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			For all the misfits who love to bend the rules.

			And live to break them.
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			Citizens of Ethyrios

			FAE

			Nearly immortal, magical, humanoid beings. Descendants of the High Gods. 

			Divided into three sub-species. 


			Windriders: Winged sub-species, both of feather and of flesh. Ability to fly. Ability to manipulate air and control wind. Descendants of Anaemos.


			Beastrunners: Sub-species of mammalian bi-forms. Ability to switch between beast and humanoid forms at will. Descendants of Faurana.

Deathstalkers: Venomous sub-species. Ability to paralyze another Fae with a bite from their three-inch fangs. A full Deathstalker bite is instantly fatal for humans. Descendants of Stygios.

			HUMANS

			Mortal and non-magical. No sub-species.

		

	
		
			Gods of Ethyrios

			HIGH GODS

			Anaemos: The Father, High God of Spirit and Sky

			Faurana: The Mother, High Goddess of 

			Land and Life

			Stygios: The Reaper, High God of Death and Destruction

			GODS

			Letha: The Stranger, Goddess of Oblivion

			Nemosyna: The Chronicler, Goddess of Memory

			Dienses: The Jester, God of Merriment

			Amatu: The Lover, Goddess of Love

			Vestan: The Warrior, God of War

			Thakavi: The Scholar, God of Wisdom

			Ker: The Killer, Goddess of Violence

			The Fallen Goddess: Little is known about this Goddess, as her story has been stripped from Ethyrios’s histories
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			Chapter One

			Shrouded Sister Cassandra Fortin was breaking at least three of her order’s rules. 

			Given it was nearly midnight, she should have been asleep at the Temple, not lurking across the street from this manor.

			And she certainly shouldn’t be in possession of an extracted memory—pilfered from a supplicant—that revealed the combination to a safe.

			And she definitely shouldn’t be planning to open that safe and steal a diamond necklace.

			But this wasn’t the first night Cassandra had broken the rules. It wasn’t even the tenth. And it likely wouldn’t be the last. 

			Now if she could just identify the specific room which held the blasted device.

			She scowled at the number of windows peering back at her from the white brick manor. 

			She knew she was looking for a bedroom. And the supplicant who’d graced Cassandra’s extraction chair at the Temple had appeared old enough to prefer a lower-level one. But the woman’s meticulously maintained facade had suggested pride and vanity. Surely someone so determined to mask the ravages of time would insist on a second-floor bedroom. I can still manage the stairs, Cassandra could imagine the woman saying.

			Even if Cassandra broke in through the wrong window, she could search for the correct room once inside. But the more rooms she entered, the more traces of herself—and her scent—she could leave for the Vestian Guards. No doubt the Fae warriors would be called to investigate once the woman realized her necklace was missing.

			Cassandra leaned back against a lush oak tree, then startled at a faint snap from above. Only leaves rippling in the night’s gentle breeze stared back.

			“Woman up,” she muttered, an unwelcome flutter tumbling through her stomach. Like her nerves were trying to eat their way out.

			Second story, middle window, just above the balcony atop the portico. Even if it wasn’t the right room, it’d be the easiest of the top-floor windows to enter. 

			Cassandra crept across the street, then scaled the towering black iron fence ringing the property. Landing on the freshly trimmed lawn with a gentle thud, she exhaled a relieved breath that no lights blazed to life within the moonlit manor.

			After checking the street one final time, she rushed towards the garden bed next to the portico and nestled behind the groomed hedges, scanning the wall for jutting bricks to use as hand- or footholds. 

			Nothing. The unnaturally smooth surface had been constructed by Fae, no doubt. Such amenities were not out of place here in Heronswood, this swanky neighborhood filled with mortal sycophants and Empire-loving bootlickers. Only the colonies’ few wealthy humans enjoyed the technological advancements provided by the Fae Empire and their magic. 

			Cassandra wedged herself between a column and the wall, then shimmied up towards the balcony. Hoisting herself onto the ledge, she swung her legs over the railing and strode to the window. 

			She peered inside, then said a prayer of thanks to the High Gods that the room was unoccupied and, Anaemos be praised, the window was unlocked. Such a thing would never occur in the poor neighborhoods surrounding the Temple. What a luxury—to be so blissfully unconcerned about the security of one’s environment.

			Cassandra inched the window upwards, then slipped inside to find a large desk flanked by two floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. A study belonging to the woman’s husband, perhaps? Not that a study would necessarily belong to a man. But something about the muted decoration and lingering sweet tang of pipe smoke signaled a masculine space. 

			She padded through the study, grateful for the plush carpet swallowing her footsteps, even though she knew the house was empty. Was mostly sure the house was empty.

			She paused at the doorway, awaiting any sign of life. Hearing only a whisper of wind against the window behind her, she stepped into the hallway. Wooden floor panels creaked and glowing blades of silver light sliced through the corridor. She moved more swiftly now—she’d lingered too long outside.

			An open door at the end of the hallway revealed a peek of the four-poster bed she’d seen in the stolen memory. Breathing a sigh of relief, she strode into the bedroom, then opened a pair of double doors.

			Bile rose up Cassandra’s throat as she surveyed the massive closet’s contents—enough clothes, shoes, handbags, and accessories to fill an entire shop. How many poor families in the colonies could have been helped by the tens of thousands of drachas it had cost to acquire such a wardrobe? 

			Cassandra rushed towards the charcoal metal safe in the corner, then typed in the combination she’d viewed so many times in the stolen memory. Her stomach unclenched at the tell-tale click, then the door swung open to reveal shelves full of black velvet boxes.

			She resisted the urge to tear through them all, didn’t want to waste more time rummaging through piles and piles of boxes. And she couldn’t risk taking more than one anyway. 

			She plucked a square box from the bottom shelf, then gasped upon lifting the lid. 

			The necklace was even more ostentatious up close.

			Increasing in size from a gold clasp, white diamonds flowed toward a deep blue stunner the size of a robin’s egg in the center. Light glittered off the facets and a shiver ran down Cassandra’s spine. How could any human family afford such an extravagance?

			Cassandra tucked the box into her leather satchel, then shut the door to the safe. She paused in the bedroom, listening for movement within or outside the house. 

			The answering silence spurred her forward, and she exited the manor through the same window she’d entered.

			The nagging voice in her head warned that this had been far too easy. She smothered it, countering that all her previous robberies had run smoothly thanks to her meticulous planning. 

			Not to mention she had the perfect cover. 

			Who would ever suspect a Shrouded Sister of thievery?

			She jumped off the balcony, bending her knees as she landed to cushion the impact.

			Before she could stand upright, a strong arm curled around her waist and a large hand fell over her mouth, stifling her scream. She was hauled off her feet and crushed against a hard, unmistakably male chest.

			A deep voice rumbled into her ear.

			“Hello, tiny thief.”
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			Chapter Two

			Officer Tristan Saros was bored out of his fucking mind.

			Perched on a branch in the sizable oak tree across from the Pagonis manor in Heronswood, his long legs dangling and his iridescent black wings tucked against his back, he silently cursed this shit assignment. Even though he knew it was his own fault. 

			Several days ago, Vicereine Lykan had strutted into the barracks yard, interrupting the Vestian Guards during training. The echo of clashed daggers and the whine of stun pistols reverberated into the abrupt silence as all twenty-seven of Tristan’s brothers- and sisters-in-arms paused their sparring.

			“At ease, Officers,” the Vicereine shouted, flaring her golden wings in a show of dominance. She displayed not a hint of intimidation despite the winged killing machines surrounding her. 

			All of the highest-ranking Imperial officials, including the Vestian Guards, were Windriders, descendants of Anaemos the Father, High God of Spirit and Sky. Windriders were the only sub-species of Fae to possess elemental magic. They were also the only sub-species with wings—mostly feathered, though a few breeds did sport membranous ones. 

			“I’m looking for volunteers to patrol the streets of Heronswood this Thursday during my annual Midsummer Ball,” Lykan addressed the gathered crowd. “Any takers?”

			The Vicereine loved to play this game. She didn’t need to seek volunteers. By virtue of her position as the Emperor’s representative, she held sway over all the colonies’ legions and could have merely ordered the Guards to do her bidding. Instead, she let them pretend they had a choice before commanding them to do whatever she wanted in the first place. A blatant power play that never failed to irk Tristan.

			Wiping the sweat from his brow, he approached the Vicereine while his fellow cowards-in-arms kept mum.

			“Given the uptick in illegal emotion feedings on humans downtown, don’t you think we’d be better served increasing our presence there?” Tristan towered over the female, did not sheath his dagger, a casually disrespectful stance. “Heronswood will be empty since all the rich mortals will be at your palace that night. I can’t imagine there’ll be much to patrol.” 

			Tristan often struggled to keep his mouth shut in the face of authority. It had cost him over his two centuries in the colonies.

			The Vicereine wasn’t cowed in the slightest. Her ice-blond hair glistened like the razor-sharp edge of a cut diamond as she dragged her eyes down his body. A different but no less powerful show of dominance. “Well, Officer Saros, I do believe you’re right. And here I was hoping to gain ten volunteers for the task when it seems like just one will do.”

			Tristan sheathed his dagger, drew himself to attention by tucking his wings, and schooled his features into a blank expression. He stifled the groan that threatened to get him into even more trouble with the haughty Fae female. He should’ve known better than to appeal on behalf of the city’s mortals, whom the Vicereine respected only as far as the Accords forced her.

			The Vicereine turned, whipping Tristan in the face with her shimmering gold wings, and barked her orders to the rest of the Vestians: “I expect you all at the palace, armed and in your dress uniforms, no later than one o’clock on Midsummer’s Day.” 

			Her pale blue eyes sparkled as she swiveled back to Tristan. A spider poised to strike at the fly in its trap. 

			“Saros, you’ve earned yourself overnight duty in Heronswood.” She sauntered up to him, placing her cool hand against his cheek. “I do hope the night will be as uneventful as you suggest. If I hear of any trouble, if even so much as a house cat goes missing, I’ll station you in the sewers for a month.” She ran her thumb across his lips, then gave him a not-so-gentle slap, both gestures meant to remind him of her ownership.

			“Yes, Your Excellence,” Tristan had grumbled. He knew better than to push. The Vicereine would make good on that threat, or worse, if she felt her power being challenged. 

			And so he found himself tonight sitting in a tree like a fucking oversized raven, counting down the hours until dawn when he could fly back to the barracks and his bed. 

			At least there was a pleasant breeze tonight, a welcome respite from the stifling heat of a typical summer day in the colonies. It rustled through the treetop, ruffled his feathers, and tugged at his few loose strands of black hair.

			He didn’t regret missing the Midsummer Ball, had been to plenty of gatherings at the Vicereine’s palace. Had seen enough ass-kissing mortal gentlemen, broken up enough drunken brawls, been propositioned by enough preening trophy wives—and a few of their husbands—to predict exactly what kinds of tales his fellow Guards would recount tomorrow.

			But at least he wouldn’t have been so damned bored.

			“Fuck this,” he grumbled. He braced his hands on the branch, about to take flight and seek out some real action downtown, when he noticed a lone, black-clad figure creeping up the street.

			The figure darted from tree to tree, pausing behind each and making its way toward the very oak Tristan occupied.

			Fear of invoking the Vicereine’s threat, which he’d been ready to risk a moment ago, kept Tristan from launching skyward. 

			And alright, he could admit he was a little curious. The figure was so small, he assumed it had to be a child. A young boy if Tristan had to guess. 

			What would a child be doing alone in Heronswood tonight?  

			Tristan folded his wings into a cocoon around his body, then shook them, shifting his iridescent feathers to mimic his surroundings. 

			Tristan was a Ghostwalker, a rare breed of Windrider who could hide in plain sight thanks to wings lined with camouflaging feathers. If the boy happened to look up, he would see nothing but an empty treetop. 

			Peering through a crack in his wings, Tristan watched as the boy stopped beneath the tree, then turned to face the manor. 

			The boy’s gaze fixed on the white brick building for what seemed like an eternity. Surely the boy didn’t intend to burgle the Pagonis family, the most well-connected humans in the colonies, did he?

			Leaning against the trunk, the boy huffed a breath, and Tristan bent forward to catch a glimpse of his face. A twig snapped as Tristan shifted, and he held his breath as the boy’s gaze shot upward, his face concealed beneath a hood. Damn. 

			The boy’s scent drifted up, an aftereffect of the sudden movement. Human. And female? Interesting.

			The girl noticed nothing amiss in the treetop and glanced back toward the manor. She muttered something so quietly that Tristan couldn’t decipher it, even with his supernatural hearing. The girl pushed off the tree and strode toward the property.

			Tristan watched, impressed, as the girl scaled the fence, then paused at the top before dropping onto the sloping lawn.

			“What are you playing at?” Tristan murmured.

			The girl slid behind the hedges framing the portico, then shot into the space between the left column and the wall, legs splayed as she climbed toward the balcony.

			Tristan’s lips curled in amusement as the girl dragged herself over the railing and approached the window. Agile, for a mortal. And performing such feats with the nervous, crackling energy he’d scented on her was doubly impressive.

			The girl managed to open the window without breaking it. Had Pagonis really left it unlocked? So careless. 

			Tristan’s breath caught as he gawked at what was most assuredly not a young girl’s ass wiggling atop the sill. The appealing swell signaled a maturity at odds with the woman’s small stature.

			Now Tristan was truly intrigued.

			The woman squeezed inside, and Tristan waited a few moments before unfurling his wings and shooting from his perch with a few powerful flaps. Summoning the wind to cast an updraft, he glided silently across the manicured lawn and landed on the balcony. Through the window, he glimpsed the woman exiting the room into a darkened corridor. 

			Tristan had a decision to make. 

			Should he barge in and apprehend the woman before she committed her crime? Should he hover at another window, hoping she’d notice him and flee in terror? 

			No, he was too curious about her intentions to pursue either course of action. Better to wait, ambush her, and see what answers he could shake loose with his masterful interrogation skills. 

			With his towering height and massive muscles—not to mention the colossal black wings—he was a monster many humans feared. 

			This tiny woman would be cowering in no time.

			Tristan leapt off the balcony, crawled beneath the portico, and tucked in his wings.

			And waited in the shadows for his prey to appear.
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			Chapter Three

			Cassandra’s heart pounded against her ribs, and she could barely manage a breath with the massive hand clenched over her mouth. She tried to wrench free of the heavily muscled arms, but the more she struggled, the tighter they became.

			An amused chuckle stoked her rage. She had to try a different tactic if she had any hope of escape.

			Recalling the lessons her father had taught her about misdirection, she let her limbs slacken in her captor’s arms.

			It worked. As soon as the hand loosened, she bit down onto a long index finger, relishing the pained yelp, then whipped her head back and smashed her assailant’s chin. 

			The arm around her waist fell and she dropped, preparing to dash away. She took two steps before he grabbed her wrist and spun her.

			Fear tightened her chest and her breathing quickened as he snatched her other wrist, then folded her arms over her chest and pushed her against a column, her satchel digging into her back.

			“That wasn’t very polite,” he snarled, working his jaw back and forth to shake off the hit.

			Her hood had shifted lower during the struggle, and she could see only a sliver of his strong jawline. She grinned at the red welt from her earlier blow, though it was already fading. A dead giveaway—besides the supernatural strength and unyielding muscles—that her captor was Fae.

			He cupped his free hand behind her head and leaned in, the gesture so like a lover’s that her heart began to pound. She knew he could hear it, could scent her fear and confusion. She was unaccustomed to feeling so vulnerable, fully aware of her fragile mortality.

			He yanked her hood off in a swift, brutal swipe, and her panicked eyes widened despite the entirely different emotion that coursed through her, weakening her knees.

			Glowering down at her was the most breathtaking male she’d ever seen, his grimace doing nothing to mar his handsome features. Moonlight gleamed in his ink-black hair, the bulk gathered at the base of his skull while a few loose strands swayed in the aftermath of their struggle. Full, dark eyebrows stood out against his tanned skin, and his golden-brown eyes simmered with fiery anger. Though she swore she’d seen something else flash through them when he’d tugged off her hood. An ancient, wild power thrummed through his muscular body, prickling the tiny hairs along her limbs.

			She glared up—and up; he was at least a foot taller than her—at her striking captor, taking note of his dark leather uniform and the two enormous black wings rising above his shoulders. The wind stirred his feathers, making them shimmer as if winking at her. 

			A Vestian Guard. 

			Shoot, shoot, shoot.

			“Well, tiny thief, here’s how this is going to go,” the Guard murmured in a deep baritone, dark and silky like liquid shadows. “You’re going to explain what you were doing here tonight with your criminal acrobatics—the truth. If you cooperate, I might be able to spare you from being shipped to Tartarus for the rest of your short, mortal life.”

			Cassandra narrowed her eyes at the insult, even as shivery panic overtook her at the threat of the notorious Fae prison on the continent. And he wasn’t wrong about the length of her existence. 

			“But I’ll only be merciful if you play nice,” he smirked, kicking up the side of his mouth and revealing a dimple that flipped her stomach. “No more biting or head-butting, please.”

			At least he had some manners.

			Cassandra remained tight-lipped, her eyes defiant as she held his gaze and considered what angle to play. 

			She relaxed into the imperious expression she’d seen on the few wealthy humans throughout the colonies, then sucked in a deep breath to calm her galloping heartbeat.

			“I’m afraid this has all been an unfortunate misunderstanding, Officer.” A shy smile played on her lips as she gazed up at him through her lashes, hoping she looked contrite. “This is my home. I live here with my parents. I was out with friends tonight and realized I’d forgotten my key. As you must know, my parents are at the ball at the Vicereine’s palace, so I had to improvise to retrieve it.”

			The Guard’s wide, sensuous mouth split into a dazzling smile, exposing snow-white teeth and dangerously sharp canines. He threw his head back in a booming laugh that shook his wings and tightened Cassandra’s scalp. 

			“Try again,” he said, his eyes shining. “I’ll admit your technique is impressive. Your heartbeat remained remarkably calm throughout those lies. But I’ve been dealing with skillful liars for two centuries and that, tiny thief, is the oldest bullshit excuse in the book.”

			She bristled at his foul language. Though Cassandra had plenty of vices, swearing was not one of them.

			“How dare you question my integrity! When my father hears of how you’ve manhandled me, he’ll report your impudence directly to the Vicereine.”

			The grin plastered on the Vestian’s face did not falter.

			“Oh really?” He tilted his head—a jungle cat about to pounce. “What’s your father’s last name?”
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Tristan was having a blast.

			Well, aside from the biting and the head-butting. Though he felt no lingering sting of pain from either wound; his Fae body healed quickly. And truth be told, a deep-down part of him roused at the woman’s audacity. Not many humans would dare fight back against his species.

			And Tristan knew without a doubt he’d just caught her. Forgot her key! The fact that she’d even tried that story on him meant she was either unspeakably brave or incredibly naïve—maybe both.

			He awaited her reply, refusing to tear his gaze from her face or wipe the shit-eating grin from his. Moves designed to intimidate, though the gaze was doing unusual things to his stomach. 

			Her eyelids fluttered, long, dark eyelashes framing pale blue-gray irises. She had a smattering of freckles spilling from cheek to cheek across her pert nose, and as she exhaled a soft breath, his attention turned to her berry-colored lips, the lower much fuller than the upper. 

			Though she did not possess the ethereal grace of a Fae female, there was something about the husky confidence in her voice and daring spark in her eyes that drew him in. She seemed willfully ignorant of how small and fragile she was. And during his initial attempts to restrain her, he couldn’t help but notice the pleasant softness of her body. 

			His sudden awareness of their proximity stirred something low in his gut. 

			Tristan had always had a weakness for mortal women.

			“His l-last n-name?” Dread glazed her eyes.

			Her dismay caught him off-guard, and as he took a small step backward, her expression hardened and she kicked him in the shin. Hard.

			He grunted at the jolt of pain and she jerked out of his grasp. Using his quick Fae reflexes, he slipped her satchel from her shoulders as she scurried away. 

			He waited until she was halfway to the fence before he shot after her, snatching her wrist and spinning her around to face him. 

			Dangling the bag from his outstretched fingers, he mockingly waved it out of her reach. “You wouldn’t want to forget your key again, would you, sweetheart?”

			Snarling, she swiped her free arm at the satchel. “Give that back.”

			Tristan huffed a laugh, shaking his head in disbelief. She looked as pissed as a wet cat, but he could hear her racing pulse and scent the tang of her fear, even as she refused to back down. 

			This woman had nerves of steel.

			“You do realize I caught you breaking and entering tonight, right?” He released her wrist; she wouldn’t dare run again after he’d just shown her how fast he could move. “And since I’m duty-bound to enforce the Empire’s laws, I could haul your ass away this second and throw you upon the Vicereine’s mercy. Which you know as well as I do that she has precious little of.”

			“If you were going to haul me away, you would have done it already,” she bit back, seeing right through him. “Why are you hesitating?”

			Good fucking question. 

			Why was he hesitating? 

			Perhaps it was the thought of telling the Vicereine that he’d been wrong to anticipate an uneventful evening. Things had gone so spectacularly sideways that he’d probably end up stationed in the sewers for two months. 

			But Tristan knew there was something beyond that: a curiosity about this woman that stopped him from crossing a point of no return, becoming her eternal enemy. He’d scented her attraction beneath the panic when he’d pulled her hood off. 

			Although at the moment, she looked like she wanted to claw his face off. A disturbing shiver of pleasure rattled his feathers.

			He swallowed as he broke her gaze, glancing at the satchel grasped in his large hands and refusing to answer her question.

			“Let’s find out the real reason you came here tonight.” He drew up the flap and retrieved a square velvet box.

			“Wait!” she shouted as she reached for it, revealing a familiar symbol on the inside of her wrist.

			He promptly dropped both the box and the satchel, then grabbed her forearm and flattened her against his chest. He pinned her other arm, then bent over to wedge her head under his chin. He’d learned better than to underestimate this spicy little thing. 

			Exposing her pale wrist to the moonlight, he swept his thumb over the black tattoo, and she sucked in a sharp breath. 

			The two stacked, wavy lines inked just beneath the base of her palm symbolized Letha, the Stranger, Goddess of Oblivion and namesake of the four Temples scattered throughout the mortal colonies.

			“You’re a Shrouded Sister?” Tristan choked out.

			Tristan hadn’t encountered many Shrouded Sisters in his life. Fae didn’t often participate in the memory extraction ritual and thus he had no need to visit the Temples. 

			Save once. A very long time ago. 

			These days, he only visited for professional reasons. Even the Temples were not sacred to the criminals who stalked the colonies. 

			And the Sisters occasionally assisted the Vestians if an investigation required their memory pulling and viewing services. In those instances, the Sisters had certainly lived up to their code: Modesty. Chastity. Service. They were helpful, if not overly friendly, answering his questions succinctly and wanting to be rid of him. 

			None of what he knew of the Sisters—their casual grace and quiet air of servitude—jived with the hellion squirming in his arms. 

			A Shrouded Sister? 

			Impossible. 

			And quite a waste, given their chastity vows.

			Tristan detected the shift in her scent as the tension melted from her body. As if she realized her lies and struggles had been pointless, and she was truly at his mercy. Yet he was hesitant to release her. She’d shown off impressive skills of manipulation tonight.

			“Yes,” she murmured, so softly he barely heard her. 

			He released her from his grip, and she peered up at him, fiercely searching his eyes for some clue about how to proceed.

			Tristan had performed enough interrogations to know it was wisest to wait. Let the quarry squirm. 

			She pulled her long, chocolate braid over her shoulder and exhaled a lengthy sigh, never breaking his gaze. 

			Bold, even in defeat, this one.

			“You’ve got the wrong idea about what I was doing here tonight,” she whispered.

			“So, you weren’t illegally entering the premises to steal whatever is in that black box?” Tristan countered, cocking his head.

			“Yes, of course that’s what I was doing,” she hissed, her fire returning.

			She took a deep breath, settling herself. “But I need you to understand why,” she insisted, her smoky blue eyes pleading. The look on her face was so genuinely tortured, the scent of her desperation so potent, that he had to stop himself from folding her into a comforting embrace.

			She bent down to retrieve the velvet box, then pried open the lid and revealed an extravagant diamond necklace.

			Tristan let out a low whistle. “Seems rather flashy for a Shrouded Sister, no?” He shot her a teasing grin.

			“I have expensive taste.” 

			The corner of her mouth quirked upwards before her amusement faded, and Tristan waited to hear what had driven a Shrouded Sister to larceny.

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Chapter Four

			Cassandra closed the box and placed it atop her satchel in the damp grass. The Fae warrior before her was ferociously lethal, armed with both a dagger and stun pistol hanging at his hips. Though she thrilled at the few blows she’d managed to land, she was no match for him physically.

			But there was a gentleness in his expressive, honey-brown eyes that she’d never found in the eyes of other Vestian Guards. He hadn’t explained his hesitation to arrest her, had looked away instead, as if trying to hide the truth within his gaze. 

			For some unfathomable reason, she felt safe enough to share her secret. Felt he might understand.

			Years of viewing memories had given Cassandra a depth of insight into people’s thoughts and motivations. Her instincts about whom to trust had rarely been wrong. True, he was Fae, not human, but judging an individual based solely on species would make her no better than the intolerant humans and Fae that she, well, judged.

			Cassandra never dwelt on her decisions. Once made, she plunged ahead fearlessly, consequences be damned. And since she’d decided, maybe foolishly, to trust this Fae male, she held nothing back.

			“I didn’t steal the necklace for me. I’m planning to sell it and give the spoils to a young mother in the slums. Her husband died recently and she’s running out of money. She’s been visiting the Temple to sell her memories far too often. I’m afraid she may be one extraction away from obliviation.”

			The Guard’s eyebrows raised at the mention of obliviation, the cruel result of excessive memory extractions that transformed a human into a mute, mindless shell.

			“The payout from this necklace will guarantee her family’s future,” Cassandra said. “She’ll never have to visit the Temple again.”

			She refused to look away as her confession spilled from her lips. Searched his face for any sign of condemnation or disgust. She found neither, only a hint of sympathy and, even more surprisingly, concern.

			“Did you consider that this necklace belongs to someone else?” he asked.

			“What of it? There are hundreds of jewels in that woman’s overstuffed closet. She’ll likely never even notice it’s gone.” 

			The Guard’s frown signaled he didn’t find that likely at all. 

			“Even if she did, how is it fair that she and her husband can hoard this wealth when there are human families starving not miles from this street?”

			“Dangerous things to be questioning, tiny thief,” he admonished, and Cassandra held her breath. Maybe she had been wrong about him. “But I admit I often find myself wondering the same.”

			Shock parted Cassandra’s lips, and the Guard’s gaze darted to her mouth as he lowered his wings. As if unable to bear the conversation’s heavy turn.

			“I’m stunned you would admit that, especially to a human stranger,” she said.

			He shrugged. “I find your honesty refreshing. Especially after the lies you started with. Figured I could reward it with some of my own.”

			“I can’t imagine there are many of your species who would agree.”

			“You’d be surprised. The tensions between us are rising. Maybe not as bad as before the Accords, but close, if the stories I’ve heard of that time are true. There are enough of my kind who lived through those days and are not anxious to repeat them. Not to mention those of us who see your kind as more than cheap labor or the source of a quick fix.”

			She gaped at him. Of course, she could sense the tensions. She’d seen gruesome sights lately within her supplicants’ extracted memories. Fae hunting humans, forcing them into non-consensual emotion feedings in flagrant violation of the Accords. 

			But to hear there were Fae who supported the mortal cause, believed human existence was worth preserving? A spark of hope kindled in her chest.

			“Perhaps it is not our species that differentiate us, but our principles,” she pondered. “There are plenty of humans who would prefer to keep the balance of power in their favor by aligning themselves with the most vicious Fae.”

			“Too true. The house you burgled tonight belongs to the Pagonis family, the most influential in Ethyrios. The husband, Alcander, is practically the Vicereine’s right hand. He’s depraved, selling out his own people to stay in the Empire’s good graces. If he discovers what you’ve done, he will bay for your blood, even over an inconsequential piece of jewelry. His kind don’t take lightly to other people touching their things.”

			The color drained from Cassandra’s face. She’d heard rumors about Alcander Pagonis, whispers of the blood-soaked ways he’d earned his power, the trafficking dynasty he’d built to service the Fae’s basest needs at the expense of his own species. She’d known the manor’s owner had vast amounts of wealth and influence, but in her haste, she’d failed to put the pieces together. She hung her head, eyes stinging.

			The Vestian lifted her chin with a graceful index finger. “Look, despite my occupation, I’m sympathetic that these noble actions have landed you in a heaping pile of shit. Your motives touch even my cold, black heart,” he said with a lopsided grin and a hand on his chest, the statement about his heart contradicted by his earlier confessions. “Lucky for you, I am also motivated to keep tonight a secret.”

			“Why?”

			“I pushed back on the Vicereine when she asked the Vestians to patrol Heronswood tonight. Told her it would be a waste of resources. She forced me to come anyway, alone, and threatened me with a month of sewer patrol if anything went wrong. A sticky-fingered Shrouded Sister robbing the home of Ethyrios’s most dangerous mortal was not how I saw my night playing out.

			“So, tiny thief,” he continued with a rueful smile, “it seems you have landed us both in heaping piles of shit.”

			“Then why are you grinning like that?” she shouted, incredulous, unable to figure out how he was so flippant when all she wanted to do was seize up in panic, curl into a ball, and let the consequences trample over her.

			“Because I know how we can fix this,” he smirked, as if acknowledging a new co-conspirator. “In a way that allows you to achieve your plans for this necklace—which I hope you do, just to stick it to that Pagonis asshole—and gives me an untroubled conscience for not arresting you. Not to mention, spares me from lying to the Vicereine if she asks me to recall any criminal activity tonight.”

			“Enlighten me, Birdman,” she deadpanned. 

			His raucous, infectious laughter bounced through the quiet night, and it took all her willpower to stifle her own. She didn’t want to give him the satisfaction. Not yet.

			His eyes glittered as he surveyed her face, then he leaned into her, the soft strands of his hair tickling her cheek. “Take the memory from me,” he whispered. Goosebumps shivered down her neck as his warm breath caressed her ear.

			She jerked away. “You’re insane.”

			He crossed his arms over his broad chest, staring at her with a calm smile on the tempting lips she was trying, and failing, not to gawk at.

			“Are you afraid to try? Performance anxiety?” He flared his wings in a cocky taunt. 

			“No! It’s just—is it even possible?”

			“It’s possible,” he said, melancholy dampening his mocking grin. “I’ve had them extracted before.”

			Cassandra kept her voice level to mask her surprise. “When? And why?” In her eight years at the Temple, not a single Fae had graced her extraction chair.

			The Guard stared down at a faint red scar bisecting his left palm.

			“Some memories are meant to be forgotten,” he murmured, closing his hand before composing himself. “Besides, I don’t know you quite well enough yet to share my sob stories. And if you’re able to pull this off, soon I won’t know you at all.”

			An unexpected pang of sadness crumpled Cassandra’s chest, as if something was ending before it had scarcely begun.

			“Come on, Sister. Save us both from the piles of shit?”

			She snorted a reluctant laugh—despite his swearing—and placed the jewelry box inside her satchel. “Alright. But we need to go somewhere else to perform the ritual. If you wake up here, you might be able to piece together what happened.”

			“I’m flattered you think so highly of my investigative skills.” He aimed a smug smile at her, then, without warning, swept her into his arms and blasted into the sky.

			Her stomach dropped to her ankles as the ground rushed away, and she bit her lip to muffle the involuntary scream that tore from her lungs. Squeezing her eyes shut as the wind ripped at her braid, she clutched her satchel against her chest, needing something, anything, to cling to other than the powerful male body cradling her. She hadn’t been in a male’s arms since her father had carried her around as a child. This was a much different, though hardly unpleasant, sensation.

			“You’re missing the view,” he shouted over the rushing wind and his wings’ rhythmic flapping.

			“I’m good!” she squeaked.

			“Open your eyes, tiny thief,” he whispered. She squirmed at the heat of his lips so close to her cheek. “When are you ever going to be up this high again?”

			She cracked open a cautious eye to find him staring at her face. 

			“Gonna need to use them both to take it all in.” He flicked his chin towards the disorderly grid spreading out below them. “Look.”

			She opened her other eye and her fear gave way to wonder. She’d never seen the city of Thalenn from any perspective other than street level.

			“It looks so small from up here,” she marveled. 

			From Dienses Square, downtown Thalenn’s bustling central district, streets flowed in every direction and at all angles. Though most of the city was bathed in the soft, muted glow of flame-lit streetlamps, bursts of multicolored light from magically powered Fae signs peppered the darkness. The uncanny touches of modernity only made Thalenn’s squat brick buildings seem all the more antiquated. Certainly nothing like the glass and steel towers that dominated the continent’s gleaming, orderly metropolises.

			Hard to believe that such a concentrated area could be home to so many, more than half of Ethyrios’s human population. Plus the smattering of Fae who lived here, both the colony officials and continental exiles.

			Cassandra had never stepped foot out of the northern colonies, had barely been outside Thalenn proper, save for a few trips with her parents when she was younger. She wondered what it would be like to visit the other three islands of the colonies that housed the rest of Ethyrios’s humans, not to mention visiting the continent itself. Though it was extremely rare for a human to be granted that privilege. 

			How different had the world been before the Accords? Before the humans were forced to relinquish the continent to the Fae? 

			She gazed down at the rippling, inky waters of the Sea of Thetis splashing along Thalenn’s northern and eastern boundaries, then toward the Temple of Letha, the oldest, grandest structure in the city. The red-roofed Temple loomed atop a high hill on the western border, an ever-present reminder of the promises the humans had made to the Fae Empire. 

			In order to save their species from outright slavery or worse, extinction, the humans had abandoned their continental lands and agreed to sell their memories, the raw materials for Delirium. The liquid elixir replicated the high experienced by a Fae while feeding on a human’s emotions and was the most prized substance in Ethyrios. And the only thing keeping the peace between the two species for the past five centuries.

			Cassandra’s political ruminations evaporated as the Guard banked, aiming for a dark, crooked street just inside the wide avenue that ringed Dienses Square. 

			Her stomach had calmed, and as the Guard touched down on the cobblestones, Cassandra was surprised to find herself crestfallen that the flight was over. Flying was far more exhilarating than she’d expected. A small, wicked part of her insisted that the vehicle itself might have had something to do with her enjoyment.

			He set her on her feet across the street from a sleepy tavern, a Fae-only establishment based on the sign’s harsh yellow glare and indecipherable symbols.

			The Vestian nudged her toward a shadowy alcove underneath the awning of a clothing boutique long since shuttered for the night. “Wait here,” he whispered. 

			As he strode across the street, Cassandra smothered her rising anger that her kind was not welcome within the tavern. She watched through the window as his beautiful wings weaved through the sparse crowd of Fae.

			He emerged a few moments later, gripping three bottles of silver liquid in his enormous hands.

			He crossed the street to Cassandra, then twisted off the caps and handed her a bottle.

			“Am I supposed to drink this?” she asked, cocking a skeptical eyebrow at the luminescent elixir.

			“High Gods, no,” he laughed. “Have you had Delirium before?”

			“Shrouded Sisters aren’t allowed to ingest intoxicating substances,” she said primly.

			“And you always play by the rules.” His wink caused her insides to glow as brilliantly as the drink in her hand. “But in the case of Delirium, I’d agree with the order’s caution. It has interesting side effects for humans.” 

			“Like what?”

			“The few humans I know who’ve tasted it say it’s like living a hundred lives at once. Like the memories inside the drink come alive and take over your mind and body.”

			“That sounds…intense.”

			“Indeed,” he answered. “Just pour it out. And scatter the bottles around me after. Hopefully this evidence will inspire me to assume my memory is gone for an entirely different reason.”

			Both Cassandra and the Guard emptied the Delirium bottles into the street, and the glistening fluid flowed along the cobblestones into the sewer grate. Cassandra darted a wary glance towards the tavern, but no one was looking their way.

			The Guard laid the empty bottles at his feet, then turned and knelt on the ground before her, flaring his wings to give her access between them. He tilted his head back, straining the muscles in his thick neck, and his teasing smile returned. 

			“Be gentle.”

			She shook her head, laughing quietly. “Extracted memories need to be sealed in a vessel within thirty seconds of removal or they dissipate and are lost forever. I have nothing to contain this memory in, so once I pull it, it’s gone. Are you sure you want me to do this?” Cassandra asked, disturbed by her sudden, desperate wish for him to say no.

			His honey-brown eyes bore into hers and she could’ve sworn she saw regret flash through them. He nodded solemnly.

			“You’ll remember this night, tiny thief. When we see each other again, you choose whether to remind me or not.”

			She pulled her hood over her head and stepped between his wings. With one final peek towards the tavern to ensure they lacked an audience, she lowered her voice to the dulcet tones she used with supplicants.

			“Close your eyes and take a deep breath,” she whispered, watching his broad chest rise and fall. “That’s it. Now another. Focus on the memory you wish to sacrifice.”

			The rhythm of his breathing slowed and steadied. She paired her index and middle fingers together, and as soon as she touched them to the warm, smooth skin of his temples, he grabbed her wrist, and his eyes snapped open.

			“Wait. What’s your name?”

			She angled her hood just enough to see his face. “What does it matter now?” she whisper-shouted, Temple-soft vocal inflections discarded.

			“I need to know what to call you when you haunt my dreams,” he said, flashing her his widest, most charming smile yet.

			Her annoyance melted away with a quiet chuckle. “You should be so lucky. It’s Cassandra.”

			“Mine’s Tristan,” he responded in a low voice, even though she hadn’t asked. “It’s been a pleasure to know you, Cassandra.” Her stomach fluttered as he purred her name, rolling it off his tongue and savoring every syllable. “However briefly.”

			They stared at each other for a beat too long before Cassandra cleared her throat and tugged her hood down. “Right. Let’s get on with it.” She repeated her instructions and his breathing deepened. Massaging his temples in slow circles, she chanted the words that would draw the memory out of his head and into her hands.

			“Lui ganeth, lui cathona. Lui ganeth, lui cathona.” Out of body, out of mind. Words composed in an ancient Fae dialect. 

			The tingling memory crept up her fingers and gathered in her palms, cool and bubbly like fizzy water cascading over her fingertips. So different from human memories, which were warm and viscous like cupping a handful of heated honey without the stickiness.

			She continued to chant until Tristan’s lips parted, releasing the long exhalation that signaled the ritual’s completion. Cassandra stepped back, holding the shimmering, pale-gold light between her palms.

			Tristan’s eyes remained closed, and he swayed for a moment before collapsing onto his wings, hitting the ground at her feet with a heavy thud. The specks of light in her hands floated away, scattering in the night’s soft breeze. 

			Tristan’s breathing had slowed considerably, and he looked so peaceful—like a dark angel fallen from the skies. She leaned down to brush a strand of ebony hair off his forehead, drinking in his handsome face before securing her satchel and scurrying down the street.

			After one final glance toward the unconscious Fae warrior sprawled on the sidewalk and gilded by the moonlight, Cassandra began her long walk back to the Temple and, hopefully, to the welcome oblivion of sleep.
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			Chapter Five

			The peal of the Temple’s first morning bells roused Cassandra from her fitful slumber far too early. 

			Last night, she’d climbed through the window to her quarters as a lavender glow kissed the edges of the awakening sky. She guessed it was past four in the morning, confirmed by the clock on her nightstand. It was the latest she’d ever returned from a mission, due to all the distractions. 

			Well, there was really just the one distraction. 

			One very tall, handsome, muscled distraction that had monopolized her thoughts during the long walk back to the Temple grounds.

			Exhaustion weighing down her limbs, she crept into the modestly sized and sparsely furnished room she shared with her fellow Shrouded Sister and closest friend, Xenia Cirillo. 

			Two double beds framed the tall window at the back of the room, followed by two pine armoires containing everything in the world Cassandra and Xenia owned. Which was not much, given the Sisters’ stance on material possessions. 

			On Cassandra’s side, a door opened into a spacious bathing chamber with the one luxury the order allowed: a white marble bathtub that ran the entire length of one wall, sizable enough to fit four people. The two women shared it often, their sisterly bond suppressing any embarrassment they might have felt over seeing each other naked. 

			Branded into the exterior door, impossible to ignore, was the sigil of the Shrouded Sisters—the two stacked, wavy lines of the tattoo on every Sister’s right wrist encircled by the order’s code: Modesty. Chastity. Service. As if the High Gods, or at least Mother Superior, knew Cassandra and Xenia needed reminders of their vows before they exited their sanctuary. 

			Xenia slept like the dead, a trait Cassandra had long envied. And true to form, as Cassandra tip-toed into the room, Xenia snored softly, her tight blond curls splayed across her pillow. 

			While attempting to hide the pilfered necklace among her stash of stolen memories, Cassandra’s tired, clumsy hands dropped the velvet box and it clattered against the glowing, glass vials. Xenia barely stirred. Sucking in a wet, shuddering snore, Cassandra’s roommate flipped over and smacked her arm across her face. 

			Not that Cassandra worried about Xenia catching her in the act. Xenia was privy to all Cassandra’s questionable activities and even acted as an accomplice for the felonious endeavors. Who had been the original bad influence? Neither woman knew.

			Xenia was a year older than Cassandra, already a novitiate when Cassandra and her mother had arrived at the Temple eight years ago, having nowhere else to turn. Xenia had taken Cassandra into her care, her cheerful energy coaxing Cassandra out of the hard shell she’d built around herself to survive the most difficult year of her life. 

			Xenia had shared everything she was learning with the timid, angry girl. When Cassandra had started showing an interest and some aptitude for the work of the Shrouded Sisters, Mother Superior had given in to the girls’ request that they room together. Cassandra was certain the abbess now regretted that kindness. 

			The two young women had been inseparable ever since. 

