Han’s dark brows narrow at what seems a snail’s speed, his handsome face confused. Then a smile tugs the corner of the bastard’s mouth.

      My arm whips forward, the knife soaring through the air.

      Han’s amusement shifts to wide-eyed surprise, my knife flying with the speed of an immortal’s powerful muscles. The amulet heating around my neck might convince the bastard that he’d overestimated the knife’s speed, but if I end him, it would save my veil the trouble.

      With no time to move out of the blade’s path, Han lifts his hand and…and snatches the dagger from the air. Blood pools around his palm, its coppery scent filling the clearing.

      Stars. My eyes widen, my chest heaves, my muscles burning with energy. I grab desperately for the magic inside me, only to find the mortal shackles have recaptured the rogue cord of Tye’s power. I tug at the binds anyway, beads of perspiration slipping down my temples.

      “I seem to have underestimated the allure of your cock, Master Coal.” Han takes my throwing knife into his good hand. “How fortunate you are to have comely young cadets throwing away their lives for you.”

      Despite his useless arm, Coal crouches into a fighting stance with a growl, blocking Han’s path to me. Ready to fight for me in a way he hadn’t for himself.

      But we can’t fight Han tonight. Not if we want to live. I swallow, my mind racing, groping for the experiences of the other males. River. What would River do now?

      “You think you can kill both of us, Han?” I ask, pitching my voice across the battleground before either male can attack.

      “Yes. Easily.”

      Coal growls. I grab his shoulder, a silent order to stay put that he, by the star’s own miracle, heeds.

      “I think you might be right,” I tell Han, raising my chin. “But you won’t. You came to the Academy for a reason, and you aren’t going to throw it all away to scratch a midnight itch.” I draw breath, the confidence I’m putting into my voice now seeping into my blood. Filling the very air around me. “The way I see it, Coal’s body alone could be explained away. But the pair of us together? After you’ve already shackled me to a dungeon wall? You’ll be answering so many questions, you’ll have no time for anything else. Plus, you’ve no idea who else knows I’m out here.”

      Deep within the forest, a wolf’s howl shatters the night.

      Han looks between us, thought rushing behind his blue-gray gaze.

      Beneath my grip, Coal’s body is coiled and ready. If he is to leave this world, he will go out fighting for life. Which is already a victory, though not the one I’m going for.

      Heartbeats pass in the night’s darkness. One. Two. Five. Then, Han twists the knife in his hand and tucks it inside his coat.

      “As satisfying as cleaning out the Academy’s rubbish would be tonight,” Han says, “it seems I’ll need to wait a bit. Do me a boon and don’t kill yourself before I can have the pleasure.”

      The relief washing over me is so fierce that I lean into my grip on Coal to keep from swaying.

      Han’s eerie moonlit gaze jerks to me, a gleam in his eyes saying he’d seen my near stumble just fine. “I will see you back at the Academy, Leralynn of Osprey.” A smile that doesn’t touch his eyes breaks the handsome lines of his face. “I would try not to get yourself stopped on the way back. I hear the headmaster is unkind to wayward students. If that sort of thing bothers you.” Without waiting for my reply, he saunters off into the night.
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      I don’t dare take my attention off Han until the sound of his retreating footsteps fades from my immortal hearing, the forest’s creatures who went quiet during the quarrel reclaiming their domain.

      In the distance, Shade’s wolf howls again, his frustrated song soul-shatteringly familiar. An owl hoots. Beside me, Coal maintains his fighter’s crouch, statue still but for the rapid rise and fall of his broad chest, his broken arm now tight against his ribs. Finally, seeming to mark the same change in sound I had, the male rises and has the audacity to glare at me.

      “What the bloody hell do you think you are doing out here, Osprey?”

      Blazing heat rushes along my spine. “Saving your life, you bastard. Since plainly, you can’t be bothered with such minutia.”

      “What I do is none—”

      I slap Coal’s cheek as hard as I can. My nostrils flare, the fury and fear that have simmered too long erupting from my heart. “You think your damn life belongs to you alone? That no other soul would be shredded if you died?”