			Groaning into her pillow as the bells continued their melodious assault, Cassandra pulled the soft cotton blanket over her head. 

			Xenia ripped the blanket away with a dramatic flourish, and Cassandra yelped, exposed to the cool morning air. 

			“Wakey, wakey, snowflakey!” Xenia leapt onto the bed, jostling Cassandra between her long, skinny legs.

			“Snowflakey?” Cassandra grumbled, pushing Xenia away as she sat up and ran a hand through her tangled hair. “That’s new.”

			Xenia flopped down cross-legged at the foot of Cassandra’s bed, her voluminous flaxen mane rising in chaotic tufts. “It’s because you’re one-of-a-kind! And stone-cold. And it rhymed.” 

			Xenia’s emerald eyes glinted with coiled energy, like a spring poised to explode into another carefree day. 

			Cassandra chuckled despite herself, her irritation with Xenia’s silly wake-up call fading. Xenia was the only person who could disarm Cassandra so effectively, her boundless optimism a counterweight to Cassandra’s cynicism.

			“What happened last night?” Xenia asked, wrapping a blond curl around her finger. “I waited up for you but must’ve passed out around one. You’re usually back before then. I was getting worried.”

			“Yeah, I could hear the concern in your snores when I finally did get back.”

			“For the last time, snowflakey, I do not snore!”

			“My ears would beg to differ. Also, that nickname’s gotta go.”

			“Whatever. You’re avoiding my question. Did you get what you were after?” Concern tightened Xenia’s typically wide-open features. Though Xenia never accompanied Cassandra during the robberies, at Cassandra’s insistence, she was no less invested in the outcomes. 

			“I did. But there were…complications. I got caught by a Vestian Guard.”

			“Oh, shit!” Xenia raised a hand to her bow-shaped lips. 

			Xenia did not share Cassandra’s aversion to cursing, though her friend was careful in front of the other Sisters. 

			Given all the vulgarity Cassandra had seen and heard in extracted memories, her reluctance towards swearing might have seemed strange. But why ding her virtue with a swear word when there were far more appealing ways to tarnish it? 

			Cassandra was saving up for bigger sins. 

			The intimate, limb-tangling sins she’d witnessed in that titillating cache of purloined memories beneath her bed.

			Her chastity vow didn’t expressly forbid watching.

			“Wait,” Xenia said, eyebrows creasing in confusion. “If you’re sitting here right now, that means—Bloody Stygios, Cass, did you kill a Vestian? You are such a badass!”

			“Of course not,” Cassandra chuckled, running a sphere-shaped golden pendant along the chain around her neck—a gift from her father before he’d died. Cassandra never wore it during her missions, for fear of losing it. She’d put it on the moment she’d returned last night. She guarded this only memento of her father fiercely. “Though it warms my heart that you believe me physically capable of such a thing.”

			“You’re the strongest person I know. If anyone could take down one of those self-righteous, winged pricks, it’d be you. Was it male or female?”

			Cassandra barked out a laugh. “Would the answer change your reaction?”

			Xenia shook her head. “Never. I know your capacity for violence is gender-neutral.”

			“The Guard was male,” Cassandra blurted, crossing her legs and facing Xenia. She’d been dying to tell her friend about the encounter, and had only waited until now due to her dogged exhaustion and unwillingness to disturb Xenia’s slumber the night before. “But he was different than any other Vestian I’ve ever met.”

			“In what way?” Xenia asked.

			“Well, as you can see, he didn’t harm or arrest me, even though he witnessed me breaking at least five of the Empire’s laws. And he had some unexpected opinions about relations between Fae and mortals. When I told him what I was planning to do, he…he didn’t balk. He encouraged me to go through with it.”

			Cassandra drifted off and Xenia snapped her fingers. “Hello? Where’d you go, Cass? Let me guess. He was also gorgeous. And now you’re fantasizing about having a tryst with a sensitive Fae warrior.”

			“What? No!” Cassandra protested. Too quickly, based on the knowing grin pulling at Xenia’s lips. “I mean, of course he was gorgeous. All Vestians are. But it doesn’t matter. You should’ve seen his face when he saw my tattoo and realized I was a Shrouded Sister!”

			Both women shrieked with laughter, then Xenia’s hilarity sputtered as she grabbed Cassandra’s shoulders. “If he knows you’re a Shrouded Sister, he knows where to find you. Maybe he let you go last night so he could arrest you in broad daylight, make a spectacle of you. And me! By the High Gods, do you think he knows I help you? That I pull your memories after? I can’t go to Tartarus. I look terrible in gray!”

			Cassandra swept Xenia into her arms, trying not to chuckle at her friend’s priorities. “I would never let anything happen to you, Zee.” Cassandra rested her chin in Xenia’s unruly hair, the curly strands tickling her cheeks. 

			Cassandra was grateful for the risks Xenia took on her behalf, pulling all Cassandra’s memories of the planning and execution of her completed robberies. As a precaution, the only detail Cassandra shared was the specific night of each robbery, mainly so Xenia wouldn’t worry about where she was.

			Xenia did not know what Cassandra was stealing, nor the intended victim, nor the recipient of the payout. And Xenia did not view the memories, letting them evaporate as soon as she pulled them from Cassandra’s mind. 

			Xenia did have to leave a few memories in place to ensure the continuation of their good works. The first was the initial conversation between Cassandra and Xenia when they’d come up with this plan. 

			The rest were Cassandra’s exchanges with the Broker, the mysterious and well-connected figure who ensured Cassandra got a fair price for the lifted treasures and that the goods couldn’t be traced back to her. 

			Xenia had no knowledge of that process other than it was taking place. 

			And Cassandra had orchestrated it so that she herself only needed two key pieces of information: where to drop the goods, which she concealed from herself by wrapping them beforehand, and where to pick up the drachas. Cassandra tallied robberies by counting the number of exchanges she could remember. 

			She and Xenia recognized and accepted the danger in their actions, and Anaemos spare them if they ever got caught or if Cassandra were ever obliviated. But they took comfort in knowing that many details of the crimes had dissolved along with Cassandra’s extracted memories. 

			Cassandra lifted Xenia’s tear-soaked face. “Besides, Tristan will never share what I’ve done with anyone.”

			Xenia scoffed, pulling her face from Cassandra’s hands. “Tristan? Well, if he trusted you with his name, then certainly you can trust him with our lives.”

			“That’s not what I meant, Zee. He made me pull his memory.”

			“Oh, thank the High Gods!” Xenia fell back onto the bed with a melodramatic exhale. 

			Not the reaction Cassandra expected. “You’re not shocked? I had no idea we could pull memories from the Fae! Why did you never tell me?”

			“You never asked.” Xenia shrugged.

			“How did you even—”

			The Temple bells clanged again, signaling quarter past the hour, and Xenia sprang from the bed. “To be continued. We’re going to be late for fitness training!” She rushed to her armoire to grab her black training attire, the same style as the attire Cassandra had worn last night. 

			And would be forced to wear again this morning, she realized with a sigh, since she’d not yet retrieved her other set from the laundry hall. 

			As she plucked the garments from the floor, Cassandra hoped the other Sisters wouldn’t notice how rumpled her thick leggings and skin-tight, long-sleeved shirt were. 

			At least the bulk of the stains were on her cloak, which she’d have time to wash before wearing again. She brought the cloak to her nose, and as she closed her eyes and inhaled, she caught a scent she hadn’t noticed until now. 

			An aroma of spicy woods filled her nostrils—like aged oak sprinkled with pepper. 

			Ancient and wild.

			And newly familiar.

			Perhaps she wouldn’t be washing the cloak after all.
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			Cassandra’s stomach rumbled as she and Xenia left the training ring, strolling beneath the path of honeysuckle-covered trellises connecting the Cloisters to the Temple.

			Catching the thick, fruity scent of the trumpet-shaped flowers, Cassandra felt serene and settled despite her growing hunger and the sheen of sweat coating her skin. 

			This morning’s training, the Flow, consisted of a series of poses combined with deep breathing that quelled Cassandra’s racing thoughts and made her feel present in her body. 

			As vessels of the Goddess Letha, Shrouded Sisters were expected to keep their bodies healthy and high-functioning. As such, they followed a regimented fitness schedule—body-weight calisthenics four times a week, the Flow twice a week, and the seventh day at rest. 

			Whenever possible, Cassandra arranged her robberies on a night before the Flow, knowing she’d need the peace of mind provided by the slow, graceful movements and meditative atmosphere.

			Falling behind the other Sisters to continue their interrupted conversation, Cassandra sidled up to Xenia, her head level with her friend’s chin. “How did you know we could pull memories from the Fae?”

			Xenia kept her eyes on the path, whispering out of the corner of her mouth, “There’s this big room inside the Temple, full of these things called books? They come from all over Ethyrios. Maybe you’ve heard of them?”

			Cassandra snickered, elbowing her friend. Of the two of them, Xenia was by far the more studious, spending nearly all her limited free time reading. 

			Whenever Cassandra couldn’t find Xenia, the library was the first place she looked. Nine times out of ten, Cassandra discovered her friend sprawled across an armchair, her long, slender limbs draped over the sides, nose-deep in a thick tome.

			Cassandra liked the idea of reading, but every time she cracked open a book, her mind took it as a challenge to distract her with the most out-of-the-blue thoughts it could conjure. She’d read the same sentence ten times before growing frustrated and giving up.

			“Seriously though,” Xenia continued, “I’ve come across several accounts of Fae memory extractions, especially in the years just after the Accords went into effect. It was done as a punishment. A criminal would be brought to a Temple, and a Sister would extract all memories except for the crimes, forcing them into obliviation with nothing to recall for the rest of eternity but their own brutality.” 

			Cassandra shuddered. No one deserved such a fate.

			Xenia shook her head, frizzy ponytail swaying, as if she could cast the gruesome image from her mind. “The only other examples I’ve found are when a Fae had experienced something so damaging that to leave the memory in place would’ve resulted in madness.”

			Fantastic. So, Tristan was either a deranged criminal or just deranged. But if either were true, what would he have been doing serving among the Vestians in the colonies? And if the former were true, how had he de-obliviated himself? 

			Not that any of these questions mattered. It was unlikely she’d ever see him again. And even if she did, he wouldn’t remember her. Best to push the thoughts of him from her mind. 

			Thoughts of his wicked grins and intense stares. Thoughts of his breath against her ear, his strong arms cradling her during that too-brief flight. Thoughts of the way his tongue had caressed her name with such sensual promise.

			“Wow, the Flow must’ve been harder than I thought,” Xenia said, breaking Cassandra’s trance. “You’re so shiny.”

			“I’m fine,” Cassandra grumbled, wiping the gathering sweat from her hairline and picking up her pace. “Let’s just get to breakfast. I’m starving.”

			Xenia rushed forward, looping an arm through Cassandra’s and raising a golden eyebrow. “I know what you’re hungry for, dirty birdy.”

			Both women broke apart into a fit of giggles, earning sharp looks from the other Sisters. They continued arm-in-arm down the path, buttery sunlight caressing their skin as they walked between the trellises. 

			At barely half-past seven in the morning, Cassandra could tell by the few gentle gusts of heated air that today would be a scorcher. Glancing up to the azure sky, she spied not a hint of cloud to soften the sun’s glare.

			Cassandra was grateful the buildings on the Temple grounds were blessed with Fae magic. Lights illuminated a dark room with the flick of a switch, water heated the instant it poured from a faucet, and spaces stayed blissfully cool or cozily warm regardless of the temperature outside. 

			Such comforts were rare in the colonies, a luxury only offered at the Temple, the homes in Heronswood, and a few Fae-run government buildings and establishments in downtown Thalenn.

			Since the Accords, the continent had thrived while the colonies remained frozen in time—fashion, culture, and industry stuck decades behind their Fae overlords. The Empire insisted that the infrastructure of the colonies couldn’t support ever-present magic due to the limited concentration of Fae. But Cassandra often wondered if it wasn’t yet another excuse to keep the colonies dependent, to ensure the constant stream of memories continued to flow.

			The two friends approached a grand sandstone facade, and Cassandra opened the heavy wooden door with a grunt. The Cloisters were divided into private living quarters for the Sisters on one side, common areas on the other. 

			Cassandra followed on Xenia’s heels as she stepped into the cavernous Great Room, a spartan yet cozy space crammed with whiskey-colored leather couches and armchairs arranged around low circular tables. In the corner, a towering stone fireplace patiently awaited cooler months.

			Along one wide expanse of wall hung depictions of Ethyrios’s deities. The High Gods, each rendered in the image of their Fae descendants, monitored the room from three grand oil paintings: Anaemos with his mighty wings, Faurana with her claws and lioness tail, and Stygios with his serpent’s eyes, fangs, and forked tongue. Smaller charcoal sketches of the lesser Gods stood sentry below, their human features drawn in strokes of black and gray.

			Avoiding the penetrating stares of the High Gods and weaving through the maze of seating, Cassandra followed Xenia through an arched opening into the dining hall. Two long oak tables, each large enough for twenty Sisters, spanned the bustling room. 

			The Sisters poured in, chattering in small groups. Though there were no official seating assignments, each Sister had claimed her own chair after eating three daily meals at the same tables for years. 

			Cassandra led the way to two chairs opposite each other at the far end of the table nearest the kitchen, which lay through another arched opening beyond the dining hall. 

			The two friends had purposefully positioned themselves as far as possible from Mother Superior, whose upholstered white chair loomed above the head of the other table. A throne fit for a queen compared to the simple wooden chairs the Sisters occupied. Cassandra had no doubt the Fae female had chosen it herself.

			Once the Sisters settled, Mother Superior floated in from the atrium, shooting Cassandra and Xenia an assessing scowl. 

			The abbess was a Beastrunner, a descendant of Faurana the Mother, High Goddess of Land and Life. The Fae sub-species of mammalian bi-forms could switch between beast and humanoid at will. 

			A polar bear bi-form from the farthest northern reaches of Ethyrios, Mother Superior had led the Thalenn arm of the Shrouded Sisters for almost five centuries since the Accords had stipulated the order’s founding. She’d ruled for so long that none of the Sisters knew her real name, or if she even had one. 

			Despite the length of her reign, Mother Superior appeared scarcely older than Cassandra. She radiated an icy beauty, courtesy of her angular features, deep brown eyes that appeared black from a distance, and chin-length platinum hair, a stark contrast to her mahogany skin. 

			The lithe, graceful female barely tolerated her two youngest Sisters, and Cassandra suspected the abbess could scent her and Xenia’s frustrations with the order’s rules and traditions.

			The Sisters fell silent and bowed their heads as Mother Superior’s navy-blue dress robes swished against the tiled floor. They knew better than to speak before the abbess allowed it. Cassandra scrutinized Mother Superior’s progress, searching for any sign of knowledge of Cassandra’s absence last night.

			“Eyes down, Sister Fortin,” Mother Superior quietly commanded without glancing in Cassandra’s direction. 

			The abbess’s voice rarely rose above a whisper, and the Sisters often had to strain to hear her morning declarations. The Fae female never shouted or yelled or seemed unruffled in any way. Her muted stillness was utterly terrifying given the beast that prowled beneath her skin. 

			Cassandra sometimes wondered what would happen if Mother Superior discovered how often Cassandra left the Temple, not to mention her activities during those illicit freedoms. Probably morph into her polar bear form and eat Cassandra alive, Faurana save her. 

			“You should be reflecting upon your many blessings before we share this meal.” The way Mother Superior emphasized the word many informed Cassandra that her blessings could easily become few.

			Bowing her head, Cassandra stared at her plate until she heard the scrape of Mother Superior’s chair followed by the abbess’s soft, singsong voice. “A rapturous morning to you all.” 

			As one, every Shrouded Sister lifted her head and turned toward the regal female now holding court.

			“We begin the day, as we begin all days, with thanks to Letha, the Stranger, our guiding Goddess of Oblivion. May her will continue to run true within each Shrouded Sister. Praise Letha!”

			“Praise Letha!” the Sisters responded in unison, each lifting a glass of water and drinking deeply. 

			Glasses clunked onto tables, and the room descended into silence as Mother Superior continued. “We must also beseech our High Gods, Anaemos, Faurana, and Stygios, to watch over Sister Kouris and protect her from harm as she walks the righteous path they have laid before her, whatever that may be.” The abbess closed her eyes, as if encouraging a moment of silence.

			Sister Kouris, a lanky, middle-aged woman with a nervous disposition, had disappeared a week ago, failing to show up for training one morning. Since the Sisters could find nothing amiss in Sister Kouris’s room, Mother Superior assumed the woman had abandoned the order. Desertions had occurred, though not often, throughout the years. 

			 After the briefest of pauses, Mother Superior opened her eyes and proclaimed, “Now let us eat.”

			Cassandra glanced toward Sister Kouris’s empty seat as dozens of pewter serving trays clattered onto the tables, placed by the obliviates, or livvies, who assisted in the kitchen. 

			Piling succulent berries, a steaming slice of eggs baked with tomato and onions, and a flaky pastry drenched in honey onto her plate, Cassandra said to Xenia, “Time for my morning story. Tell me something juicy from one of your books.” 

			Cassandra tore a chunk off her pastry and popped the sticky morsel into her mouth, chuckling at the raised eyebrows of their neighboring Sisters as her expressive friend whispered a bawdy tale.

			“And then, he thrust his throbbing—” Xenia stopped cold and pulled herself upright, her green eyes falling to her plate of half-eaten food.

			An ice-cold presence chilled Cassandra’s spine, and she turned in her chair to gaze up into the abbess’s placid face. Cassandra wondered if the female stalked as silently in her polar bear form.

			“Sister Fortin, your kitchen duty begins tonight. Dinner service. For one week.” Mother Superior’s dark eyes widened, betraying a subtle hint of amusement as she reminded Cassandra of the punishment she’d earned due to her tardiness to last night’s evening meal. She’d lost track of time reviewing Mistress Pagonis’s memory in preparation for the robbery.

			The irony was that Cassandra was never late. It was Xenia who was always showing up to training and shifts and meals just a few minutes after they’d started, too absorbed in one of her stories. 

			“Yes, Abbess,” Cassandra muttered, bowing her head deferentially, trying to hide her smile and stifle her excitement. 

			Cassandra didn’t want Mother Superior to realize that giving up her few unscheduled hours between shifts and dinner was no punishment at all, didn’t want the abbess to scent how much Cassandra loved helping in the kitchen. Despite her lack of skill in butchering meat, chopping vegetables, and stirring sauces, these tasks lent Cassandra the same peace she found during the Flow. The repetitive and purposeful motions soothed her active mind.

			Mother Superior glided out of the room, her robes hissing in her wake.

			Cassandra met Xenia’s sparkling green eyes with a broad grin. “Now, where were you? I think something piercing was about to happen.”

			Xenia giggled and continued her raunchy story. And despite the niggling worries about the stolen necklace and the abbess’s reprimands, Cassandra lost herself in her friend’s exuberant descriptions. 

			Surely the greatest blessing in her life had been finding this fellow misfit.
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			Chapter Six

			Tristan awoke to the unfamiliar sensation of a foot nudging his temple.

			He peeled his eyes open, only to slam them shut against the piercing light of dawn, using his other senses to decipher his surroundings.

			Based on the rough surface tugging at his feathers, he’d been sleeping on the ground. And based on the smells—stale piss, rotten garbage, and the creamy, sour funk of spilled Delirium—he was downtown. Dienses Square? What the fuck was he doing asleep on the ground downtown? And why was his head pounding so insistently?

			“Rough night?” a deep, craggy male voice inquired, not without a hint of amusement.

			Sitting up with a groan and cradling his throbbing forehead, Tristan slowly, carefully opened his eyes, taking a second to focus on an outstretched hand and the striking face of Maksym Rosopa. 

			Maksym was a councilor in the Vicereine’s government, representing the Heronswood district. Tristan wouldn’t go so far as to call Maksym a friend, but the two acquaintances had a shared interest in shenanigans, especially the kind that had likely taken place at the Midsummer Ball last night. 

			Maksym’s matte-green wings devoured the early morning light, a few of the feathers just as bent and askew as the male’s wayward clumps of silvery-gray hair. The Windrider wore a crumpled white shirt unbuttoned to the sternum, exposing a pale, muscular chest, and a pair of khaki pants with several questionable-looking dark spots. Mostly in the crotch area.

			“Maybe as rough as yours?” Tristan grunted, his tongue a dry, sticky lump in his mouth. He grabbed Maksym’s offered hand and pulled himself to wobbly feet as black dots bobbled across his vision. His head swam as he took a staggering step backward and knocked over an empty Delirium bottle. It rolled away before coming to a tinkling crash next to two others.

			Maksym chuckled, placing a strong hand on Tristan’s shoulder to steady him. “You missed quite the party, Saros.”

			“Been there, done that,” Tristan smirked, brushing strands of his dark hair out of his face.

			Maksym expelled an incredulous breath. “You’re too young to be bored by that scene already.” 

			Maksym had a few centuries on Tristan, who, at two hundred and twenty-eight years old, was one of the youngest Vestians. Though his charming swagger and natural air of authority inspired most of his fellow Guards to regard him as their de facto leader.

			“Birro’s wife was looking for you,” Maksym added with a sly smile.

			Tristan sighed, dipping his head into his hands. 

			Birro, a high-ranking mortal in the colonies’ treasury department, had a pretty young wife who Tristan had made the mistake of fucking during the Harvest Festival at the Vicereine’s palace a few months back. 

			Not that the sex itself had been a mistake. It had been satisfying, damn near acrobatic, and she’d had a blast. Four blasts, if Tristan wasn’t mistaken. And Birro didn’t give a shit. 

			But ever since, Birro’s wife wouldn’t leave Tristan alone, seeking him out at every one of the colony elite’s social events. He was running out of polite ways to reject her.

			“She the reason you ditched the party last night and volunteered to patrol my district?” Maksym asked.

			“I didn’t volunteer, I—” 

			Fuck. 

			He was supposed to be in Heronswood. 

			What the hell had happened last night?

			The last thing he remembered was telling his fellow Guards to enjoy the Ball before taking off toward Heronswood from the roof of the barracks. But when he tried to recall anything else from the previous night, he found only pitch-black emptiness in his mind. 

			He’d suffered through enough Delirium hangovers to know that even a few bottles could wreak havoc on a Fae’s short-term memory, especially one who didn’t drink it often. Entire days could be lost to the emotional symphony the elixir conducted in a Fae’s mind. It’s why he rarely messed with the stuff. Was thankful that, based on the evidence rolling around his feet, he’d only drunk three bottles last night. That he could see, anyway.

			He shook his head to clear the fog. “Shit, Maksym, I’m sorry.”

			“It’s fine,” Maksym laughed, rustling his evergreen wings. “I did a quick sweep through the neighborhood about an hour ago. All quiet, nothing out of place. Except you. You’ve covered for me enough times in the past that I thought I’d return the favor for once, decided to come looking for you before the Vicereine caught wind that you weren’t there. Stopped at the barracks first, but Zephyrus said you hadn’t come home yet. Imagine my shock finding you at the tail end of a Delirium bender, passed out on the streets of Dienses Square. Don’t worry though, I won’t say anything to her.”

			Tristan nodded gratefully, not needing to ask who her was. “I’ll make it up to you,” Tristan said, clapping the other male on the shoulder. “Go get some sleep. I’ll head over to Heronswood now and do a sweep myself. Maybe something will jog my memory, and I can figure out how in the name of Stygios I ended up here. You know this isn’t like me.”

			And it wasn’t. Sure, Tristan had participated in his fair share of devilry over the years, but never while on duty. He prided himself on his work ethic, on his dedication to protecting the inhabitants of the colonies—these Fae and mortals who had taken him in when he’d been at his lowest two hundred years ago.

			Maksym yawned. “Alright, I’m off. See you around, Saros.” 

			Merely witnessing Maksym flap his massive green wings and shoot into the sky set Tristan’s head spinning. Covering his mouth against a wave of nausea, Tristan strode into the street, figuring walking to Heronswood would be less jarring. And would help shake off his dizziness. He had patrol shifts in Dienses Square both tonight and tomorrow. 

			This fucking hangover better be gone by then.
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Tristan strolled down the wide oak-tree-lined avenues that crisscrossed Heronswood, spying nothing out of the ordinary, though the neighborhood was unusually quiet for a Friday morning. No servants milled about, watering flowers, opening windows, or setting out breakfast on the long sweeping porches that graced so many of these palatial homes.

			Even the quiet wasn’t suspicious since all Heronswood’s residents were likely recovering from last night’s revelry. Thanks to their supernatural healing abilities, the Fae could easily recover from the indulgences of the Midsummer Ball. Mortals needed quite a few more hours to get their wits back.  

			Tristan’s headache faded as he sucked in the fresh morning air, then he rounded a corner and came upon the Pagonis manor. His eye caught on something underneath the sprawling oak tree across the street, something glinting like a jewel in the early morning sunlight. His confusion spiked as he approached the object, then skyrocketed when he bent over and picked up a black iridescent feather—one of his feathers.

			He’d been here last night.

			But what would’ve caused him to abandon his post and head downtown to numb himself with Delirium, a substance he hadn’t consumed in months? Had he gotten spooked by something? He couldn’t imagine such a scenario. He would’ve sprung into action, not fled downtown like a coward.

			Or maybe he’d been right, and nothing had occurred here last night. So he’d let his annoyance with the Vicereine and her ridiculous assignment get the better of him, abandoned his post, and sought out a different diversion. But that didn’t seem plausible either. 

			Tucking the feather into his pocket and finally feeling capable of flight, he cast a gust into the ground and launched into the air, aiming for the northern edge of the city and the barracks. 

			He ruminated the entire short flight about what could have possibly compelled him to risk sewer patrol and neglect his duties.
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			Chapter Seven

			Cassandra hunched over her desk in the small chamber at the back of her extraction room, a veritable tomb of windowless gray stone walls and stale air occupying the lowest floors of the Temple of Letha.

			She’d just finished performing a memory extraction on Mistress Callas, the intended recipient of the payout from the stolen necklace. 

			The young widow, down to her last dracha, had begged Cassandra to take her memories, despite Cassandra’s warnings about obliviation. 

			The Fae Empire offered fifty drachas for each of the ten memories allowed to be pulled per sitting, enough to support a small family for a few weeks, if spent frugally. 

			However, the price offered for an extracted memory hadn’t been adjusted in almost a century, nor did it seem the new Emperor had any intention to do so. Meanwhile, the cost of living within the colonies was steadily increasing. 

			With employment opportunities dwindling and the colonies’ meager resources being funneled to the Fae on the continent, many men and women were selling more and more memories. A last resort transformed into their only means of survival. 

			Cassandra had given in, her compassion, as usual, overriding her good sense. She’d pulled ten memories from Mistress Callas without incident and was now in the process of viewing them.

			Though supplicants could sacrifice up to ten, they were only paid for the memories deemed emotionally potent enough to flavor the Delirium. Supplicants were encouraged to offer their strongest memories, good or bad—joyous reunions, bursts of anger, lustful embraces, moments of fear.

			An ache bloomed in Cassandra’s heart, growing deeper as she viewed each of Mistress Callas’s memories.

			The tenth and final offering showed Mistress Callas and her recently departed husband in the midst of an argument. Mistress Callas announced that she was pregnant with their third child and did not get a customary joyful response. Her husband was terrified of having another mouth to feed on his meager salary. Mistress Callas, devastated by his reaction, barraged her husband with unkind words. Words that he flung back at her until they were both red-faced and shouting. Master Callas relented first, taking his wife in his arms and apologizing for allowing his fear to overcome his happiness at the life they’d created together.

			The tenderness in his words, the gentleness with which he’d wrapped his wife in his arms, caused Cassandra’s heartache to spill down her cheeks in a watery trail. 

			The Callas family had never enjoyed an easy existence. They lived in a decrepit tenement building, existing paycheck to paycheck, constantly worried about whether they’d be able to pay their rent or afford their next meal. Worries that had only increased since Master Callas’s death. 

			But despite those hardships, Mistress Callas had experienced true joy. Love, even.

			Could Cassandra, with her comfortable, albeit colorless, life within the Temple say the same?

			She’d felt similar yearnings while viewing supplicants’ memories over the years, but they’d never hit this hard. She wondered if her encounter with a certain handsome, winged male had encouraged this unwelcome want.

			She was wiping away her tears when the alcove door above her desk swung open, and Sister Aritia’s ruddy, jolly face appeared within the window. The older woman’s dark-blue eyes sparked with their trademark mischievous twinkle then softened upon seeing Cassandra’s fraught expression.

			“Oh, my dear,” Sister Aritia whispered. “What’s wrong? Are you worried about Sister Kouris?”

			“No, it’s not that,” Cassandra answered, nearly chuckling before feeling a sting of guilt at her callousness. Sister Aritia seemed to be the only woman within the order still fretting over Sister Kouris’s disappearance.

			Sister Aritia gasped, bringing a hand to her throat. “Did you obliviate someone?”

			Cassandra blew out a frustrated breath. “Not yet. But a few more visits from this particular supplicant and I might answer differently.” 

			Sister Aritia leaned through the alcove, her two gray pigtails thumping onto the desk, and ran a thumb over the back of Cassandra’s palm. A comforting gesture to which Cassandra had grown accustomed, since Sister Cora Aritia, the mother hen and beating heart of the order, provided every Sister with a willing shoulder to cry on.

			“You’re as careful as anyone, Cassandra,” Cora sighed. “You can’t protect every supplicant from the whims of Letha. If she chooses to call them to Oblivion, we Sisters are powerless to stop her. Nor should you blame yourself, as we are mere vessels of the Goddess’s will.”

			Seeing her words had no effect on Cassandra’s troubled spirits, Cora increased her efforts. “Mistress Eklan gave me a few leftover blueberry tarts from dinner last night. Meet me in the Great Room after dinner. Bring Xenia, I have some books to return to her. I don’t know what dusty, abandoned corner of that library your roommate found such scandalous stories in, but I’m hoping she has more for me!” Cora offered a saucy wink. “We can stuff our faces and I’ll read you my favorite scenes. As long as you promise not to giggle. Nothing like a little sugar and spice to make everything nice again.” 

			Cassandra echoed Cora’s tinkling, infectious laughter. The older woman was such an interesting contrast of piety and hedonism. 

			“Xenia’s likely got all those scenes memorized.” Cassandra chuckled, squeezing the old woman’s hand. “Thank you, Cora. That sounds perfect.” 

			“See you later, my dear.” Cora waved her plump fingers and shut the small door to the alcove.

			Cassandra daydreamed about the payout from the necklace as she awaited her next supplicant.

			She suspected it would be her largest score yet. A score that would hopefully bring some much-needed joy back into the lives of Mistress Callas and her three children.
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Later that evening, Cassandra knocked on the door to Cora’s quarters, the suite adjacent to her own. 

			Xenia bounced in anticipation behind her. The only thing Xenia loved more than giggling over naughty stories was a blueberry tart.

			The two Sisters were greeted by Richelle Pacha, Cora’s roommate, a plump, genial woman with jet-black curls and kind eyes as turquoise as the warm waters of the southern colonies.

			“Hello Sister Fortin, Sister Cirillo,” Richelle said. “What can I do for you?”

			“We’re looking for Cora,” Cassandra answered. “She was supposed to meet us in the Great Room twenty minutes ago.”

			“With tarts!” Xenia shouted indignantly over Cassandra’s shoulder.

			“I haven’t seen her since dinner,” Richelle said, her dark eyebrows pinched.

			Cassandra peered into the room, the mirror image of her and Xenia’s. Cora’s side was spotless, bed made, not a stray shoe or pile of robes on the floor, all her books stacked neatly on her nightstand. Richelle plucked open the door to Cora’s armoire, but there wasn’t a single garment out of place.

			“Perhaps she went to the kitchen to collect the tarts, got stuck talking to Mistress Eklan?” Cassandra volunteered.

			The three women fluttered through the atrium, into the dining hall, and through the archway to the kitchen, but found only a few livvies cleaning up after the evening meal.

			Xenia blew out a frustrated breath, stirring her blond curls. “Let’s go check the Temple. If she’s not there, we have to say something to Mother Superior.”

			Cassandra’s stomach clenched at the thought. Mother Superior hadn’t been worried when Sister Kouris had disappeared. And at the time, Cassandra had been inclined to agree with her. 

			Sister Kouris had never seemed comfortable with her life as a Sister, anxious and jumpy and always one innocuous remark away from a crying fit. Cassandra had little difficulty believing Sister Kouris would have finally cracked and decided to pursue a different life. 

			But she had a much harder time believing Sister Aritia would willingly leave the order. 

			Cora adored the Sisters, treated them as the daughters she’d never had. She was such a presence that the order already seemed dull and diminished without her. And even if Cora had decided to give up this safe and cozy life, she would have let Cassandra and Xenia know she was considering it. Cassandra couldn’t imagine Cora leaving without saying goodbye.

			The anxious thoughts circled, a pack of wolves readying for ambush, as Cassandra hurried across the courtyard to the Temple.

			Where the three women found no sign of Sister Cora Aritia.
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			Chapter Eight

			As Tristan approached the crumbling square, the sickly-sweet and tangy scent of the man’s fear intensified.

			A scent to which Tristan had grown all too accustomed.

			Attacks on humans here in Thalenn and throughout the colonies had quadrupled in the two years since the Emperor had died and his son had succeeded him to the throne. Disgruntled Fae testing the waters, seeing if the current regime intended to uphold the Accords. 

			Tristan pressed against the brick building at the corner of the square, cocooning his wings around himself before activating their camouflage. He peeked through his feathers at the disheartening scene.

			A young man, barely past his mortal adolescence based on the softness of his features, was sprawled across a bench, eyes squeezed shut in terror, hands clasped together at his chest. A Fae male kneeled over him.

			Though Tristan couldn’t see the Fae’s face, the male’s white clothing and lack of wings screamed Deathstalker. The venomous sub-species, with their serpent’s eyes and deadly bites, were the descendants of Stygios the Reaper, High God of Death and Destruction. 

			Tristan whistled and the Fae turned in profile, revealing the three-inch fangs being used to provoke the young man’s fear. 

			While a scratch from a Deathstalker’s fang would render a mortal unconscious, a full bite promised immediate death. And though Deathstalker venom was not instantly fatal for other Fae, it did cause paralysis. Could even result in True death if the antivenom wasn’t administered within a few hours. 

			The Deathstalker, having heard the whistle but unable to locate the source due to Tristan’s camouflage, returned to his prey, sucking in lungful after lungful of the man’s fear. 

			Emotion feedings were not necessary to a Fae’s survival, and, for the vast majority, Delirium was an adequate substitute. But some Fae, especially those who’d been born before the Accords, believed the feedings to be the only authentic way to commune with the High Gods. Believed their natural superiority over the humans gave them the right to take whatever and whenever they wanted.

			Once a Fae scented a mortal emotion, they used their magic to morph the human’s feelings into a transparent vapor which, when inhaled, imparted a blissed-out euphoria. The process itself wasn’t painful for the human, unless the Fae lost control and heightened the emotion too rapidly or too intensely. In such a case, a human could die from the overload to his or her senses. An all-too-frequent occurrence before the Accords were put into place.

			Tristan crept across the uneven cobblestones, the flames of the square’s two functioning streetlamps casting patchy shadows along the parched vegetation and rickety benches. He had to hold his breath to keep from coughing, the cloying scent of the man’s fear nearly choking him as he drew closer.

			Stepping behind the crouching, white-clad Deathstalker, Tristan revealed himself by opening his wings and flaring them wide. He grabbed the Fae’s scrawny neck in his enormous hand.

			With a potent burst of that sickly-sweet scent, the young man on the bench promptly fainted at the sight of yet another towering Fae male. 

			Tristan spun the Deathstalker around, then gripped the Fae’s throat and tucked his stun pistol under the Fae’s jaw.

			“Opheron,” Tristan grunted, recognizing the Deathstalker’s greasy yellow hair and viper’s eyes, his pupils dilated from the intoxicating effects of the man’s fear. “What the fuck? This is the third time this month I’ve caught you illegally feeding from a human.”

			Opheron darted his forked tongue in and out of his chapped lips, catching the last of the vapor before it dissipated. 

			“And the third time you will be forced to let us go, Officer Saros.” The Deathstalker wrapped his pale, long-fingered hands around Tristan’s wrists and wrenched himself free. 

			Tristan stepped forward and snarled in the Deathstalker’s face, but Opheron didn’t flinch, confident that Tristan’s interruption of his fun was nothing more than a minor inconvenience. 

			If Tristan were to arrest Opheron tonight, the Deathstalker would be walking the streets of Thalenn again tomorrow morning. Opheron reported to an influential master, one much higher up in the food chain than Tristan. One who couldn’t give less of a shit about when, where, and from whom Opheron fed. 

			And despite his status as a Vestian, Tristan was an exile from the continent. Which meant his only influence these days came from his powerful body, the two weapons he wielded, and the elemental magic flowing through his Windrider veins.

			Tristan whipped a blistering gust into Opheron’s face, causing the male to stagger backwards and fall on his ass. 

			“Run along, Fangface,” Tristan growled, holstering his pistol.

			Opheron stood on gangly limbs, brushing the dirt from his white suit. “Always a pleasure, Ghostwalker.” He gestured to the unconscious man on the bench before strolling away, calling to Tristan over his shoulder. “You’re welcome to our leftovers.”

			Tristan watched Opheron disappear into the shadowy street beyond the square, then crouched down in front of the bench to check on the Deathstalker’s victim.

			The man’s chest was slowly rising and falling, his breath stirring his pale blond hair. Opheron’s last two victims had both been women, one a pretty young redhead, the other older and dark-skinned. The Deathstalker had a rather adventurous palate.

			Tristan tucked his wings as tightly as possible, crouched lower so as not to appear intimidating, and jostled the man awake. 

			The man’s hazel eyes popped open, and he sat upright.

			Tristan raised his palms, plastering on a broad, nonthreatening smile. “It’s okay,” he whispered. “He’s gone.”

			The young man pressed himself further into the bench, clutching his knees to his chest, unwilling to trust a Fae male given what the other had just done to him.

			Tristan extended a tentative hand and the man flinched. “Officer Tristan Saros, at your service. I’m not going to hurt you.”

			The man blinked at Tristan’s title, raking a shaky gaze over Tristan’s uniform and wings. Despite Tristan’s attempts at geniality, the young man clambered over the side of the bench and took off into the darkened streets. 

			Tristan released a heavy sigh, aimed a blast of wind into the ground, and pushed up into the starlit sky. Though his shift was nearly over, he followed Opheron’s white suit through the twisty streets of Thalenn, determined to ensure the young man was the last of the Deathstalker’s victims tonight.
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			Chapter Nine

			The streets of Dienses Square hummed with low charged energy, conversations a soft buzz and laughter a gentle tinkle compared to the typical rowdiness Cassandra had come to expect on a Saturday. As if the revelers were on their best behavior, conscious of someone watching and weighing them—someone besides the towering marble statue of the Jester himself, peering down from his perch in the center square. Dienses, the half-dressed God of Merriment, toasted the crowd with a mad, gleeful look. 

			He’d surely disapprove of the solemnity.

			The food stalls, cafés, and taverns ruled Dienses Square at night, with the retail stores, butcher shops, and produce markets shuttered. The mouth-watering scents of spiced meat and fried onions lingered in the balmy air, and every few blocks, the unnatural glow of a magical sign warned mortals to steer clear of a Fae-only establishment.

			Cassandra jostled through the fizzling crowd, head held high. She needed to make the necklace drop as quickly as possible and return to the Temple before Mother Superior realized she was gone. 

			She didn’t worry about being recognized as a Shrouded Sister here. The poor families she’d helped didn’t frequent this part of town. Plus, she’d dressed as a civilian tonight in a long-sleeved, plum muslin dress with a low neckline that no Shrouded Sister would be caught dead in. 

			She had no idea where she’d gotten the dress. Which likely meant she’d lifted it during a robbery and Xenia had pulled the memory. 

			Wavy chestnut locks cascaded down her back and black fingerless gloves with thick wristbands covered her tattoo.

			As she flowed through the twisty, narrow streets, she replayed the tense and unhelpful conversation with Mother Superior that she, Xenia, and Richelle had suffered through before she’d left the Temple this evening.

			 The abbess, once again, had refused to view Cora’s disappearance as anything more serious than a desertion. Which she’d insisted was not a crime worth reporting. 

			Any Sister could choose to leave the order at any time. The abbess forced no one to stay. 

			Without consistent practice, the diluted Fae magic injected into a Sister’s veins—that unique combination of immortal magic and mortal blood that gave every Sister her memory pulling and viewing powers—would break down, and her abilities would wither like an atrophying muscle. And her tattoo would fade away. The wayward Sister would become just another normal human woman, scraping together a grim existence in the colonies. 

			If that’s what Cora and Sister Kouris wanted, Mother Superior would allow them their freedom. The abbess’s lack of concern had enraged Cassandra to the point that she questioned whether Mother Superior herself might have some sinister, ulterior motives.

			Cassandra pushed those worries to the back of her mind as she cradled the wrapped necklace and rushed towards the drop point, the smack of her low-heeled lace-up boots echoing off the cobblestones. 

			The streets grew quieter, options for late-night revelry fewer and farther between as she approached a dark alley. She surveyed her surroundings for prying eyes, then turned into the narrow slice, conscious of the solid metal door to her left—the kitchen entrance to the Empress’s Lap, once a notorious pleasure hall and now the slowest, rattiest pub in Thalenn.

			The Broker had selected this drop location, and Cassandra had never questioned it. But she refused to set foot inside, knowing she’d garner too much attention among the sparse and mostly male clientele.

			The alley reeked of decay, the combined stink of rotten vegetables, burnt grease, and stale beer making Cassandra gag. As she stepped into the shadows, she approached a large liquor barrel, one of four nestled in the corner between two slimy brick walls.

			Cassandra listened for unwelcome company, the only sounds a faint din of voices from the pub and the slow drip of water from a rusted rain gutter. Tucking the parcel under her armpit, she yanked the circular wooden lid off the empty barrel, and the staves cut into her stomach as she leaned over the edge.

			Just as she was about to release the parcel, slow footsteps approached and the hairs on the back of her neck prickled. Panic tightened her scalp as she glanced down the alley. There was no way she could escape to the street without being spotted. She dropped the parcel into the barrel, then hauled herself over the lip, grabbed the lid, and settled it in place above her.

			Once concealed, she took a deep breath to steady herself and almost passed out from the overpowering stench of bourbon reeking from the saturated wood. The burnt vanilla aroma reminded her of her father, who used to relax with a glass or two after a rough day at work. 

			A ground-shattering roar rent the night, rattling Cassandra’s bourbon-soaked cage. She whipped her hands up to cover her ears and tore her knuckles open on the barrel’s rough interior. 

			Her heart leapt into her throat as heavy footsteps and a long inhale accompanied the unmistakable click of fangs dropping. A Deathstalker sniffing the air for signs of life. Confident that the heady aroma of the liquor would mask her scent, she prayed the thick walls of the barrel would muffle her pounding heartbeat.

			The Deathstalker crept closer, and she took another deep breath, determined to quell her panic and calm her thundering heart. No matter what happened next, she would not go down without a fight. Steeling her spine, she closed her hands into fists as the menacing steps halted.

			Her barrel shook with the sudden force of its neighbor being ripped away. The wood smashed against the wall, followed by a squeal and a crunching, squelching noise that she assumed was a rat meeting its death in the Deathstalker’s jaws. She covered her mouth to muffle her retching as the footsteps faded away.

			She stayed within the barrel for a full five minutes to ensure the Deathstalker was truly gone and to give herself time to think. She’d never been interrupted during a drop, never encountered a soul in this alley. 

			Even if Cassandra wanted to pick a more secure location, she had no way of contacting the Broker, save leaving a note in this barrel. Which somehow seemed more dangerous than sticking to her original plan. 

			Besides, Cassandra needed this payout, intended to gift every single dracha to the Callas family. She’d resigned herself long ago to facing the consequences of getting caught, believing that saving these families was worth the risk. 

			She decided to plow forward with no course corrections.

			She lifted herself out of the barrel, leaving the parcel, and turned the lid upside down to signal the presence of a package to the Broker. 

			Drop complete. 

			She would return in three days when the payout would await her. She said a silent prayer to Letha that Mistress Callas would stay away from the Temple this week.

			Poking her head out of the alley, she scanned the street for signs of the Deathstalker. She curled her torn knuckles around the brick, flinching at the seeping scarlet wounds ringed by flaking white skin. 

			Fudge.

			If the Deathstalker were still lingering in the shadows, he’d smell the blood. The scrapes didn’t hurt much, only burned a little. The taste of iron filled her mouth as she licked her knuckles clean. Useless, as the wounds immediately started weeping again. She tugged at her fingerless gloves, trying to pull them up to absorb the blood. 

			She needed to get moving, now.

			Cassandra didn’t see a soul in any direction, that otherworldly roar having cleared the area. She dashed onto the sidewalk, keeping close to the buildings and under the shadowed cover of their awnings. 

			After a few blocks, she rushed past a closed bakery, cases empty of the day’s temptations, then was lifted off her feet and slammed into the brick wall.

			The vise-tight hand at her throat pinned her several inches off the ground, and her feet flailed, unable to find purchase as she gripped a thin arm as solid as a steel cable. She struggled to suck in a breath as the Deathstalker’s face emerged from the shadows, eyes like a viper’s with black slits for pupils inside a bed of vivid yellow. 

			The Fae was over six feet tall, almost as tall as Tristan, but with a sinewy muscle tone. His long body swam in his chalk-white suit, torso flat as a board with stick-thin arms and legs. His pale-yellow hair glowed against his alabaster skin and his lips were thin and flaking, chapped from flicking his serpentine tongue in and out.

			“Your blood smells delicious, mortal,” the Deathstalker hissed in a guttural snarl, the voice of an ancient serpentine behemoth rising to the surface after millennia spent prowling the seas’ blackened depths. 

			Cassandra’s stomach hollowed out. 

			The Deathstalker shuddered with pleasure as he ran his forked tongue along her battered knuckles, a petrifying imitation of Cassandra’s own actions a moment ago. “And tastes even better,” he groaned. “We wonder…would your fear taste as divine?”

			Cassandra spat in his face. “I’d never give you the satisfaction.”

			The Deathstalker wiped her saliva from his cheek, a wide, rictus grin on his face and blood on his teeth. 

			She couldn’t tell if it was hers or the rat’s. 

			His tongue darted out as he licked the spittle from his fingertips, then gripped her chin so tightly she knew she’d develop a bruise.

			“So fragile, so delectably brittle. We can smell your fear already, Brittle Lady,” he said, fangs popping out as he pressed closer and rubbed his arousal against her. “We are sick to death of Delirium, unsatisfying processed emotions. We hunger for the real thing. We could easily take them from you. Make you feel pleasure as well.”

			Cassandra laughed, a garbled sound with the Deathstalker’s hands clamped at her throat and chin. “With that tiny thing? Feels like you’re jamming a baby carrot into my hip. The only emotion you’re likely to draw from me is disappointment.”

			He snarled, a pale replica of his earlier street-clearing roar, but scarcely less terrifying to witness up close. He dipped his head towards her neck, and her pulse pounded as the venom dripping from his fangs splashed against her skin.  

			In an instant, a blistering yet impressively focused gust of wind ripped the Deathstalker away. 

			She dropped to the ground onto her hands and knees, chin throbbing, and the Fae tumbled down the cobblestones, coming to a stop as his head met the heavy bronze base of a streetlamp with a resounding clank.

			Two black boots came into view, and a familiar oaky, spicy scent enveloped her as she rose onto her knees, chest heaving in her fight to catch her breath. 

			She looked up into a pair of caramel-colored eyes.

			Tristan grinned down at her, his arms crossed over his broad chest and his black wings flared.

			“Baby carrot?”
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			Chapter Ten

			Tristan reached out a hand to the devastatingly beautiful mortal woman kneeling before him.

			A word speared from his subconscious, a beacon flashing from her blue-gray eyes.

			Birdman.

			He had no idea what it meant, so he simply let it float away into the recesses of his mind.

			“You must be the most reckless woman in the colonies to bait a Deathstalker like that,” Tristan said. “Especially that one. Do you know who he works for?”

			“Funny, it didn’t come up during the seduction,” the woman scowled, placing her delicate hand in his and yanking herself to her feet with an enticingly firm grip. He forced himself to keep his eyes glued to her face and not run his gaze down her body, a work of art surely crafted by Amatu, the Goddess of Love herself. A body that a male of either species would beg on his knees to touch—pleasantly curved hips, a nipped-in waist, and generous breasts threatening to escape the low-cut neckline of her dress.

			“You call that a seduction? You are playing with the wrong males.”

			“The right ones understand sarcasm.”

			“Touché,” he chuckled. “Are you alright?”

			“I’m fine. Thank you for that,” she said, gesturing to the unconscious but breathing Deathstalker lying crumpled in the street.

			“Just doing my job. Pagonis needs to keep his beasts on a tighter leash.” Her eyes widened at the name. “That one, Opheron, has been wreaking havoc for weeks. You’re not the first mortal I’ve rescued from his clutches this evening. Though your reaction to him was certainly the most entertaining.”

			“Glad to have given you a laugh,” she bristled, brushing tangled sable locks out of her face and revealing a maroon, U-shaped bruise blooming on her chin. 

			Eyes narrowing, his anger became a living thing, threatening to burst through his skin and tear the piece of shit apart. To damage a masterpiece like that? Unacceptable. 

			Though the bruise only enhanced the woman’s beauty. The ugliness contrasting with her exquisite features was striking, in a way. Not that he found bruises on women anything other than repellent.

			Where had his thoughts drifted?

			Realizing he was standing in the street staring at this woman like a fool, he stepped forward and tipped her chin up with his fingertip. She sucked in a breath, and he scented something musky in the response, something beneath the pain. He pretended not to notice as he examined the bruise.

			“I’m afraid that’s going to get worse before it gets better. You should put some ice on it. Do you have ice where you live? If not, I know the owner of a tavern close to here who could give you some.”

			“I’m not in the mood for another disappointing encounter with a Fae male tonight, thanks,” she said, knocking his hand from her chin and turning away.

			He grabbed her upper arm. “That wasn’t a come-on.” It was; he couldn’t help himself. “There are much more dangerous creatures than me on these streets, Mistress.”

			“Oh, are there?” she purred with the slinky confidence of a lioness. “How do you know I’m not one of them?” 

			She pressed against him, supple curves short-circuiting his senses as she reached across and— 

			“Nice try,” he bit out, removing her hand from his dagger. “You’ll need to move quicker than that if you want to disarm me.” 

			Her lips twitched, either at the challenge or the innuendo, and she was about to respond before he caught a flicker of movement to his right. 

			“Oh shit,” he croaked out before scooping her into his arms and launching into the sky, narrowly evading Opheron as he lunged for them. The Deathstalker’s fangs tore a small chunk out of the sole of his boot.

			The woman screamed as they cleared the uneven rooftops jutting from the landscape like the jagged teeth of a fallen giant. 

			But it wasn’t a scream of terror. 

			It was a scream of unbridled joy that transformed into boisterous laughter, her body shaking in his arms as she drank in the sparkling city. 

			The woman gathered her soft waves into her hands—to keep them from whipping into his face and distracting him, he supposed. She didn’t realize that exposing the creamy expanse of her long neck mere inches from his mouth was far more distracting. As was her scent: sweet and floral and earthy like honey and rosewood. 

			And oddly familiar. 

			He breathed it in, trying not to be too obvious. Difficult with her body pressed so tightly against him.

			“Incredible,” she whispered, straining against his grip to look down without a hint of trepidation. Like she wanted to see how high up they were. This was not the typical reaction of a human flying in his arms.

			“First time?” he asked.

			“Wouldn’t you like to know.” She winked. “Go faster.”

			He was happy to oblige, pulling her in tighter as he folded his wings and aimed toward a crooked street just beyond the wide avenue that ringed Dienses Square. They plummeted in a free fall and the wind pulled salty tears from her eyes that pelted his face. She whooped with abandon, and he could feel her pulse racing, could scent her exhilaration. His own pulse started racing as well. And it wasn’t due to the speed of their flight.

			Just as they reached the rooftops, he snapped out his wings and glided down slowly, landing on the cobblestones in front of a dingy red awning. 

			The Fang and Claw, a Fae-and-mortal-friendly tavern on the outskirts of Dienses Square, was packed tonight. Mixed-species groups of inebriated patrons spilled into the street, leaning against the black brick walls. Several Fae were sucking down glowing silver bottles of Delirium.

			“Put me down,” she whispered, slamming a hand against his chest. “I don’t want anyone to think I’m your plaything.” 

			His wings and cock twitched at the filthy images conjured by the word plaything, especially with his hands clasped around her thigh and ribs. Her mood swings were making his head spin, though not necessarily in a bad way. The High Gods knew he had been tempted by mortal women before, but never this quickly. And there was something so familiar about her. 

			Had he seen her in a dream?

			Unfortunately for her, Tristan was a master at this game. He promptly dropped her, and she squeaked as her ass hit the cobblestones. Though he did throw a gust of air beneath her to cushion the fall. He wasn’t a complete asshole. 

			A few of the Delirium-ingesting Fae aimed hooded gazes their way and snickered. 

			“As you wish,” he said, smiling down at her with a lascivious grin—the one that brought out the dimple in his right cheek and had led many a female, both mortal and Fae, to drop her guard and more around him over the years. “There are plenty of females inside who would beg to be my plaything. Why would I waste my time on a mortal with a death wish?”

			She pushed up off the grimy stones, glaring adorably, and wiped her hands on the back of her dress. “You shouldn’t,” she said, unfazed by his smolder. 

			Well, maybe not completely. He could scent his effect on her, no matter how much she was trying to hide it. 

			She brushed past, knocking her shoulder into him with surprising force. “I’ve already told you I’m not interested. Take a hint, Birdman.”

			He threw his head back and laughed. The word was a nickname for him? He had met this woman before, he was sure of it. 

			Had he propositioned her during his Delirium stupor the other night? High Gods, he hoped not. Though he wouldn’t put it past himself. 

			But if they had met before and he’d forgotten about her—she was so stunning he couldn’t imagine anyone forgetting her, Delirium or no—she would’ve called him out already, right? 

			If she wasn’t going to bring it up, he wasn’t stupid enough to ask.

			“Please,” he said, grabbing her wrist before she could walk away. “I swear by the High Gods that I have nothing but innocent intentions.” He begged the High Gods not to punish him for lying. “Technically, I’m still on patrol and as it’s my duty to serve and protect, I need to make sure you get the proper care to heal that nasty bruise on your chin.”

			She exhaled a sharp, incredulous laugh. “So you bring me to a tavern?”

			He shrugged. “No healers are practicing at this hour. Besides, at this point, a little ice will do just as much good as a healer. Come on, there’s nothing to be afraid of. I do bite, but rarely on a first date.” He licked his pointed canines, rubbing his thumb over the soft skin beneath her glove.

			She chuckled, then stopped herself and plastered on a frown, yanking her wrist away. “Fine,” she said. “But only to get ice. Then I need to go home.” 

			He opened his mouth to offer to accompany her. 

			“Alone,” she spat before he could respond. “And this isn’t a date.”

			“Fine,” he agreed as he took several long strides toward the tavern’s faded red door. He scanned the crowd through the iron scrollwork covering the window, spying plenty of Fae he recognized, but none of his fellow Guards. 

			Despite what he’d told the woman, he was shirking his responsibilities. For the second time this week.

			He held the door open and ushered her inside. “Let’s get that pretty face of yours fixed up.”
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			Chapter Eleven

			Cassandra paused in the entrance to the Fang and Claw, unsure of how to push through a crowd filled with so many supernatural creatures. She hoped she wasn’t the only mortal, suspected not, based on the groups milling about outside. She didn’t want to garner unnecessary attention by scanning faces.

			Not that she could see anything anyway; her height afforded her a lovely view of shoulders, wings, and necks.

			A pleasant rumble of voices, noisy enough to dampen inhibitions, greeted her. The cramped space was loud but not overly so, as if everyone were keeping conversations at an appropriate volume to discourage shouting. 

			She jumped as Tristan’s hand graced the small of her back. He curled his wings around them and guided her forward with a gentle press, towering over everyone and clearing a path. He smirked down at her, pleased with his achievement, and she darted her eyes away to avoid doing something stupid. 

			Like smiling back at him.

			She hadn’t expected to see him again so soon after their previous encounter. The fantasies she’d been entertaining about him were wholly inappropriate for a Shrouded Sister, not to mention dangerous. Especially since being in his presence again had her seriously considering bringing them to life. 

			Cassandra accepted the risks in her efforts to save the Callas family, and all those other families, but she didn’t want to further jeopardize her position within the order. Getting kicked out meant losing access to the memories she needed to plot her robberies and continue helping people. If Mother Superior scented that Cassandra had broken her chastity vow, the abbess would gleefully throw Cassandra back to the slums. 

			Though she couldn’t help questioning just how far she could go without arousing the abbess’s suspicions. Would Mother Superior be able to scent kissing? 

			Cassandra knew the abbess couldn’t scent masturbation. If she could, Mother Superior would’ve already punished Cassandra for the Tristan-inspired session she’d indulged in earlier today.

			Her cheeks heated, hotter than usual, as the subject of this morning’s lust-fogged shower fantasy trailed his hand perilously close to her backside.

			No, as tempting as the drool-worthy specimen next to her might be, she had far too much to lose. And little to gain, given all the other options flinging themselves his way. Dropped jaws and heated glances followed him as if he were the High-Gods-dang Emperor himself.

			She’d momentarily lost her resolve during that thrilling flight, her second this week. She was shocked to discover how much she loved flying, loved the intoxicating freedom of it. Once they’d returned to solid ground, Tristan cradling her in his powerful arms, she knew she was in deep, deep trouble. 

			So, she’d strangled her feelings, lashed out and rebuilt her walls. Easy enough to do since he clearly didn’t remember her. Though she thought she’d seen something flicker when their eyes first met and then again when she’d used his nickname. An idiotic lapse. She wouldn’t be enlightening him anytime soon.

			Tristan parted the undulating revelers, revealing a mahogany bar that occupied the entire back wall. Rows upon rows of liquor bottles climbed to the ceiling like glittering gemstones. 

			Customers three deep jostled one another, trying to signal the two busy bartenders, the male frazzled, the female serene and deliberate. Both were Fae with no wings, so they were likely Beastrunners. She wouldn’t know for sure until she got closer, but she doubted even a place with this type of clientele would hire a Deathstalker.

			Tristan managed to force his way to the bar, and the stunning female bartender squealed as she caught sight of him. 

			“Tristan!” 

			She sauntered over, abandoning the customer she’d been serving, and dragged her honey-gold eyes down Tristan’s body, not bothering to hide her blatant interest. Definitely a Beastrunner. Some kind of big cat bi-form based on her eye color. 

			“What are you doing back here so soon? I thought you were on duty tonight. Couldn’t stay away from me, could you?” She extended her hand, wiggling long matte-black fingernails tapered into points sharp enough to draw blood.

			Tristan clasped the bartender’s fingers and kissed her knuckles, gazing up at her through his dark eyelashes. “Never, Reena,” he purred. 

			Reena looked like she was about to come in her pants. 

			Cassandra couldn’t help her hot flush of jealousy at their familiarity. Though she was grateful the bartender had said Tristan’s name. Cassandra wouldn’t have to pretend not to know it and needn’t be so vigilant against a slip-up.

			“But I am actually on duty,” Tristan said, throwing his arm around Cassandra and pulling her to the bar. “I saved this little daredevil here from a messy demise at the fangs of Opheron. That piece of shit gave her this lovely shiner.” He cupped Cassandra’s chin, his long dexterous fingers grazing her neck and making her pulse pound. 

			Reena showed no hint of territoriality towards Tristan. Perhaps it was just a flirty friendship they shared? Cassandra prayed that was the case despite knowing she herself had no claim on the Vestian who currently had his paws all over her.

			“Reena, beautiful, do me a favor and fill a towel with some ice for her? And I’ll take a bourbon, neat.” Tristan continued to stare down at Cassandra with a dark look in his golden-brown eyes, the loose strands of his black hair grazing his sharp jawline. He left his hands in place at her throat and shoulder, his fingers idly stroking and encouraging heat to pool between her thighs. 

			“Got a wicked craving this evening for some reason,” he said.

			Ignoring her deepening arousal, Cassandra snickered at his drink request. She must be wearing evidence of her earlier hiding place. 

			“How about you, Daredevil?” he asked. “Would you like something to drink?”

			“You’re allowed to drink while you’re on duty?”

			“I’ll be getting off shortly,” Tristan replied with a crooked grin, squeezing her shoulder.

			Cassandra snorted. “You wish. Just a water for me, thanks. I can’t stay long.” 

			No matter how intensely she wanted to stay. Let him keep pawing at her. All night long. Over every inch of her body. She pushed his hands away to break the spell and instantly regretted it. 

			Reena left to fulfill their requests, and Tristan nudged Cassandra to claim a recently vacated table beside them while he waited.

			She climbed onto the low-backed stool designed for wings, then leaned her elbows on the sticky tabletop. She pulled her pendant from its hiding place and mindlessly ran it along its chain—a nervous tick but soothing, nonetheless. 

			Hidden in the dark shadows against the wall, she surveyed the crowd. The majority were Windriders, wings a brilliant spectrum ranging from the brightest crimson red to the deepest dark purple and everything in between, plus whites, grays, and blacks. None of the black wings were as eye-catching as Tristan’s iridescent beauties.

			Cassandra noted a surprising number of mortals as well. A few were keeping to their kind, but most were interspersed among the Fae. 

			The Fang and Claw seemed to be a haven of sorts for interspecies co-mingling within the colonies. Cassandra didn’t know such places existed. Seeing both species laughing, arguing, dancing, and touching inspired the same bloom of hope as Tristan’s confession the other night. 

			Fae who saw mortals as equals did exist.

			Tristan appeared, placing his bourbon, her water, and the ice-filled towel atop the table before climbing onto the stool opposite her, keeping his wings tucked so as not to disturb the couple behind them—a Windrider female sitting in the lap of a mortal male, her tongue jammed so far down his throat that Cassandra wondered how he could even breathe. The man didn’t seem bothered, his hands stroking the Fae’s feathered, rose-pink wings.

			Tristan followed Cassandra’s wide-eyed gaze and chuckled. “Don’t worry, he’s thoroughly enjoying himself.” He tapped his nose. “I can tell.”

			Cassandra huffed, embarrassed to have been caught gawking, and heat crawled up her neck.

			Tristan’s nostrils flared. “Nothing to be ashamed of. It’s natural to be curious,” he said, before lowering his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Though their technique leaves much to be desired. All force, no finesse.”

			“I wasn’t— I’m not—” Cassandra sputtered before releasing an exasperated sigh. She tucked her pendant between her breasts and took a deep swig of her water. Tristan’s eyes tracked every movement: her fingers dipping into her cleavage and the bobbing of her throat as she swallowed. 

			Take that, Birdman.

			As soon as she’d set down her water, Tristan reached across the table and grabbed her hand lingering at her chest. His fingertips grazed the upper swells of her breasts, sending such a violent shock of pleasure through her that she had to bite her tongue to keep from moaning. 

			Before she could yank her hand away, he placed the dripping, ice-filled towel into her upturned palm. As if he knew she needed to cool down. 

			Arrogant prick.

			“Put that on your chin,” he commanded. She glared at him, and he rolled his eyes. “It’s the only reason you came in here, right? Besides, that bruise is growing darker by the minute. It’s starting to look like a goatee.”

			An involuntary laugh burst from her lips, and Tristan’s responding smile could’ve stopped the moon in its orbit. She pressed the ice to her chin and winced but forced herself to hold it there.

			“Good girl,” Tristan purred, taking a sip of his bourbon. 

			Cassandra wanted to be offended by the condescending remark, but her traitorous body shuddered at his praise. 

			Letha help her. 

			She contemplated asking Xenia to pull her memories of the past few nights, sparing her the agony of knowing that Tristan existed and that she couldn’t have him. 

			But, as she was currently using every ounce of willpower to keep from climbing across the table, sinking into his lap, and reenacting a naughty memory from her stash, she knew she’d have none left to make the request later.

			“Want to tell me what you were doing unaccompanied in such a seedy part of town tonight?” Tristan asked, his knee brushing hers under the table.

			“I don’t see how that’s any of your business,” Cassandra replied, jerking her own knee back. “Besides, I’m capable of taking care of myself.”

			“Yes, it certainly looked that way before I rescued your ass from that venomous fuck,” Tristan said with a lopsided grin, dimple on display. She flinched at his swearing.

			“So, he does understand sarcasm,” Cassandra said, raising her water glass. “Two points to you, Officer.”

			“Only two? And careful. Call me ‘Officer’ like that again and I might start giving you orders,” he said in a low, dark voice that stirred something inside her, made her want to play even though she knew it was a bad idea. 

			His obvious interest made her feel powerful in a way she’d seen in supplicants’ memories but had never experienced herself. She didn’t want to lose that feeling just yet.

			“Well, Officer,” Cassandra whispered, pushing her chest on top of the table, “do you always offer such full-service treatment to the mortals you rescue?”

			Tristan’s lips parted as his eyes dipped to exactly where she’d intended. A voracious look twisted his features then vanished as he gifted her a mischievous smirk. “What kind of service did you have in mind, Daredevil?”

			He took a long sip of his bourbon, then licked his bottom lip, not once tearing his eyes from hers. She imagined what that tongue, those lips, would feel like on her body and was overtaken by a rush of liquid desire. His nostrils flared, and his honey-brown eyes went molten as he released a deep, rumbling sound that inflamed her blood.

			 “Tell me your name,” he pleaded, folding his forearms atop the table, his biceps straining against his leather uniform.

			“It’s—” she started to offer it but paused as their eyes met. She was overcome with a tingling throughout her body that warned flirting with him, even kissing him, would never be enough to satisfy her. 

			She saw his breath hitch, knew he’d felt it too. She looked away, needing to escape the intensity of whatever had just passed between them. 

			So foolish of her to have come here with him, to be toying with him like this. She needed to leave. “I’d rather not say.”

			Tristan shook his head, looking as dazed as she felt. “Why?”

			“I shouldn’t be here,” she said, draining her water glass. “I need to get home.” She dragged herself off her stool, and as she sought the exit, she glimpsed two familiar, gray pigtails by the red door.

			Her heart leapt into her throat at the sight of Cora.

			Cassandra lurched away from the table. Ignoring Tristan’s shout, she pushed through the crowd, throwing elbows and earning a few half-hearted grunts. 

			The red door closed behind her missing Sister, and Cassandra groaned in frustration, hoping she’d make it outside in time to follow her. 

			She was almost there when someone knocked her to the floor in their haste to rush out the door. 

			“Apologies!” a high-pitched voice called out before a pudgy, middle-aged man with pasty, pockmarked skin and thinning hair so blond it was almost white helped her to her feet. He took off before Cassandra could respond.

			She glanced over her shoulder, momentarily shocked into stasis by the sight of Tristan closing in, his gaze laser-focused underneath furrowed eyebrows. 

			Before he could reach her, she regained her wits and bolted out the door. Her boots skidded on the humid cobblestones as she looked around for any sign of Cora.

			Tristan barreled out of the tavern. “Oi! Daredevil!”

			Cassandra sighed and ran a hand through her chestnut waves. She had no idea where her Sister had gone and berated herself for pausing when she’d seen Tristan coming after her. 

			But she wasn’t about to go traipsing around this part of town looking for Cora now. As shocking as it had been to see her fellow Sister, Cora had looked calm, determined, and didn’t seem to be in any kind of imminent danger. 

			Maybe Mother Superior was right, and Cora had deserted the order. 

			Besides, it was late, and Cassandra needed to get back to the Temple before anyone, especially the abbess, discovered her absence. She promised herself she’d come back tomorrow night to resume the search.

			She turned to Tristan, trying to look disinterested and no doubt failing. He looked even more alluring in the glow of the streetlamp than he had in the dim tavern, the flickering amber light caressing the masculine planes of his face. 

			“Would you really leave a man hanging?” he asked.

			“You’re not a man.”

			“Damn right, I’m not.” He loomed over her like a dark beast of the night, a ferocious glint in his eyes. “Were you really about to go dashing into the streets again, given where your antics landed you earlier?”

			“My antics?” she spat, hands on her hips and eyebrows rising to her hairline. “I didn’t ask for your help, Tristan. I didn’t need it then and I certainly don’t need it now. What are you smiling at?”

			“That’s the first time you’ve said my name.” He crossed his arms, a smug, satisfied smile playing on his lips. She wanted to bite them—out of anger or lust, she couldn’t tell. Likely both.

			She sighed. “I do appreciate everything you’ve done for me tonight, but I have to go. I have people waiting for me who’ll worry. I don’t need an escort.”

			He stared down at her, eyebrows raised. Then his features softened. “Fine,” he relented, pulling his dagger from the sheath at his hip. “But take this with you.” He flipped it in his hand and thrust the plain black handle towards her. 

			She gawked at the weapon, admiring the dark, whorled pattern forged into the blade. Typhon steel, the most valuable in Ethyrios and virtually indestructible, was named after the continental mountain where it was created. There were rumors of an ancient, fire-breathing monster that dwelt beneath the rock—the forges of Typhon were the only ones in the world hot enough to bring forth such deadly weapons.

			“I’m guessing you know how to use one of these? Or do I need to point out the business end? And before you say it, yes, you can accept it. I have plenty more. One of the many benefits of being a Vestian Guard,” he said, dimple on display as he winked at her.

			She was stunned by the gesture—not just that he would offer her the priceless weapon, but that he’d offer her a weapon at all and trust her to defend herself with it. 

			Before she could talk herself out of it, she tucked the dagger into her belt and, placing her hands onto his rock-solid forearms, rose to her tiptoes and planted a soft kiss on Tristan’s cheek.

			“Thanks, Birdman,” she whispered against his skin. Her breasts brushed against his arms as she lowered herself, and hunger flashed through his eyes. He gallantly shook it away, hooking a strand of dark hair behind his ear.

			“I’m beginning to warm to that nickname,” he said. “Take care of her for me.”

			“Her?”

			“All swords and daggers are female. Rules of the trade.”

			“Does she have a name?”

			“I’ll tell you hers when you tell me yours,” he whispered, making her insides spark in a way that told her it was well past time to go.

			“Maybe someday.” Cassandra smiled at him. “But not today. Goodnight, Tristan.”

			“Goodnight, Daredevil.”

			Cassandra turned away to begin her long walk home, imagining that Xenia was going out of her mind—or more likely, just passed out again. For the second night this week, and with the same company, Cassandra had been out far longer than she’d intended. 

			Five blocks up, she turned onto the wide avenue that ringed Dienses Square and flowed up to the Temple hill. Glancing towards the red awning of the Fang and Claw, she saw a black-winged male standing sentry outside. Watching her. Wanting to make sure she got home safe as far as she would allow him. 

			He raised a hand in farewell. 

			She raised one back and disappeared down the avenue, a slow smile spreading across her face. 

			Letha help her, indeed.
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			Chapter Twelve

			Cassandra scooped a pile of bubbles, then squished the foam between her fingers. On the other side of the frothy expanse, Xenia reclined like an empress, her golden curls piled atop her head, her elbows resting on the lip of the tub, and her fingers languidly flicking the water’s surface. Wobbling candlelight sent shadows dancing along the white marble wall and illuminated the tendrils of steam rising from the lavender and bergamot scented bathwater. 

			Cassandra relished this Sunday night tradition with her friend. Needed it more than ever after the past few days and to get her mind straight before heading back downtown to look for Cora. She’d decided not to tell Xenia she’d seen Cora last night—not until she had more information. 

			Cassandra dunked her head underwater, then smoothed back her dark hair as she crested the surface. She opened her eyes to find Xenia staring at her.

			“Out with it. I deserve an award for how patient I’ve been today. I haven’t asked you a single question. Not ‘why did you get back so late again?’ Or ‘how’d you get that bruise on your chin?’ Or ‘where did you get that High-Gods-damned dagger?’ Start talking or I start splashing.”

			Cassandra chuckled, and Xenia flicked water at her. Cassandra struck back by cupping a handful of bubbles and blowing them in her friend’s face. Xenia shrieked and dipped under the water, her curls flattening as she rose.

			“I saw him again,” Cassandra said. Xenia’s eyes widened, though she didn’t need to ask who him was. “After I dropped off the parcel, I had an unfortunate run-in with a Deathstalker—the bruise—and Tristan rescued me. The dagger is from him. He insisted I take it after I refused to let him walk me home.” Cassandra dipped her hands into the tub, wincing as the water stung her scraped knuckles.

			“Did he recognize you?” Xenia asked.

			Cassandra snorted. “No.”

			“How long were you with the Deathstalker? It couldn’t have been that long. You’d be in much worse shape. That can’t be the whole story.”

			Cassandra shook her head. Her friend was too perceptive for her own good. “I may have gone to a tavern with Tristan after the attack,” she mumbled.

			“Wait—what do you mean you went to a tavern? Now I’m pissed that you didn’t wake me up to tell me this last night!”

			Cassandra laughed out loud. “Nothing happened. Not like that. But Sweet Amatu, Zee, I wanted it to. You can’t imagine how badly.”

			“Oh, I think I can. But do go on.” Xenia wiggled her eyebrows, water splashing as she wrapped her arms around her legs and placed her chin atop her knees.

			Cassandra sighed, the cool marble chilling her shoulders as she leaned back against the tub. “It doesn’t matter. Nothing can happen between us. Not while I’m a Shrouded Sister.” 

			Xenia scoffed. 

			“I know, I know!” Cassandra huffed. “I bend the rules, but I’ve never done so for such a selfish reason. Maybe it’s silly, but I don’t feel as though I’m breaking my vows by helping those families. It feels like I’m honoring the spirit of the vows, if not the exact words.”

			“I can understand that,” Xenia said. “But you didn’t even kiss him?”

			“And risk Mother Superior scenting that I broke my chastity vow?”

			“She can’t scent kissing.”

			Cassandra’s jaw dropped. “How do you know that?”

			“Not from experience!” Xenia, affronted, flung a wave of water at Cassandra. “You need to crack open a book once in a while, Cass. Mother Superior would only be able to tell if you’d lost your virginity. Your scent would mingle with your partner’s, and she’d be able to smell it.” Xenia leaned forward with a sly smile. “Regretting your restraint now?”

			Cassandra exhaled a long breath, slowly shaking her head. “No, in fact, I’m even more thankful for it. There’s no way I would’ve been able to stop at kissing.”

			A wistful sigh parted Xenia’s lips. “By the High Gods, I hope I get to meet him someday.”

			“Keep it in your pants, Zee,” Cassandra laughed, splashing her friend.

			Xenia sputtered, running a hand down her wet face. “What are you going to do when all this is over? When I pull your memories, you’ll forget all about him. Might be a good thing?”

			“Yes, I guess it will be,” Cassandra murmured. “We’ve got a few more days until we have to worry about that though. I won’t receive the payout until Tuesday.”

			The two friends fell into a companionable silence, luxuriating in the warmth of the bath. Cassandra closed her eyes, lolling her head back against the lip of the tub.

			A soft swish of water caused her to reopen her eyes, and she found Xenia staring at the ceiling, her cheeks glistening in the flickering candlelight.

			“Do you really think Cora deserted the order?” Xenia asked.

			“I don’t know what to think,” Cassandra answered with a slight pang of guilt at the knowledge she was keeping from her friend. “I’m going back out tonight to look for her.”

			Xenia sat up straight, water sloshing around her as she lowered her knees into the tub. “Are you sure that’s a good idea? That’ll be the third night this week.”

			“What if Cora’s in danger?” Cassandra asked. “I don’t understand how Mother Superior is not concerned that two Sisters have disappeared in the span of a week. If she’s not going to do anything about it, then I am.”

			“Doubt I’d be able to talk you out of it anyway,” Xenia muttered. “Promise me you’ll be careful?”

			Cassandra grinned. “Don’t forget I have that fancy new dagger.”

			“Oh, I haven’t. The thought of you wielding it is terrifying,” Xenia shivered. “I just peed myself a little.”

			“Ew, in the tub?” Cassandra howled and as her laughter subsided, her heart swelled. “Thank you, Zee. You have no idea how much it means to me to have a friend like you in my corner.”

			Xenia crossed the watery expanse and grabbed Cassandra’s hand. 

			“Always.”
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			Chapter Thirteen

			Dienses Square was far more subdued on Sunday night, a ghost town compared to Saturday’s rollicking scene. Wisps of steam snaked off the hot cobblestones, which were slicker and more treacherous than usual in the drizzling rain. 

			Cassandra wore her training attire tonight, the clean pair she’d finally picked up from the laundry hall earlier today. Much better than her muslin dress for trekking through rain-drenched streets. She gripped her hooded cloak and breathed in Tristan’s lingering scent. His dagger was tucked into her belt; she’d grown rather attached to the weapon in the twenty-four hours she’d possessed it. 

			Cassandra turned off the main avenue, and as she ambled down the five sloping blocks towards the familiar red awning, she was surprised to find the Fang and Claw buzzing with activity, nearly as busy as the night before. 

			She approached the faded red door and peered through the iron scrollwork. The cozy tavern was full, but not packed wing to wing as it’d been yesterday. She’d be able to get through the crowd without the assistance of a towering, winged mass of muscle. Though she’d miss the feeling of his hand on her back.

			“Stop thinking about him,” Cassandra grumbled as she stepped inside.

			Her gaze drifted from the black and white penny-tiled floor to the wood-paneled walls then up to the stamped copper ceiling. Spherical pendant lights hung at varying heights, their glow bouncing off the metal tiles in a mystical effect. Couches and armchairs in different sizes, shapes, colors, and fabrics were scattered throughout, and tables lined the walls. The fruity, resinous scent of flavored tobacco snaked up her nostrils as swirling clouds of the sweet smoke meandered through the dim room—a homey, inviting, and altogether magical space that felt like crossing into another world. 

			Cassandra removed her hood and draped her long, dark braid down her torso. She scanned the room for Cora but didn’t see her, not that she expected to. 

			Cassandra made her way towards the bar, weaving around intermixed groups of Fae and mortals, then climbed onto a leather stool, leaned across the gleaming mahogany surface, and craned her head towards Reena. 

			The Beastrunner bartender was polishing pint glasses at the other end, deep in conversation with a beautiful blond male Windrider with blinding white wings. Reena had a type.

			Cassandra tapped on the bar, and Reena glanced over, expressionless.

			For a moment, Cassandra thought Reena might ignore her and turn back to the Windrider, who looked annoyed at the interruption until he spied Cassandra. He cocked a platinum eyebrow that radiated off his bronzed skin, his lips curved into a suggestive smile. 

			Cassandra instinctively tugged at her sleeve to ensure her tattoo was covered. 

			Reena snapped the polishing cloth at the Windrider’s chest, and he raised his palms, a mock-hurt expression gracing his handsome face. Reena laughed, then sauntered toward Cassandra.

			“Don’t pay any attention to Hadriel. He’ll give that look to anything that moves,” Reena murmured, and Cassandra couldn’t decide if she should be insulted. “What can I get you, sweetie?”

			“Actually, I didn’t come here to drink. I came here to talk to you. I was here the other night. With Tristan?”

			“Which night? Tristan’s in here a lot. And often with pretty mortals.” Reena tapped her black fingernails against the bar.

			Cassandra’s chest squeezed. She didn’t know why Reena’s response bothered her. Or she did, but didn’t want to admit it.

			“Yesterday, actually. You brought me ice for the bruise on my chin.”

			“Didn’t do much good, did it? Your chin looks like shit.” Cassandra rubbed her face as Reena made a slow, sweeping assessment, her eyes hooded, her fingers raking through her pin-straight auburn hair. “I remember you. You had your hair down. Hey, any friend of Tristan drinks on the house.”

			Cassandra huffed a laugh. “That doesn’t sound good for business if he has as many friends as you claim.” 

			Reena loosed a sluggish chuckle that barely parted her lips. The Beastrunner oozed a languid sensuality that Cassandra, with all her sharp edges and racing thoughts, envied. 

			“If you promise to charge it to him, I’ll take a glass of champagne.” Cassandra had always wanted to try the sparkling drink featured in her wealthy supplicants’ celebratory memories.

			“You got it, sugar. We’ll make him buy our most expensive bottle—he can afford it—and I’ll split it with you.” Reena placed two flutes in front of Cassandra, then plucked up a yellow-labeled green bottle. She deftly removed the wire and popped the cork, and mist swirled out as she poured the fizzy golden liquid into the two flutes. She handed one to Cassandra, then clinked it with her own.

			“To males with wings,” Reena smirked. 

			Cassandra snorted, nearly choking on the drink. Such a dry, puckery taste. She loved the way the bubbles tickled her throat.

			“You walked out on Tristan, didn’t you?” Reena asked. “He was pretty broken up afterward when he sulked back in here. Downed another bourbon, then left by himself. Didn’t even seem interested in the lovely Windrider with the rose-pink wings who was fawning all over him. You must’ve done a number on him.”

			Cassandra failed to suppress her big, stupid grin. Covered it up by knocking back the rest of her champagne. Reena refilled the glass as soon as Cassandra settled it onto the bar.

			“What did you want to talk to me about?” Reena asked.

			“I thought I saw a friend in here yesterday. An older woman with two gray pigtails? She left before I could catch up with her. Does she come here often?”

			Reena took a thoughtful sip of her champagne. “I do remember seeing her, but she’d never been in before.”

			“Was she spending time with anyone in particular? Did she seem hurt or anxious?”

			“Odd questions.” Reena took another sip from her flute, eyeing Cassandra over the rim.

			“I’m afraid she may have gotten into some trouble.”

			“She kept to herself. Sat at a table in the corner nursing a single pint of cider. Looked like she was waiting for someone, but the only person I saw her with was some old, fat guy with white hair and terrible skin. And she left the table soon after he sat down. He looked pissed.”

			Cassandra reeled. Cora had been meeting with someone? What for? Reena’s description called to mind the man who had run into her on his way out the door last night. Had he been chasing after Cora? “How did you notice all of this when you were so busy behind the bar?”

			“Oh, sweetie. I’m a tiger bi-form; I see and hear everything. Plus, I own this place, so I make it my business to keep one eye on the drinks and one on the guests.”

			“Did you happen to hear what they were talking about?”

			“Something about a formula? Sounded like she’d promised to sell it to him but had changed her mind. I’m not really sure, I didn’t hear the whole conversation. That was right when you and Tristan came in and I cannot resist that Vestian when he’s in uniform. Mmm, mmm, mmm. Sucks up all the air in the room, doesn’t he?” Reena drained her champagne flute then poured herself another.

			“He does, and he knows it. That’s the problem.” As if proving Reena’s point, Cassandra found herself distracted by the mere mention of Tristan, her inquest into Cora’s whereabouts momentarily forgotten.

			“He’s a good male,” Reena said. “One of the best I know. Don’t let the swagger fool you.”

			“Did you two ever—?” Cassandra blurted, swallowing the rest of the question.

			Reena shot her a feline smile. “Only once. A very, very long time ago. When he needed comfort. We’ve been close friends ever since. But let me tell you—what’s your name?”

			Cassandra, shocked to discover no jealousy at Reena’s answer, couldn’t think of a reason not to tell her. Maybe it was the champagne’s influence, but she was starting to like Reena. “It’s Cassandra. But don’t tell Tristan; he doesn’t know yet.”