      Coal flinches, rocking back from the strike. “Dying is a natural byproduct of battle. If you—”

      I slap him again. “You weren’t battling, you bastard. Battling is when you care whether you bloody win or lose.” I go to strike Coal a third time, but the male catches my hand in an iron grip.

      Blue eyes flashing, he straightens to his full height before me, his metallic scent filling my lungs. The lines of his beautiful face are etched with a soul-deep ache, his mouth but a step away. Stars, I can taste Coal from memory alone. My fingers long to run over his strong cheekbones and jaw, the hint of stubble there, to feel his warm skin beneath my touch.

      The magic inside me rouses again, sensing its twin in Coal, making every sensation sharp enough to slice through flesh.

      The terror of nearly losing him grips my throat again. I twist free of Coal’s grip and spit on the ground. “Go ahead. Lie. Tell me I’m wrong, say there is no connection between us, that I’ve no way of knowing what you were doing.” My teeth grind together, my eyes stinging. “Tell me to shut my mouth. Say I’m imagining things and you’ve no idea where I might have gotten my silly notions. Say that I’m just a cadet you rutted with once and that’s all there was to it.”

      Coal swallows, his blue eyes turning so vulnerable for a moment that my anger hiccups.

      “That is not all there was to it,” he says, his voice quiet but clear. Covering the distance between us in one powerful step, the male grips the back of my head and presses his mouth over mine.

      Heat flares through me as Coal’s tongue brushes between my lips, parting them roughly. His metallic scent flares with a tang of desperation and need that stokes the blaze inside my soul, my magic, my sex.

      Wrapping the strong fingers of his good hand in my hair, Coal pushes farther into my mouth. The deep leisurely strokes of his tongue make one turn before morphing to primal possessiveness. My scalp tingles where he grips my hair, the tiny twitches of pain waking my nerves to the full bouquet of his presence. When I try to move, to check whether his fractured arm might be caught in the press of our bodies, Coal only holds me tighter. Deepens his rough, claiming kiss. Gives himself over to it.

      A wave of desperate relief rushes through me as I finally trust that Coal is not letting go. Not pretending he kisses me with anything less than the full force of his soul. I open myself to him, allowing him in more deeply.

      Coal groans at my invitation, his tongue roaming my mouth, staking a claim while his hardness presses into me. He makes no move to conceal that either, pressing his hips into mine, holding me against him until my body yields to the strength and comfort of his.

      When we finally separate, our rough breathing the only sound in the still forest, Coal stares at me, dazed. He puts the palm of his good hand on my cheek, the calluses scraping my skin.

      “I felt you in my cell,” he says, never taking his gaze off my widening eyes. “That is how I knew you were still being held. I saw…images from your past. A stable. And I feared you might be seeing mine as well. Knowing my terrors might be hurting you was worse than feeling them myself. I tried to keep them controlled, but I couldn’t make them stop.” Coal touches the red marks on my wrist where I fought the shackle, the streaks a silent, undeniable proof of the truth.

      I bite my lip, his words still ringing in my ears, stripping me naked.

      Coal’s jaw tightens, but he nods. “It’s plainly a bit late to pretend otherwise. Or to pretend that staying away from you for a month didn’t drive me insane, until the last shards of my control shattered.” Shaking his head, he runs a finger down my cheek, across my lower lip.

      I inhale, letting the words soak through me, a tight band around my chest releasing. He wanted me. This whole month that I thought Coal a stranger, he wanted me all along. I let my hands roam over his broad chest, the feel of the hard muscle beneath my palms slicking my thighs. Clearing my throat, I press my legs together tightly. Not to conceal my desire from Coal, but because we are too vulnerable out here already, without adding mating into the mix.

      Except Coal is too damn Coal-like not to notice. His nostrils flare as he takes in my scent, and he presses closer to me, burying his face in my neck. Inhaling deeply.

      It takes all my will to pull away from him. “We’re not safe here.” These forests are Night Guard hunting grounds now. And Han’s. “What do you make of Han?”

      Coal frowns. “Something about his movements… It makes me think he isn’t human.”

      “I think he’s as human as you and I,” I mutter, the amulet around my neck turning scalding hot in warning to go no further in discussing our identities. Though Coal doesn’t know it, he actually has a good point. If Han was like us—a veil-wearing fae—his amulet’s magic would bend over backwards to convince Coal and me that his actions were normal and any oddness only imagined. Plus, when Autumn handed over the amulets, she said the set was unique—how would Han, whatever he is, have gotten hold of the rare relic to begin with? Marking the thoughts to discuss with Arisha later, I nod at Coal’s arm. “How is it?”

      “Broken in several places,” he says flatly. Finding the open collar of his black shirt, the male tugs at the laces until I reach up to help, quickly realizing that taking it off the normal way would do more harm than good.

      The well-worn fabric splits obediently when I rip it, the sound echoing eerily through the trees. My breath catches as I slide Coal’s shirt off his chest, the squares of his abdomen plain even in moonlight. The male tenses in pain but lets me work as I guide his injured arm across his body, binding it in place until Shade can set the bone later. I try not to think about that procedure, but the realization of other things likely to still happen tonight triggers a whole new wave of anxiety.

      Coal’s nostrils flare delicately, his eyes sharpening. “What’s wrong?”

      I clear my throat, my face heating. After the violence we just escaped, the new problem seems miniscule. Except it isn’t. Not to me. “What are you planning to tell River? I don’t mean about us, but about what happened out here. With Han.”

      “I planned on the truth.” He cocks his head, studying my face with an intensity that makes me want to shuffle my feet. “Han and I fought .You stopped it. Is that a problem?”

      “I’m not supposed to be outside the Academy walls.”

      “This isn’t your first time out here, Osprey. Or second. Or tenth, I think.” With a snort, Coal pulls up my loose sleeve to expose the tail of the still-healing knife wound. “Also, I’m quite certain River either already knows we are out here or will discover it from Han shortly.” Releasing my arm, he tucks a strand of hair behind my ear, his voice softening. “Keeping things from River is a piss-poor move.”

      “You’re one to talk.”

      “Yes. From experience.”

      “It isn’t the same,” I snap, despite having meant to keep silent. Now that I’m talking, the words spill out beneath his attentive gaze. “You are his equal, and I’m nothing but a lowly cadet. River cares nothing for my reasons, my abilities, my knowledge. There is magic threatening the Academy—the whole continent—and I’m not going to hide under the bed while others do the fighting. But there’s nothing I can say to him to make him take me seriously. He locked me up for a night because I disobeyed his orders to try to stop a fight.”

      “He did not.” Coal’s hand, already on my face, grips the base of my chin. “Leralynn. River did not order you held. He had no idea you were still in the dungeon. I’ve a bone to pick with him over that, but he never meant to hurt you. He’s a good man.” Coal’s jaw—and grip on mine—tightens. “But yes, River does discipline cadets. And after last night, what I saw in your past… I’ve a notion of why that’s a problem.”

      “He didn’t know I was—” I stop, suddenly processing what Coal mentioned earlier and then again now. He saw my nightmares too. Saw Zake’s beatings—my terror, my screaming. My shrinking away. The implications thud through me. It’s a part of my life I wanted to keep locked away forever. And now I’ve never felt so exposed. My breath quickens, and I try to pull away.

      Coal doesn’t let me go. Doesn’t laugh at me either. “Yes. We’ll have to figure something out on that front. Meanwhile…” He frowns thoughtfully. “I see your point about wishing to keep River in ignorance of your secret world-saving schemes lest you have to fight him as well as magic. And since you plainly have something going on and will continue this something no matter what, I will make you an offer: anything you tell me in confidence stays between us. Anything you don’t tell me and I discover on my own is fair game to share with River.”

      “That’s…” I glare at Coal. “That’s blackmail to ensure I tell you everything I’m doing.”