			Reena furrowed her eyebrows. “Okay? None of my business, Cassandra. But you should tell him your name. Because that night with him was some of the best sex I’ve ever had in my life. And I’m five hundred and fifteen years old.”

			Cassandra’s face heated, and an unavoidable throb pulsed between her legs. She took a giant gulp of her champagne.

			Reena sniffed, that low chuckle rumbling out of her. “Oh, you’ve got it just as bad as he does, don’t you?”

			Cassandra didn’t answer. “Thank you, Reena. For the information. And for the champagne.”

			“Don’t mention it, sweetie. Hope to see you here again soon? Maybe with a certain gorgeous, black-winged creature?”

			“Um, sure. Maybe. I don’t know. Yeah, maybe.” Real smooth answer, Cassandra thought, distracted by Reena’s appraisal of Tristan’s bedroom prowess. She gave Reena a small wave. “Thanks. Uh, bye.”

			Reena nodded her head and ambled over to Hadriel, who was bouncing in his seat like an excited puppy, giddy at his master’s return.

			Cassandra hopped off the stool and strode through the Fang and Claw, her mind galloping with everything she’d learned tonight. 

			Especially that little tidbit about Tristan. 

			The words careened around her mind like a trapped sparrow. 

			Best sex I’ve ever had in my life. 

			Reena hadn’t done her any favors there, had only increased Cassandra’s desire for Tristan ten-fold.

			She took a deep breath as she stepped outside and angled her face into the rain. The misting spray cooled her heated blood, allowing her to concentrate on the other, far more important pieces of information that Reena had revealed about Cora and the white-haired man. 

			Who was he, and what was this formula that Cora had been meeting with him about?

			Her certainty that Cora was in some kind of danger was growing by the minute. It was more urgent than ever that Cassandra find her Sister. And how did Sister Kouris factor into this equation? Was she involved in the sale of this formula? Or was it a mere coincidence that she’d disappeared as well?

			The possibilities swirled through Cassandra’s mind as she raced into the streets, hoping to find any trace of her missing friend.
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			Two hours later, soaked and heartbroken, Cassandra slipped through the window to her quarters, avoiding Xenia’s hopeful gaze.

			“Damn,” Xenia said softly. 

			“It wasn’t completely fruitless.” Cassandra shucked off her drenched cloak, letting it fall to the floor with a wet smack. 

			She hadn’t wanted to tell Xenia that she’d spotted Cora last night, but now that she knew the woman could be in danger, Cassandra didn’t feel right keeping the information to herself. 

			And if anyone could identify this mysterious formula, it was Xenia. Her friend knew the stacks in that library better than the librarians themselves.

			Xenia’s face grew pale as Cassandra told her about the Cora sighting, then recounted everything Reena had shared about Cora’s meeting with the white-haired man. 

			“Holy shit, Cass.” Xenia shook her head. “Are you sure we should be getting involved in this?”

			“You know Cora would do the same for us. If we can gather enough evidence, maybe we can convince Mother Superior that our Sister, or Sisters, are in actual danger and didn’t just abandon the order. Though I’m still not sure I trust her. Her reasoning for not reporting them missing seems very flimsy. Do you think she could be involved somehow?”

			“Maybe? We need more information,” Xenia said. “I’ll check the library after my shift tomorrow, see if I can figure out what that formula is.”

			As Cassandra climbed into bed a few minutes later, she couldn’t help but wonder what Cora had gotten herself mixed up in. If it was perilous enough that her dear friend had never said anything…

			Cassandra tried not to finish that thought as she drifted into a restless, thrashing slumber.
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			Chapter Fourteen

			Lui ganeth, lui cathona. Lui ganeth, lui cathona,” Cassandra chanted softly in her dimly lit extraction room.

			Her fingers massaged the temples of the supplicant reclined in her chair, her fifth and final for this Monday’s shift. She’d been flighty and distracted all day, her mind swirling with thoughts of Cora, the white-haired man, and the formula. 

			She attempted to clear her head and focus on her supplicant, a young man with a ruddy complexion and light ginger hair, likely only a few years older than Cassandra herself. She’d never served him, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t visited the Temple before. The session was coming to a close, and the last remnants of her anxiety ebbed as she extracted his tenth memory.

			She’d obliviated twenty supplicants since she’d started performing the ritual. They were some of the worst experiences of her life. She’d never forgotten the supplicants’ faces, the shuddering breaths they took as soon as she touched them and said the words, the light dying in their eyes the instant their lids popped open. 

			Afterwards, it took her weeks to recover. Only the reassurances from Mother Superior, who was uncharacteristically supportive, had pulled her out of her stupor and convinced her to resume her duties. 

			Despite the ratio of only twenty obliviations out of the thousands of supplicants she’d served, Cassandra had yet to escape the dread that consumed her during the ritual. Still held her breath every time she lowered her hands towards a supplicant, sweat running down her neck and soaking her dress robes, her heart pounding. 

			The young man’s chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm, with no hint of any complications as Cassandra pulled his final offered memory. He exhaled a long breath, signaling the end of the ritual, and his body sank further into the chair as his breathing slowed. Cassandra decanted the syrupy, golden light into the glass vial, then gathered up all ten memories and headed to the viewing chamber at the back of the room. 

			To view the first memory, Cassandra removed the cork from the vial and pressed the opening against the tattoo on her right wrist before a single kernel of light could escape. Holding the vial in place, she closed her eyes and whispered the second half of the chant.

			“Mei ganeth, mei cathona. Mei ganeth, mei cathona.” 

			Into my mind. Into my body.

			She was transported into the young man’s memory as a powerful surge of lust consumed her. Her eyes looked through his eyes, and her limbs, though motionless atop the table, felt as though they were moving with his. As if she were performing the actions she now saw in her mind. 

			His hand was clasped around a firm, apple-sized breast, forefinger and thumb pinching a pert pink nipple. He was trying not to finish too soon as she let out a screaming moan. 

			She was really enjoying herself. 

			He dipped his head and watched his cock plunge faster and faster into her tight wetness until the sensations overwhelmed him, and he spurted himself dry. Collapsing onto her chest, he buried his face in the soft crook of her neck. 

			She gripped his hair, a painful tug against his scalp, and yanked his head upright, expelling a breathy laugh. 

			“Quickest twenty drachas I ever earned, love,” she said, tossing her curly brown hair out of her face before kissing him on the lips. She shoved him onto his back and climbed out of the bed, then crossed the room, stopping before a window with a view of a red brick bell tower.

			Cassandra’s cheeks burned with the young man’s shame as she pulled the vial from her wrist. The memory slithered out of her mind, releasing its grip on her body. 

			She corked the vial, didn’t even consider adding this memory to her wanton collection. All force, no finesse, as Tristan would’ve said. 

			Her thighs clenched at the thought of him. It was far too easy to imagine herself in the brunette’s position, sprawled across a bed as Tristan thrust into her. 

			She took a deep breath to exorcise the vision, difficult with her nerve endings throbbing in the aftermath of the young man’s climax.

			The next memory poured ice water into her veins and banished all thoughts of the tempting Fae warrior. Cassandra said the words and closed her eyes as she began…

			…walking down a black marble corridor. Sconces illuminated by Fae magic threw severe white triangles down the walls, and his footsteps echoed in the empty hallway. He held a tray laden with a bowl of lumpy stew, a hunk of bread, and a cup of water.

			He arrived at a dead end, then turned into another hallway lined with steel doors. He approached the fourth door on the left, then balanced the tray in one hand as he pressed his thumb against the shiny black pad on the door handle. 

			The door swung open with a beep and a click, and he stepped into the cramped, pitch-black cell.

			The temporary blindness heightened his other senses, and he was pummeled by the sour, acidic smell of an unwashed human body. The pounding of his heart filled the room, and underneath that, so faintly, the uneven, rasping breaths of the prisoner.

			Panic rising, he flailed along the damp wall in search of the light switch. He found it and harsh, flickering light bathed the cell. 

			The prisoner sat in a chair in the corner, dull brown hair spilling down her back. He turned away and placed the tray upon the stained mattress.

			Fingers dug into his arm, and he spun around, catching his knee on the edge of the bed and falling backward onto the tray. Globs of stew splattered the wall, and water soaked through the mattress. The prisoner hovered over him, hair shielding her face. Terror seized his lungs as he struggled to suck in a breath.

			“I don’t have it,” the prisoner stated calmly. “Tell him I don’t have it.”

			The prisoner yanked her muddy brown hair away from her face.

			The memory dissolved from Cassandra’s mind as she dropped the glass vial and it rolled off the table, clattering to the stone floor. The vial was thick enough that it didn’t break, but kernels of light leaked from the open lid. 

			Cassandra would’ve shouted a few choice curse words, if she were capable of it.

			She dashed from her seat, cork gripped in her hands, and dropped to her knees to catch the fleeing vial before the entire memory was destroyed. Just before the vial rolled into the door, she grabbed it and jammed the cork in. 

			Half the memory had dissipated. Cassandra hoped it was the first half.

			Before she’d been so startled that she’d dropped the vial, Cassandra had been staring straight into the eyes of Sister Kouris.
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			Chapter Fifteen

			Cassandra stalked through the trellises between the Temple and Cloisters, the sun ablaze in orange fire on the horizon. 

			As she headed towards her nightly kitchen duty, she contemplated what she’d seen in the young man’s memories, both of which she’d pocketed as soon as she realized she might need to track him down for questioning. He’d already left the Temple by the time she scrambled into the waiting area after him. And, of course, he hadn’t given his name or address. The Temple offered anonymity to anyone who requested it.

			She couldn’t shake the sight of Sister Kouris’s face. Even if Cora had left the order willingly, that young man’s memory had made it clear that Sister Kouris had not. Unless she had left willingly and been captured after? 

			Regardless, the damaged memory was almost entirely useless. The portion showing both the cell and Sister Kouris had dissolved. Even if Cassandra decided to trust Mother Superior and show her the memory, all the abbess would see was a long walk down a black hallway. 

			Cassandra didn’t recognize the hallway, but the lights on the walls and lock on the door suggested the building must possess Fae magic. And, obviously, she didn’t recognize the pleasure house from the young man’s other memory. 

			Though perhaps it would be easier to identify the red brick bell tower she’d spied through the window. If she could locate the bell tower and by extension, the pleasure house, perhaps she could track down that courtesan to learn the young man’s name or where to find him. And perhaps he could lead them to Sister Kouris.

			The scent of chopped onions and roasted garlic pulled Cassandra from her deductions. 

			The kitchen in the Cloisters was unlike any that Cassandra had previously known. A massive hearth with a twelve-burner stovetop and three ovens jutted out from a tan stone arch. Most kitchens in the colonies required a fire to cook over, but the gigantic magical appliance delivered a flame with the turn of a knob. 

			In front of the hearth stood a rustic wooden workbench above which hung copper pans and dried herbs. A deep white porcelain sink occupied one corner of the room. 

			But the coup de grâce was the enormous metal box, tall enough to walk in, that hummed quietly in the other corner—an icebox chilled with Fae magic and loaded with perishable meats, dairy, and produce. 

			As usual, the harried kitchen staff pinged around the room in preparation for dinner service; feeding forty hungry Sisters was no easy feat.

			Cassandra approached the workbench to greet Mistress Eklan, the kitchen stewardess. 

			Fifty years ago, Mistress Eklan had journeyed to the Temple in her youth seeking sanctuary. She’d escaped an untenable situation in the southern colonies upon which she’d never elaborated. And though Cassandra was too polite to pry, she suspected it involved an abusive husband. 

			Since Mistress Eklan wasn’t a virgin and, therefore, ineligible to join the Shrouded Sisters, she’d begged Mother Superior for any position within the Temple. The abbess had relented, allowing the woman to oversee the kitchen and the mortal staff and livvies who toiled there. 

			Short and thin with a stooped back and severe gray bun, the tough, no-nonsense woman ran her kitchen like a military operation. Cassandra had the utmost respect for her.

			“Back for more, eh?” Mistress Eklan cackled, the same joke she’d made every night since Cassandra had been assigned the chore.

			Cassandra bobbed a respectful curtsy. “Yes, Mistress Eklan. How can I help tonight?”

			“Pile of carrots over there needs chopping. Diced this time! Not those hack-job chunks you tried to slip past me last night.”

			“Yes, Mistress.” Cassandra made to move down the workbench when Mistress Eklan grabbed her wrist with wrinkled, knobby fingers.

			“She’s been looking for you,” the old woman said.

			“Mistress Eklan, you know that’s not possible. She doesn’t even know who I am.”

			“She knows.”

			Cassandra rolled her eyes, not believing Mistress Eklan despite desperately wanting to.

			Mistress Eklan nodded her head back. “She’s washing dishes over at the sink. Go say hi before you ruin my carrots. She’s been waiting for you all day.”

			“You don’t know that, Mistress.”

			“I do. Go.”

			Cassandra walked to the sink where a frail, thin obliviate was running a soapy cloth over a dinner plate. The livvie had curly, black hair threaded with gray and her deep brown eyes were lightless and vacant as she tracked Cassandra’s approach.

			“Hi, Mama,” Cassandra whispered.

			The woman showed no reaction, merely stared beyond Cassandra for a moment, then returned to her dish.

			“Mistress Eklan said you’ve been looking for me, but we both know that’s impossible. You’re never looking for anyone.” There was no cruelty in Cassandra’s words, just quiet resignation.

			Her mother said nothing, continued her task.

			It was difficult for Cassandra to reconcile this shell of a person with the spirited woman she’d known her mother to be before her father had died, and they’d been forced into this half-life.

			Cassandra’s father had been a member of Thalenn’s mortal police force. A boisterous man set on wringing every last drop of pleasure from life, he’d loved his daughter and wife with a fierceness that Cassandra had sometimes found suffocating. Until it was gone.

			He had sparkling blue-gray eyes—Cassandra’s eyes—and a long, braided beard that Cassandra used to stroke as she fell asleep when she was little. Cradled in his strong arms, she would try to stay awake as he spun her wild tales of the monsters roaming the continent. Her mother would scold him, complain the stories were too scary, and he would laugh her off, insisting his daughter was the bravest girl in Ethyrios. 

			That the monsters of the world would cower before her. 

			On good days, Cassandra still believed him.

			When Cassandra had turned ten, two years before he’d died, he gifted her the pendant and started training her in the backyard of their cozy, two-bedroom house in Thalenn’s southern suburbs. He taught her how to defend herself, how to use an enemy’s momentum to her advantage, how to wield a dagger and shoot a stun pistol, how to escape bindings. 

			And, most importantly, how to conquer her fear when her mind screamed at her to succumb to it. How to breathe deeply, still her racing thoughts, focus on her body’s movement and the scene unfolding before her, and nothing else. 

			Repeat the mantra, he coached her.

			Blade up, fear down.

			She remembered the night he died in vivid, agonizing detail. A message came just after dinner: a young girl had been abducted by a Beastrunner, a coyote bi-form, who’d been trafficking mortals to the continent and selling them as consorts out of a place called the Serpent’s Den. His clients were unscrupulous Fae who would feed off the girls’ emotions and do the High Gods knew what else with them. 

			Her father wasn’t on duty that night, but he went anyway, glancing toward Cassandra in anguish as he strode out the door. 

			She hadn’t understood what that look had meant until she was older. He’d been imagining that she’d been abducted. And he wouldn’t, couldn’t stand by and do nothing if there was even a slim chance of saving the girl.

			In her nightmares, Cassandra often heard her mother’s tortured howl and her knees cracking the floorboards as she’d opened the door that night upon the mortal police chief. 

			Helmet in hand and wearing a sorrowful grimace, he told them what had happened. “I’m so sorry, Mistress Fortin. He did save the girl. He’ll be remembered as a hero.”

			Her mother scoffed, gazing up at the chief through tear-soaked eyes. “And who will save our girl?”

			Cassandra wanted to tell her mother that she didn’t need saving. That she could save herself. She was the bravest girl in Ethyrios, after all. But she didn’t feel capable of saying the words. 

			So she simply walked to her room, leaving her mother wailing by the door. She pulled out her wooden dagger and performed the exercises that she and her father had been practicing earlier that day. 

			Blade up, fear down. Blade up, fear down. Blade up, fear down.

			She executed the movements for hours until her limbs trembled, and she could barely hold the practice dagger. She collapsed to the floor, and the grief she’d been holding at bay with the precise movements swallowed her whole.

			Her mother had never recovered. Cassandra wasn’t convinced that she herself had either. They were evicted from the house a month later, unable to afford the payments since Cassandra’s mother was in no state to hold down a job. They moved into a decrepit studio apartment in the Thalenn slums, and her mother started selling memories, the only means of support she was capable of. 

			She was obliviated ten months later.

			Cassandra was sitting in the waiting room at the Temple when it happened. Mother Superior floated into the quiet, antiseptic space like a wraith and crouched before her, swallowing Cassandra’s small pale hands within her larger mahogany ones. 

			“Your mother has been called by the Goddess Letha, my child. She will bathe in the waters of Oblivion for eternity, at peace. You must not weep for her.”

			And Cassandra hadn’t wept. She’d held her tears then, like the brave girl she was. Had been holding them for the past eight years.

			Cassandra often wondered what memories still rattled around in the empty cavern of her mother’s mind, stalking through the shadowed crevices. Did her mother recognize the faces? And did she know that the memories were hers, that she herself had lived them? 

			Cassandra hoped, at the very least, that some of the happiness remained. That even a glimpse of the love she’d so frequently witnessed between her parents had remained. Cassandra held onto that hope, knew she would shatter into a thousand pieces if she ever let go of it.

			To see her mother so broken by her father’s death, even before the obliviation, had left an indelible mark on Cassandra’s budding teenage mind. 

			Was love worth that kind of devastation? 

			Cassandra had decided it wasn’t. And though she chafed against her chastity vow in the physical sense, she appreciated the emotional boundaries it placed upon her. 

			The vow protected her from giving herself to someone who could hurt her, whether purposefully or not. Her father’s destruction of her mother certainly hadn’t been intentional, but her mother had been destroyed nonetheless. Cassandra was determined to never, ever go through anything like that. Ever. 

			It was why she would never act on her feelings for Tristan, no matter how much her body was begging her to do so. 

			If she dropped her guard, even for a moment, he could utterly ruin her.

			Cassandra wrapped her arms around her mother, placing a gentle kiss atop her head. 

			Her mother didn’t react. Didn’t lean into the embrace, didn’t stiffen against it. Just continued swirling her cloth against the plate.

			“I’ll be here if you need me, Mama,” Cassandra whispered into her mother’s hair. “I promise.”

			It was the same offer Cassandra made every time she saw Mama. The offer she made to honor her mother’s sacrifice. The offer Cassandra would never stop making, even if her mother never accepted.

			Cassandra returned to the workbench and started peeling carrots.

			Mistress Eklan hobbled over and squeezed Cassandra’s arm.

			“She knows, girl. She knows.”
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			Chapter Sixteen

			Tristan landed in the checkered stone courtyard of the Secretariat as dusk lumbered in on rolling storm clouds.

			He folded his wings and unconsciously tapped his holster. He hadn’t yet replaced the dagger he’d given to that little Daredevil on Saturday. Wondered if she’d been thinking about him as much as he’d been thinking about her over the past few days.

			But even the reassuring presence of his stun pistol would do him little good within the veritable fortress looming before him. The figures within the imposing stone walls wielded a different type of weapon—clever, slippery words exchanged in a never-ending battle for influence. And though he was adept at the verbal athletics practiced in the Secretariat, Tristan much preferred the elegant brutality of hand-to-hand combat. Would rather face a pair of fists than a well-crafted bon mot any day.

			He surveyed the grandiose structure, disgusted as always by the elaborate ornamentation. The Secretariat, the administrative offices of the colonies’ governing body, was a multi-tiered layer cake of a building with confections at every level. A sweeping marble staircase, multiple balconies and windows, and no fewer than ten chimneys reaching towards the sky—all for show, not substance. A perfect representation of the farcical machinations taking place inside.

			The entire campus was abuzz; the Sea of Thetis churned in the background, white-capped waves cresting angrily as black clouds gathered on the horizon. Low-level mortal clerks flitted about carrying boxes and folders stamped with the Empire’s seal: a Typhon steel broadsword bracketed by a pair of wings ringed in radiating lines. 

			Steel, wings, and wind. 

			The three sources of the Emperor’s power. 

			Tristan marked the councilors amongst the harried crowd, distinguished by their gleaming shoes and smiles.

			The previous Emperor had appointed all the colonies’ councilors to serve the Vicereine, though few had any real authority. Mostly Fae with a few token mortals thrown in for good measure, each councilor represented a single district within the colonies’ four islands. There were ten councilors for Thalenn alone, with jurisdiction over distinct areas of the sprawling city. 

			Though the public declaration of a councilor’s duty was the advocacy of their assigned district, every colonial citizen knew their true directive: keep the mortals in line. Ensure they stayed docile and kept selling memories. Leave enough slack on the leash to avoid outright revolution, but not enough to eliminate the destitution that ensured a steady production of Delirium.

			Tristan marched up the marble staircase, greeting clerks and councilors on his way with a friendly nod and a murmured hello.

			The checkered floor of the vast foyer echoed the pattern in the courtyard and three male guards—one Windrider and two Beastrunners—stood behind a burnished cherry desk. The guards were dressed in the livery of the Empire: fitted, blood-red jackets with gold buttons, white gloves, and golden helmets that cupped their skulls and hugged their ears.

			“Good afternoon, gentlemales,” Tristan smiled deferentially. “Officer Tristan Saros. I have an appointment with the Vicereine.” 

			The Vicereine had summoned him earlier that day, saying she had an urgent matter to discuss. His stomach dropped when he received the message. 

			Something told him his lost Thursday night was about to come back and bite him in the ass.

			The middle guard thrust a shiny black pad into Tristan’s face. The rotund Fae male, a walrus bi-form with ruddy brown skin, sported a bushy mustache and elongated canines that brushed his chin. Tristan pressed his thumb onto the device, then the guard glanced at a screen and nodded, confirming Tristan’s identity and appointment. 

			“Assume you know the way?” the guard asked, his voice rough and bubbly as if his lungs were filled with water. 

			Tristan thanked the guards and then made his way around the desk toward the grand spiral staircase that accessed the offices on the upper floors. He didn’t bother with the stairs. Merely positioned himself in the center of the staircase and, with a carefully aimed blast of wind, launched himself up to the third level. 

			As he strode down the hallway, he averted his gaze from the paintings lining the walls depicting the Vicereine during her centuries long rule. Her ice-blue eyes tracked him, sending frigid shivers along his wings. 

			He rushed past the paintings from the decades he’d been fucking her, his earliest in the colonies. Before he’d realized what a snake she was, as barbaric and beautiful as a pit viper. 

			Initially, he’d been flattered by her interest, thinking it meant he was more important than the other Vestians at a time when he craved validation. He was reeling from the mess that had forced him to the colonies, desperate for affection and drowning in sex and Delirium. 

			The Vicereine wasn’t a jealous female, didn’t mind sharing him. In fact, she personally invited guests into their trysts. She got off on watching him with other females. She would sit in a corner, her gold wings, pale naked skin, and ice-blonde hair luminous against a black velvet chair—a vindictive goddess demanding a sacrifice. She would dip her hand between her spread legs and direct his performance. Where to touch, where to lick, how hard to thrust. Dienses spare him, he fucking loved every second. Couldn’t get enough of her. 

			At least in the beginning.

			Until he noticed a change in the Vicereine. The cruelty slumbering deep within her awakened and clawed its way to the surface, a result of the unrelenting boredom of centuries in power. She would tell him to be rougher not only with her but also with their guests. Slapping, choking, biting. Feeding on emotions if the guest was mortal. 

			He didn’t object initially, enjoyed that type of play as long as it was consensual. But when she began to demand it, even when their partner seemed wary, he declined. 

			His refusals enraged her. She’d throw the cowering female out and whale on him. He never hit her back, just stood there and let her wear herself out. 

			It had only happened a handful of times—too many—before he’d broken off their arrangement, rebuilt his dignity, and refused to share her bed.

			In the hundred and fifty years since, she’d undoubtedly found males willing to indulge her predilections. But she’d made Tristan pay for the rejection often and creatively. He could take what she threw at him, the overtime and shit assignments, but he worried about the females she lured into her trap. 

			Were the other males she played with as scrupulous as he had been? Or did they do her bidding, no matter how bruising or bloody? He shuddered, berating himself for not doing more to stop her.

			The Empire’s seal was etched in gold upon the white double doors at the end of the hallway, and as Tristan approached, he took a deep, cleansing breath, ruffling his feathers to ease his tension. 

			He knocked on the door and that voice, that throaty, slithering voice that haunted his nightmares, seeped out of the room.

			“Enter,” the Vicereine commanded.

			The office was as cold and empty as the female seated behind the desk, every piece of furniture a glossy stark white. 

			Visions of the times he’d taken her in here flooded his mind. Each surface held a different shard of their history, a debauched mosaic that sliced into him, bleeding tarnished memories. She smirked as if she were remembering too.

			“Tristan. To what do I owe the pleasure?” She rose as he entered, stretching out her shimmering golden wings, the pin-straight sheet of her white-blond hair glowing in the murky light dribbling in through the expansive window. 

			Her ice-blue irises were nearly the same shade as the whites around them, giving her a piercing, predatory look that never failed to raise his hackles. 

			She wore an impeccable dove gray shift dress and jacket, the clothing hanging limply off her tall, rail-thin frame. 

			So different from the Daredevil’s soft, flowing curves—curves that had been the muse of every one of his masturbatory fantasies since Saturday.

			“You summoned me, Your Excellence,” Tristan replied, his face neutral.

			She chuckled, a dry, clicking rattle. Like bones clattering together. “How many times do I have to tell you, Tristan? Call me Varuna. I offer few the privilege of using my given name. You should be honored.”

			“I think it’s best if we keep things professional, Your Excellence.”

			She held him in her pale gaze, head cocked. A serpent ready to strike. She stepped around the desk and stood in front of him, then ran her hands appreciatively over his arms and torso. Like he was her property. Which, in a sense, he was. He stopped himself from recoiling at her touch.

			“We had fun together, didn’t we? Shame you turned out to be such a prude.” She grasped his chin, then smacked him across the face. Hard. Her rattling chuckle skittered along his bones. “For old time’s sake.”

			“What can I do for you, Your Excellence?” He gave her nothing, folded his hands behind his back and stared at the wall behind her. A soldier at attention waiting for commands and nothing more. He wasn’t getting sucked into her mind games.

			“You’ve become such a bore.” She waved her hand dismissively and crossed back behind her desk, lowering into her white leather chair and pressing a button on a chrome communication device. “Send them in.”

			She regarded Tristan with her cool, glacial eyes, chin resting on her palm. He clenched his jaw at the tapping of her perfectly manicured nails against the glass tabletop.

			A hidden door to his right opened, and Maksym Rosopa stepped in, angling his matte-green wings through the narrow frame before taking a seat. A few moments later, an aging yet ruggedly handsome man followed.

			The man was taller than the Vicereine, though not quite as tall as Tristan or Maksym, and he held himself as though he were the most towering figure in Ethyrios. Which amongst certain groups, he was.

			For a man his age, several winters past seventy, he possessed an enviable amount of feathery gray hair, swept back from his forehead. His eyes were crinkled slashes in his granite face, the color indecipherable without getting perilously close, and topped with straight, thick eyebrows. 

			“Varuna,” the man crooned. “Always a pleasure.” 

			She stood to greet him, air kissing either cheek, and letting her hands linger on his arms.

			“Alcander. Please, have a seat,” the Vicereine said, sweeping a graceful hand towards the third unoccupied chair. 

			She shot Tristan a menacing look, which he understood as keep your mouth shut and sit your feathered ass down. He promptly did, angling his wings above the chair. 

			“I was devastated to hear the news that you shared with Councilor Rosopa and me this morning,” the Vicereine continued. Tristan darted his eyes towards Maksym, but the Windrider seemed to be purposefully avoiding his gaze. Not good. “Would you please elaborate for Officer Saros?”

			“I’m afraid it has to do with Isidora, my wife.” Pagonis leaned back in his chair, crossing his hands over his stomach, and lifting an ankle onto his knee—a man used to making himself comfortable anywhere, with any company, regardless of species.

			At the mention of Isidora, the Vicereine leaned forward, the portrait of concern. 

			Such bullshit. 

			Tristan knew she didn’t give a fuck about mortals. Even wealthy mortals like Alcander Pagonis, who had enough influence to make her life in the colonies uncomfortable, if not remove her from her position entirely. 

			But the Vicereine was cunning, always knew which asses required the sloppiest kisses.

			“My wife is fine, in perfect health,” Pagonis continued, likely in response to the Vicereine’s dramatic display of worry, “but she is rather upset. And when she’s upset, my life becomes…difficult, as you can imagine.” 

			He aimed a wolfish smile at the Vicereine, who returned a tight-lipped one that didn’t meet her eyes. Maksym chuckled heartily, enmeshed in the same game as Varuna.

			“Her most prized diamond necklace has been stolen,” Pagonis addressed Tristan directly. “She noticed it was missing this morning. I informed Varuna and Maksym at once.”

			“And tell us again,” the Vicereine cut in, her mouth a tight, red slash as she aimed her unnerving eyes at Tristan, “when do you suspect the robbery took place?”

			Pagonis flicked a speck of dirt from his pant cuff. “Well, we can’t be sure. But we believe it was taken this past Thursday, the night of the Midsummer Ball.”

			Fuck. 

			Tristan used every ounce of his centuries-long training to keep his pulse steady and his breathing normal. He wondered if this meeting was so late in the day because the Vicereine had spent her previous hours coming up with a more creative punishment for him than sewer patrol.

			“This is the latest in a string of robberies that have occurred in my district over the past several years,” Maksym interjected. 

			Tristan seized the opportunity to distract from his own surveillance failures with a follow-up question. “Why haven’t we tried to apprehend the culprit before?”

			“The robberies haven’t been frequent enough to cause a panic—just another inconvenient symptom of the increased crime rates throughout the colonies during the new Emperor’s transition,” Maksym answered. “The populace will settle once they get this minor tantrum out of their system. Plus, the stolen items were valuable but not irreplaceable. The Emperor has been kind enough to reimburse the victims.” 

			Tristan suppressed the urge to roll his eyes. Of course the Emperor would reimburse wealthy mortals who, from the sounds of it, barely cared about their losses. Best keep the most loyal of his human supporters in his good graces while he exploited the rest of their species. The bastard hadn’t even bothered to set foot in the colonies to meet his subjects since he’d taken the throne.

			“And there have been more pressing matters to deal with,” the Vicereine added. Tristan was surprised to find himself agreeing with her for once.

			“And the difference now?” Tristan asked.

			“I do hate to distract you all with such an inconsequential request,” Pagonis drawled, his upturned palms and preening smile matching his words while his low voice signaled the opposite. He and his wife were not inconsequential and everyone in this room would do well to recognize it. “But this necklace is irreplaceable. Unable to be reimbursed for any amount of drachas. It’s a priceless heirloom that’s been passed down through my family for generations.” 

			“For you, Alcander, nothing could be considered a distraction.” The Vicereine aimed a broad smile at Tristan. “Officer Saros would be delighted to assist you.” 

			“Of course, Master Pagonis. We’ll help in any way we can. Does your wife remember the last time she saw the necklace?” Tristan asked.

			“She can’t recall when she last wore it. But it is unmistakable. The deep blue gem in the center is the rarest in Ethyrios.”

			“Was there any evidence of a break-in?”

			“None whatsoever.”

			“You must’ve witnessed something, Officer Saros.” The Vicereine examined him, eyes narrowed. “You were on duty in the neighborhood that night.”

			“I can recall nothing suspicious happening in Heronswood that night.” 

			Not a lie. 

			Though he wished he could recall something. He’d found his feather outside Pagonis’s estate the next morning. Had he witnessed the robbery? Maybe what he’d seen had frightened him enough to leave and drown his knowledge in Delirium. He wracked his brain, but the useless organ offered him nothing.

			“Besides, if there was no evidence of a break-in, perhaps it could have been one of your staff that stole the necklace?” Maksym added. “Were they on duty that night?”

			“No, they weren’t,” Alcander said, cracking his knuckles. “And the staff have been thoroughly…questioned. Unless they’ve all somehow gained your species’ tolerance for pain, I don’t believe any of them were responsible.”

			Tristan tried to echo Maksym and Varuna’s gleeful laughter but couldn’t quite manage it. Even self-preservation wasn’t enough of a reason to pretend to delight in the torture of humans.

			He interrupted their hilarity. “Other than the value, is there anything special about the necklace? Another reason someone might want to steal it?” 

			Tristan could’ve sworn he saw Pagonis and Maksym share a weighted glance before Pagonis stilled, his lips parting into a serpentine smile as he uncrossed his legs. He leaned close enough that Tristan could see his eyes were the deepest, darkest sapphire. “Nothing at all, Officer Saros.”

			“Are you—”

			“Thank you for your time, Alcander.” The Vicereine cut Tristan off before he could finish his question. “We will catch the responsible party and return the necklace to you and your wife as swiftly as possible.”

			Pagonis rose from his chair. “I have no doubt, Varuna. Best resolve the matter soon. I’d hate to have to involve the Emperor.” Threat unleashed, he turned and aimed for the exit.

			The Vicereine shot up to follow him out. “I’m certain that won’t be necessary.” She opened the double doors to her office. “Please give my regards to Isidora. Councilor Rosopa, would you please see Master Pagonis out?” 

			She shut the door as they exited, then stalked back to Tristan, wings bouncing. She didn’t bother with her chair, merely perched on her desk, fists clenched at her sides as if she were trying to stop herself from striking him—restraint she’d rarely shown.

			“You are unbelievable,” she started, but before she could finish whatever cutting remark she’d intended to throw, the side door opened, and a nervous Windrider clerk bustled into the room. 

			“What?” the Vicereine barked.

			The cowering young Fae aimed a careful look at Tristan before leaning in and pouring a string of rushed whispers into the Vicereine’s ear. As the clerk finished his urgent message, a slow smile spread across the Vicereine’s blood-red lips.

			“Get out,” she snarled.

			The clerk rushed out of the room, nearly slamming the door on his wings.

			“Your Excellence, I—” The Vicereine silenced Tristan with a raised hand.

			“The High Gods certainly have impeccable timing,” she crooned. “I was about to assign you to two months’ worth of sewer patrol in addition to making you hunt for that ridiculous necklace. But an even better punishment has just presented itself.”

			Tristan’s gut twisted. What could be more boring and ineffectual than sewer patrol?

			“Pack a bag, Tristan. And tell that mopey partner of yours to do the same.”
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			“Apologies, Saros,” Maksym said, his evergreen wings rustling in the wind whipping through the courtyard. “I couldn’t do anything to get you out of it without revealing to her that I knew you’d abandoned your post that night.”

			“I’d’ve done the same, Councilor.” Tristan used Maksym’s title half-jokingly. “Don’t worry about it.”

			“She furious?”

			“I’ve seen her much worse than that, trust me.” Memories Tristan was still trying, a century and a half later, to forget.

			“She ask you to look for the necklace?” Maksym asked.

			“Nah, she’s assigning two other Guards to that case. She’s come up with a much more interesting punishment for me.”

			Maksym’s shoulders drooped slightly. “Should I even ask?”

			At that moment, the Vicereine exited the Secretariat in a flash of ice-blond hair and golden wings, her predator’s eyes cutting straight to Tristan. 

			“Saros!” she shouted. “Get a move on! They’re waiting for you!”

			He aimed an apologetic look towards Maksym. “I’ll tell you about it later,” he said, rolling his eyes.

			Before he could launch into the sky, Maksym grabbed his shoulder. “Hey, if you hear any news about that necklace, let me know, will you?” Tristan cocked his head as Maksym dropped his voice to a whisper. “That meeting was fishy, right? Why is Pagonis so desperate to have us look for it? Why wouldn’t he have his own people do it? Something’s up. And if it’s happening in my district, I’d like to know about it so I can deal with the fallout before she gets wind of it.” Maksym jutted his chin towards Varuna. “You owe me that much after I covered for you.”

			“Little good it did me,” Tristan grunted. “But I’ll let you know if they find anything.”

			Maksym nodded his thanks as Tristan took off, aiming for the barracks to pack.

			Knowing that he’d been at Pagonis’s estate that night had Tristan wishing the Vicereine had asked him to look for the necklace. 

			This new assignment would be nothing more than a pointless distraction.

			As the courtyard of the Secretariat faded away below him, he jolted upon seeing it from a new angle. He’d never noticed how much it resembled a chessboard.

			And he, its lowliest pawn.
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			Chapter Seventeen

			For the fourth night this week, the riskiest of Cassandra’s life thus far, she found herself rushing through the streets of Dienses Square.

			At least she wasn’t wandering tonight. She had a single destination: back to the alley behind the Empress’s Lap to collect the payout from the Broker. And she planned to return to the Temple as soon as her task was complete. 

			Last night, she’d shown the young man’s memories to Xenia, who hadn’t been able to identify the black marble hallway. And the flush that rose on her friend’s cheeks while viewing the memory with the brunette courtesan wasn’t worth the embarrassment, as Xenia had recognized neither the pleasure house nor the red brick bell tower in the window. Though by the look of it, Xenia thought the bell tower might belong to a church or a chapel.

			Xenia offered to search maps of Thalenn and see which pleasure houses were near houses of worship, though she wasn’t hopeful. Dens of iniquity didn’t usually appear on official city maps. But she agreed with Cassandra that finding the pleasure house was imperative. The courtesan could lead them to the young man, who could in turn lead them to Sister Kouris. 

			That nagging voice in the back of Cassandra’s mind asked how in the name of Stygios she planned to infiltrate a pleasure house, but she shushed it. Told it she’d worry about that later.

			Thunder boomed as Cassandra arrived at the Empress’s Lap, the narrow slash between the brick walls dimmer than usual since the pub was closed on Tuesdays. Shadows and an eerie silence cloaked the street outside, the air heavy with moisture and threatening torrential downpours.

			She crept toward the liquor barrels, gripping the dagger that had become like a fifth limb. As she came upon the largest barrel, an unfamiliar odor burrowed up her nose: a sweet, rancid smell and not the smoky, vanilla scent of bourbon. Cassandra’s gorge rose, and her heart pounded a frantic drumbeat against her ribs.

			She closed her eyes and took a deep breath to steady herself, realizing her mistake as the foul stench coated the back of her throat and triggered her gag reflex. Holding her breath and attempting to quell her retching, she slowly lifted the lid off the barrel.

			The severed head of the pudgy, white-haired man she’d seen at the Fang and Claw gaped at her, his pock-marked features twisted into a grotesque snarl of pain, upper lip curled and exposing yellowed teeth. Shredded chunks of flesh hung below his neck, as if his head had been ripped from his torso. Congealed blood decorated the pile of limbs beneath.

			Cassandra clapped her hand to her mouth to stifle her horrified scream, and the lid clattered to the ground, rolling halfway down the alley before she noticed a square of ivory paper pinned to it.

			Her shoes skidded on the wet cobblestones as she rushed for the lid and ripped the note away, bolting out the alley to escape the overpowering scent of rotting flesh. She steadied herself against a streetlamp, and the message she found scrawled onto the thick paper, written in an elegant script, liquefied her bones.

			Your Broker, broken. We know what you took, Brittle Lady. We will find you.

			Cassandra’s chest seized, and she couldn’t breathe, overcome with an all-encompassing panic that stilled her lungs. 

			The white-haired man that Cora had been meeting with was the Broker? 

			And there was only one individual Cassandra knew of who would refer to her as Brittle Lady.

			Opheron had killed the Broker. 

			But why? Did it have something to do with the formula? 

			Or perhaps Opheron had killed the Broker over the necklace.

			Oh, Mighty Anaemos, the necklace. Had Opheron taken it from the barrel?

			The barrage of questions was replaced by anguish as she realized the death of the Broker and the disappearance of the necklace meant she wouldn’t get the drachas for the Callas family. 

			She almost fainted at the thought of how spectacularly she’d failed. What would become of Mistress Callas and her children now that Cassandra couldn’t spare her from selling memories? 

			She crashed against the lamppost, sank to the ground, and buried her face in her hands. Hot tears spilled down her cheeks as she let out a choked sob.

			Footsteps clacked against the cobblestones, and she jerked her head up, pressing the heels of her palms against her bleary eyes. 

			A wingless, humanoid form approached, though the form was too far away and the night too dark for Cassandra to make out its features. 

			But there was something familiar about the slithery way it moved. It paused as soon as she lifted her head, its glowing eyes aimed right at her.

			She jumped to her feet, instinct taking over as she shook off her pity party. She turned to run but was knocked to the ground before she could take more than a few steps. 

			The creature straddled her, knobby knees clenching her hips and pinning her in place.

			“Brittle Lady,” Opheron snarled. “We suspected we would find you here sooner or later. Did you like our gift?”

			The Deathstalker slammed her forehead into the cobblestones, and blinding pain exploded into her skull. He lifted her braid to his nose and inhaled. “We can smell your fear now. It’s making us hard.”

			Opheron thrust his hips, nudging his tiny prick against her tailbone. Head swimming and vision blurred, she tried to smack him off her back, but he leaned out of reach.

			“Yes,” he hissed. “Keep fighting us, mortal. It will make your surrender so much sweeter. Our master said we’re not allowed to kill you. He wants you alive. But we can have our fun beforehand, can’t we?” He dragged his forked tongue up the back of her neck.

			Cassandra shuddered but took advantage of his distraction to reach beneath her cloak and grab Tristan’s dagger. She jammed it in to the Deathstalker’s thigh, then bucked upwards, pulling the dagger free and knocking him away as he howled in pain. 