      A corner of his mouth twitches and despite pain-filled eyes, I see the first genuine smile the male has attempted in a long, long time. “I think I like the thought of knowing everything you’re doing, Osprey.” Leaning forward, he brushes his lips over mine. “Most likely, I like it too much.”

      My heart stutters, the sensations rushing from my lips all the way through my skin. Before I can savor him too deeply, however, Coal pulls away, his face serious again.

      “But as for tonight, we have to go to River. He almost certainly knows already. And it is better if we both see him now than if he must seek us out later. Plus there is another matter I need to see him on.” Coal runs his hand along my neck and shoulders and spine, finally settling his warm palm in the small of my back. “Come, Osprey. Let’s get this over with.”
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      “Coal. Leralynn.” River rises from behind his desk. The light in his study window gave away his location despite the late hour. “I’ve been expecting the two of you.”

      I try to step back on instinct, but the feel of Coal’s insistent hand on the small of my back keeps me moving forward. My pulse races. This isn’t going to go well. There is no chance in all the bloody stars that it will. For either of us.

      Striding up, River reaches over my shoulder to shut the door, his woodsy scent washing over me. “I understand you assaulted Han just outside the Academy,” he says to Coal. With the ice in his voice, the crackling fire in the study’s hearth gives no warmth to the room. “Is that accurate?”

      “Yes,” says Coal.

      River’s chin points to Coal’s bound arm. “And you lost?”

      “Yes,” Coal repeats.

      A muscle tics in River’s jaw, though his chiseled face gives away nothing more of his thoughts.

      When his stony gray gaze shifts to me, the flutter of anxiety spilling into my blood makes me dizzy. No matter how hard I try to see past the stern commander to the male who danced and studied with me, all I see is the male who left welts on Tye’s back, who ordered me to a dungeon for disobedience, who sent Coal there despite knowing the male’s past.

      I see a male who would never accept a cadet as a peer.

      “And what of you, Leralynn?” River asks. “How did you end up in the middle of that mess?”

      “I…I saw Coal and Han fighting. From the top of the wall.” I swallow, hating the slight hitch in my voice. No chance of River failing to notice—the male never misses so much as a blink, though he is too well controlled to show it. “Someone needed to stop it, and I was available.”

      River puts his hands behind his back, his shoulders spread wide as wings under his black silk shirt. The hard lines of his jaw and penetrating gaze make the air sing with tension. “And?” he asks.

      “And?” I echo.

      River’s gaze slides over my shoulder, no doubt to brush Coal’s face before returning. “You saw Coal fighting. For the second time in as many days. You had already been punished for joining in once. Why did you choose to do so again?”

      My brows narrow, indignation kindling a slow flame inside me. “What do you mean why? Because it was the right thing to do, River.” I feel Coal shift behind me in warning, but I can’t make myself heed it. Of all the things that turn my knees soft beneath River’s powerful stare, this one I will fight for. “Because that is what you do when you see a friend in trouble.”

      “I did not realize you considered Coal, your instructor, a friend,” said River.

      I hadn’t either. Not this Coal. And maybe he isn’t, but he is a part of my soul nonetheless. Raising my chin, I square off before River’s might, my pulse racing. I know that keeping my mouth shut and head bent is the safer course, but I can’t, so I won’t. For all our sakes.

      “You think broken rules were the greatest problem here in the past two days?” My voice rises, and I take a step toward the male. “That locking Coal up would cure anything? I ran to interfere in a fight because I saw mortal danger that you were either too blind to mark or too proper to bother with.”

      Silence settles over the room, punctuated by my too-fast breathing. I stepped over the line. Stars, I took a running leap over the line and peed on it in midflight. And I’ve no notion of what I’m going to do now.

      River’s unreadable eyes weigh me. “That is not how I would have phrased things,” he says finally. “But you are not wrong.” Walking toward Coal, he plants himself in front of the warrior, hands behind his back. “Per our earlier conversation, I’ve given it some thought, and I reject your proposal. Any objection?”

      “No, sir,” Coal says, offering no more explanation than that.

      “Good.”

      All right, then. I shift my weight, my thoughts firmly on the door. Somehow, incredibly, it seems there’s a chance that a dismissal rides in the wind. I’ll worry about the why of it later. For now, I’m not going to look a gift horse in the mouth.

      “We aren’t done.” River tells me, as if having read my intention to flee. “Come up to my desk, please, Leralynn.”

      I take one step before noticing the thin rattan rod River pulls from behind the heavy oak table. Not the leather belt as Zake favored, but similar enough in the ways that matter. At once, my whole body stiffens, my lungs too tight to draw breath. Curling my hands into fists, I let my nails pinch into my skin, focusing on the small sting to keep myself together.

      “River,” Coal says. His voice is hard and distant.

      “I’m aware,” River replies. Returning to my side of the desk, he removes the golden cuff link holding his silk shirt’s cuffs together and rolls up the material to just above his right elbow. “I won’t strike you, Leralynn,” he says, his attention focused on his work.

      A momentary wave of relief touches and flees. “Coal isn’t—”

      “Not Coal either.” Sleeve secured, River finally shifts the whole weight of his attention to me. “I never intended for you to have been left overlooked in a dungeon cell, much less restrained to a wall. It was my duty to know what was happening to you, and you had every right in the world to expect as much from me. It was my breach of responsibility that led to a great many wrongs done today. Mine, and no one else’s.”

      My eyes widen as River hands me the rattan rod, bracing his hip against his desk as he holds his bared forearm between us, the point of the elbow tucked against his ribs for stabilization. Perfectly corded muscle that a sculptor would envy tightens beneath taut skin, the sensitive flesh between the wrist and bend of the elbow dancing with shadows.

      “Wait. What?” The hair on the back of my neck rises like hackles, a shiver shooting along my spine. “I don’t understand.”

      “Yes, you do,” River says, his heavy gaze lending his soul to the words. “There is nothing—nothing—more important for me than keeping you…” He falters. “Than keeping all my students safe. A duty at which I’ve failed spectacularly over the past two days. You’ve already paid for your transgression. I have not. One dozen, please, if you don’t mind.”

      “Oh, bloody damned stars, you want to bet how much I damn well mind?” I sputter, jerking away from the rattan rod. I only realize that I’ve jumped across the floor when my shoulder catches River’s bookshelf, stacks of journals, references, and ink bottles falling in a spectacular whoosh.

      River blinks almost appreciatively at the mess but stays put otherwise.

      Crossing my arms, I glare at Coal—who merely shrugs—and turn back to River. “Your strategy of adding more pain to that already collectively endured is… What’s the word I’m looking for…? Ah, stupid.”

      With a short sigh, River braces his palms on his thighs before speaking again, his voice measured. “It isn’t my strategy, Leralynn. It is the reality of where we are. Do you imagine I enjoy disciplining you? Watching you be terrified or exhausted or hurting? Wondering what the hell I’m going to have to do to you next when you defy the rules and teachers?” River’s tone softens. “I need you to know that I understand the scope of my failure before you. That I am sorry. I need you to trust my word—” His voice catches, and he cuts himself off, trying to corral some emotion in his gaze. It seems he needs my trust on a level he can’t fully understand himself, much less explain.

      “Apology accepted,” I say quickly. “I understand everything. I trust you. Can I go, please?”

      River sighs, a muscle tensing in his jaw. “If you want other projects to continue between us, then you will do this now.”

      Other projects. The tutoring. The time with River I’ve grown to savor. Acid rises up my throat as River hands me the rattan again. I run my fingers along his bare sensitive belly of forearm, the skin lacking the thickness of the muscled side or calluses of his palms. River shivers lightly before he can suppress it, his eyes flickering.

      “Leralynn,” he prompts.

      Bracing his arm against my left hand, I close my eyes and flick the switch, its tip landing just beneath the crease of River’s elbow.