			Cassandra rose to her feet, sucking in heaving breaths as dizziness overtook her and piercing lights bloomed in her vision. 

			Opheron loomed over her, and she crouched in front of him, dagger upraised and ready to strike.

			The Deathstalker gripped his thigh, trying to staunch the lime-green blood flowing through his fingers. It should have been congealed by now. Did Typhon steel hinder a Fae’s healing ability? She reminded herself to ask Xenia. If she ever saw her again.

			She didn’t have time to think about it further, as Opheron lunged for her. She darted out of reach, then pivoted and planted her foot on his back. He stumbled forward, knees slamming onto the cobblestones, and she rushed behind him, pushing the dagger up under his jaw.

			“One move and I’ll spill your foul green blood all over the street,” Cassandra growled.

			Opheron raised his hands, chuckling. “Those are quite the fighting skills you possess, mortal. And quite the weapon as well. Where did you get it?”

			Cassandra didn’t answer him. “Why did you kill the Broker?”

			“We had no further need of him.”

			“What have you done with the necklace?”

			Opheron tilted his head, an inscrutable expression washing over his serpentine face. “We’ve given it to our master.”

			“Who, Pagonis?”

			Faster than her human eyes could process, Opheron leapt to his feet, then twisted her wrist. The sharp pain forced her hand open and the dagger clattered onto the cobblestones, sliding out of reach. She blindly swung at him with her free hand and sailed her other wrist straight into his grasp. 

			He tucked her arms under his armpits, immobilizing her as his fangs popped.

			“Wait,” she gasped. “Your master wants me alive. You can’t bite me.”

			“Just a scratch will leave you unconscious but alive. And at our mercy.” His citrine eyes glittered with excitement as he tugged her closer, clear venom dropping from his fangs and splattering her cloak.

			Cassandra slammed her knee between Opheron’s legs with all the force she could muster. 

			A breath whooshed out of his mouth, and his fangs retracted. He toppled to his knees, gasping in agony as Cassandra ripped her arms free.

			She rushed for the dagger, then stepped behind the kneeling Deathstalker and grabbed his greasy, straw-colored hair. Yanking backward and exposing his neck, she dragged the Typhon steel dagger across Opheron’s moon-white throat. 

			Neon-green blood spurted onto the cobblestones as she brought her lips to his ear and whispered, “Just a scratch.”

			She wiped the blade on his white jacket and threw him to the ground. 

			She knew she hadn’t killed him. His blood would replenish, and the gash at his throat would close. She could only hope the violence of the wound combined with whatever healing suppressant was on that blade would buy her enough time to safely return to the Temple. 

			Cassandra leaned forward, bracing her arms on her knees as she fought the urge to vomit. She pulled the balmy, sticky night air into her lungs until the nausea passed and she felt steady enough to stand. 

			She glanced at Opheron, prostrate on the street behind her, his blood flowing between the cobblestones in a vile network of green rivulets illuminated by a flash of lightning. 

			She gripped her pendant, then kissed the warm, gold sphere. “Thanks, Papa.”

			Tucking the dagger into her belt, she began the long trek up the hill towards the Temple.
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			Chapter Eighteen

			Cassandra’s senses went on high alert as she approached the imposing sandstone wall on the western edge of the Temple grounds. Too many sounds cascaded over—shouting, doors banging, a flurry of activity wholly out of place for the late hour.

			She hurried along the soaring border wall until she reached the dense woods at the back of the property. An illusion, as only a few hundred feet of trees separated the Cloisters from the steep cliff that plummeted into the churning waters of the Sea of Thetis.

			Cassandra crashed through lush summer foliage, pushing through leaves as she zigzagged between trees and leapt over fallen branches. Dread clawed her insides, urging her to return to her quarters. She said a prayer to Letha that Mother Superior hadn’t already noted her absence.

			Cautiously approaching her window, she crouched below the sill and tapped on the glass, hoping Xenia would signal it was safe to come inside. 

			She sucked in a sigh of relief as the window flew open, and Xenia’s mass of golden curls poked out.

			“Cass! Oh, thank the High Gods! Get in here, now.”

			Cassandra pulled herself over the sill and toppled into the room, relieved to find nothing amiss. “What’s happening?”

			Xenia’s eyes widened as Cassandra stripped off her cloak.

			Garish green blood covered Cassandra’s shoes, pants, and hands. She glanced into the mirror beside her bed and noticed a trickle of her own blood flowing down from her hairline. She rubbed it away then rearranged her hair to hide the wound. 

			“I’ll explain…this later,” Cassandra said, gesturing to all of herself. 

			Xenia gave her a shallow nod. “I don’t know what’s going on. Mother Superior’s going door to door, waking everyone and gathering them in the atrium. I was terrified she’d get here before you returned. She—”

			A forceful rapping shook their door, and they had to strain to hear Mother Superior’s soft voice. “Sister Fortin, Sister Cirillo, please join us in the atrium for an announcement.”

			Xenia closed the window as Cassandra hid the dagger beneath her pillow and kicked off her blood-soaked training shoes. She slipped her feet into navy leather flats, then threw her dress robes over her training attire and stuffed her hands into her pockets. She prayed no one would notice Opheron’s blood.

			Xenia opened the door and the two friends headed into the atrium, the last of the Sisters to join the burbling mob around a fountain surrounded by beds of soft-blue forget-me-nots—the signature flower of the Temple’s namesake Goddess.

			A statue of Letha herself stood in the center of the fountain. She appeared as a water-bearer, the river of Oblivion constantly flowing from the jug cradled in her arms. Cassandra never looked at the statue’s face. There was something about the Goddess’s expression that rattled her, sending shards of ice slicing down her spine. A vacancy, an absence that somehow lacked any hint of peace or tranquility. 

			Like the face of an obliviate.

			A hush fell upon the gathered women as Mother Superior ascended the lip of the fountain, her platinum hair glowing in the moonlight and the hem of her navy robes darkening as it dipped into the water. 

			“Sisters,” the abbess intoned, “I’m afraid another of our flock has flown.” 

			Frightened gasps and a flurry of whispers erupted as Mother Superior’s tawny hands settled onto the shoulders of the red-faced woman before her. 

			Sister Filo’s stocky frame shuddered, and tears streamed down her equine face. Just yesterday, Sister Filo had claimed Cora’s vacated bed in the room with Sister Pacha. 

			Xenia clutched Cassandra’s forearm. 

			Mother Superior bowed her head, her thin, dark fingers digging into Sister Filo’s shoulders, drawing a wince from the addled woman. “Tell your Sisters what happened,” the abbess said, her voice a quiet menace.

			“I…I…” Sister Filo sucked in a quivering breath. “I was in the bathing chamber, running a bath, and Sister Pacha was on her bed reading. I couldn’t hear anything over the flow of the water. And I didn’t hear anything after I shut the water off either. I only stayed in the tub for twenty minutes or so. After I dried off and returned to the bedroom, she was gone. Her book was lying open on the bed, but other than that, nothing was out of place. The window and the door were both locked. Like Richelle just vanished into th-th-thin—”

			Sister Filo howled, covering her face with her thick, wrinkled fingers.

			Mother Superior didn’t offer a single word of comfort, merely raised her head to address the gathered women. “Sisters, let us not jump to conclusions. We are not privy to the will of the High Gods and therefore cannot comprehend their divine plan for Sister Pacha. Irrational fears trouble our Goddess Letha and disturb our true purpose. I remind you, do not dwell in speculation.”

			Searing fury blazed through Cassandra’s veins, and it took all her willpower to hold her tongue, not launch herself at the abbess. She was certain Mother Superior hadn’t told a soul outside the Temple about the previous disappearances. 

			But the abbess wouldn’t be able to keep this one a secret. Richelle was the youngest daughter of one of the wealthy Heronswood families whose mother came to visit the Temple every Sunday. It was only a matter of time before the Vicereine would be informed, if she hadn’t been already.

			As if reading her thoughts, Mother Superior twisted her head towards Cassandra, her black eyes boring into Cassandra’s skull. “However, I cannot deny the gravity of the situation in which we find ourselves. At best, three of our Sisters have deserted us in less than a month.” Cassandra couldn’t help the scoff that burst from her lips, her frustration boiling over at Mother Superior’s blatant disregard for the Sisters’ safety. Mother Superior paused, eyes flaring wide enough to expose whites. 

			She relaxed her features and continued, “At worst, three of our Sisters have been stolen from us for purposes known only by the High Gods themselves. Contrary to what some of you may believe,” her eyes drifted back to Cassandra, “I am not so cold-hearted as to sit back and do nothing while there is such a clear and present danger to our order.” 

			With the abbess’s gaze still upon her, Cassandra kept her face neutral as skeptical thoughts buffeted her. Cassandra had no doubt that only the status of Richelle’s family had spurred Mother Superior into action. 

			Cora and Sister Kouris had both been born in the slums, taken by the Temple as children. There were no weekly visits for either Sister. No one in Ethyrios would notice, or even care, if they remained missing forever. 

			The thought splintered something in Cassandra’s chest. She knew she’d suffer the same fate if she disappeared. Xenia would likely be the only person who’d even miss her. 

			Distracted by her thoughts, Cassandra almost missed the grand finale of Mother Superior’s announcement, snapping back to attention as soon as she heard the word Vestian.

			“…will be staying at the Temple for the foreseeable future to investigate the disappearances of our Sisters and to protect us until the situation can be resolved. A benevolent gesture from our most gracious Vicereine Lykan. Please welcome Officers Saros and Zephyrus.”

			Cassandra’s heart exploded into such a frenzied rhythm that she had to fight the urge to pass out, grasping for Xenia’s shoulder to steady herself.

			The world tipped off its axis as a broad-shouldered and heavily muscled male strode into the atrium. 

			Though she didn’t recognize his last name—she’d never asked, and he’d never told—she did recognize his onyx wings, the iridescent feathers glimmering in the starlight. 

			Did recognize his silky, dark hair, gathered in that low knot like always. 

			Did recognize his heart-stopping grin and the dimple it brought forth.

			Tristan paused just inside the archway, a winged warrior-god towering above the group of gaping women.

			“Good evening, Sisters.”
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			Chapter Nineteen

			Cassandra crouched behind Xenia to prevent Tristan from noticing her. She poked her head around her tall friend’s shoulder, just enough to view the archway.

			Tristan maintained a respectful distance from the women shrinking before him. Wearing a friendly, closed-lip smile, he tucked his wings and left his hands casually at his sides, trying to appear as non-threatening as possible. It seemed to be working; the tension amongst the women began slowly evaporating. 

			Until the other Officer arrived. 

			Cassandra wondered which was Saros and which was Zephyrus.

			Just as tall and corded with muscle as Tristan, but with a severe countenance, the male surveyed the Sisters with a scowl on his handsome face. 

			His wavy, ash-brown hair, long on the top and short on the sides, spilled over his forehead, grazing his arched eyebrows. He was paler than Tristan, his features more delicate but no less masculine—a long, sharp nose, defined jaw, and wide, thin lips. 

			His wings, flesh with not a feather in sight, were the color of impending storm clouds, the same color as his piercing gray eyes. His black uniform matched Tristan’s, leather pants hugging well-shaped legs and a thick, leather jacket with a short collar. 

			He did not share Tristan’s impulse to appear cordial. 

			He loomed over the cowering Sisters with his thick arms crossed over his chest, exposing the dagger and stun pistol hanging at his hips. Moonlight glinted off the black talons at the peaks of his wings.

			Tristan, noting the Sisters’ renewed terror, smacked his fellow Officer in the chest with the back of his hand, forcing the other male to uncross his arms and pull in his wings. 

			Tristan flashed a broad smile at the group. “Don’t pay any attention to Officer Zephyrus. He’s pissy because I beat him on our race over here.” 

			A few of the Sisters tittered. 

			Officer Zephyrus’s scowl did not budge. Cassandra was beginning to wonder if it was the only expression he was capable of. 

			Mother Superior stepped off the fountain, parting the Sisters as she approached the two beautiful Windriders with an outstretched hand. “Welcome, Officers. We are honored to have you with us.”

			Tristan’s massive hand swallowed the abbess’s delicate fingers, pumping once then releasing her towards Officer Zephyrus, who refused the gesture. Didn’t even bother glancing down. Tristan aimed an irritated look at his fellow Guard.

			“The honor is ours, I assure you. And please, call me Tristan.”

			Xenia reached back and pinched Cassandra’s hip so hard that Cassandra almost cried out loud. She swatted her friend’s hand away and ducked down further.

			“And this friendly bastard is Cael,” Tristan said, slapping a hand onto Officer Zephyrus’s shoulder. “He’s not as mean as he looks.”

			Cassandra hadn’t thought it possible, but Cael’s scowl deepened.

			Mother Superior turned to the Sisters, now more curious than terrified due to Tristan’s effortless charm. “Sister Filo, you will move into Sister Kouris’s space, into the suite with Sister Galan. The Officers will share your vacated suite for the duration of their stay.”

			The two Vestian Guards would be Cassandra and Xenia’s new neighbors. Wonderful.

			“Alright Sisters, excitement over,” Mother Superior said. “Please head to your rooms and calm yourselves as best you can. It is late, and training will not be postponed. I’m sure that you will all be polite and accommodating to our new guests. And I have no doubt the officers will do everything in their power to ensure their time with us does not disrupt our schedule or our purpose.” 

			Only a fool would’ve missed the threat in those words.

			Mother Superior followed the Sisters filing out of the atrium in a hum of whispers and shuffling feet. 

			 Xenia lingered by the fountain, her eyes bouncing between the two Vestians. Cassandra yanked her friend into motion and Xenia yelped, drawing Tristan’s attention.

			“Are you alright, Sister?” Tristan asked, approaching with Cael on his heels. “I assure you, there’s nothing—”

			The dark-haired Windrider sucked in a sharp breath as his gaze met Cassandra’s.

			Sweet Amatu, he was even more beautiful than she’d remembered.

			Tristan stared at her, eyes wide, his sensuous lips curling and exposing his sharp canines. “Well, well, well,” Tristan began before Cassandra shook her head to discourage him from continuing.

			She glanced over her shoulder to see Mother Superior lingering in the covered walkway that ringed the atrium, watching from behind a sandstone column.

			“Welcome to the Temple of Letha,” Cassandra said, loud enough for the abbess to hear. “We’ll show you to your room. Follow me.”

			Cassandra’s chest unclenched as Mother Superior turned from the exchange and glided away.

			Tristan and Cael followed Cassandra and Xenia across the atrium.

			“This is you,” she said, gesturing to the room next to her own.

			“And this is us!” Xenia piped up with a sly smile, hooking a thumb towards their door. Cassandra sighed and rolled her eyes.

			Tristan leaned his shoulder against the wall and cocked an eyebrow. “All the easier for us to keep a close watch on you…Sisters,” he said. 

			Cassandra shot him a scowl worthy of Officer Zephyrus, whose own scowl loosened ever so slightly as he surveyed Xenia.

			“So kind of you to show us the way,” Tristan crooned. “Perhaps you’d like to give us a tour of the grounds tomorrow after breakfast? I’m sure the abbess would agree it’s the polite thing to do.”

			“We’d love to,” Xenia said. “Good night, Officers.” She opened the door to their quarters, and dragged Cassandra inside before she could protest. 

			Xenia shut the door, then collapsed onto her bed in a fit of hysterical laughter.

			“High Gods, Cass. You are going to get kicked out of the order. And it’s going to be worth it.”
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			A Shrouded Sister. 

			Tristan couldn’t believe it. 

			Or could he? 

			He had the strangest suspicion that he already knew she belonged to the order. 

			Though she hadn’t mentioned it on Saturday. He’d replayed their conversation in his head a dozen times since then and would’ve remembered such a pertinent detail.

			Tristan surveyed the suite of rooms he’d just entered, similar in size to the quarters the two Guards shared at the barracks and almost as utilitarian. Tristan appreciated the neatness, the tucked corners on the tightly made bed. 

			Tristan aimed for the left, his side at the barracks, and Cael didn’t object. Merely flopped onto the other bed and draped an arm over his eyes. His fleshy wings drooped over the sides, skimming the woven blue rug that covered the rust-colored floor tiles.

			Tristan’s oldest friend and roommate hadn’t said two words to him tonight. Not that Cael was normally gregarious, especially around strangers. But Tristan had never seen him this morose before. 

			Cael was furious about their new assignment. Though truthfully, it was Cael’s own damn fault. His piss-poor attitude had not gone unnoticed, had earned him the same punishment as Tristan.

			Mother Superior had gotten word to the Vicereine shortly after Sister Pacha had gone missing, right when Tristan happened to be sitting in her office. 

			Tristan had met the Sister’s father, Grigori Pacha, on several occasions at the Vicereine’s palace. A Delirium exporter and kind man well-liked by both species within the colony elite, Pacha was not quite as powerful a mortal as Alcander Pagonis but was respected enough to warrant special treatment. Especially under such dire circumstances.

			The assignment couldn’t have come at a worse time for Tristan’s friend. 

			Three months back, Cael had been tapped for a promotion, a cushy patrol on the continent in Delos, capital of the Fae Empire and home of the Emperor. 

			Though Cael had willingly come to the colonies a century and a half ago to prove his mettle as a Vestian, he’d been yearning to return to the continent for decades. He missed his parents, his brothers, his home—a place where magic was a given, not a luxury. 

			Cael kept his head down and worked his ass off to qualify for the position, only to have it snatched from him at the last minute by a female Windrider whose father worked for the Emperor. 

			Tristan was furious on his friend’s behalf, though a selfish part of him was relieved that Cael wouldn’t be leaving the colonies.

			In the weeks since, Cael was in a fouler mood than normal, and nothing Tristan tried could snap him out of it. Training didn’t help. Flying didn’t help. Late-night trips to the Fang and Claw to get his friend laid didn’t help. 

			Cael spent those nights sulking at a corner table, disappointing the many males and females who approached him, downing Delirium after Delirium. Which only made his gloominess worse, as if the emotions flavoring the drink amplified his feelings tenfold. 

			Tristan, in a desperate attempt to cheer Cael up, begged Reena to keep him company last Wednesday night. Tristan knew she had a soft spot for his handsome, curmudgeonly friend and Cael always seemed slightly less grumpy around the sexy tiger bi-form. But not even Reena’s ministrations, straddling Cael’s lap and trailing kisses down his neck while her hand stroked between his legs, could lift him out of his funk. Luckily, Reena had enough confidence to shake off Cael’s rebuff. 

			After that near-disaster, Tristan had given up trying to force his friend to feel better. Instead, he maintained an upbeat presence, knowing Cael would pull himself out of his moping eventually.

			Tristan left Cael pouting on the bed and crossed into the bathing chamber, impressed by the grand size. He’d be able to comfortably wash his wings in the enormous marble bathtub.

			“Hey honey!” Tristan called out. “Get in here and look at the size of this tub! We could totally canoodle in here.” He heard a muffled grunt from the next room. “Come on, big boy. You know you can’t resist me.” Tristan sauntered back into the room, swore he saw Cael’s lips fighting a smile under his arm.

			Tristan flung his pillow at Cael’s stomach, adding a gust of air to enhance the blow.

			“Oof!” Cael exhaled as he sat up, his arm dropping from his face, stormy gray eyes narrowed. Cael grabbed the pillow and whipped it at his friend, who ducked before it smacked the wall and released a puff of white feathers. “Asshole.”

			“It speaks!”

			Cael actually did smile at that. Well, what Tristan knew was a smile for Cael. His lips flattened and the scowl disappeared.

			“What the fuck are we doing here, Tristan?”

			“Being punished by a she-devil. Solving a mystery. Flirting with off-limits mortal women.”

			“Pretty sure that Beastrunner abbess would claw your balls off if you got them anywhere near her flock. I heard she’s a polar bear bi-form, but no one’s ever seen her animal.”

			“Twenty drachas says I can bring it out of her before we leave.”

			Cael snickered. “I’m not taking that bet. You’re deranged enough to do it for the entertainment value alone.”

			Tristan kept his words and body language as casual as possible. This was the most his friend had spoken in a month, and he didn’t want to break the spell.

			“Speaking of off-limits mortal women,” Cael continued, “what was up with you and that dark-haired Sister? She looked like she wanted to claw your balls off too.”

			Tristan huffed a laugh and stretched out onto his bed, placing a hand behind his head. He knew precisely and in great detail what he wanted that little Daredevil to do to his balls, had been fantasizing about it for days. “It’s nothing.” 

			It wasn’t, but he wasn’t quite ready to have that conversation with Cael. 

			The Sister had smelled interested in him the other night at the Fang and Claw. But given this new information, especially that pesky chastity vow, he wasn’t quite sure where he stood. Probably nowhere. 

			But even if he couldn’t have her in the ways he and his cock wanted, he felt stupidly excited at the promise of spending several weeks in her presence. 

			“I helped her escape Opheron on Saturday night, over by the Empress’s Lap. She was disobeying about a dozen of her order’s rules just by being downtown that night. Guessing she was worried I’d expose her to the abbess. Little does she know what a gentlemale I am.”

			Cael barked a laugh and Tristan echoed it, wondering what had finally pulled his friend from his stupor.

			“The sooner we find these missing Sisters, the sooner we can get back to some real assignments,” Cael said, picking at his elongated canines. “I’m going to get that Delos patrol, so help me Anaemos. But I’m not going to earn it by solving small potatoes cases like this.”

			“You never know. Find his daughter alive, and Grigori Pacha might do you all kinds of favors. Put in a good word with the Vicereine. Send a recommendation letter to the Emperor. Get on his knees and suck your massive cock.”

			“Oh, sweetheart, you think it’s massive? I’m flattered.”

			Tristan’s entire body relaxed at the banter, grateful to have even a small piece of his friend back.

			“I can’t believe they cleaned out this place already.” Tristan dipped his chin, surveying the spotless room. “The abbess was worried enough to contact the Vicereine but not worried enough to treat this like a crime scene? After our tour tomorrow, we’ll have to ask to pull the memories of the missing Sisters’ roommates. They might not have noticed anything out of place, but if we can view them ourselves, we might catch something they didn’t. Maybe our new neighbors can help?” 

			Cael shook his head, chuckling. “You are way too obvious, Ghostwalker.”

			Tristan shrugged, not caring that he wore his heart on his sleeve. He’d known the painful consequences of denying his feelings. And Shrouded Sister or not, he hadn’t been this fascinated by a female—mortal or Fae—in decades. Centuries maybe. He felt compelled to explore whatever had passed between them the other night before she’d bailed. Even if it came to nothing. 

			Tristan had to know if the little Daredevil could be tamed. 

			He suspected not. 

			And smiled as he anticipated the ride of his life.
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			Chapter Twenty

			Cassandra and Xenia arrived at an unfamiliar scene at the training ring the next morning. Given that it was Wednesday, calisthenics day, the Sisters should’ve been grouped into four lines executing jumping jacks, push-ups, and sit-ups. 

			Shoes scraping on gravel and muffled male grunting welcomed Cassandra as she came upon the stock-still Sisters. The women were gathered in a circle, with their eyes glued to the ring and their bodies of various shapes and sizes on display in skin-tight black training attire.

			Cassandra strode toward Sister Christos and Sister Andino, the two Sisters closest in age to her and Xenia. The four young Sisters had an amiable relationship, though Cassandra had trouble trusting Sister Andino, who frequently attempted to curry favor with Mother Superior at the expense of other Sisters. If Sister Andino ever learned of Cassandra’s recurring nighttime excursions, she would no doubt run straight to the abbess to tattle.

			Both women’s jaws hung slack, eyes glazed. Neither even flinched when Cassandra elbowed her way between them and crossed into the ring. 

			Cassandra stopped, feet skidding on the gravel, as she beheld what had the women so rapt. 

			Tristan and Cael were in the center of the ring, performing the Sisters’ calisthenics routine. 

			Shirtless. 

			There was an obscene amount of muscled flesh to admire above the loose, black pants that hung indecently from their hips. Taut pectorals and carved abs glistened in the morning sunshine, and their arms bulged as they dropped to the ground to perform push-ups. The suggestive motion dragged several audible gasps from the surrounding Sisters. 

			Tristan and Cael stood and began jumping jacks, wings bouncing, the jostling movement loosening the sweat covering Tristan’s chiseled body. 

			Cassandra watched, transfixed, as a single bead slid down the defined planes of his stomach, drawing her eyes right to the V-shaped muscles flowing into his waistband. 

			Holy. 

			High. 

			Gods.

			Realizing that she was staring at Tristan’s package, she whipped her eyes up, and his smoldering grin almost knocked her flat. 

			Oh, he knew exactly what he was doing.

			Cassandra searched the ring for Xenia and found her further down, looking just as addled as Cassandra felt. 

			Xenia’s eyes were glued to Cael’s long, lean body. He was slightly less bulky than Tristan, but no less perfect a male specimen. 

			In fact, all the Sisters were flushed. Cassandra wondered how long they’d been standing here drooling. 

			Shaking off her paralyzing lust, Cassandra marched into the ring and paused in front of Tristan, arms crossed in a futile attempt to mask the drumbeat of her traitorous heart. 

			His spicy, aged oak scent, exaggerated by the workout, enveloped her, and she was overcome with an insane urge to lean in and lick the sweat from his heaving chest. 

			He’d tied his dark hair up higher than usual, and the knot sitting atop the back of his skull made him look boyish and irritatingly adorable.

			His massive hands rested at his hips, drawing her attention to his pulsating stomach muscles while the heavy breaths of his post-exercise panting poured filthy thoughts into her mind. He continued to stare down at her with an amused grin, bringing forth that infuriating dimple.

			“Are you two done with your little display?” Cassandra demanded, surprised by her steady voice despite the desire coursing through her veins. Pretentious bastard could probably scent it. “We need to do our training too.”

			Tristan’s honey-brown eyes went feral as his grin widened—a fox let loose in the hen house. “There’s plenty of room, Sister…? Sorry, I didn’t catch your name last night.”

			“It’s Sister Fortin!” Xenia screamed from across the ring. 

			Cassandra whipped around so fast that her heavy braid smacked Tristan’s stomach, drawing a breathy grunt that prickled along her skin. She shot Xenia a homicidal look. 

			“Thank you.” Tristan dipped at the waist, flashing a crooked smile at Xenia, who turned beet-red. 

			Tristan addressed the group, placing his palm on his broad, sweaty chest with an enticing smack. “Sisters, forgive us. We didn’t mean to monopolize your space. Please, join us. We’ll make room.”

			Cassandra was knocked back as Sisters Christos and Andino barreled over to stand as close as possible to the two half-naked Vestians. Sister Christos gave Cael a shy smile that did nothing to erase his scowl, and he turned away to continue his exercises. 

			Tristan’s gaze licked over Cassandra’s body as she walked away to take a spot in the ring next to Xenia.

			“He is—” Xenia said breathlessly.

			“I know,” Cassandra snapped.

			“And the other one—”

			“I know.”

			“Is it wrong for me to hope they never solve the disappearances and just stay here forever?”

			“Yes. And thanks for telling him my name. Traitor.”

			“He seems extremely…determined. I’m sure he would’ve figured it out eventually. Probably would’ve dragged it out of you with his long, hard—”

			A giggle burst from Cassandra’s lips as she swatted Xenia’s arm. 

			Tristan swiveled his head, lowering his shimmering black wings to beam at Cassandra over his shoulder. 

			Sister Andino frowned, annoyed that Tristan’s attention had been pulled away. 

			And even though Tristan wasn’t hers, Cassandra certainly didn’t want anyone else laying claim. So she gifted Tristan a dazzling smile and started her stretches by raising her arms above her head, exposing her midriff. His ravenous eyes dipped right to the bare expanse of skin. 

			Sister Andino huffed and resumed her jumping jacks. 

			Cassandra began her exercises, trying to ignore the captivating warrior whose gaze kept sneaking back to her, sending chills up her spine.
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			Chapter

			Twenty-One

			Cassandra was going to be late for breakfast. 

			She’d needed to cool down after that heart-pounding training session, so she let Xenia shower first. When it was her turn, Cassandra ran the water as cold as she could stand it and stayed under the cool spray for so long that Xenia left without her.

			As the frigid water cascaded down her shivering body, Cassandra contemplated future training sessions with a mixture of dread and fervent anticipation. Maybe someone could convince the Vestians to wear shirts. But Cassandra doubted a single Sister would make such a request after this morning’s thrilling show. And honestly, the Windriders’ bodies were so perfectly formed that no amount of clothing could render them less appealing. 

			Besides, there were more pressing matters at hand than the two Fae males currently inspiring a rampant and chaotic re-evaluation of chastity vows throughout the order. 

			First, there was the loss of the Broker. Not only had she failed to get the payout from the stolen necklace, but her access to drachas was now severely restricted due to the Broker’s untimely demise. Anxiety gnawed at her as she tried to think of another way to help the Callas family.

			Second were her missing Sisters, three in total now. She only had the faintest idea of where Sister Kouris was being held, had no idea where Cora had gone after the Fang and Claw, and had even less of an idea of where to start looking for Richelle. 

			And finally, Opheron’s dark words snaked through her mind, striking out often and unexpectedly, paralyzing her with fear. We’ve given it back to our master. That must mean he’d returned the necklace to Pagonis. Right? How long did she have until they uncovered her identity?

			Trying her best to rinse her nagging worries down the drain, Cassandra stepped out of the tub, toweled off and took several deep, meditative breaths. She was not looking forward to the tour with the two Vestians. 

			Cassandra left the bathing chamber then opened the bottom drawer of her armoire, revealing her secret stash of jewel-toned bras and panties. She always wore them under her dress robes as a hidden act of rebellion against her modesty vows. She had no idea where she’d amassed such a collection, which meant she’d likely stolen them. She put on a deep violet set then clasped her pendant around her neck. 

			Stepping into her navy-blue dress robes, she pulled up the long sleeves, then fastened the mother-of-pearl buttons that ran along the fitted bodice from her waist to the top of the high neckline.

			She braided her hair, and it landed like a thick, wet rope against her back as she flung it over her shoulder. 

			Holding up her floor-length skirt, Cassandra slipped her feet into her leather flats and, with one final glance in the mirror, exited her quarters. 

			No sooner had she closed the door than a hand shot out of thin air and pulled her into a shadowy cocoon against the smooth, sandstone wall. 

			Tristan placed his long-fingered hands on the wall beside Cassandra’s head, caging her between his arms and flashing her a rogue’s smile. Sunlight poked through his feathers in the tight space they now shared, creating a hazy halo that made him look like a fiendish angel.

			Cassandra slapped his chest, as solid and unyielding as a marble statue. He didn’t even flinch. 

			“What are you doing? Anyone could see us!” she yelped.

			“I’m a Ghostwalker.” Tristan grinned, and her stomach flip-flopped as he bent down, obliterating the benefits of her cold shower. “My wings are covered in camouflaging feathers. If someone were to pass, they’d only see blank wall.”

			He leaned in closer, and his mouth brushed the shell of her ear as he whispered, “The feathers don’t mask sound though. So try not to scream, Daredevil.” 

			Cassandra’s lids shuttered as the feel of his warm, soft lips against her skin sent a frisson of pleasure down her body.

			When she opened her eyes, she found Tristan staring at her mouth, his breathing ragged. As if he were restraining himself from pouncing on her. 

			His freshly showered scent was intoxicating and fully masculine, and the black leather of his uniform creaked as he shifted his powerful body closer.

			Cassandra pressed into the wall, needing space before she lost control and let him do all the depraved things his ravenous, golden-brown eyes were promising. 

			She schooled her features into a bored expression. “What do you want, Tristan?”

			“Now how is it fair that you know my name, but I don’t know yours?”

			“You do know mine. It’s Sister Fortin.”

			He gnashed his teeth, exposing his pointed canines. “Yes, about that. You left out a few key pieces of information when you were flirting with me on Saturday.”

			Cassandra scoffed. “Flirting with you? You were getting ice for my chin, that’s all. You didn’t need to know that I was a Shrouded Sister. Unless you thought I was going to beg you to take me to bed.”

			“Weren’t you?” he purred, curving his hand around her hip and bending down as if to devour her lips.

			She dug her fingers into his silky knot of hair and yanked his head back. His eyes snapped shut and he clenched his teeth, sucking in a sharp breath. It was not a sound of pain.

			Tristan’s throat bobbed in a dark chuckle as he wrenched his hair from her grip. “A Shrouded Sister who likes it rough, huh? Naughty girl.”

			Cassandra couldn’t help the moan that slipped past her parted lips.

			“Fuck me, please make that noise again,” he begged, grunting softly.

			She laid her hands on his chest, soaking in his warmth as his heart pounded against her fingers. She tried to calm her own racing heart, but it was impossible to remain unaffected by him. 

			She had made many reckless choices in her life but had always pulled back before causing any major damage. This felt entirely different. Like she’d be reduced to a pile of ash if she let her blistering desire for Tristan burn free. 

			But her selfish yearnings couldn’t erase the promises she’d made to her mother, to Xenia, to Thalenn’s needy families, to her Sisters. She wouldn’t be able to honor any of those promises if she broke her vow and got kicked out of the order. As much as her body ached for him, she’d force her mind to prevail.

			“Tristan,” she said, more calmly than she would’ve expected, “I am bound to the Shrouded Sisters by vows that I will not break. As long as I belong to the order, we can’t be anything more than friends.”

			He exhaled a resigned sigh. “If friendship is all you’re offering, then I’ll take what I can get.” His lips curled into a sinful smile. “But I can’t promise I’ll be able to control myself around you.”

			“Bring it on, Birdman,” she said, jutting her chin up, challenging him. “I have enough restraint for both of us.”

			“You sure about that?” He dipped his head, skimming his nose along her jawline and stopping at the sensitive skin behind her ear. She almost giggled as he nuzzled the ticklish spot.

			He whispered against her cheek. “Because right now you smell like you’re desperate for me to unbutton your dress and taste every inch of your body.”

			Her nipples hardened, and the damp heat that throbbed at her core almost sent her sinking down the wall. 

			Tristan searched her face for a reaction to his offer, but she certainly wasn’t going to give in that easily. Through sheer force of will, she kept her face as apathetic as possible.

			She tilted her head back, stared straight into his caramel eyes. “You couldn’t handle what I’ve got on underneath.”

			He sucked in a sharp inhale, then dipped his head and chuckled. “You are too much, Daredevil.”

			A glower overtook Tristan’s face as he noticed the scab on her hairline from last night’s cut. He cupped her cheek and brushed his thumb over the wound.

			His body went rigid, eyes cold and pledging violent death. “Who did this to you?”

			“It doesn’t matter, it’s over.”

			“Who did this?” A strained whisper through grinding teeth.

			Cassandra knew he wouldn’t let it go.

			“Opheron,” she answered.

			“When?”

			“Last night. Before you arrived. I ran into him downtown. Though he was in much worse shape than me when I left, thanks to your dagger.”

			Tristan’s grimace broke into an amused grin, eyes glittering. “Spicy.” He rested his hand on the side of her neck, his thumb stroking her jaw. “What did you do to him?”

			Cassandra shrugged and glanced away, nonchalant. “Oh, not much.” She flicked her eyes back to his and curved her lips into a wicked sneer. “Just opened his throat and spilled his blood all over the street.”

			He threw his head back in a rollicking laugh, then caught himself. His bouncing shoulders rustled his feathers, fluttering the sunlight in their shady cocoon. He settled his hand against the wall next to her cheek. “I would’ve given my last dracha to witness that.”

			“Well,” Cassandra exhaled, “this has been quite a diverting little abduction, but I am very late for the morning blessing, and the nasty polar bear bi-form who runs my order might eat me for breakfast if you don’t let me go.”

			Tristan’s expression turned serious. “We need to talk about your Sisters’ disappearances. As much as I’ve enjoyed having you pinned up against this wall—we’ll have to do it again sometime, friend—I came to ask for your help with the investigation. I’m willing to bet that you know more than you’re letting on about what could’ve happened to your Sisters.”

			“I would do anything to help them,” Cassandra vowed.

			“I have no doubt. Plus, it sounds like you’re lethal with a dagger, and I might need the protection. You’d be an asset to the team, which is just me and Cael at the moment. Will you join us? I can make it official, ask the Vicereine to send an order to the abbess.”

			Cassandra could barely contain her excitement. A real chance to help her Sisters, with resources provided by the Vestians and the Vicereine? But she wasn’t ready to reveal how much this meant to her. Something told her Tristan already knew. She decided to bargain for one more thing.

			“Only if Sister Cirillo, my roommate, can join too. She knows the Temple library better than anyone. She’d perform any research you need quickly and thoroughly.”

			Tristan nodded his head. “Deal. You gonna tell me your name yet?”

			Cassandra snorted. “You’ve got a lot to prove before you earn that privilege, Birdman.”

			He tilted her chin up with his knuckle, their mouths so close they were sharing breath. “I do love a challenge,” he whispered, his lips barely grazing— 

			An ear-splitting roar tore through the Cloisters and Tristan pulled back. Cassandra’s face drained of color as she looked up with terrified eyes. “I have to go. I’m already on such thin ice with her.”

			Tristan lifted his wings and released Cassandra into the blinding sunlight falling into the atrium. Before she could walk away, he grabbed her hand and pressed a gentle kiss to the bottom of her palm that she swore she felt between her thighs. “I look forward to working with you, Daredevil.”

			She froze, unable to tear her eyes from the enchanting male until a second roar spurred her into motion. She pulled her hand from his grasp and rushed into the dining hall, nearly toppling her chair as she crashed into place. 

			“What’s that stupid grin on your face for?” Xenia asked.

			“Sister Fortin,” Mother Superior whisper-shouted from across the dining hall. “Come over here. Now.”

			Cassandra shot a panicked look at Xenia, then scurried over to Mother Superior and bobbed a curtsy. The abbess’s elegant face was as serene as always, her widened eyes the only sign of her roiling anger. Mother Superior stood, towering half a foot above Cassandra, who bowed her head in deference.

			Mother Superior’s long mahogany fingers gripped Cassandra’s chin, making her wince since her bruise hadn’t yet healed. The abbess wore a mask of cool calm, her voice a melodious murmur. “You are late, Sister Fortin. Tardiness is unbecoming of a Shrouded Sister and angers our Goddess Letha. What do you have to say for yourself?”

			Cassandra decided on a half-truth, hoping to spare herself further punishment.

			“I was with Officer Saros. He was lost and I helped him find his way out of the Cloisters. You requested we be accommodating.” Cassandra, defiant, stared into the abbess’s depthless eyes.

			“Very well,” Mother Superior sighed, releasing Cassandra’s chin. “But if you are late to another meal, your punishment will be more severe than kitchen duty, I assure you. Go sit down. Eat.”

			Cassandra rushed to her seat, robes swishing on the tiles and Sisters muttering in her wake. As soon as she sat down, the livvies placed the pewter serving platters on the tables and the din of chattering Sisters and tinkling utensils overtook the room.

			Though Cassandra was relieved that the abbess seemed ignorant of her extracurricular activities, she couldn’t help the burst of fury that blazed through her. How dare Mother Superior scold her for being late to a meal when three Sisters were missing? 

			She felt a soft hand grasp hers and looked up into Xenia’s sparkling green eyes. Her friend’s blond curls spilled over her shoulder as she leaned across the table.

			“Don’t let her get to you, Cass. She’s not worth getting worked up over. So…were you really with Officer Saros?”

			Cassandra chuckled, loving her friend for knowing exactly what to ask to bank her fiery anger.

			“Maybe,” Cassandra smirked, glancing away with a coy blink.

			“And what was it that you were helping him find his way out of? His pants?”

			Cassandra barked a laugh, then clapped her hand over her mouth, not wanting to draw further attention from Mother Superior.

			“It’s not like that. I told him that we couldn’t be anything more than friends. He agreed. Sort of.”

			“Ha! We’ll see how long that lasts. I see the way he looks at you. Officer Black Wings is desperate to get a peek beneath your robes.”

			Cassandra corrected her friend. “We call him Birdman, Zee.”

			“I’m just wondering how I can get Stormy Eyes to look at me that way,” Xenia sighed, propping her chin on her palm.

			“Well, you might start by opening your mouth and talking to him. Which you’ll get more opportunities to do now that Tristan has requested we join the investigation.”

			“What? Us? As in me also? Why?”

			“You live in that library. You could find anything in those stacks. You’ll be the team researcher.”

			“Mother Superior will never agree to this.”

			“Tristan’s going to have the Vicereine demand it. She won’t be able to refuse.”

			“Oh Cass, she is going to be livid. You need to be careful. If you step out of line, even with protection from the Vicereine, she will make your life miserable.”

			“I know,” Cassandra said, furrowing her brow and grabbing Xenia’s hand, lowering her voice. “But we’ve got to risk it. She never would’ve reported Sister Kouris and Cora missing if Richelle’s disappearance hadn’t forced her hand. Everything she does comes at the expense of our Sisters, I’m sure of it. Plus, we have solid information to share with Tristan and Cael. With their resources and attention, maybe they can make something of it. I can’t just sit back and do nothing, Zee. I’ve seen what happens to helpless women in these colonies, and I will not let that happen to anyone else I care about.”

			Xenia’s eyes softened as she gripped her friend’s hand tighter. “I’m with you, Cass. Always.”

			Cassandra offered Xenia a grateful smile. “So, we’ll give the Officers a quick tour after breakfast, then head to the library to show them the evidence we’ve gathered.”

			Xenia blanched. “You’re going to show them the memory from the pleasure house?”

			“We have to. Given their appetites, they might know where it is.”

			In an impressive display of circulatory function, Xenia’s skin transformed from chalk white to blushing pink. “I don’t need to be thinking about Cael’s appetites any more than I already am.”

			Cassandra chuckled. “I’ll show them that one.”

			“High Gods bless you. Alright, less chitchat, more pastries. I’m starving. And I have a feeling we’re going to need the energy.”