      “It doesn’t count unless it leaves a welt or draws blood,” says River. “From a self-preservation perspective, I would prefer we achieved that point sooner rather than later.”

      The next minute is the longest of my life, the soft sound of River hissing at the sting driving into me as much as the raised welts that appear all too vividly along his skin. The male makes no effort to pretend he feels nothing, eyes closing, sweat breaking out on his temples as small flinches run through his body with each impact. And after a few strokes, I stop pretending either.

      My stinging eyes spill tears onto my cheeks, washing out the hidden poison that was eating my soul. River didn’t abandon me in that cell. Didn’t relegate my existence to a secondary tier, to be addressed at his convenience. His maddening, frustrating ways are rooted in protectiveness, not apathy. Because that is who River is. A protector. And I don’t know where that leaves the two of us.

      The twelfth stroke has nowhere to land but on already hurt skin, and the sight of blood welling up at the welted intersection shoves me off the edge I’ve been riding. Sobs rake my chest, my breath hitching inside lungs that can’t draw enough air. This is all wrong. Every horrid moment of it.

      Not caring for the propriety of it, I bury my face in River’s shoulder and, after a moment of stiffness, feel him smooth his hand over my hair. His woodsy scent fills my nose, mixing with a hint of lavender soap. “It’s all right,” he murmurs as if it were true. “We’re done.”

      Behind me, I hear the sound of the door being pulled open.

      River stiffens again. “Coal—”

      “No. You broke it, you fix it.” The door clicks shut, Coal’s soft footsteps dissolving into the distance.

      After a minute, River’s hand settles on my shoulder, nudging me away gently.

      I shake my head, my grip tightening even as I brace myself to be pushed away, for the bubble of intimacy to pop with a resounding snap of formality. It will happen, I know. It must, for without the magic’s bond, that is what truly lies between us. River is a king, and I am a rogue.

      River’s hands on my shoulder tighten, the firm push a heartbeat away. I swallow only to realize that River has pulled me toward him instead when he sits on the edge of his desk, settling me on his lap and wrapping his arms tightly around me in one smooth motion that feels like a locked door giving way. His heart pounds under my ear, and with a soft sound in his chest that I feel rather than hear, he rests his cheek on top of my head. “Leralynn,” he whispers, his breath ruffling my hair.
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      River pressed Leralynn’s small warm body against his chest, breathing in her lilac scent with a desperation that made his chest ache. The green silk of her top had ridden up her torso, and his hand itched to cup the soft curve of her waist, to rise higher to her luscious breast. It was madness, doing this to himself. In the part of his mind that still functioned, he knew that holding her was wrong. That he never should have let Coal leave, not when the pull Lera had on his soul overwhelmed all sense. Yet that voice of reason was as distant as the long-dimmed horizon, and all River’s protective instincts demanded that he wrap himself around the girl, comfort her even as he took comfort from her in return.

      How many in Lera’s place would have savored the chance at vengeance? Would have been elated at the opportunity to even the score that the disparity in power always tallied between a commander and his charge? Especially after what River had done to her, leaving Lera abandoned and shackled when it was his duty more than anyone’s to ensure her protection.

      Was it her fast forgiveness that set the final noose around his heart, or her courage? When things turned hard, Lera stood up for others before herself, and that called to River as much as it terrified the living daylights out of him.

      As he stroked Lera’s silky hair and back, River had to concede that she was so like his beloved Diana that the images melded together. Or perhaps he was moving on. Falling in love, stars take him. With a student.

      “I’m sorry,” River whispered.

      “You are a bastard.” Lera raised her face to him, her brown eyes and pale cheeks glistening with tears. “For making me hurt you. I hated it.”

      “Me as well.” River brushed his knuckles along her wet cheekbones, savoring the way she leaned into his touch. “But holding you makes it hurt less.”

      What the hell was he saying? River closed his eyes, trying to breathe in some common sense. Instead, he inhaled a lungful of tantalizing lilac. A heartbeat later, River felt the soft brush of lips against his and snapped his eyes open with the speed of a diving hawk.

      The girl had moved so she was kneeling on his lap, her beautiful eyes only inches from his own.

      “Leralynn.” River cupped the back of her head, fully intending to pull her away. Gently but firmly. Then she bit her lip, and all his noble intentions sizzled away in a blaze of smoke. His cock tightened, his mouth demanding that it be him nipping Leralynn’s lush mouth. Taking it so completely that she’d have breath for nothing but the moment. With him. Together.

      This time when she leaned toward him, River covered her mouth with his, scraping his teeth along her bottom lip until he could plunge inside.

      Leralynn gasped, driving him deeper. His tongue danced with hers until sparks showed against his closed eyelids. Without seeking her permission, River’s hand slid to that maddening spot on Lera’s waist, massaged it, slid firmly over each bump of her rib cage until it met the bottom swell of her breast.

      Wrong.

      But he couldn’t stop. With Lera’s gentle undulations against his lap driving the flames higher, River felt himself falling—a fall that started a month ago and took a dizzying turn the night of Ostera, heady jasmine blending with lilac as they spun under the full moon. Spiraling down to a place he might never be able to come back from.

      And might never want to.
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      “I don’t like it,” Arisha says, swirling a spoon in a mug of the hot chocolate the Academy served with the midday meal.

      “The part where Coal didn’t die?”

      “That too,” Arisha says thoughtfully, stopping to watch the corner of the dining hall where a large wolf, a small boy, and a heaping platter of meat disappear behind one of the heavy window drapes. Shade. Shade is back. A moment later, Shade’s wagging tail makes the curtain move obscenely. Arisha winces, then returns to the matter at hand before I can fully process my shifter’s return. “But mostly all the other parts. Leaving Han aside for a moment, the little earthquake you caused without meaning to shook the whole school. And this strengthening connection with Coal? What happens if next time, he drags you into his nightmares instead of you pulling him out? Not only are the wards cracking, but the way the magic is spilling out is as controlled as an avalanche. Something is going to give, and sooner than we’d like.”

      I take a sip from my own mug, the rich chocolaty liquid coating my mouth in bliss. “The next time the universe asks me for how magic should leak, I’ll be sure to lodge your complaint. Meanwhile, I want to bring Coal into the team.”

      The chocolate in Arisha’s mouth flies out, raining onto the white tablecloth. “No no no no. That’s… He… We don’t like each other. The other day, he questioned how I manage to put on boots without falling on my face.”

      “You do fall when dressing half the time.”

      “That’s not the point.” She glowers at me. “We won’t be able to speak freely if Coal is there.”

      “We can.” I tap my finger against the tabletop. “I know we can’t challenge Coal’s amulet by telling him who he is, but with his arm broken, Coal will be staying put for a while anyway. And we should stay away from discussing my identity too, since Coal’s veil will keep insisting that the fae and human versions of me are utterly different beings. But talking about the breaking wards, about Han, the sclices and Yocklols and the Night Guard? None of that is a problem.” My words catch in my throat, another thought sweeping through me.

      “What happens if we never beat the veils?” I ask Arisha softly. “If the wards shatter and the males’ magic returns and they still think they’re human? Or if the quint magic connecting us sweeps through and wages war against the amulets’ veils? If just words make the males scream in pain, what happens when magic wages war on magic?”

      Arisha winces. “I don’t know. But we’ll figure it out, Lera. Somehow. We have to.”

      “I want Coal with us.” I sound petulant, but it’s the truth. “I need him with me.”

      Sighing, Arisha raises her palm. “Fine, fine. You can keep him. But I’m wagering it’s your backside he’s going to bite first. And if he pees in the corners, you are cleaning it up... In fact, you should probably go practice the latter now.”

      Following Arisha’s gaze to the corner of the room, I see a puddle spilling from beneath the drapes, while Shade and Rabbit make a run for the door.
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      “Where are we going?” Coal asks, snorting as I press us into the shadows on the edge of the courtyard to avoid a pair of Academy guards.