			Cassandra smiled, adding a slice of cheese quiche to her plate along with a spoonful of figs and a honeyed pastry before pouring herself a steaming cup of tea.

			With the two Vestians in their corner, her missing Sisters finally had a glimmer of hope. And she couldn’t deny her excitement at the prospect of working with Tristan. She felt more energized than she had in weeks, easily shaking off any lingering anger from her altercation with the abbess.

			“Ok Zee. Story time. I’m in the mood for a filthy one today.”
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			Chapter

			Twenty-Two

			And this is the library?” Xenia asked, though it wasn’t a question, flailing and growing more flustered by the minute.

			Tristan, Cael, Xenia, and Cassandra paused before the shallow stone steps flowing up to the library’s substantial oak doors. 

			Carved into the wood, a frieze depicted Thakavi the Scholar, God of Wisdom, grasping the previous Emperor’s hand and bestowing the knowledge of the universe upon the Fae ruler. Rays of light emanated from the Windrider Emperor’s open fingers, bathing the crowd of Fae and mortals below. Cassandra resented the implication every time she stood before the doors—that all the knowledge in Ethyrios filtered through the Empire alone.

			“There’s lots of…uh…books in here,” Xenia mumbled.

			Cassandra felt guilty that her friend had done all the talking, but not guilty enough to pitch in. She was enjoying the show despite knowing Xenia was going to throttle her later.

			“Fascinating,” Cael murmured, his arms crossed over his broad chest and his wings dragging on the ground. 

			Riveting, he’d said when Xenia had shown them the Great Room. Thrilling, he commented in the chapel. Captivating, was his answer in the courtyard. 

			He’d worn that bored expression on his striking face throughout the entire tour. Better than the scowl, but no less intimidating for poor Xenia.

			Tristan had asked questions and tried to engage Xenia, but she seemed almost as rattled by his interest as she was by Cael’s indifference.

			Tristan rushed up the stone steps two at a time, and Cassandra tried not to stare at the way his leather pants hugged his impeccably sculpted—

			He swiveled and caught her staring, then winked with a crooked smile before pulling open the massive door as if it weighed nothing. A blush crept up her cheeks, and she looked away, catching Xenia’s gaze. 

			Help me, Xenia mouthed behind Cael’s back, running a finger across her throat.

			Cassandra snickered and threaded an arm through Xenia’s as the two friends followed Cael into the library and paused in the foyer.

			Tristan entered directly behind Cassandra, and she forced herself not to lean back into him as the unhelpful half of her mind willed him to reach forward and touch her. 

			She turned to face him, expecting to be rewarded with a smug grin, but instead saw the muscled column of his neck as his gaze traveled the ceiling. 

			A mural depicting the night sky of Ethyrios blanketed the cavernous hall, a sea of velvety black with twinkling lights to represent the stars.

			In the center, the brightest star in the skies shone. The mortals called it Delphae, though no one was certain of the name’s origin.

			After the Accords, once the Fae gained full control of the continent, they’d renamed the star for the Imperial Family, calling it—

			“Erabis,” Cael whispered with a shade of reverence.

			Xenia cleared her throat. “Here in the colonies, we call it Delphae.”

			“Why would I care what it’s called in the colonies?” Cael’s mouth pitched downward in disgust, as if he’d bitten into a piece of rotten fruit.

			Xenia’s stupor broke, likely from Cael’s impudence in her most sacred of spaces. She glared up at the Windrider, nose level with his collarbone, and poked a finger into his face, her wild curls bouncing angrily.

			“I have had enough of you today, you overgrown pterodactyl! If you don’t show this building some respect, I will throw you out on your perfectly formed ass!”

			Cael had enough good sense to look contrite as Xenia stormed into the library. 

			Cassandra ran after her but not before she heard Cael whisper to Tristan, “What the fuck is a pterodactyl?”

			Xenia’s rage propelled her halfway down the lengthy center aisle of the library in a matter of seconds. Cassandra caught up and grabbed Xenia’s hand, forcing her to stop and whirl around with emerald eyes blazing and cheeks reddening.

			“Well, that’s one way to get him to look at you, huh Zee?”

			“He may be gorgeous, but he is an asshole. What gives him the right to speak about the colonies like that? And if he feels that way, how can you be so sure that your precious Tristan doesn’t?”

			Cassandra shrugged. “I’m not. I barely know him. But if he does, he’s hiding it well. And he’s not my precious.”

			“Whatever. I’m sorry I blew up. Let’s just get this over with, okay? The less time I spend around that attractive prick, the better.”

			“You calling him attractive kind of spoils the insult, doesn’t it?”

			Xenia huffed and turned sharply on her heel. Her footsteps echoed off the patterned tile floor as she headed towards the tables at the back of the hall. 

			Cassandra hurried after her, passing stacks of books piled floor to ceiling with wooden ladders leaned against them. Tall, narrow windows cast beams of hazy midmorning sunlight that illuminated the dancing dust.

			Cassandra reached an open area with a high, vaulted ceiling filled with wooden tables on one side and plush pine-green armchairs on the other. The tables were empty on this hushed Wednesday morning, and only two visitors lounged in the armchairs. Xenia sat at a table in the very last row, picking at her cuticles, jaw clenched.

			As Cassandra approached, she slipped her hands into the deep pockets of her dress robes and ran her fingers over the cool glass, reassuring herself that the two memory vials were still there. 

			Cassandra took a seat across from Xenia. “I’m sorry, Zee. I should’ve helped with the tour. I didn’t mean to hang you out to dry.”

			Xenia looked up from her fingernails, her eyes misty with impending tears. “I’m not mad at you, Cass. I’m mad at myself for letting him get to me. I don’t understand how someone can be that rude for no reason. I’ll cooperate, for your sake and for our Sisters, but I’m not giving Officer Zephyrus one additional second of my time.”

			Xenia sat upright, crossing her arms over her chest as heavy footsteps marched toward them. Tristan and Cael wove their way through the tables, wings tucked in tight. Two enormous, wild creatures wholly out of place in the quiet, orderly space.

			Tristan dashed for the seat next to Cassandra and flipped the chair around, folding his forearms atop the back, his muscles shifting beneath his leather uniform. Cael did the same in the chair next to Xenia, who gazed forward, pointedly ignoring the towering Fae warrior. 

			Tristan cleared his throat and shot a marked look at his fellow Guard.

			Cael rolled his eyes before Tristan’s boot connected with his shin under the table. Cael grunted, and his grimace deepened.

			He swiveled his head toward Xenia and muttered, “Sorry.”

			Xenia, an imperious pillar of ice, didn’t bother to look at him. “What was that? I can’t understand your mumbling.”

			“I’m sorry if I upset you.”

			“Me being upset would imply I care about your opinion. Which I don’t.”

			“Well, if you’re not upset, then I suppose no apology is necessary.”

			“It’s not.”

			“Fine. I take it back.”

			“Fine.”

			Their faces had drifted closer during the exchange, barely a hairsbreadth between them as they glared at each other. Xenia turned away first.

			“What’s a pterodactyl?” Tristan asked.

			Xenia, blasé, resumed examining her fingernails. “An ancient monster that roamed the world before humans and Fae appeared on the continent. A mindless, flying beast whose only impulses were to feed, fuck, or kill.”

			Tristan surveyed Cael. “Sounds about right.” 

			To Cassandra’s utter shock, Cael’s lips curved ever so slightly upwards as he tilted his head down, trying to hide his amusement. His membranous gray wings flared.

			Tristan flared his wings also and nestled his feathers against Cassandra’s arm. “Sister Fortin, you mentioned you’ve gathered some pieces of evidence. Care to take Cael and me through them?”

			“I’m not sure where to start.”

			“Start with the first information you found.”

			Cassandra glanced towards the other library visitors and lowered her voice, leaning in and resting her forearms on the table. Xenia mimicked the movement and Tristan scooted closer. Cael didn’t budge.

			“I saw Sister Aritia at the Fang and Claw on Saturday night.”

			“When?” Tristan asked.

			“Right as I was leaving. I rushed out the door to follow her but didn’t see where she’d gone. I’ve gone back to Dienses Square a few nights this week but haven’t been able to find any trace of her. And after what happened last night—”

			“What happened?” Cael interrupted, his curiosity overriding his petulance.

			“She attacked Opheron with a Typhon steel dagger.” Tristan smiled at Cassandra with something like pride on his face. He wrapped his wing around her chair.

			“How do you know that?” Xenia demanded, eyebrow cocked at Cassandra though the question was directed at Tristan.

			A rush of heat crept up Cassandra’s neck. “I, uh…told him this morning when I was helping him find his way?” She shot a meaningful look at Xenia, begging her friend not to dig further.

			“How does a Shrouded Sister know how to wield a dagger? Especially against a full-blooded Deathstalker like Opheron?” Cael scoffed in disbelief.

			“Watch yourself, Officer Zephyrus. She might turn it on you next,” Xenia side-eyed him with a sneer.

			He sneered back, revealing a pointed canine. “I’d love to see her try. I’m older, more powerful, and more disciplined than that venomous twat. I’d be a much harder enemy to subdue.”

			Xenia’s chest heaved as her anger rose, color staining her cheeks. “Sounds like you’ve got a lot to prove. You overcompensating for something?”

			“I’ve never had any complaints in that department, gorgeous.” Cael winked at her. “What would you know about it, anyway? Aren’t you Sisters supposed to stay pure for Letha?”

			Cassandra swore she saw steam escaping Xenia’s ears; she’d never seen her friend so agitated. “Oh I know plenty. Especially that I’d rather break my chastity vow with an actual pterodactyl than let a handsome, conceited asshole like you into my bed.”

			Tristan’s eyes darted between Xenia and Cael, and he bit his lip to suppress his laughter. The lip biting was extremely distracting—Cassandra couldn’t stop picturing her own teeth there. 

			He caught her staring, then reached down and squeezed her thigh to emphasize the spectacle across the table, his touch lingering a few seconds longer than was proper. The heat of his hand burned through her robes as though it’d left an imprint directly on her skin. 

			She jolted at the absence when he removed it, raising his palms to play referee between the two equally matched opponents sparring on the other side of the table.

			“Can we get back on track, please?” Tristan’s booming voice sent shivers down Cassandra’s spine. “Or would you two like Sister Fortin and me to leave you to your foreplay?”

			Cael grunted, and Xenia shot Tristan such a bloodthirsty look that Cassandra was afraid her friend might launch across the table and strangle him. But they both shut their mouths.

			“What in the name of Stygios were we talking about?” Tristan asked.

			“I was telling you that I saw Sister Aritia on Saturday,” Cassandra answered.

			“Right! Please go on, Daredevil.” Tristan stroked her shoulder with his wing, urging her to continue. Xenia raised a questioning eyebrow at the nickname.

			“As I said, I couldn’t find any trace of her. But when I went to talk to Reena about—”

			“You went back to talk to Reena? Alone?” Tristan interrupted, worry tightening his features. Cael’s eyebrows shot up and his back stiffened. And though Xenia’s expression didn’t change, a vein in her jaw began fluttering.

			Cassandra wondered which of Reena’s choice tidbits had alarmed Tristan: Reena’s assessment of Tristan’s mood after Cassandra had ditched him or the revelations on his history with the sultry Beastrunner. 

			“Yes, she’s lovely,” Cassandra crooned with a slow smile as she leaned onto the table, placing her chin on her hand and angling towards Tristan. “And she was so helpful. She told some very interesting stories. We put a bottle of champagne on your tab. Hope you don’t mind.”

			Tristan and Cael were holding their breath, and Cassandra made a mental note to return to the Fang and Claw as soon as possible to discover what other juicy stories Reena had collected about the two increasingly pale Fae males.

			“Most of what she told me was about Cora—that’s Sister Aritia’s first name.” Both males exhaled. “Cora had a meeting that night with a heavyset, white-haired, older man with bad skin.” Cassandra decided not to disclose that she knew the man was the Broker. Safer for both her and Xenia to play dumb for now.

			“Apparently, she was supposed to sell him some kind of formula, but she’d changed her mind,” Cassandra continued. “At least, that’s what Reena said.”

			“Do we have any idea what the formula was for?” Tristan asked.

			Xenia leaned in. “I’ve been researching it, and I’m fairly certain it’s for Delirium. It’s the only formula that someone would need a Shrouded Sister to access. Do you all know the story of how Delirium was invented?”

			The males bobbed their heads, but Cassandra shook hers.

			“Mind if I take a moment to tell her?” Xenia asked.

			“By all means,” Tristan answered with a graceful swish of his palm.

			“Delirium was the catalyst that made the Accords possible. Five centuries ago, Ethyrios was embroiled in a civil war that had been sparked by a human uprising,” Xenia began. “Humans had grown tired of the Fae enslaving them, slaughtering them while feeding on their emotions.”

			“Naturally,” Tristan chimed in.

			Xenia continued, “Fortunately, there was a group of Fae who understood that if their species continued to kill humans at such a steady pace, it would lead to the mortals’ extinction. Which would, in turn, mean no more emotion feedings of any kind, consensual or otherwise.

			“One of those Fae preaching sustainability was Trophonios, an ingenious young male who’d discovered that mortal memories could be siphoned and collected, then processed into an elixir which he himself dubbed Delirium.

			“Trophonios journeyed from his home in the mountainous terrain along the Dordenne River and shared his knowledge with the ruling human families. For several years, he tirelessly negotiated on both sides. He convinced the mortals that offering their memories a few at a time was better than having their emotions ripped from them. And he proposed to the Fae that a willing source of memories was more advantageous than a frenzied massacre of the entire human population.

			“The humans, desperate to save their species but knowing they had very little leverage, agreed to abandon the continent to the Fae and to provide the memories necessary to keep up a continuous supply of Delirium.

			“The Accords went into effect and the order of the Shrouded Sisters was founded to pull, view, and process the memories. Trophonios ensured that only the Sisters would have access to the original formula by relinquishing his notebooks to the order,” Xenia concluded.

			“How could that be true?” Cael asked. “What about the Delirium factory down by the harbor? Wouldn’t they need the formula too?”

			“That factory only does the mixing of the base ingredients and the final bottling,” Xenia answered. “The memory drops that get added to the elixir are provided by the Temple.”

			“Interesting,” Tristan answered. “The base ingredients are common knowledge then?”

			“Yes,” Xenia said, “but whatever gets added to the memory drops is not. I’m assuming that’s the knowledge the white-haired man was seeking from Cora.”

			“But why would she offer to provide such a thing?” Cassandra asked. “And why would someone want to manufacture their own Delirium?”

			“It’s one of the most powerful substances in the world,” Tristan answered. “In the wrong hands, and with some clever tweaking, who’s to say it couldn’t be used as some kind of biological weapon. It’s no wonder the formula is kept under wraps.”

			“The white-haired man could be the Broker,” Cael mused, eyeing Xenia with new respect after her report. “He’s come in for questioning during prior investigations. He never tells us his name, though, as part of the deal he makes to talk. He must have connections at the highest levels of the Vicereine’s government to keep that information from the Vestians. Perhaps one of those connections was the client seeking the formula? Time to call in the crusty old snitch again.” He looked to Tristan, who nodded.

			“He might not have much to say,” Cassandra interjected, leaning back in her chair and crossing her arms. “The man you just identified as the Broker is dead. Opheron ripped him to pieces and left him in a barrel behind the Empress’s Lap.”

			“Wrath of Vestan, Daredevil, how do you know that?” Tristan gaped at her.

			“I found his body right before my little date with Opheron last night.”

			“You were busy, weren’t you?” Tristan smirked. “What were you doing over there again anyways?”

			“It’s not important,” she answered.

			“Fuck that,” Cael said, his choice of words making Cassandra flinch. “You don’t get to decide that, Sister. Tell us.”

			Xenia piped up. “She doesn’t have to tell you anything.”

			“And you don’t get to decide that either, Blondie,” Cael snarled. “Officer Saros and I have protected these colonies since before your great-granddaddy was a sperm in your great-great-granddaddy’s nutsack. We are running this investigation. So, if we say it’s important, it’s fucking important. What were you doing at the Empress’s Lap last night, Sister Fortin?”

			Cassandra glanced at Xenia, whose brows were knit together over widened green eyes, golden curls shaking as she shook her head. Silently begging Cassandra to keep quiet.

			Tristan had already let her get away with stealing the necklace once, but would he do so again? The first time, he’d done it to spare himself. Without that kind of motivation, could she trust him with this secret? She wasn’t so sure. 

			And with Cael in the mix, a male who clearly played by the rules, her confession was far more likely to result in an arrest, followed by a one-way ticket to Tartarus. She decided, for once in her reckless life, to exercise caution.

			“I already told you. I was searching for Cora,” Cassandra lied.

			Xenia bowed her head and exhaled a long breath. Cael glanced over at her, assessing, as if he could tell she knew Cassandra was lying.

			Cael opened his mouth to say something, but Tristan cut in.

			“What did you do with the Broker’s body?” Tristan asked Cassandra.

			“Nothing. As far as I know, he’s still rotting in that barrel.”

			Cael continued to scrutinize Cassandra, suspicion shading his storm cloud eyes. Tristan addressed him, snapping him out of his trance. “We need to get over there before someone finds it. Good thing that place usually smells like death. Maybe no one’s noticed.”

			“And our next move after that?” Cael asked. “I can’t imagine the Broker’s client will stop seeking the formula, even after the man’s murder. And why would Opheron have killed the Broker anyway? This shit just got incredibly messy.”

			“That’s not all of it either,” Cassandra said, reaching into her pockets. She placed the two glowing vials onto the table. “You need to see these. Officer Zephyrus, you’ll have to come over here to view them with me.”

			Cael cocked his head, then rose out of his chair like a billowing cloud of smoke. Xenia’s eyes followed his progress though her face remained angled downwards. Cael picked up his chair, crossing behind Xenia without tucking his wings. He dragged them against her.

			“Hey, watch it, beast!” Xenia yelped. Cael snickered but didn’t apologize, settling into his chair next to Cassandra.

			“Have you two viewed memories before?” Cassandra asked.

			“Of course, we have,” Cael sneered.

			“Just checking. It can be disorienting. I wouldn’t want you to lose control of yourselves.”

			“You can’t imagine the horrors we’ve seen over the centuries, Sister. It would take a lot more than a few mortal memories to destabilize us. We can handle it,” Tristan said, grinning broadly.

			“One of these memories is…” Cassandra struggled to find the words. “Well, maybe I should just show you. We’ll do the tame one first.” Cassandra rolled back her midnight sleeves, then rested her exposed forearms on the table. “You have to touch my skin to view the memory.”

			Cael’s hand was cool and roughly callused, but surprisingly gentle as he gripped Cassandra’s left forearm. 

			Tristan ran hotter and Cassandra tried not to dissolve into a puddle when he stroked his thumb along her bare skin as he settled his broad hand onto her other forearm. 

			The skin-on-skin contact of the two Fae males, combined with their proximity and different body temperatures, whipped her heartbeat into a galloping rhythm. 

			Viewing the pleasure house memory was going to be awkward. But a deep-down part of her, something she fought to bury, was tantalized at the thought of experiencing it while these two breathtaking, dangerous creatures had their hands on her.

			“Okay,” Cassandra blew out a breath. “Here we go.”
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			Chapter

			Twenty-Three

			Tristan had to remind himself to stay professional and refrain from stroking his thumb along Sister Fortin’s silky, delicate skin. 

			He couldn’t help it when he’d touched her, heard her heart rate pick up. But they were in public, in the presence of Cael and Sister Cirillo. Not to mention, she’d said she only wanted to be friends. 

			Well, that wasn’t entirely accurate. She said she couldn’t be anything but friends. He sensed she was fighting it. But if she broke her chastity vow, it had to be her decision. He would never force or guilt her into it. He wondered if she’d bend it a little for him, and his cock stirred at the thought.

			Sweet Amatu, those skin-tight leggings she’d worn to training had taken his breath away. 

			When she exposed her bare stomach, he was overcome with such a desperate urge to put his mouth there, to taste her skin, to lick and nibble until she was begging him to move his tongue lower.

			He’d been distracted for the rest of the session. Couldn’t stop seeking her out and could barely concentrate enough to finish exercises he’d been doing for over two centuries.

			He hoped to be spared the sight of her body, but she wasn’t any less tempting in her dress robes, even covered head to toe. The midnight blue fabric clung to her curves and that endless row of buttons mocked him. He couldn’t stop picturing what was underneath, not after her comment this morning.

			But Tristan’s fascination went deeper than an overwhelming physical attraction. She was fearless and fierce and…cheeky. Not at all what he would’ve expected from a Shrouded Sister. As much as he wanted to explore beneath her robes, he found himself wondering what kind of life she’d lived, who she thought she’d be before she joined the order. And then there was that niggling familiarity…

			Tristan shook his head, attempting to clear his lust-addled mind and concentrate on the complicated case unfolding before them. Based on what Sister Fortin and Sister Cirillo had just shared, there were many knots to untangle before they had any hope of finding their Sisters.

			Sister Fortin began a soft chant, words he didn’t understand but which jostled something loose in his mind. Phantom fingers brushed his temple and a night’s gentle breeze stirred his hair.

			Sister Fortin nodded to Sister Cirillo, who was holding a half-filled, glowing glass vial. Sister Cirillo popped off the cork and pressed the opening against Sister Fortin’s tattoo. 

			Her muscles stiffened under his hand and his eyes slammed shut as his body was overcome with a free-falling sensation. Sharp pinpricks of light flooded his vision, stinging his eyes, and a rushing, pounding beat filled his ears, as if he were underwater. The pounding intensified and just when it felt like his brain was going to burst through his skull, his eyes opened to a long black marble corridor. Well, not his eyes. He could tell the difference. He was looking through the eyes of the person who’d made this memory.

			After several minutes of walking, walking, walking down that corridor, the memory faded. The library walls reappeared, and Tristan’s chair solidified into a reassuring presence beneath him. He and Cael removed their hands from Sister Fortin’s forearms.

			“Who was that?” Tristan asked, glancing down at her.

			“A young man who came to visit the Temple on Monday. I saw Sister Kouris at the end of that memory. I was so shocked that I dropped the vial, and the other half spilled out. She’s being kept in a cell at the end of that hallway. She looked unharmed, so far. The tray of food he was carrying was for her. There’s a fingerprint-powered lock on the door and a light in the cell, so the building must be Fae-controlled. Sister Kouris knocked him over when he stepped inside and said, ‘Tell him I don’t have it.’”

			“Tell who she doesn’t have what?” Cael asked.

			“I don’t know,” Sister Fortin said with a dejected frown. “Maybe the formula?”

			Cael cocked a skeptical eyebrow. “How do we know you’re telling the truth about the destroyed half of the memory?”

			“What’s the matter, Officer Zephyrus? Worried that I’m leading you towards certain death?”

			Tristan choked back a laugh. High Gods, this woman. He flicked Cael with his wing. “Hey, quit being an asshole. What reason would she have to lie about it?” Sister Cirillo glanced towards him with a grateful smile on her lovely face.

			Cael raised his palms. “I had to ask.”

			“Do either of you recognize that hallway?” Sister Fortin asked.

			Tristan shook his head, while Cael rubbed his jaw. “I don’t,” Tristan said. “But as you said, it doesn’t seem like a mortal building. And the only buildings in the colonies large enough to have a hallway that long are the Secretariat or the Vicereine’s Palace.”

			“Why would the Vicereine assign us this case if she were the mastermind behind it?” Cael asked.

			“Good point,” Tristan acceded. “And you and I have been all over that palace. Have you ever seen black marble like that anywhere?”

			“No,” Cael said. “I haven’t seen those materials in the Secretariat either though.”

			Tristan tried not to get distracted as Sister Fortin, deep in thought, ran her index finger along her supple bottom lip. 

			Visions of her pillowy soft lips on his fingers, his chest, his cock, flooded his mind, the soundtrack provided by that breathy moan he’d wrung from her earlier against the wall. 

			He adjusted himself before she could spy the evidence of his arousal. Thank the High Gods mortals couldn’t scent Fae emotions. 

			Though Cael shot him a questioning look, then snickered when he noted Tristan’s hand in his lap.

			And bless him, Cael asked another question, causing Sister Fortin to turn away and give Tristan time to compose himself. “Why would the young man sacrifice that memory? He must’ve known the prisoner was a Shrouded Sister. Could it be a trap?”

			“He didn’t notice her tattoo,” Sister Fortin said, her smoky blue eyes sliding back towards Tristan, who’d set himself to rights. She was so beautiful that he could barely stand to look at her. “He was only delivering food, so he can’t be high up enough to understand the full operation. Plus, he was terrified when Sister Kouris lunged for him. It seemed like a memory he was keen to forget. In fact, I’m pretty sure a desire to forget is why he sacrificed this other memory.”

			Sister Cirillo audibly swallowed, her deep green eyes wide, lips so tight they were turning white. Her pulse quickened, and the glass vial in her shaking hands rattled against the table. The tangy scent of her panic drifted towards them, and Cael’s nostrils flared. He’d scented it too, and Tristan braced himself for whatever sharp-tongued comment his friend was about to hurl at her.

			To Tristan’s surprise, Cael reached across the table to place a calming hand upon the Sister’s trembling ones. “It’s alright,” Cael said. “There is nothing this memory can show us that we haven’t seen before.”

			“Okay.” Sister Cirillo inhaled, her hands steadying as Cael squeezed them. “It’s…it’s inappropriate. And not the kind of thing that a Sister should be watching with a male of either species.” She laughed, pulling her hands from Cael’s. “But I don’t know why I’m being so silly! I’m not the one showing you.” 

			“Come on,” Sister Fortin said. “Let’s get this over with.”

			Tristan and Cael gripped her bare forearms once again as she said the words, and Sister Cirillo uncorked the vial, jamming it against her friend’s tattoo.

			The dizzying vertigo, pinpricks of light, and that painful pounding noise overtook Tristan once more. But the discomfort was replaced by an intense rush of blood directly to his groin as he opened his eyes and viewed the young man’s memory. 

			The courtesan was pretty, if not as attractive as the two Sisters. But there was something terribly off-putting about the noises she was making. 

			Tristan prided himself on knowing when a female of either species was faking it—something he absolutely would not stand for. He’d sooner sacrifice his own release to ensure his partner was thoroughly satisfied. As many times and in as many positions as possible. 

			Still, he couldn’t stop the tidal wave of pleasure that crashed down his spine as the young man spilled himself into the brunette. 

			Once again, the edges of the memory blurred, allowing snippets of the library to show through as Sister Cirillo removed and recorked the vial.

			Tristan, Cael, and Sister Fortin were all breathing raggedly. Tristan and Cael glanced at their laps, shocked to see no visible effects from the raunchy memory. Angling his head, Tristan found Sister Fortin staring at him, eyes hooded and lips parted, her chest rising and falling erratically. It took two centuries worth of willpower to remove his hand from her arm, break their connection.

			Cael shook his head like a dog, trying to dislodge the imagery, then smirked at Tristan over Sister Fortin’s head. “Bet you twenty drachas he’s that courtesan’s new favorite client.” 

			Tristan snorted a laugh, and Sister Fortin whacked him on the arm.

			“Do not mock her,” Sister Fortin snarled. “You have no idea what it’s like to be a struggling woman within these colonies, the difficult choices and sacrifices that must be made.”

			Tristan opened his mouth to apologize, but Sister Cirillo cut him off. “If we can locate the pleasure house and talk to that courtesan, she may be able to lead us to the young man. And then he can tell us where that hallway is. I’m assuming you two weren’t too distracted to notice the red brick bell tower in the window?”

			“Please,” Cael scoffed. “It would take a much dirtier scene than that to distract me. Of course, I noticed. I think I know where that is, too.”

			Sister Cirillo turned bright red and dropped her gaze to her lap, wringing her hands.

			“Well?” Sister Fortin asked, voice drenched in sarcasm. “Don’t leave us in suspense, Officer Zephyrus. I assume you’re a regular at that pleasure house?”

			Cael lowered his face to Sister Fortin’s, their noses touching. “I don’t need to pay for something that’s freely offered whenever I desire.” 

			Tristan fought the urge to leap from his chair and pummel his friend to the ground. 

			Sister Fortin didn’t concede an inch. “Doing it yourself doesn’t count.”

			Tristan burst into raucous laughter, tears streaming down his cheeks. Sister Cirillo covered her mouth, politely hiding her giggling. Cael’s jaw quivered as he attempted to suppress his own mirth and maintain a modicum of his dignity.

			Once the merriment subsided, Cael crossed his arms over his chair and addressed the group. “I was talking about the bell tower. That’s the Church of the Forgotten in the east end, where mortals honor Nemosyna the Chronicler, Goddess of Memory and ancient rival of Letha. Before they come here to the Temple, your supplicants often visit that chapel to seek Nemosyna’s protection from obliviation. I’ll go scan the neighborhood this afternoon, see what pleasure houses are in the area. I—”

			The booming gong of the Temple bell silenced Cael, and Sister Cirillo jumped from her seat, eager to end the conversation. “Nine o’clock! Our shifts are about to start.” She rounded the table and grabbed Sister Fortin’s hand, yanking her friend from her chair. Sister Fortin seemed a bit more reluctant to leave. Tristan tried not to read too much into why.

			“Good time to call it quits for now anyway,” Tristan said. “That was a lot to take in. Cael and I will determine which trail to follow first. Let us walk you over to the Temple.”

			“We can walk ourselves back, Officer Saros,” Sister Cirillo said, dragging Sister Fortin away from the table. “Thank you.”

			“Have a good afternoon, Officers,” Sister Fortin called out over her shoulder as her friend hurried her from the hall.

			Tristan kept his gaze on Sister Fortin until she disappeared down the aisle.

			Cael pocketed the vials for safekeeping, official evidence and such, then clapped his friend on the shoulder. “Come on, stud, let’s fly downtown. We’ve got a body to clean up. On the way, we can discuss how to maintain a professional demeanor when you’re aching to bone your partner.”

			“You’re the expert,” Tristan winked, then followed his friend out of the library, catching traces of Sister Fortin’s intoxicating, honey and rosewood scent all the way down the aisle. 

			As soon as they stepped into the dazzling sunshine, Cael cast a blast of air and shot into the clear blue sky, his gray wings thundering.

			Tristan searched the path for Sister Fortin, but the two Sisters were nowhere in sight.

			Tristan cast his own gust of air and followed his friend into the sky. His black wings absorbed the sun’s heat, sending a pleasurable shiver down his spine after the library’s cool, dry air.

			This assignment was starting to feel less and less like a punishment after all.
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			Chapter

			Twenty-Four

			Mistress Eklan’s rasping laughter bounded through the atrium as Cassandra headed to her nightly kitchen duty. In the many years they’d known each other, Cassandra had rarely heard the old woman laugh so heartily.

			As Cassandra passed under the archway and into the kitchen, she caught a glimpse of iridescent black wings. 

			Tristan was holding court at the workbench, chopping herbs with a fresh, licorice-like scent that Cassandra didn’t recognize, surrounded by the old woman and her entire staff. Even the livvies drifted nearer, as if detecting his magnetic charisma through the mists of their oblivion. 

			Cassandra didn’t spy her mother; she must be off duty for the night or working elsewhere. 

			As Cassandra approached the group, Tristan zeroed in on her. 

			“Daredevil!” he cried out. “What are you doing here?”

			“What are you doing here?”

			Tristan laid down his knife and waved his hand, sending the chopped herbs dancing on a gentle breeze into a merrily bubbling pot on the stovetop behind him. He’d removed his jacket and was sporting a loose white cotton shirt with an apron around his waist. His sleeves were pushed up, exposing the sculpted perfection of his forearms.

			“I was here first. Stalker.” His eyes sparkled, and he gave her a crooked grin, exposing that lickable dimple. 

			Mistress Eklan doubled over with laughter that dissolved into a coughing fit so violent that one of her staff had to hold her upright, rubbing her back as tears rolled down her cheeks.

			“Stalker!” Mistress Eklan choked out. “Good one, Tristan.”

			“Thank you, Eugenia,” Tristan said, nodding towards the old woman.

			So Mistress Eklan was on a first name basis with him already. Fabulous.

			Cassandra curtsied before the kitchen stewardess, not allowing the sight of the dashing Windrider to disrupt her manners. “What can I do for you this evening, Mistress Eklan?”

			“Tristan,” Mistress Eklan cooed, curling her knobby fingers around Tristan’s immense biceps and blinking up at him through non-existent eyelashes. 

			Was she…was she flirting with him? 

			Cassandra dipped her head, biting her lip to stop her spreading smile. 

			Mistress Eklan continued, “Cassandra here can barely do a thing around the kitchen, she’s almost completely useless. Maybe you can show her how to mince an onion?”

			Fudge, fudge, fudge. Cassandra reined in the urge to throttle Mistress Eklan for revealing her name. 

			Tristan’s eyebrows flew up his forehead, and an emotion that looked dangerously like recognition flickered across his face. 

			“It would be my pleasure,” Tristan said, clasping the old woman’s fragile hand between his two massive paws. 

			Mistress Eklan giggled. 

			The kitchen stewardess gained control of herself, removed her hand from Tristan’s grasp, and clapped. “Alright, enough chit-chat and lolly-gagging! Back to work, everyone! Dinner starts in an hour. Chop, chop!”

			Tristan and Cassandra were left alone at the workbench as the staff scattered to their stations, many throwing fawning glances his way. 

			“Well,” Tristan smirked. “It’s nice to finally meet you, Cassandra.”

			“Don’t call me that.”

			“What would you like me to call you? Sandra? Cassie? Sandy? Those don’t dance off the tongue as deliciously as Cah-sanh-drrrah.” 

			The way he rolled the r had her wondering what else he could do with his tongue. Sweet Amatu, she wasn’t going to survive this encounter. She decided that a change of subject was the best course of action.

			“Mistress Eklan’s full of it,” she said. “I’m not that bad.”

			“Prove it, Cassandra.” He held out the knife and a yellow onion.

			“Are you going to address me by name every time you open your mouth now?”

			“It’s a lovely name. Still can’t figure out why you were hiding it from me.” He bit his lower lip and cocked his head. “But I’ll get to the bottom of it, Cassandra.”

			She scoffed despite the icicle of fear that crystallized in her stomach, then snatched both the knife and the onion from his outstretched hands.

			Cassandra placed the knife down and attempted to peel off the onion’s crinkling skin, struggling to break through the dried outer layer with her fingernails.

			“What are you doing?” Tristan asked, horrified.

			“Uh...peeling the onion?”

			“Give me that.”

			Cassandra glared at him and tossed the bulb. He picked up the knife in his left hand and sliced off the stem end, then flipped the onion over, placing the cut end down, and cleaved it in half through the root. He handed her a half then cupped his own and peeled back the outer layer, raising an eyebrow at her. A challenge.

			“Yeah, yeah,” she conceded, tearing the skin from her half. “Your method is better. I’m not too proud to admit it.”

			“Do I dare ask you to show me what you’d do next to mince this?”

			“Why don’t you just demonstrate?”

			He chuckled and laid the onion cut side down. “First, slice horizontally through the onion at even intervals, but don’t cut fully through the root. Then, make similarly spaced vertical cuts, like this.” His skillful hands executed the cuts quickly and precisely. “Last, slice down like so and voila! Minced onions.” He created a gust that carried the pieces into a metal bowl beside him. “Your turn.”

			Cassandra rolled her eyes. “You make it look so easy,” she grumbled, struggling to perform the first horizontal cut. “How do you even know how to do this?”

			“I’ve been on my own for two hundred years since I arrived in the colonies in my twenties. Seemed like a good idea to learn how to cook. The slop they serve in the mess hall was excellent motivation.”

			Cassandra read between the lines of his answer, but still couldn’t stop herself from asking the question. “No lover or mate to take care of you that whole time?”

			Tristan stopped slicing to peer at her. “Nothing long-term enough to result in home-cooked meals.” He returned his focus to his task. “You curious about my love life, friend?”

			She didn’t know why she’d even asked. Well, she did, but now she felt foolish. “Just making polite conversation,” she mumbled as she continued to struggle with her onion.

			He leaned in, dropping his voice to a whisper. “You seem to be overly curious about that sort of thing for someone who’s taken a vow of chastity. Did you always want to be a Shrouded Sister?”

			“No.” The answer ripped out of her more forcefully than she’d intended. “I mean, I didn’t really have a choice.”

			He hardened into a terrifying stillness, his knuckles whitening as he gripped his knife. “Are you being forced to stay here?”

			“Mighty Anaemos, no!” she choked out. “Calm down, killer.” His grip on the knife loosened. “All I meant was, I was young when I joined the order and didn’t have any other options. The Sisters have taken care of me for the past eight years. I’d be dead or destitute without them, I’m sure of it.” 

			She took a deep breath, unsure of how to continue. 

			He waited patiently for her to speak. Didn’t push. 

			“I…I’m grateful for everything they’ve done for me, but I can’t… I know life is different outside these walls. Messy and dangerous and more. Sometimes I can’t help wanting the more.”

			He surveyed her face for a beat too long, his expression inscrutable, before resuming his chopping. “My life before I came to the colonies was full of rules too. Not as overt as those of your order but no less suffocating. And there were consequences for stepping out of line.”

			She wanted to pry, but his faraway look discouraged her. “What did you want to be when you were younger? Did you dream of coming to the colonies and rescuing helpless damsels from venomous Fae jerks?”

			He chuckled, a comforting warmth returning to his golden-brown eyes. “You are far from a helpless damsel. But to answer your question, no. I wanted to be a chef.”

			“You did not.”

			“I’m serious! As a boy, I used to spend every free moment in the kitchen. Sauces were my specialty.” He winked at her.

			“Not what I would have expected from a Vestian Guard,” she grinned.

			“Seems that we’re both defying each other’s expectations, Daredevil,” he grinned back.

			Her stomach fluttered at her nickname. She was worried he’d stop using it once he learned her real name. She’d never admit it to him, but she loved it. 

			She’d always thought of herself as a maverick, a rulebreaker, even if no one in the world saw her that way. The robes and tattoo allowed people to categorize and dismiss her, never recognizing the complex person underneath. But he’d seen through all that, even in the short time they’d known each other. 

			She glanced up at him, momentarily distracted by her thoughts and his easy smile, and sliced right into the pad of her thumb.

			“Son of Stygios!” she cried, dropping the knife. 

			Tristan moved so fast with his Fae reflexes that she barely noticed. He lifted her hand towards his face and her pulse skyrocketed as she realized what he was about to do.

			Tristan wrapped his lips around the pad of her thumb and sucked gently, his mouth warm and wet. The contrast between the softness of his tongue and the sharpness of his teeth made her knees buckle, and she had to grip the workbench to steady herself. 

			His lips curved in amusement, his eyes boring into hers as he sucked the wound dry. He flicked his tongue over the pad before pulling her thumb from his mouth and examining the cut. 

			“A mere flesh wound,” he smirked, stroking her palm. “I think you’ll survive. Although you do look rather flushed. Do you need to sit down?” 

			Bastard.

			Cassandra snatched her hand away and held it against her chest, scanning the kitchen and relieved to find not a soul looking their way. Everyone was absorbed in their own tasks. “I’m fine,” she whispered sharply.

			He untucked his shirt to tear a small strip off the hem, revealing those mind-melting, V-shaped muscles at the edges of his waistband.

			“Eyes up here, Sister. And give me back your hand.”

			She scowled at him but complied, unable to deny the command in his voice.

			He wrapped the torn cotton strip around her thumb, and a spot of red bloomed into the cloth before he tied it off. She could feel her pulse throbbing in the digit. And in other places she was trying to ignore.

			Tristan gingerly plucked the knife away from her. “How about you stick to something less hazardous? I wouldn’t want you to lose all your fingers and become useless to the investigation. Funny that you’re so skilled at slicing up Deathstalkers but so shit at cutting onions.” He tossed her a sack of potatoes and a peeler. “Why don’t you peel these instead? Pass them to me as you finish, and I’ll do the chopping.”

			Cassandra exhaled an irritated breath but didn’t object. She opened the sack of potatoes and began peeling. “So, are you helping in the kitchen to recapture your childhood dream? I would’ve thought you have more important things to do.”

			“Just trying to earn my keep. Plus, it helps me relax after a stressful day.”

			“And what was so stressful about your day?”

			Tristan lowered his voice. “Cael and I went down to the Empress’s Lap after we left the library this morning. The Broker was exactly where you said he’d be, stuffed into that barrel.”

			Cassandra swallowed. “What did you do with him?”

			“Took his body and the barrel back to headquarters. The team there is examining both.”

			“Did they find anything in the barrel?” she managed to ask over her heart’s hammering. The rational part of her mind assured her the answer would be no since Opheron had already admitted to finding the necklace. But on the off chance that he’d been lying…

			“Nothing substantial.” Relief washed over her. “But there were traces of Thalassium in the residue on the bottom.”

			“What’s Thalassium?” she asked.

			He leaned across the workbench, motioning for her to do the same. “It’s an extremely rare mineral, found only in a few locations throughout Ethyrios. And it also happens to be one of the base ingredients in Delirium. It stabilizes the mixture, keeps it from deteriorating before consumption. There’s a seam running beneath the mountains along the Dordenne River. Trophonios himself discovered it.”

			“Why would there be traces of it in a bourbon barrel?”

			“The High Gods only know,” Tristan shrugged. “Perhaps the barrel had been used to transport it before being refashioned for the booze business.”

			Cassandra thought that unlikely and was beginning to worry about what object had shed those traces of Thalassium. But she wasn’t about to share her suspicions with a member of law enforcement. No matter how appreciatively he was regarding her.

			Besides, traces of some rare mineral used in Delirium production appearing in that barrel weren’t concrete proof that the necklace was connected to her Sisters’ disappearances.

			Were they?

			“We should ask Xenia to look into it,” she said with a swipe of the peeler.

			“Five steps ahead of you, Daredevil. She and Cael are at the library researching it as we speak.”