      “The library.”

      “In the middle of the night?”

      “Do you want to know what I’m up to or not?” I ask. We’ve spent the last day recovering, but it’s time to rally again, especially in light of Han’s presence. My fingers tap against my thigh, too many thoughts racing through my mind, tripping over each other. I despise lying to River, especially after last night, when he sent me on my way with a final chaste kiss and a desperation in his eyes that haunted my dreams—and left me wet until morning. But his colossal protectiveness leaves me no choice. As for Coal, the male’s presence will be a new edge to walk. Fortunately, after Arisha agreed to it this afternoon, Gavriel gave his blessings as well. Now, we just need to explain the whole mess. “How is your arm?”

      “Shade is an overprotective grandmother who I will smother with a pillow just as soon as I can move my elbow,” Coal mutters, following me as I guide us through the now-familiar library door.

      The small bell chimes its musical warning as we step into the grand central rotunda, where Arisha’s and Gavriel’s brown heads are already bent over a spread of drawings and theories while Shade’s wolf inspects all the corners of furniture. My heart lifts at seeing him again, at having two of my males close once more.

      A large board holds drawings of the main creatures we’ve run into thus far: mutated semi-visible sclices, Yocklol trees, the Night Guard. Arisha is pinning Han’s picture to the board as we come in, the sheet dropping from nervous fingers at the sight of Coal.

      Walking forward with a quick brow-rising glance at the enormous wolf scratching his shoulder on a table leg, Coal picks the drawing up off the floor and hands it to my friend. “You didn’t know I was coming here?” He frowns. “Actually, I’m not really sure where I am.”

      “You’re in the library,” Arisha says helpfully.

      Coal lifts a brow. “That explains the books.”

      “You are at a meeting of the Protector’s Guild.” Finally recovering herself, Arisha takes the sheet from him. “And yes, I knew you were coming. But knowing and seeing are two different things.” Pushing up her glasses, she looks over at me with a small frown. “How are we going to do this?”

      I lean down to rub Shade’s gray fur, the wolf licking my face in greeting. “With introductions.” Standing, I square my shoulders and turn to a dazed-looking Coal, who still can’t seem to look away from Shade, perhaps recognizing him as the wolf who attacked him a month ago in Sage’s office. “Welcome to the Protector’s Guild, where we try to keep the mortal world safe from the dark forces eager to take advantage of the crumpling wards keeping magic at bay. You will work out the details as we go along, I’m sure. Meanwhile, I’ve been out of action for a few days. Where does that leave us, Gavriel?”

      The librarian smiles at me, his brown eyes betraying only a hint of worry. “Basic patrol pattern tonight. Get your bearings back as you check on the remaining Yocklols and see if you can mark any signs of the Night Guard making themselves comfortable. I’ve your fighting leathers here.”

      Coal’s eyes widen almost comically as I start pulling out weapons and my leather jerkin, the familiar feel of my tools already waking my senses. I’m ready to go back into the woods, to reach into the cords of magic that are waking, slowly but surely. Shade’s healing mended my flesh the day the Night Guard attacked, and the connection with Coal’s strange power has made itself clear as well. With Tye’s fire magic escaping its shackles for a moment during the fight with Han, the pattern is too plain to ignore.

      The wards are crumbling. But as my adversaries get stronger, so do I.

      “Please tell me you are jesting, Osprey,” says Coal, his voice echoing over the whisper of papers shuffling and tightening of leather stays. He twists to Gavriel when I fail to answer. “In that case, tell me you have more gear in there.”

      I feel a corner of my mouth lift as I sheath my sword down the length of my spine. “The Great Falls area is the zero point for the wards’ weakness. Once your arm heals, there will be plenty to do. For tonight, it will be Ruffle and me.” Shade yips softly and presses against my side, eyeing Coal warily.

      Coal runs his good hand over his face, his head shaking. “Don’t ever let River learn of this, Osprey,” he mutters before turning to Gavriel. “Should I be taking notes?”
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