			“Oh.” Cassandra didn’t know how she felt about the two of them being there alone together; she wasn’t sure the library would survive it. “What about the rest of the scene? Were there any traces of Opheron in the street outside the alley?”

			“Nothing. The rain must’ve returned overnight and washed everything clean after he healed and dragged his sorry ass away.”

			“I’ve been meaning to ask you—when I stabbed him with the dagger, his wound didn’t close up right away. Why is that?”

			“The traces of dragon-fire that linger on Typhon steel slow our healing powers. If you’d stabbed Opheron in the heart with that blade, you could’ve ended him for good.”

			“Typhon steel is forged in dragon-fire? I thought that was a myth.”

			“There are many uncomfortable realities of the continent that humans have falsely classified as myth.”

			Cassandra shivered as monstrous visions from her father’s childhood stories crunched, ripped, and smashed their way through her mind. Her mother had been right to scold him.

			She concentrated on peeling while her goosebumps faded. Then, tentatively, as if she were afraid of the answer, “Do you miss it? The continent?”

			Tristan exhaled slowly, put down his knife and raised his head. A complicated mix of indecipherable emotions swirled across his handsome face.

			“Sometimes I miss the powerful magic. Mine’s weaker here since the Fae are less concentrated. But I’ve lived in the colonies for far longer than I ever lived on the continent. There’s a brutal simplicity to life here that I appreciate. You have to work harder to achieve things. The payoffs are more rewarding.”

			“Why did you leave in the first place?”

			“That, Daredevil, is a story for another day.” His sad smile nicked her heart, and she noted that faded scar on his left hand as he picked up his knife and resumed chopping potatoes.

			She felt an overwhelming urge to bring the light back to his eyes. “So what did you and Cael decide are our next steps?”

			He chuckled. “As impressed as I am by your eagerness, I still need to clear your cooperation with the Vicereine. I’ll head over to see her tomorrow morning and ask her to alert the abbess as soon as possible. Based on everything we’ve learned, the two most urgent questions are one, where is Sister Kouris being held? Hopefully Cael was able to locate that pleasure house today. And two, which of the Broker’s clients was after the Delirium formula? And is that the reason Opheron killed him? I have an idea of how we can figure that out. I’ll need your help though.”

			“You will?” she said, excited though apprehensive.

			“Oh yes, Cassandra. I intend to use you as bait for Opheron. You’re going to pull his memories.”
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			Chapter

			Twenty-Five

			Friday night. Two nights from now.

			That’s when Tristan intended to bring Cassandra back to the Empress’s Lap and use her to lure Opheron.

			He didn’t say how he intended to do that; though, in all fairness, she hadn’t asked and didn’t really want to know since she’d just worry over it for the next two days.

			Mistress Eklan shooed Cassandra and Tristan out of the kitchen just before the beginning of the evening meal, and Tristan squeezed her shoulder in farewell as he made his way to his assigned seat. Mother Superior had flanked herself with two wing-accommodating chairs. Sisters Christos and Andino had stolen the seats next to the Guards, ignoring glares from the Sisters who normally sat there.

			Cassandra shook her head, chuckling as she took her own seat across from Xenia. 

			The two friends hadn’t had a chance to catch up since the library this morning, occupied with Temple shifts and then Cassandra’s kitchen duty.

			Xenia welcomed her with a broad smile, nodding towards the abbess and the two Vestians.

			“Her new pets,” Xenia said.

			“Indeed.”

			“Let’s hope they don’t piss on the carpets.”

			Cassandra barked a laugh, catching Tristan’s gaze across the bustling room as he shot her a questioning smile. She shook her head, dismissing him.

			“Did Tristan follow you to the kitchen?” Xenia asked.

			“He was there before I got there. I think Mistress Eklan is already madly in love. He was addressing her as Eugenia.”

			Xenia giggled, her curly blond ponytail bobbing behind her.

			Cassandra continued, “He made most of tonight’s dinner, so if it’s terrible, we’ll know who to blame. I peeled the potatoes.” She patted herself on the back.

			Xenia gestured to Cassandra’s hand. “What happened?”

			Cassandra’s face heated as she recalled the warm, slippery sensation of her thumb in Tristan’s mouth.

			“Nothing, I…cut myself chopping onions.”

			Mother Superior cleared her throat and the chatter dissolved.

			“Sisters,” the abbess intoned, rising, “tonight we give thanks not only to our Goddess Letha but to Vicereine Lykan for sending us these two strong, capable warriors. May the High Gods guide them on their path as they endeavor to protect us and rescue our missing Sisters.” Both Fae males shifted, uncomfortable with the praise. Mother Superior bowed to them as Sisters Andino and Christos beamed from either side.

			The abbess picked up her water glass. “Praise Letha. Praise the Vicereine. Praise the High Gods.”

			“Praise Letha! Praise the Vicereine! Praise the High Gods!” the Sisters echoed, drinking from their glasses.

			“Let us eat,” the abbess said.

			Pewter serving trays clattered onto the tables, half of them containing fragrant chicken stew in an herbed tomato sauce and the other half containing fried potatoes slathered in butter and chives.

			Cassandra scooped piles of each onto her plate and dug into the stew first. The tender chicken melted in her mouth, the sauce tangy and sweet with bursts of that fresh, licorice-forward flavor. 

			She’d never tasted anything so divine in her life.

			She glanced up at Xenia, who wore a similar expression of ecstasy.

			“Bountiful Faurana,” Cassandra said around a mouthful of stew. “This may be the best thing I’ve ever put in my mouth.”

			“So far,” Xenia winked. “Yeah, add cooking to the list of your boyfriend’s many talents.”

			“He’s not a boy, he’s like two hundred years old.”

			Silence settled between them, stretching longer than usual as they both devoured the meal. Cassandra knew Xenia had something on her mind but was reluctant to share it. 

			“Just say it, Zee. I can hear you thinking from all the way over here.”

			Xenia whispered across the table, unnecessary since the two Sisters who normally sat beside them had joined the crowd forming around Mother Superior and the two Vestians. “How long are you going to keep the robberies a secret from Tristan and Cael?”

			Cassandra sighed. “I don’t know. As long as I can.”

			“Do you want me to pull your memories from this most recent one?”

			“No,” Cassandra said. “You shouldn’t. I don’t think it’s connected to our Sisters’ disappearances, but there are too many odd coincidences to be sure. Probably best that I hold on to the details for now.”

			Xenia’s face tightened with worry, but she didn’t press the issue further. Though she did bring up another. “What are you going to do about the family who was supposed to receive the payout?”

			Cassandra took a deep swig of her water. “I have no idea. I thought I might sneak into the garden tonight? Harvest as much food as I can without drawing attention and take it to them.”

			Cassandra placed her head in her hands, massaging her temples to chase away her burgeoning headache. 

			“Aren’t you worried about sneaking out with the two winged marvels on duty?”

			Cassandra snorted. “The thought honestly hadn’t crossed my mind. This may sound crazy, but I feel like Tristan would cover for me.”

			“Oh he’d cover—”

			“High Gods, Zee, for someone so chaste, you can turn anything dirty.” Cassandra chuckled, cutting her friend off before the vulgarity spilled out.

			Cassandra glanced towards the dark-haired Fae warrior and tittering crowd of Sisters in his thrall. His features were animated, his hands gesticulating wildly, no doubt in the middle of a thrilling tale of some misadventure. Sister Andino leaned in so close that she barely occupied an inch of her own chair, her coppery braid snaking across his thigh.

			Cassandra turned to her friend and rolled her eyes. Xenia shrugged, pushing away from the table and unfolding her long limbs as she stood. 

			As her chair scraped the tiles, Cael shouted from across the room to catch her attention. “Sister Cirillo!” 

			Xenia froze, unsure of where to place her hands as they fluttered around her waist like confused birds.

			Cael jogged over, his floppy ash-brown hair and glistening gray wings bobbing. “I could use your help again, if you’re not busy? Would you mind accompanying me to the library?”

			“I… uh… um…” Xenia glanced towards Cassandra.

			Deep breaths, Cassandra mouthed.

			Xenia managed to suck in a deep breath through her nose.

			“No, I’m not busy, Officer Zephyrus,” she said, calm and steady. “What can I help you with?”

			“I’ll explain on the way over.” He gestured to the archway. “After you.”

			Xenia glanced at Cassandra, who offered a small wave before mouthing Tell me later!

			Cassandra watched the powerfully built Guard follow her lithe friend into the atrium and caught the beginning of Cael’s request before his words faded out of earshot.

			“I want to dig deeper into the history of Trophonios and…”

			Cassandra chugged the last of her water, then pushed away from the table, piling her used napkin and utensils onto her plate. She tried to be considerate to the livvies, always started cleaning for them.

			She looked towards Tristan, and he paused his story as their eyes met. She waved with her bandaged hand, and he sent her a crooked smile and two-fingered salute before resuming his spirited tale.

			Cassandra chuckled, grateful for the unwitting accomplice enchanting the Sisters while she went to raid the gardens for the Callas family.
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			“Absolutely fucking not.”

			Tristan crossed his massive arms over his broad chest, his beautiful wings and shapely legs splayed—a warrior’s stance. His handsome face lacked its typical joviality, replaced with the hardened stare of a commander accustomed to being obeyed.

			Cassandra would’ve been incredibly turned on if she wasn’t so pissed at him. Was still a little turned on despite her anger.

			She glared up at him, hands on hips, trying not to look intimidated.

			The face-off occurred on the narrow strip of grass between their windows and the wooded area behind the Cloisters. Dusk had fallen, the last golden shimmers of the day peeking over the edge of the world under cotton candy clouds. A brine-scented breeze and the rush of crashing waves floated up from the Sea of Thetis at the bottom of the cliff. A burlap sack teeming with a rainbow of vegetables sat at Cassandra’s feet—her offering for the Callas family.

			Now if she could just convince this stubborn mass of muscle to let her pass.

			She’d been so sure he’d cover for her, had even tapped on his window to let him know she’d be out running an errand. As soon as Cassandra hinted she was leaving, he squeezed through the window to stop her.

			“I don’t understand why this is a problem.” She cringed at her whining but couldn’t help her petulance given the urgency. “I’ve been off these grounds plenty of times. With you, no less! How is this different?”

			“My task here is to keep you—all of you—safe. What if something were to happen to you out there? I wouldn’t be able to—” He paused, chose his next words carefully. “It would reflect poorly on my job performance.”

			“Afraid of being assigned to the sewers?” 

			Oh crap.

			Tristan cocked his head, eyes narrowed. “How do you know about that?“

			Cassandra laughed nervously, waving a dismissive hand. “Everyone knows it’s the worst post in the colonies. I’m surprised the Vestians handle it instead of the mortal police force.”

			“Quit trying to change the subject. You’re not leaving these grounds alone. End of discussion.”

			Cassandra groaned, running her hands through her chocolate waves. She’d changed into the simple muslin dress that she’d worn to Dienses Square on Saturday, the Typhon steel dagger tucked into her leather belt at her back. She’d put on her fingerless gloves as well. Even though Mistress Callas knew she was a Shrouded Sister, no one else in the slums did. At least, not that she remembered.

			She was about to start ranting when she recognized the offer he’d subtly thrown her.

			“You won’t let me go alone. But you’ll let me go if I take you with me?”

			He smiled and opened his arms wide, all hints of intransigence gone. “I thought you’d never ask. Where are we headed, Daredevil?”

			She hauled the sack off the ground. “I need to deliver this to a family that I’ve been helping. A young widow with three children. Do you know where Gilmor Street is? Few blocks from the harbor?”

			“Yes. Rough neighborhood. You honestly thought I’d let you go over there alone?”

			“Let me? Next time, I won’t tell you,” she mumbled.

			He grabbed her shoulders and brought his face mere inches from hers, ferocity shadowing his features. “Someone is looking for a formula that only you and your Sisters can provide. Likely the same someone that has already abducted two of them. Do you understand the danger you’re exposed to every time you leave these grounds?”

			She clenched her jaw, refusing to admit she’d done anything wrong. “I’ve been doing so for years, long before I met you. I don’t need some hard-headed, burly babysitter fighting my battles! How many different ways can I say this, Tristan? I can take care of myself.”

			He squeezed her shoulders. “Things are different now, and you know it. You are not that naive, so quit pretending to be. Promise me that you won’t go sneaking off alone. Take me or Cael with you. Please, Cassandra.”

			He looked more distressed than she’d ever seen him. She didn’t dare think too long about why. She huffed an irritated breath that ruffled the onyx strands of his hair. “Fine. I promise. But you’re not taking back my dagger.”

			Tristan chuckled, his tension easing. “I wouldn’t dream of it. But at least let me secure it for the flight.” He reached behind her, trailing his fingers down her spine and making her breath catch. Of course, he noticed. His eyes twinkled and the side of his mouth curved up. He plucked the dagger from her belt and placed it in the empty sheath at his hip. 

			He clamped a hand around her ribs, grazing the side of her breast with his thumb, then wrapped his other hand around her thigh and scooped her into his arms. “Hard-headed, burly babysitter at your service.”

			She cradled the burlap sack with one arm and looped the other around his powerful shoulders, as unyielding as steel beneath her fingers. Her gaze trailed along his strong jawline, then down the bronzed skin of his neck. She wanted to nuzzle into him, breathe in his ancient, wild scent and lose herself completely. 

			Cassandra was jolted from her reverie as he cast a blast of air into the ground and launched into the sky with a mighty push of his wings. He settled his hand at her ribs, and the tug against her dress exposed a hint of purple lace at her neckline. 

			His eyes dipped to the pop of color, then went wide enough to reveal the whites around his honey-brown irises.

			“Watch out!” she screamed.

			He lifted his head just in time to bank away from the tree he was seconds from crashing into.

			Cassandra’s stomach dropped at the swift movement, but not unpleasantly, and her body shook with laughter.

			Tristan’s chuckle rumbled into her side, his deep, silky voice resonating as he scolded her. “A little warning next time? I almost killed us. Well, you. I would’ve healed.”

			“I knew you couldn’t handle it.”

			“Where does a Shrouded Sister even get underwear like that?” he grumbled.

			She laughed louder, and he squeezed her close, pushing his wings harder and increasing speed as he aimed for the western edge of the city.

			Thalenn’s harbor unfurled below—a juxtaposition of two diverging worlds. Fishing boats, catamarans, and schooners, all powered by man or wind, crammed the harbor’s mortal side. A few gigantic, magically powered watercraft dominated the Fae side: two cargo ships and a luxurious yacht, likely owned by one of the Fae government officials.

			Fishermen crowded the mortal docks, racing the approaching twilight as they hauled in their catches, shooing the cawing gulls scavenging for their own.

			Tristan glided over the din and the gulls scattered at his booming wings in recognition of the apex predator in their midst. He banked towards the neighborhood beyond the docks.

			It was a stretch to call the collection of crooked streets and ramshackle tenement buildings a neighborhood. Mortals dressed plainly in clothes designed for hard labor and harder living hurried through the streets to and from shifts at the Delirium factory.

			Vestian Guards frequently visited the slums, so the stream of mortals flowed undisturbed as Tristan landed in the middle of Gilmor Street. His boots sank into the squelching mud that passed for the roadway.

			Cassandra tried to jump down, but he tightened his grip. “You sure you want me to put you down here? Might be cleaner if I carried you.”

			She smirked at him. “Reluctant to let me out of your arms, Birdman?”

			“I’d keep you here forever if you’d let me.” He stroked his index finger along the underside of her breast, and she swatted him, giggling.

			“I’ve waded through the muck before.” She lowered her voice to a breathy whisper. “I’m not afraid to get a little dirty.”

			Tristan closed his eyes and groaned. “Don’t tempt me, woman.” 

			Cassandra chuckled. “There’s a plank walkway behind you. It’s not much cleaner, but it’s solid. Put me down there.”

			He craned his head, and it was all Cassandra could do to not drag her teeth along the vein pulsing in his neck.

			“I see it.” Tristan gingerly tore his boots from the mud and waddled over to the walkway. He lowered Cassandra onto the planks, agonizingly slowly, holding her close and dragging her down his body. Her feet hit the planks, and he grabbed the vegetable sack, looping it over his shoulder. They stared at each other for a few breaths, bodies pressed together, his fingers splayed across her lower back.

			Cassandra’s blood rushed beneath her skin as an internal battle raged, half of her screaming at the irresponsibility as the other half begged the High Gods to let her taste his mouth, just once. 

			He closed his eyes and pressed their foreheads together, his breathing hard and fast, struggling as much as she was with the boundaries she’d placed upon them.

			“Sister!” A little voice shouted from above, shattering the trance. “Sister, you came to see us again!”

			Mistress Callas’s middle child, Benjamin, poked his ginger-haired head through the railing five stories above. 

			Benjamin was five, thin and small for his age, and always wore a smile on his freckled face. He’d lost his two front teeth, so his greeting sounded more like Thithter. 

			Stepping out of Tristan’s arms, Cassandra beamed up at Benjamin, tears prickling at the thought of what she’d hoped to provide him, his mother, and his two siblings during this visit.

			“Hey Bennie!” she choked out, her voice thick and uncooperative. She cleared her throat. “Go tell your mother I’m here, okay? And I brought a friend!” Tristan grinned, waving up at the boy.

			“Whoa. Are you a Vestian Guard? I wanna be one when I grow up! My mom says I can’t because I don’t have wings, but I don’t believe her.”

			Tristan laughed. “I’ll put in a good word with the Vicereine for you.”

			Benjamin gawked. “That would be amazing!”

			“Bennie, go tell your mother, please. We’ll be right up. If you hurry, there might be time for Officer Saros to take you flying.” Cassandra nudged Tristan and he pinched her arm, willing to play along.

			“Okay!” The young boy bolted upright and dashed across the balcony, his excited feet pounding the wooden planks like a boy three times his size.

			As soon as Benjamin disappeared inside, Cassandra burst into tears, burying her face in her hands and forcing down the sobs that threatened to consume her.

			“Hey, hey,” Tristan whispered, prying her hands from her face. “It’ll be okay. We’ll fix this.”

			We. She hadn’t meant to drag him into this, but a kernel of hope bloomed in her chest.

			She took a shuddering breath, and he cupped her cheeks, wiping her tears away with his callused thumbs.

			“Pull yourself together, Daredevil. You’re a mess.”

			She sniffled a laugh, her tear-soaked eyelashes blurring his lopsided grin. “How, Tristan? How could we possibly fix this?” The Broker’s death had all but guaranteed that her days as Thalenn’s Savior Sister were over. “Mistress Callas will be grateful for the food, but how long can it last? She’ll be back at the Temple selling her memories next week. And what will become of those children if she’s obliviated?” Tears prickled anew as she pictured a thin, frail woman with silver-streaked hair and dark, vacant eyes.

			“I will not let that happen, Cassandra,” Tristan whispered. “Do you trust me?” 

			High Gods help her, she did. 

			Her heart cracked open at the sincerity she found in his eyes.

			 “Let’s go deliver this food you so graciously collected, then I’ll give Bennie the thrill of his young life. And tomorrow, we will fix this. I promise.” 

			He stroked his thumb across her lower lip, and despite her despair, wet heat surged between her thighs. As if he wanted to remind her that such pleasures were possible despite the world’s bleakness. She was grateful for it, the arousal pulling her from the pit she’d almost toppled into. Even as her annoyance simmered over how easily he wielded control over her body.

			His nostrils flared, and he flashed her a wicked smile, sharp canines gleaming. “Don’t think we have time for that, friend.”

			She pushed him away, laughing as she wiped away her tears. “You’re obnoxious.”

			“You’re the one with all the supposed restraint.”

			“I’m bringing Cael next time.”

			Tristan’s thunderous laugh, fast becoming one of Cassandra’s favorite sounds in the world, drew the attention of a few passing mortals.

			She pushed past him and trod down the planks, turning into a narrow, low-ceilinged hallway that accessed the building’s stairwell. Tristan, right on her heels, ducked low and tucked his wings to keep from dragging them across the walls.

			They marched up five flights of stairs, arriving at a landing covered in peeling red paint with a filthy window. Cassandra was slightly winded, a faint sheen of sweat glowing at her temples. Her legs were warm but not burning thanks to the Sisters’ mandatory training sessions. 

			Tristan showed no hint of effort whatsoever. Curse his glorious Fae body.

			Cassandra turned into a dimly lit hallway lined with numbered doors. A thick miasma of smells and sounds surrounded her—the detritus of the lives unfolding within the overstuffed building. She scented garlic and onions cooking, plus other pungent, unrecognizable spices that made her mouth water. Babies cried, couples argued, and children shrieked with laughter, their energetic footsteps as loud as Benjamin’s.

			She stopped before number 514 and rapped gently on the thin wood door. It opened, and Benjamin beamed up at her, bouncing on his tiny feet and poking his tongue through the space where his teeth had been on her last visit. “Is there time for a flight?”

			Cassandra giggled, crouching down to pinch his cheek. “If you ask nicely. And invite your brother.” 

			A serious-looking boy kicked his shoe against the twin-sized metal bed frame, the only bed in the room. 

			Mistress Callas’s oldest son, eight-year-old Lukas, sported the same ginger hair as his brother, but his eyes were deep and dark—an old soul surveying the world through a child’s gangly body. As if he already understood the weight his mother bore, how close their family was to destitution. 

			That world-weary fatigue hadn’t always stained his eyes. In Mistress Callas’s older sacrificed memories, before her husband’s accident, Lukas had seemed as carefree as his younger brother. Cassandra’s chest clenched at the thought of all Lukas had lost, forced to grow up too quickly.

			Mistress Callas glanced up from a chair in the corner, baby Gwendolyn clamped onto her breast mid-feeding. “Sister Fortin, what are you doing here?” The woman’s tired eyes bugged out of her head at the enormous Fae warrior in the hallway.

			Cassandra stepped into the cramped room barely larger than her own bathing chamber. “You don’t need to be afraid. This is Officer Tristan Saros, my…escort.”

			Tristan cocked an indignant eyebrow, and she fought to suppress a laugh.

			Benjamin rushed over and almost jumped into his mother’s lap, bouncing with hands braced on her thighs. “Please, Mama, please, can he take Lukas and me for a flight? I promise we won’t fight for a whole week if you say yes! Please?”

			Mistress Callas looked to Cassandra with a concerned question written across her face. 

			Cassandra placed a hand on her shoulder. “They will be completely safe. You have my word.”

			Tristan ducked his head through the door but didn’t step all the way in. As if he knew the sight of his enormous body in the tiny space would be too painful for Mistress Callas to witness. He placed the sack of vegetables on the floor across the threshold. “I flew Sister Fortin over here without dropping her. I’m sure I can handle these two young gentlemen, Mistress.”

			He threw Mistress Callas one of his broad, charming smiles, and the woman noticeably relaxed, exhaling a tiny sigh.

			“Puh-leeeeeease, Mama!” Benjamin prostrated himself at his mother’s feet. 

			Mistress Callas laughed at her son’s dramatics, shifting the baby in her arms. “Okay, Bennie, okay. Calm down. Yes, you and Lukas can go on a flight—a short one—as long as Officer Saros is sure he can handle you heathens?”

			“I’m a Vestian Guard, Mistress. I’ve dealt with far worse,” Tristan said.

			“I very much doubt that.” Mistress Callas offered a weary smile.

			Tristan chuckled. “We won’t be long. A few laps to the water and back should do it. Come on, boys, the skies await!”

			Benjamin barreled over and hugged Tristan’s thigh, his small arms barely fitting all the way around. Tristan ruffled Benjamin’s hair before his gigantic hand swallowed the boy’s tiny one. 

			Lukas crawled off the bed, timidly approaching Tristan who extended his other hand towards the shy boy. 

			“Wouldn’t be proper to take a flight without the man of the house,” Tristan said.

			Lukas bowed his head, a cautious smile spreading as he tugged his coppery hair. He trudged over to Tristan and grabbed his outstretched hand.

			“Alright ladies, we’re off! Don’t worry for us while we’re on our adventure.” He winked at Cassandra as he led the two boys down the hallway.

			Cassandra closed the door and picked up the burlap sack. “I know it’s not much, but I brought you some vegetables.”

			Mistress Callas removed the baby from her breast and rearranged her shirt. She threw a cloth over her shoulder under Gwendolyn’s head and began rubbing the baby’s back to encourage a burp.

			“Thank you for your generosity, Sister Fortin. It will not go to waste, especially since I’m down to my last dracha.” She gestured for Cassandra to set the sack upon the small table in the kitchenette.

			“Please do not come back to the Temple yet. I have pulled too many of your memories. I’m afraid of what might happen if you return before you’ve had time to build up your reserves.”

			“I don’t have a choice, Sister. I will not let my family starve, no matter the risk.” Gwendolyn mewled in her mother’s arms.

			Cassandra stepped towards Mistress Callas, held her arms out to take the baby. 

			Mistress Callas passed the infant over and her head bobbed, her big blue eyes glued to Cassandra’s face as she let out a quiet hiccup. Mistress Callas draped the cloth over Cassandra’s shoulder, and Cassandra nestled the baby against her chest, rubbing her warm, soft back in sweeping circles.

			Cassandra pressed her nose to Gwendolyn’s velvety strawberry-blond hair and breathed in her scent—so fresh and new and innocent, not yet tainted by the world’s foulness.

			“I swear by the High Gods, Mistress, I will find a way to help you and your family.”

			Mistress Callas laughed, a dry, bitter cackle. “The High Gods abandoned us long ago, Sister. The only Goddess who stalks these halls is the Stranger.”
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			Chapter

			Twenty-Six

			Cassandra and Xenia retired to the Great Room after dinner on Thursday, nestling into whiskey-colored leather armchairs with a steaming pot of herbal tea flavored with juniper berries and mint perched on the low table before them. 

			Cassandra relished these cozy twilight hours in the cavernous space when the lavender light of dusk mingled with the amber glow of the magically lit chandelier. 

			She had barely seen Tristan all day, save for this morning’s amusing spectacle. Tristan and Cael might be the pinnacle of bodily perfection, but their preternatural grace did not extend to the slow, measured poses of the Flow.

			 She and Xenia barely contained their hysteria as Tristan and Cael toppled into the gravel over and over, unable to balance their wings and hold the poses. Halfway through the session, Cael discharged a frustrated howl and stomped out of the ring, Xenia’s concerned eyes tracking him through the flower-covered trellises.

			Tristan shrugged, sheepishly glancing at the Sisters, ashamed of his friend’s outburst. But High Gods bless him, he kept trying, unwilling to admit defeat despite how often he lost his balance.

			After the session mercifully ended, Cassandra helped him clean the dust off his exquisite wings, laughing as she brushed her hands along the satiny feathers. 

			He shivered at her touch, exposing every magnificent, iridescent inch. 

			She marveled at the colors hidden within each jet-black feather, sunlight illuminating different parts of the spectrum as he moved. The wings connected with his muscled back just beneath his shoulder blades, and she ran a tentative finger along the area where feather met skin. 

			Tristan moaned suggestively, bringing Cassandra’s attention to her own most sensitive parts. He snapped his wings against his back, dangling his hands in front of his groin as he whispered in her ear. “Careful, friend. I’ll thoroughly embarrass myself in front of all these chaste Sisters if you keep touching me there.”

			She shot him a devilish grin and placed her hands on his sweat-soaked shoulders. “You’ve already thoroughly embarrassed yourself in front of them this morning, Birdman.”

			He flicked her nose and she darted away, laughing as he gifted her a lazy smile.

			That was the last she’d seen of him all day. He hadn’t shown up to any of the meals nor had he joined her for kitchen duty. 

			Cael had been forced to entertain Mother Superior and the Sisters at the other table. Entertain was a generous description of Cael’s one- or two-word responses to the questions the Sisters peppered him with. Halfway through lunch, they stopped trying and began glancing toward the atrium and Great Room, hopeful that a certain dark-haired, dark-winged Guard would arrive to pick up the conversational slack.

			After dinner—bland roast pork that was a bit of a letdown after Tristan’s delicious stew from the night before—Cassandra had ventured into the kitchen. 

			She approached Mistress Eklan, who was in the icebox taking inventory. “Mistress Eklan? Would you mind if I boil water for tea?”

			The old woman paused her pencil’s furious scratching. “Be my guest.”

			Cassandra turned to leave, but Mistress Eklan shouted after her: “Where was that gorgeous hunk of muscle today? He’s rather taken with you.” Mistress Eklan peered at Cassandra from underneath unruly eyebrows.

			“We’re just friends, Mistress Eklan.”

			“You sure about that, girl?”

			Cassandra huffed. “In any case, I don’t keep his schedule. I have no idea where he is.”

			Mistress Eklan had returned to her task, mumbling to herself, though Cassandra heard every word. “If I were thirty years younger, I would climb him like a tree, chastity vow or no.”

			Cassandra was still chuckling at the old woman’s declaration as she sank into the supple leather armchair, trying to ignore the worry coiling in her gut due to Tristan’s absence. She’d been trying to convince herself all day that he was fine, probably following up on off-site leads. Plus, he’d mentioned speaking to the Vicereine today about Cassandra and Xenia officially joining the investigation. And he’d promised they would take care of Mistress Callas. Surely, he’d return any minute. 

			Cassandra carefully sipped her scalding tea, burning the tip of her tongue but relishing the fresh, sweet taste. “So, how was your trip to the library last night?” She waggled her eyebrows, grateful for the rare opportunity to tease Xenia.

			Xenia fiddled with her teacup, ignoring Cassandra’s taunts. “Cael and I spent the first half of the session researching Thalassium. It’s incredibly valuable. A single ounce is worth over a thousand drachas, and only the barest sprinkling is needed to stabilize a hundred-gallon batch of Delirium. It’s rather beautiful, actually. Deep blue in color. And in its raw form, it resembles a diamond.”

			Cassandra nearly spit out her tea. Made an effort to swallow it and maintain a calm appearance. Though truthfully, she’d been waiting to hear this confirmation all day. Ever since Tristan had mentioned Thalassium in the kitchen last night.

			How long could she possibly keep this secret? It seemed the investigation now hinged on the connection between the Broker, the necklace, and Opheron.

			If they were to have any hope of finding Cora, Richelle, or Sister Kouris, she’d need to come clean.

			“Wow, that’s…that’s interesting,” Cassandra murmured. “What did you spend the second half of the session researching?”

			“Texts about Trophonios, the development of Delirium, and the memory extraction ritual. Nothing’s jumped out yet. The whole session, while informative, was disappointingly professional.”

			“Then why do you look so dreamy?”

			Xenia exhaled a long sigh before slurping from her teacup, then yelped and sucked in her lip as she too boiled her mouth.

			“Because he made me feel like I was worth something,” Xenia said. “Like my knowledge was important and…valuable. Like I’m contributing to the search for our Sisters. I’m not fearless like you, Cass. I’m not going to go bounding into Thalenn hunting venomous Fae bastards, interviewing bar owners, or saving families from obliviation. But he was so grateful for my help that I felt useful. You’re the only other person who makes me feel that way. It was nice to have it coming from someone else. Even if I still think he’s an asshole.”

			Cassandra chuckled and squeezed her friend’s hand. She’d felt the same way when Tristan had asked for her help. 

			As Shrouded Sisters, their sphere of influence was limited, and they could do little to change their own circumstances, let alone the circumstances of those around them. Fury over that powerlessness is what had spurred Cassandra to hunt memories and steal treasures in the first place—a need to rebel against a world inclined to disregard her because of her mortal blood and that tattoo on her wrist.

			Xenia continued, “There’s plenty more source material to review. He’s asked me to bring some additional texts during his nightly patrol shifts. He mentioned you and Tristan would be off hunting Opheron tomorrow night.”

			“Cael told you about that?”

			“He did,” Xenia said cryptically.

			“Did he tell you how Tristan intends to lure Opheron?”

			“He did,” Xenia said, equally cryptically.

			“And are you going to share that information with me?”

			“No, I don’t think so. You’d just obsess over it tonight and all day tomorrow.” Xenia knew her too well.

			“And what makes you think not telling me is going to help?” Cassandra barked incredulously.

			Xenia sipped her tea, fluttering her eyelashes at Cassandra over the rim.

			Before Cassandra had a chance to argue, the massive wooden door to the Cloisters creaked open, and a crackle of energy ran through her. 

			As Tristan sauntered in, Cassandra’s tension melted away. His eyes met hers across the room and he strode over. “Sisters, glad I caught you.” 

			The other Sisters in the room lifted their heads expectantly, then pouted upon realizing they were not the Sisters being addressed.

			“Good news. The Vicereine has agreed to make you official civilian members of the investigation team. She’s going to alert Mother Superior as soon as—”

			The door slammed open, clattering against the wall with an ear-splitting crack. 

			An enormous polar bear, reared up on its hind legs with its sharp teeth bared in an aggressive snarl, filled the doorway. The beast’s beady black eyes landed on Cassandra.

			Every Sister in the Great Room gasped, gazes darting between the creature and Cassandra.

			Even Tristan didn’t dare speak. He moved in front of her chair, his hand at his pistol and his wings flared—braced for an attack. 

			The polar bear dropped onto its substantial paws with a heavy thud, then padded slowly into the room, head down, hackles raised. A languid, yet predatory pace.

			The beast released a bubbling growl as it stalked closer, saliva dripping from its fangs.

			Cassandra held her breath, heart racing, as it approached Tristan.

			“Step aside, Ghostwalker,” the bear growled in a rough, shredded voice.

			Tristan glanced over his shoulder at Cassandra, who nodded, resigned to her fate. He moved behind her chair but didn’t pull his wings in. Nor did he release his pistol.

			The polar bear’s white fur rippled, transforming into navy dress robes as its snout flattened and its limbs shortened.

			The abbess peered down her graceful nose at Cassandra, who cowered despite her burgeoning defiance.

			“Well,” Mother Superior whispered in the quietest, most horrifying voice Cassandra had yet heard, “I’ve just received an interesting message from the Vicereine.”

			Silence swept through the room like a chill wind through a graveyard.

			“Stand up, Sister Fortin.”

			Cassandra obeyed, her robes slipping off the chair and swaying at her feet.

			“Do you believe that I am an effective leader?” the abbess asked, catching Cassandra off-guard. Her mouth gaped like a dying fish as she struggled to find an answer that wouldn’t end in death at a polar bear’s jaws. 

			The abbess continued, “It would seem to me that if you did find me an effective leader, you would have rejected any request to join this investigation, as you would have trusted me to handle it.”

			Tristan jumped in. “Mother Superior, this is not Sister Fortin’s fault. I requested that the Vicereine make her and Sister Cirillo official team members.”

			Mother Superior kept her depthless eyes glued to Cassandra as she addressed Tristan. “And why did you choose these specific Sisters, Officer Saros?”

			Cassandra’s heart hammered against her ribs, wondering how Tristan could answer without revealing her nocturnal adventures.

			“Well, Abbess, since I need both a skilled Memory Puller and knowledgeable access to the Temple library, they seemed like the natural choice. Do you object to my selections?”

			Mother Superior’s gaze flicked to Tristan, nostrils flaring while every other feature on her coldly beautiful face remained utterly calm.

			“Far be it from me to question the judgment of a Vestian Guard,” the abbess intoned. “But I’m sure you appreciate that the Sisters must not be distracted from their work, nor subjected to any danger. They will not be excused from training, nor can I shorten their shifts by more than an hour, which you may have following breakfast. Any additional time must be found outside the Temple’s working hours. And I will only allow them to assist you for one week.”

			Cassandra’s stomach clenched. One week? To unravel this unholy mess? Impossible. 

			“One week is plenty, Abbess. Thank you for your generosity. I promise our work will not interfere with the Sisters’ duties. And Officer Zephyrus and I will protect them with our lives. You have my word.”

			Tristan bowed to Mother Superior, and the Beastrunner unclenched her hands, placated by his veneration. 

			Mother Superior glanced between Cassandra and Xenia. “I assume that you two are in agreement with this arrangement?”

			“Yes,” the two friends answered in harmony.

			“Very well. I will not disobey the orders of the Vicereine. However, I must be kept abreast of all major developments, Officer Saros. You and I shall meet daily for updates.”

			Cassandra opened her mouth to object, then thought better of it. She couldn’t shake her suspicions that the abbess was involved in the disappearances somehow. Suspected Mother Superior meant to thwart them by insisting upon these meetings with Tristan. But it would do no good to bring it up now. 

			“As you wish, Abbess,” Tristan said.

			Mother Superior nodded crisply. “A pleasant evening to you all. Praise Letha.”

			“Praise Letha!” the Sisters quavered.

			Mother Superior pivoted on her heels, sashayed out of the Great Room, and slammed the door behind her.

			“Well, that could’ve gone worse,” Xenia chuckled.

			“It could’ve gone better, too,” Cassandra mused, sinking into her chair.

			“Cael owes me twenty drachas,” Tristan muttered.

			“What?” Cassandra asked.

			“Nothing.” He shook his head, avoiding Cassandra’s eyes and fidgeting with his jacket’s zipper. “I’ve got to go. If I don’t relieve Cael of his patrol soon, he might smother me in my sleep.”

			He squatted in front of Cassandra, bracing his hands on the arms of her chair, then leaned in close, his proximity drawing her blood to the surface of her skin.

			She breathed in his spicy, woodsy scent as he whispered, “Meet me outside your window tonight, at midnight when my shift is over. I need to talk to you.”

			Cassandra clasped her hands together to mask her trembling. 

			He knows.

			Somehow, he’d figured out that she’d stolen the necklace. What else could he possibly want to talk to her about?

			“Goodnight, Sisters,” Tristan addressed the room as he made for the atrium, exalted sighs cascading in his wake.

			“What was that about?” Xenia asked.

			“He asked me to meet him outside at midnight.”

			Xenia’s eyebrows leapt into her hairline.

			“Oh stop,” Cassandra chided, fighting to maintain her composure. “I’m sure it’s about the investigation since he’s been gone all day. He said he needs to talk to me.”

			Xenia bit her lip, choking on her laughter. “At midnight? If it were about the investigation, he could wait until tomorrow morning. Nuh-uh. I don’t think he intends on doing much talking.”

			Could Xenia be right? Surely not. Tristan just wanted to confront her in private, get her to admit what she’d done.

			Although the conclusions to which Xenia had jumped gave Cassandra an idea. 

			Perhaps she could distract him somehow—make him forget all about his accusations.

			She sighed as she settled into her chair, sipping her tea and trying to shake off the terrifying encounter with the abbess.

			And began formulating a plan.
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			Chapter

			Twenty-Seven

			In his two hundred and twenty-eight years of life, Tristan had faced gargantuan monsters, tangled with the most powerful Fae in Ethyrios, and hunted hardened criminals of both species who had committed the most depraved acts imaginable—all without a hint of nerves.

			So he was surprised at his jitters in the minutes before midnight as he perched on the fountain awaiting the end of his watch and his meeting with Cassandra. 

			The statue of the Goddess of Oblivion peered down on him as his leg bobbed at a frantic pace, stirring the soft blue faces of the forget-me-nots at his feet. Every few seconds, he rustled his feathers to relieve the pressure like a pot letting off steam.

			Earlier, before Tristan had left to speak with the Vicereine, Sister Andino volunteered to pull and view the memories of the missing Sisters’ roommates with the two Windriders. She seemed overly eager to roll up her sleeves and have Cael and Tristan grip her naked forearms. 

			Tristan was aware of his effect on certain females and males of both species. And though he loved to flirt, he tried to discourage affection where he couldn’t genuinely reciprocate it. But some individuals, Sister Andino included, mistook his geniality for interest and threw themselves at him. 

			Unfortunately for Sister Andino, she was not the woman Tristan wanted. Only one woman’s striking face, irresistible body, and flirtatious teasing had floated into his mind as he’d fisted his cock upon waking this morning, draining himself dry in an attempt to quell his need so he could concentrate on the investigation. 

			Then when the little Daredevil had stroked his wings after that humiliating Flow session, he’d almost come in his pants, any focus he’d earned after fucking his hand instantly annihilated. 

			He’d needed to find release two more times during his shower afterward to take the edge off. And he skipped breakfast to avoid the temptation of seeing her.

			His desire had finally started to fade when he and Cael viewed the memories with Sister Andino in a small stone chamber deep within the Temple.

			Sister Andino made a huge show of unbraiding her hair, aggressively flicking her copper strands in their faces while claiming the memories flowed more powerfully with it down. Sister Fortin had kept her hair tied back during yesterday’s viewing, so Tristan knew it was nonsense—a clumsy attempt at seduction on Sister Andino’s part.

			Neither memory showed anything useful. Though one did have an odd glimmer around the edges.

			After the viewing session, Cael requested that Sister Andino give him the vials. She responded that she would be happy to keep them and would make herself available for any needs that Cael and Tristan might have of her. Cael shut her down with his characteristic rudeness, and she quietly handed over the vials, racing from the room with tear-stained eyes.

			As soon as she slammed the outer door, Cael rubbed his jaw as he asked, “Did something about that first memory seem off?”

			“You noticed it too?”

			“The edges were fuzzy. The other one, plus the memories we viewed yesterday with Sister Fortin were sharp and crisp. I wonder why?”

			“Maybe we should watch them again. Though I’m not eager to call Sister Andino back.”

			“Me neither.” Cael shuddered, running a hand through his wavy locks. “Let’s wait and view them tomorrow with Sister Fortin and Sister Cirillo.”

			“Good idea,” Tristan responded, smirking at Cael’s casual mention of Sister Cirillo. Cael had been gentler with Sister Cirillo than Tristan had ever seen him be with anyone. Maybe because she’d called him on his bullshit in the library. Not many individuals—certainly no mortals—had ever been brave enough to do that.

			The Temple bells tolled midnight, yanking Tristan’s attention back to the present, and Cael sauntered through their door to take over the watch.

			“Waiting until the last possible minute, huh?” Tristan grumbled.

			“Got a hot date, Saros?” Cael’s stormy gray eyes flickered with amusement.

			“As a matter of fact, I do.”

			“Tell Sister Andino I said hi.”

			“Asshole,” Tristan chuckled, slapping his friend on the shoulder in farewell before striding into their room. He took a few deep breaths to calm his prickling nerves, then squeezed through the window.

			Only the moon above and the faint glow from the windows lit the shadowed area behind the Cloisters. No rooms but theirs faced this part of the property, so there was little risk of anyone other than Sister Cirillo seeing them. 

			Not that there’d be anything to see. 

			Tristan respected Cassandra’s boundaries and had only asked her to join him out here for privacy while he shared his plans for the Callas family.

			He leaned against a tree at the edge of the woods, a mellow breeze stirring the leaves as he waited for Cassandra to emerge. 

			A flash of dark hair followed by a mess of blond curls appeared in the rising window, and Tristan’s sensitive Fae hearing picked up the tail end of a whispered conversation.

			“….swear, I will murder you in your sleep if you spy on us. I’m not kidding, Zee! Mind your business, dirty birdy. Nothing is going to happen.”

			“Ha! With you dressed like that? Who are you trying to convince? Yourself, him, or the High Gods?”

			Cassandra climbed out and slammed the window, then turned to find him watching, an adorable blush staining her cheeks. Then he glanced below her face and understood Sister Cirillo’s comment.

			Holy fuck.

			The short, silky white nightgown—with the thinnest straps imaginable—exposed her bare legs to the balmy night air. The light from the window rendered the material damn near translucent, illuminating the shape of her body beneath. Gleaming fabric dipped over every mind-blowing curve, barely covering the swells of her breasts before cascading over her decadently round hips. He itched to run his fingers through the unbound hair falling to her waist in dark, luscious waves. 

			He drank her in, all the way to the tips of her bare toes, which were painted bright red. Cheeky little rebel.

			She let him stare for a moment before tying on a light pink robe, the same length and material as the nightgown.

			He finally regained the ability to speak. “Are you trying to kill me? You expect me to keep my hands to myself with you wearing that?”

			 She arched an eyebrow, a smug smile curving her pillowy lips. “This is how I’m often dressed at midnight—because I’m usually asleep. Why’d you request to see me so late?”

			Whatever game she was playing, he was in. And High Gods help him, he would not break first.

			“Don’t flatter yourself, Daredevil, I’m a busy male. This was the only time I had available.”

			“Is that so?” She strutted over, bare feet swishing through the lush grass. 

			His cock twitched as her breasts bounced in time with her steps, and he suddenly wished he’d pleasured himself more than three times this morning. 

			She stopped an arm’s length away, as if daring him to touch her—untie that robe, peel down those tiny straps, and wrap his mouth around a peaked nipple. The two taut little buds poked against the thin material in evidence of her own arousal—it was not a particularly chilly night. 

			She was definitely toying with him.

			A warm breeze ruffled her hair, wafting her sweet honey and rosewood scent toward him, and he almost dropped to his knees to beg for a touch, a taste, anything to relieve his escalating need.

			Indecision paralyzed him. She’d flirted with him, teased him for the past few days. Under normal circumstances, he would’ve interpreted the signs and, once he’d ensured her consent, given her exactly what she so clearly wanted. 

			However, the chastity vow, and her insistence on maintaining it, altered the playing field dramatically. The mixed messages were making his head spin.

			“What was it that you wanted to talk to me about?” She blinked, her wide, blue-gray eyes the picture of innocence despite her scandalous attire.

			He took a deep breath to silence the desire roaring through his veins. “It’s about the Callas family.”

			“Oh.” Her game ended as she hugged her arms over her chest, relieved, if he wasn’t mistaken, but also embarrassed. As if she’d misinterpreted his intentions. 

			Which she had. 

			Mostly.

			She dropped her head, unable to meet his gaze as she muttered, “Right. What about them?”

			He nearly burst out laughing at her sudden change of attitude—she had no idea how close he’d come to pulling her into his arms and ripping that robe off.

			He unzipped his leather jacket, and her head shot up. “Calm down, Sister. I’m just reaching into my pocket.”

			The murderous look she aimed at him would’ve felled a mortal man. He smirked, stoking her rage further, and her breath came in rapid pants, her chest bobbing enticingly.

			He pulled an envelope from inside his jacket and held it out to her.

			“What is this?” she asked.

			“Open it and see.”

			She opened the flap and pulled out a folded slip of paper. He bounced on his feet as she spent a long minute reading it, head bowed.

			When she looked up, her cheeks were stained with tears, and her mouth gaped open, struggling to find words.

			“Tristan, I… You can’t… It’s too much. How did you get a hundred thousand drachas in a day?” She re-folded the promissory note, stuffed it into the envelope, and shoved it in his face.

			He raised his palms, refusing to take it. “I came to the colonies with a sum of drachas I’ve never touched, thanks to my salary as a Vestian Guard. It’s earned a bit of interest, given how long I’ve been alive. This won’t make a dent in it, and I don’t need the money. Give it to Mistress Callas. I’d love to have it do some good for a change.”

			She stared down at the envelope clenched within her delicate fingers, not saying a word as Tristan’s heart attempted to pound through his ribs. What was she thinking?

			She folded the envelope and tucked it into the pocket of her silky pink robe.

			Then took two steps forward until she was standing right in front of him, her chin raised, and her smoky blue eyes churning with gratitude and…guilt?

			“I… I don’t deserve this,” she whispered, placing her hand on his cheek. 

			He nuzzled into her touch. “You don’t always have to do everything yourself, Cassandra. It’s not a weakness to ask for help.”

			She pulled his head down, staring at his mouth, and his heart tripled its escape efforts.

			Pushing up onto her tiptoes, she gently, so gently, pressed her lips against his—a whisper-soft graze before pulling away and gazing into his eyes. “Thank you, Tristan.”

			Just as he was about to step back, thanking the High Gods for even this small taste of her, she smacked her other hand against his cheek and crushed her mouth to his.

			His canine sliced her bottom lip with the force of her glorious attack, and a drop of her blood melted onto his tongue.

			 The flavor, so similar to her scent—sweet and earthy like a rose bursting through sun-warmed soil—snapped the last thread of his restraint.

			Wrapping his arm around her waist, he hauled her against his body, then plunged his other hand into her thick, soft waves. He angled her head, deepening the kiss, consuming the lips that had been taunting him in so many ways.

			Snippets of a forgotten memory sparked to life in his mind as she licked across the seam of his mouth, an enticing request. 

			He opened, and her tongue swept in, stroking confidently along his own as a question began to form—one he was not stupid enough to ask now, not when she was releasing all those delectable moans.

			Echoing them with a groan of his own, he licked, bit, sucked, discovering every crevice of her warm, wet mouth. 

			Fuck, she was delicious. 

			He knew every part of her would be, knew he’d probably lose his mind if she ever let him get his tongue between her legs. The scent of her desire, deep and musky, sent his cock straining against his zipper. 

			She wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her perfect breasts against him. The rigid peaks of her nipples teased his chest, her silk nightgown and his thin cotton shirt the only barrier between them. Her stomach pushed against the hard ridge of his arousal, and a low grunt escaped him as he thrust his hips at the contact. 

			Sweet Amatu, he was going to burst out of his skin.

			Short scenes from the memory continued to unspool: flashes of sights, sounds, and feelings that refused to coalesce into a coherent narrative. 

			He pushed the visions aside, determined to concentrate on the very real woman writhing in his arms and devouring his tongue.

			He grabbed two handfuls of her supple ass, and she gasped into his mouth as he hoisted her into his arms, folding her bare thighs around his waist. Her robe and nightgown bunched up between them as she tugged his lower lip between her teeth, and her bare toes tickled against his wings. A jolt of pleasure shot straight to his cock, so explosive that he nearly climaxed. 

			Calming himself enough to lean back against the tree, he broke the kiss, needing to see her face. The raw desire he found smoldering in her eyes roused the slumbering beast within him, his baser Fae nature.

			Reclaiming her mouth, he pressed himself against the soft heat between her legs, matching his thrusts to the strokes of his tongue. She undulated against him, gripping his knot of hair in one hand while the other snaked up his shirt, exploring his chest and stomach. 

			That limited skin-on-skin contact while she sucked on his tongue brought him dangerously close to doing something deplorable—throwing her to the ground and fully claiming her, chastity vow be damned.

			He fisted her hair, exposing her neck and nuzzling his nose along the long, pale expanse, utterly lost in her scent as she panted in ecstasy.

			As he traced her jawline with his tongue, he tasted the salty tears that had dried there a lifetime ago. He grazed his teeth along the soft mound of skin where her neck met her shoulder, and her panting deepened into a primal groan as she ground into him harder—a demand for more. 

			He bit down forcefully, almost hard enough to break skin, but not quite. He didn’t want to mark her. Not yet.

			Gripping her neck, he pulled away so he could look into her eyes as he whispered, “So you do like it rough…

			…tiny thief.”
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			Chapter

			Twenty-Eight

			Cassandra’s insides froze when Tristan called her tiny thief, and she tried to jump out of the arms she’d been content to spend eternity in seconds ago. 

			But he anticipated her flight and tightened his grip. The hand around her neck was so large that his fingers and thumb were almost touching. His other hand clutched her ass beneath her nightgown, his fingertips tucked into the side of her lacy, rose-colored panties. To say anything other than ass felt juvenile after what they’d done, so she didn’t flinch at the word.

			“Oh no,” he tsked. “You need to answer some questions before you flee from me tonight.”

			Despite his calm voice, he looked as undone as she felt, her lips and neck stinging in the aftermath of his scandalous kisses. She’d never felt so wanted, as if he’d been memorizing her body with his skillful mouth and curious hands.

			Tristan held her close, her hips pressing into the hard, impressive length behind his leather pants. She was using what little willpower she had left to stay still, not move against it. In her twenty-one years of life, she’d never wanted anything as badly as she wanted him inside of her. Any part—fingers, tongue, cock—she wasn’t picky. 

			“Do you promise not to run if I put you down?” he breathed.

			She nodded, incapable of speech.

			He squeezed her ass before reaching behind his back to unclasp her ankles. He was tall enough that her dangling feet didn’t reach the ground, so he placed his hands at her ribs to support her as she removed her fingers from his hair and from underneath his shirt. 

			His breath hitched as she grazed her palm across those V-shaped muscles, unable to help herself.

			“None of that until we clear up a few things, tiny thief.”

			Her feet hit the grass, a cool tickle between her toes as she backed away. She immediately missed his hands on her body, his strength and warmth beneath her. But the phrase on his lips brought her back to reality.

			“Why are you calling me that?” she asked.

			“I was hoping you could tell me that. The most interesting visions came into my head the moment you kissed me.”

			His honey-brown eyes held unfading lust and a hint of amusement but no anger. His hair was adorably tousled, the ink-black strands luminous in the silvery moonlight.

			“How much do you remember?”

			“Just flashes here and there,” he began. “I can feel pain on my finger, my jaw, and my shin. Assuming you attacked me, you little she-devil.”

			“You grabbed me first!”

			“I can’t remember why, but I’m sure I was justified.”

			“Debatable. What else?”

			He closed his eyes, as if scanning the resurrected pieces of the lost memory. “I see a cloaked figure scaling an iron fence. I can see a necklace with a large blue diamond in the center. I can hear someone screaming and feel the wind rushing through my wings. Guessing you were the one doing the screaming.” He chuckled, then opened his eyes and stepped toward her. 

			“And I can see your face. The freckles dotting your nose and cheeks.” He mapped her freckles with his fingers. 

			“Your pouty, downturned lips scowling at me.” He dragged his thumb across her quivering lower lip. 

			“And blue-gray eyes stripping me bare, seeing me in a way that no stranger ever had before.” His eyes bore into hers as if seeking answers in their depths.

			Cassandra had ceased to breathe. She had heard of such occurrences, snippets of an extracted memory lingering in a supplicant’s mind like a phantom limb after amputation. But only in cases where the supplicant and the memory’s subject shared a powerful connection.

			Tristan continued, “And I can hear myself calling you tiny thief. You were adorably pissed off about it.” She glared up at him. “Yes! That’s the look.” He paused, considering. “How do we know each other, Cassandra?”

			She exhaled the breath she’d been holding—the game was over. Time to come clean and hope he’d be as understanding as he’d been the first time.

			 “I lied about what I was doing at the Empress’s Lap the night Opheron ambushed me. I was there to pick up a payout from the Broker. On the night of the Vicereine’s Midsummer Ball, I stole a necklace from Alcander Pagonis’s wife. I’d seen it in her memories when she came to visit the Temple last week. I was planning to sell it through the Broker and give the drachas to Mistress Callas so she wouldn’t be forced to sell any more memories and risk obliviation. You caught me during the robbery that night at their estate.”

			He waited for her to continue, no hint of a reaction—the consummate interrogator. 

			“You told me to pull your memory. You wanted to help me get away with it and spare yourself a difficult conversation with the Vicereine.”

			His breathy chuckle rippled over her bare skin. “Sounds like something I’d do.”

			“You’re not angry?”

			“How could I be angry if I asked you to pull the memory? And I must have because you couldn’t have overpowered me and taken it.” She glowered at the insult, at his arrogance. “Though I am curious how a Shrouded Sister was so adept at breaking and entering?”

			“It wasn’t my first job,” she said with a smarmy smile. 

			She wasn’t scared to admit to her past crimes for two reasons: one, he was taking her confession remarkably well, as well as he had the night they’d met, and two, Xenia had already pulled her memories of those previous crimes. 

			“I’ve saved dozens of families over the past three years. But don’t ask me for details because I’ve had those memories extracted.”

			“Clever.” Tristan dipped his head, impressed. “The necklace adds some interesting new complications to our investigation though.”

			“I know. Did Cael tell you what he and Xenia discovered in the library today? That blue diamond isn’t a diamond at all—it’s Thalassium.”

			He nodded. “That’s how the traces of it ended up in that barrel. You’d left it there for the Broker.”

			“Yes, and Opheron must’ve found it. I asked him what he’d done with it, and he said he’d returned it to his master. Surely he meant Pagonis?”

			Tristan shook his head, a glaze of fear in his eyes for the first time all night. “He didn’t. Pagonis claims he doesn’t have the necklace. He’s asked the Vestians to search for it. And the criminal who stole it.”

			She audibly swallowed. Tristan closed the gap between them, placing one hand at her waist and cupping her chin with the other. “I would never turn you in, Cassandra. I didn’t arrest you that night, and I certainly have no plans to do so now.”

			“What about Cael?” she asked, trembling.

			“I’ll deal with him.”

			Her body loosened and lightened, as if an enormous weight had been lifted from her shoulders. She’d suspected, deep in her heart, that she could trust Tristan. To have it confirmed was bliss. With that anxiety dispelled, her thoughts returned to the investigation.

			“So, if Pagonis doesn’t have the necklace,” she asked, “who does? And why would Opheron dare to cross his vengeful boss like that? Do you think it’s connected to my Sisters’ disappearances? It can’t be a coincidence that someone is seeking the formula for Delirium and a necklace that just happens to contain a key ingredient is now missing. Opheron must be the connection between the two cases.”

			“I guess we’ll find out when we pull his memories tomorrow night, won’t we?” Tristan smirked, his certainty and flippancy calming her further. “I’ll alert the Vicereine as soon as possible that we have a potential lead on the necklace, ask her to call off the other Guards she has searching for it.” He moved his hand to her cheek, stroking his thumb along her cheekbone. “Is this why you wouldn’t tell me your name?”

			“I thought telling you might trigger something, make you remember my crime.”

			“Well, you certainly triggered something tonight.” He readjusted her pendant, which had shifted during their entanglement. He straightened the chain, then nestled the sphere in her cleavage, stroking his knuckles against the upper swells of her breasts. 

			She clasped her hands behind her back, restraining herself from leaping into his arms and continuing where they’d left off.

			He speared his hand into her hair and tipped her face up. “Seems I’m completely incapable of forgetting you, Cassandra.”

			He pressed his mouth against hers with a tenderness that stopped her heart. His lips were unbelievably soft, and his kiss tasted like forgiveness, light and teasing. 

			She could barely stand it.

			“This loss of sanity doesn’t change anything, Tristan,” she said against his mouth. “You can’t make my chastity vow disappear with your magic hands and hips.”

			He threw his head back in a rollicking laugh, and when she echoed it, he pulled her flush with his body again, then gripped her ass as he fisted her hair and yanked her head back, exposing her neck.

			He whispered in her ear. “Maybe I can with these.”

			He ran his tongue along the pulsing vein in her neck, then blew on the damp area, sending body-wracking shivers crashing through her. He trailed his lips over the newly sensitive spot, and her eyes rolled back as she let out a low moan. She was losing control of the situation. 

			Not that she had any to begin with.

			“Tristan,” she begged, unsure of what she was begging for—an end or a beginning. He grazed a sharp canine along her throbbing pulse, and she moaned again. Then came to her senses. “Tristan, stop.”

			He stepped back, removing his hands from her body, concern and remorse clouding his eyes. “I’m sorry, I—”

			She pressed her fingertips to his lips, relishing the plush heat. “You don’t need to apologize. That felt…incredible. Too good. I’m afraid of what I’ll let you do if you keep going.”

			He threw her a wicked grin as he zipped his jacket, wings rustling. “That reminds me of another question. How in the name of Stygios does a Shrouded Sister know how to kiss like that?”

			She huffed a laugh as she pulled her hair over her shoulder. “Promise not to tell?”

			He placed a hand over his heart. “I am the soul of discretion, Daredevil.”

			“I’ve been stealing dirty memories since I was a teenager. They’ve been eye-opening and very informative. I watch them often to practice my technique.” She winked and he roared with laughter.

			“Shh!” She jumped up to cover his mouth, his warm breath tickling her palm. “You’re going to wake up the entire Cloisters! And Xenia is no doubt crouched under the window listening.”

			He removed her hand from his mouth, keeping it in his grasp. “Who’s Xenia?”

			Oops. 

			She sighed but didn’t pull her hand away. “Sister Cirillo. I guess there’s no reason you can’t know both our names.”

			He stroked his thumb along the back of her hand, then placed her palm on his chest, his heart pounding beneath her fingers. She raised her head to meet his gaze, terrified of what she found. 

			Tristan was staring at her in a way no man or male ever had. With awe and…yearning. The same look her father had often given her mother. 

			A look soliciting destruction in a thousand different ways. 

			Especially for a human foolish enough to fall in love with a nearly immortal god who could have any female in Ethyrios. He was bound to grow tired of her snark, her anxieties, her stubbornness. Time to put the boundaries back in place.

			She snatched her hand away. “Don’t look at me like that.”

			“Like what?”

			“Like you don’t think this was a terrible lapse in judgment.”

			“I don’t think that. Not at all.”

			She snorted. “Well, I do. This will never happen again. I won’t risk being kicked out of the order.”

			He tried to wrap his arms around her. “I’d take you in.”

			She stepped back and he halted, hurt darkening his handsome face. “Take me in where, the barracks?”

			“The barracks are not my only home within Thalenn,” he answered with a furtive smile.

			 Cassandra shook her head. “There are people here who depend on me. Xenia and…others. This is bigger than what I want.”

			He sighed, wings drooping. “I get it, I do. I’ve been there. But let me tell you something that took me a long time to learn the hard way.”

			She caught a glimpse of that faded red scar on his palm.

			“What you want matters,” he said. “You can’t stifle all your desires in service of others, or you’ll start to resent the people you’re trying to help. Most people, the good ones worth keeping around, want you to be happy too. So, you might as well do some of what you want.” 

			“What if what I want is to murder people or burn down a building?” she asked, gifting him a cheeky grin.

			He pinched her chin, chuckling. “Smartass. You know what I mean.”

			She exhaled. “I wish it were that easy.”

			“It is. You’re just not ready to admit it. It’s fine, I can wait. At two hundred plus years old, I have a lot of patience. And based on that all-too-brief taste, I know you’ll be worth the wait.”

			She grasped his hand in hers and squeezed—the only response she felt capable of at the moment. He squeezed back, an understanding.

			“Are you done with your questions?” she asked.

			“For now.”

			“Good, I have one for you.”

			He cocked an eyebrow. “I can’t wait for this.”

			She twisted a wavy strand of hair around her finger. “What’s my dagger’s name? You promised to tell me once I told you my name.”

			He chuckled. “You didn’t tell me your name. Eugenia did. So I’m thinking I should make you guess.”

			“Give me a hint?”

			He chewed his lip, contemplating, and she wanted to put her own teeth back there. “You already know it’s a female name, which should count as a hint. But since you let me fondle your gorgeous ass tonight, I’m feeling generous and will give you another. Her name starts with K.”

			“Kalliope.”

			“No.”

			“Kallista.”

			“No.”

			“Kristalena.”

			Disgust crumpled his face. “Mighty Anaemos, no. She’s a dagger, not a rosy-cheeked schoolgirl. Her name is way more badass than that. Come back to me later with some real guesses.”

			She huffed in mock frustration, pouting as she toyed with her hem. What had she been thinking, wearing this nightgown? The question turned her thoughts back to the reason he’d asked to meet with her in the first place.

			“Tristan, are you sure you want to give all those drachas to the Callas family?”

			“I’m sure. I can think of no better use for them.”

			“This will mean the world to Mistress Callas. I don’t know how to begin to thank you.”

			“That kiss was a pretty good start.” He winked.

			But her worries were not so easily held at bay. “You can’t just give hundreds of thousands of drachas to every family on the brink. What are we going to do about the next one? The one after that? And the one after that?”

			His face lit up. “We, huh? I like the way you’re thinking, Daredevil.”

			She smacked him lightly on the arm. “You started it with the we.”

			“You’re right, I did. Glad it rubbed off on you. We’re going to have to worry about that later though. The investigation needs to take precedence. We only have one week before Mother Polar Bear kicks you off the case.”

			And even though she knew he was right, a lump hardened in her gut, ready to fester and tear her apart with worry about who the next Callas family would be—she hoped it wouldn’t render her useless.

			“Okay,” she exhaled. “Did you make any other progress today?”

			“Cael and I viewed the memories of your missing Sisters’ roommates with Sister Andino this morning.”

			Cassandra cackled. “How’d that go, loverboy? She’s got the hots for you something fierce.”

			“Says a woman who knows from experience.” His lopsided grin brought out his dimple as he tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “It was as awkward as you can imagine. Cael wasn’t very nice to her.”

			“I’m shocked,” she deadpanned.

			“She ran from the room in tears.”

			The nasty side of Cassandra was delighted to hear it. She’d been harboring unkind feelings towards Sister Andino since Wednesday’s training session when the Sister had thrown Cassandra out of the ring to get to Tristan.

			“Did you find anything useful?” she asked.

			He told her about the fuzziness they’d noticed. “Have you seen anything like that in an extracted memory before?”

			“Not that I can recall.”

			“Could the extraction process have damaged the memory if it wasn’t performed correctly?”

			“Glad to hear you have as much faith in Sister Andino’s abilities as I do. But no, I don’t think so. Even that half-damaged memory of Sister Kouris wasn’t fuzzy.”

			“True. You and Xenia should probably take a look. Cael and I want to view them again during our precious allotted hour tomorrow.” He rolled his eyes, and she giggled.

			“Sure, that’s fine. Can we do it in my extraction room? It’ll save me a trip from the library.”

			“Great. The four of us can head there after breakfast. Then Cael and I are going to the Secretariat to see if we can find any hint of the hallway with Sister Kouris’s cell.”

			“I’m assuming that means Cael had no luck locating that pleasure house?”

			“He did locate it, actually,” Tristan answered, and Cassandra gasped. “Don’t get too excited though. The courtesan from the memory wasn’t there. And her colleagues refused to reveal her name or address to a Vestian Guard. He was able to find out that she’ll be working again on Saturday though, so our visit will have to wait until then.”

			“Which pleasure house is it?” 

			“Because you’re so familiar with all their names? Naughty Sister.” He poked his tongue out, licking the tip of his canine.

			“You’d be shocked by the memories I keep in my personal stash, Birdman.” She cocked her head.

			“Try me.” He stepped closer, towering over her, the heat of his body threatening to burn through all of her defenses.

			She should’ve known better than to challenge him. “I—” she stammered.

			He bent forward, laughing merrily as he touched his forehead to her shoulder. The gesture was so casually intimate that her heart skipped a beat. 

			“You are far too easy to tease, Daredevil. It’s honestly my new favorite pastime. But it’s late, so I should stop indulging myself tonight. Don’t forget about our meeting with Opheron tomorrow. I’ll be back from the Secretariat after dinner to pick you up. Be ready to fly by seven. We can go visit Mistress Callas first, then head to the Empress’s Lap. Wear something incognito.” He ran a hand through his hair, popping his biceps. 

			She wanted his arms around her again. Desperately. Which was as good a cue as any to say goodnight before she made any more reckless decisions.

			“Tomorrow’s going to be busy,” she yawned. “I’d better get some sleep.” 

			He grabbed her hand before she could walk away. “I meant what I said, Cassandra. If you ever leave the order or find yourself with nowhere to go, you’d have a place with me. For as long as you need it. And this has nothing to do with breaking your chastity vow. The offer stands, no matter the circumstances.”

			Her chest constricted. “You barely know me. Why would you offer such a thing?”

			Traces of rage and sorrow flowed across his masculine features. “Because I know what it’s like to feel trapped and have nowhere to go—to live a life without the freedom of choice. And I wouldn’t wish it on anyone, least of all you.”

			She stepped toward him, placing a hand on his cheek, and his expression softened. “Thank you, Tristan.”

			He covered her hand with his own, then pressed a kiss into her palm. “Goodnight, Cassandra.”

			She gave him a shy smile. “You can call me Cass—all my friends do. Well, I’ve only got the one friend.” She laughed as she pulled her hand away. 

			He seemed reluctant to let go. “You’ve got at least two now.”

			“Goodnight, Tristan.” 

			She walked towards her window, pushed it open, and attempted to climb inside, difficult without the traction from her shoes. She struggled to haul herself over the sill, giving him quite the show as her robe and nightgown hitched up.

			A gust of wind tickled her bare legs, and he appeared behind her, grabbing her hips and helping her through the window.

			She leaned out to thank him, and he cupped the back of her neck, pulling her toward him.

			“Hot panties, Cass,” he breathed, sucking and nipping at her earlobe. 

			He left her staring into the empty night, dumbfounded and fully aroused again. She clamped her thighs together to will away the ache, then turned into the room, anticipating the third degree from Xenia. 

			But her friend wasn’t in her bed, nor was she in the bathing chamber. Cassandra’s throat closed up in panic. And despite what she was wearing, she threw open the exterior door, ready to dash into the night in search of Xenia. 

			Tinkling laughter halted her. Peering out of the half-closed door, she spied Xenia and Cael deep in conversation at the fountain, their heads nearly touching and an open book sprawled across their laps.

			Cassandra sighed with short-lived relief, just as concerned for Xenia as she was for herself. 

			These two Windrider males were turning their world upside down.

			Cassandra wasn’t yet sure if that was a bad thing.
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			Chapter

			Twenty-Nine

			Tristan could still taste her when he woke up the next morning. 

			And though last night had been bliss, he and Cassandra had enacted less than a tenth of his fantasies. Which meant it was going to be much harder for him to behave around her. 

			He couldn’t remember ever being so attracted to a woman in such a short period of time, not even—

			He shook his head to keep those few remaining memories at bay.

			He trained in his room instead of joining Cael and the Sisters outside, not ready to see her just yet. Needing time to clear his head, he performed a few hundred sit-ups, push-ups, and squats then took a long, cold shower. But even the frigid water couldn’t pull his thoughts from her. He pictured all the filthy things he wanted to do to his friend Cass, imagining her hand in place of his as he stroked himself.

			He turned off the water, then dried his wings with a brisk shake. Stepping out of the tub, he scrubbed a towel over his shoulder-length hair. 

			The purpose of his trip to the Secretariat today would be twofold: he wanted to snoop around the lower levels in search of that black marble hallway, and he’d arranged a visit with Grigori Pacha. The man had an office there for when he needed support from the colonies’ bureaucrats to get his Delirium shipments past continental borders. 

			Tristan mapped the building in his mind as he tied his hair back, breaking with tradition and leaving it half down. He stalked into the main room, dropping his towel with a wet slap, then shrugged on his uniform. He grabbed his stun pistol from underneath his pillow and sheathed it at his hip. He really needed to get back to headquarters and request another dagger; he’d been too distracted on Wednesday when he’d dropped off the Broker’s body.

			He was in no rush. The only weapons he planned to use on Opheron tonight were his fists. He wanted to feel the asshole’s bones break beneath his fingers for the damage caused to his Daredevil—after she’d pulled the Deathstalker’s memories, of course. Tristan wouldn’t waste the night on vengeance alone.

			As he headed for the dining hall, the low murmur of Sisters fluttering toward breakfast in flocks of midnight blue spilled into the atrium. He glanced at Cassandra’s empty chair as he stepped through the archway. 

			Cael was already seated, his massive gray wings rising above his shoulders, drumming his fingers on the polished oak table. Pointedly ignoring Sister Christos as she peered up at him. 

			And of course, Sister Andino was in place next to Tristan’s seat. A broad smile lit up her face as he approached.

			“Your hair is different today,” the Sister said, her brazen eyes ogling him. “It looks good.”

			“Thanks,” he replied, tight-lipped.

			“Where were you this morning?” she asked. “You didn’t come to training.”

			Cael cocked a questioning eyebrow, wondering the same. The two Guards hadn’t yet spoken about his tryst with Cassandra. Not that Tristan would have divulged every dirty detail. But he might’ve bragged just a little that she’d kissed him first.

			And Tristan certainly couldn’t recount last night’s transcendent encounter in present company. He shot Cael a look, conveying he’d tell him later, then responded to Sister Andino. “I worked out in my room, needed some time alone to think.”

			“About the investigation?” she asked.

			“Uh, yeah, sure.”

			“If you need me to pull more memories, all you have to do is ask.” She shifted her chair closer, placing her hand dangerously high on his thigh. He didn’t want to be rude and smack her away, so he waited a beat before grabbing her hand and placing it back in her own lap.

			“Thank you, Sister Andino, but that won’t be necessary.” He went in for the kill. “The Vicereine has assigned Sisters Fortin and Cirillo to the investigation. You must’ve missed the announcement in the Great Room last night. No one else is authorized to help us.” 

			Cael choked back a laugh—it was total bullshit. Any of the Sisters could assist them, if needed. But Tristan’s comment had the intended effect. 

			Sister Andino sputtered, cheeks as red as her hair. “But… it’s… that’s not… Why are they official members? That’s so unfair!”

			Tristan shrugged. “I don’t make the rules, Sister.”

			Sister Andino huffed and scooted her chair away. 

			Cael flared his wings—a silent high-five.

			A prickle of energy thrummed through Tristan’s veins as Cassandra strode through the archway, radiant in her midnight dress robes with her hair pulled back in a long braid. Even fully dressed, she was just as unbearably delectable as she’d been in next to nothing last night.

			He caught her gaze from across the dining hall, and the entire room faded away. Her blue-gray eyes had a fresh glow about them, her cheeks heartily flushed. He wondered if it was due to training. Secretly hoped he might be a part of the cause. She bit her lip and smiled as she peered at him from underneath her lashes.

			A hush fell over the room as Mother Superior waltzed in. The abbess sank into her chair, said the morning prayers, and the serving trays clattered onto the tables. 

			Tristan tried not to be spooked by the livvies. He felt guilty that they were in this state because of his own species’ appetites. Several livvies rubbed against his feathers as they placed the platters down, and the contact sent shivers down his spine. And not in the pleasurable way that Cassandra’s touch had. Their skin wasn’t warm or cold. Didn’t feel alive or dead. There was a vacancy, an absence, a nothingness that chilled him to the bone. He understood why Cassandra wanted to save mortals from this fate.

			He filled his plate with slices of dewy, pale-pink melon, fluffy eggs, and a glistening pile of sausages, loading up on protein for the long day ahead. 

			Just as he was about to dig in, Mother Superior addressed him. “Officer Saros, when can you update me on the investigation’s progress?”

			He groaned internally, didn’t have time for such inane bullshit. He already answered to one master, the Vicereine, and was irritated at having another. Mother Superior’s disdain for Cassandra had him on edge, and he questioned the female’s motives since two Sisters had disappeared days before she’d reported it.

			“Can we talk now, Abbess? Cael and I have a busy day.”

			“Very well. Sister Christos, Sister Andino, go sit elsewhere. The officers and I have private matters to discuss that you are not authorized to overhear.”

			The two Sisters gaped, affronted, but didn’t dare disobey as they left the table. Cael covered his mouth with a long-fingered hand to mask his laughter.

			Tristan aimed a shit-eating grin at the departing Sisters. “Enjoy your breakfast, ladies.”

			He told Mother Superior the bare minimum of what they’d learned. He mentioned the memory featuring Sister Kouris but didn’t give details about the hallway, nor did he divulge the suspected locations. He didn’t dare bring up the Delirium formula, not yet convinced that the abbess wasn’t involved in the plot to retrieve it. He informed her they’d be chasing a lead tonight on a Deathstalker who may have been involved in the alleged abductions. And he told her that Sister Aritia had been spotted downtown but didn’t say where or who’d spotted her.

			“Very murky at the moment, Officer. You’ve got a lot of work ahead.”

			“Indeed. We’d make more progress if you could make the Sisters available for more than an hour each day.”

			“Let us see how the investigation progresses, and we can discuss it.”

			Worth a try.

			“I appreciate the consideration. Officer Zephyrus and I are heading to the Secretariat to interview Grigori Pacha. You needn’t set a place for us at lunch or dinner. Good day, Abbess.”

			Tristan nodded to Cael, and the two Windriders stood, bowing to Mother Superior. As they approached the Sisters’ table, Tristan couldn’t keep his eyes off Cassandra. 

			Being this close to her after everything that had passed between them last night was thrilling and maddening. He wanted to scoop her into his arms, taste her lips again, greet her properly. 

			Instead, he flashed her a broad grin as he stopped at her chair. “Good morning, Sister Fortin.”

			Her answering smile was as dazzling as the first rays of summer sunshine. “Good morning, Officer Saros.”

			Cael leaned towards Xenia, fished a few drachas from his pocket, and slipped the coins into her awaiting palm.

			“You win, Sister,” Cael whispered. “Something did go down between these two last night.”

			“You bet on us?” Cassandra squeaked, a bright red flush blurring her freckles as she glowered at her friend.

			Xenia bit her lip, trying and failing to look contrite as her shoulders shook with laughter.

			“No woman who meets with Tristan after midnight leaves untouched,” Cael snickered. 

			Tristan slapped his friend in the chest. “Hey, asshole, it wasn’t like that,” he growled.

			“But it was like something, huh?” Cael’s storm-cloud eyes flickered, as if lightning forked through them.

			“If you believe that, why’d you bet against me?” Tristan asked, arms crossed and his wings rustling, challenging.

			“Because I thought Sister Fortin could hold out against you,” Cael countered.

			Cassandra cut in. “Like you two should talk. I saw you looking all cozy, leafing through that book in the atrium.”

			Xenia paled. “You… Nothing… We weren’t…,”

			Cael’s lips curled into a sneer. “We were actually working on the case, Sister Fortin.”

			“No further need for formalities, Cael. I’m Cassandra and this is Xenia. And as amusing as this conversation has been,” she lowered her voice, glancing at the Sisters around them who were definitely pretending not to listen, “this is probably not the safest place to discuss midnight meetings or the investigation. We’ll continue this in my extraction room.”

			Tristan’s blood thrummed at her take-charge tone.

			Twenty minutes later, Cassandra was seated at the stone table in her viewing chamber, rolling her sleeves down while Xenia recorked the vial of the radiant golden memory the group had just viewed.

			“Well?” Tristan peered down at her.

			“The edges of Sister Galan’s memory—she was Sister Kouris’s roommate—did look out of focus. I’m impressed you two novices noticed.” Cassandra teased, throwing Tristan a half-grin that sent a rush of blood straight to his cock. “Did you notice it too, Zee?”

			Xenia nodded, her blond curls bobbing. “What could’ve caused that? Do you think Sister Galan was drugged?”

			Cassandra stood and crossed an arm over her chest, running her index finger over her bottom lip—a contemplative tic. Cael snickered as he caught Tristan staring at her mouth.

			She answered her friend. “Doubtful. I’ve seen memories of people intoxicated on all kinds of substances, and none were fuzzy like that.”

			Tristan rested his hips on the edge of the table. “Could it be an implanted memory? A fake?” he asked, scooting as close as possible to Cassandra without touching her.

			“Is that even possible?” Cassandra countered. “We extract memories, we can’t implant them.”

			“It might be possible,” Xenia responded, glancing towards Cael, who nodded at her suggestion.

			Cassandra aimed a startled look at her friend. “How?”

			“We were reviewing Trophonios’s memoirs last night. He wrote entire chapters about the memory extraction ritual and how he formulated Delirium. He details nearly every failed experiment that led to his success.” Xenia’s face lit up, as if reading ancient scientific texts was her favorite pastime. Tristan could think of nothing more mind-numbing.

			“There was a village along the Dordenne River where he sought mortal and Fae volunteers for his experiments,” Xenia continued.

			 “How did he get humans there to agree to sacrifice their memories?” Cassandra asked.

			“Apparently, he was very persuasive,” Xenia replied. “An excellent speaker, in addition to his scientific achievements. Plus, everyone has some memory they’d like to forget, right? According to his memoirs, he never wanted for human subjects.”

			Tristan grunted in agreement, settling his wing against Cassandra’s back. She didn’t move away. He could’ve sworn he heard her sigh. “I’ve heard that Trophonios is rather intense. Never mated nor had children. He’s basically a recluse in his cabin in the mountains.”

			“What sub-species of Fae does he belong to?” Cassandra asked.

			“Beastrunner. Snow leopard bi-form,” Tristan answered.

			“Explains the solitude and isolation,” Cael said.

			“Indeed,” Xenia piped up. “There’s a story about an experiment that didn’t make sense until you asked about implanted memories, Tristan. 

			“Trophonios was working with a young mason from the village who’d had an accident the previous summer. The young man had fallen from a ladder and shattered his leg. 

			“Due to the accident, he’d developed a crippling fear of heights. It was restricting him from taking lucrative jobs, so he volunteered for Trophonios’s experiment to have the memory removed, hoping his fear would disappear. 

			“At that time, Trophonios was trying to work out how to flavor Delirium with emotions only, and none of the memory’s identifiable details. He used the young mason’s memory in a test batch that he fed to a woman who then refused to walk up a flight of stairs. Said she was overcome with fear and couldn’t bear to be so high. 

			“Trophonios assumed the young man’s fear was too concentrated within the test batch and had overtaken the woman’s other emotions. 

			“But what if he was wrong? What if, somehow, he’d managed to implant the young man’s memory within her mind?”

			“Or worse,” Cael shuddered. “What if he was lying? What if he knew about the implantation but altered his memoir to make it seem like the test batch was faulty?”

			“Are you saying that Trophonios was trying to implant memories on purpose?” Cassandra asked.

			“No,” Cael responded. “I’m saying he may have accidentally stumbled upon it but was smart enough to understand the implications. And lied about it in his recorded history. Can you imagine what would happen if humans or Fae were aware that memory implantation is possible? That information, in the wrong hands, could alter life in Ethyrios forever.”

			“If he were concerned, why bother putting that story into his memoirs at all?” Tristan asked.

			Xenia audibly swallowed, panic creeping over her features. “Because he knew it would be protected. The copy of Trophonios’s memoirs here in the Temple library is his original manuscript. The only one in existence. And accessible only to Shrouded Sisters.”

			“Holy shit,” Cael exhaled.

			Cassandra flinched. Tristan noticed she did so whenever someone cursed. He made a mental note to ask about it.

			Xenia’s panicked expression intensified. “And there’s something else. There’s a piece missing from the manuscript. Near the end, where all of his formulation notes were kept. The formula for Delirium was there, but the bottom half of the very next page had been ripped out. The top half alluded to some kind of alternate use for the elixir.”

			“Now’s the time to say Holy shit,” Tristan said. “Do you keep records of which Sisters access the manuscript?”

			“No,” Xenia answered, with a frown. “They only log the dates of when it’s been checked out and when it gets returned.”

			Cassandra gave Tristan a wan smile. “This case keeps getting more and more complicated. Every knot we unravel leads to three more.”

			“Welcome to the life of a Vestian,” Cael grunted. “I’ll take those memories for safekeeping, Cassandra. We’ll likely need to view them again.” Cassandra handed him the two luminous vials.

			“Is Trophonios still alive?” Xenia asked, gazing into the middle distance.

			“I assume so,” Tristan answered, dragging a hand across the back of his neck. “There’s no official record of his death. And he was young when he invented the ritual, less than a century old. Which means he’d be around six hundred now? That’s not even middle-aged for a Fae.”

			“Which makes you two what? Horny teenagers?” Cassandra’s lips curled into a devilish smile, her smoky blue eyes glittering.

			“Something like that.” Tristan winked and pinched her hip. She yelped, half-heartedly swatting him away.

			“Would he speak with us?” Xenia asked, ignoring Tristan and Cassandra’s flirting.

			“Doubtful,” Cael replied, running a hand through his ash-brown waves. “Nobody’s seen the male in five hundred years. He’s never set foot in the colonies. And there’s no way we’d get clearance to take either of you to the continent.”

			“Does the Vicereine have the authority to summon him?” Cassandra asked. 

			“Yes,” Tristan replied, “but I doubt she’d stick her neck out like that for us, even if it would help solve this case.”

			“Maybe if you asked her nicely,” Cael snickered, thrusting his hips. 

			Cassandra stiffened, and Tristan brushed a wing down her arm. “Lykan’s not interested in me that way.” 

			“Not anymore,” Cael said. 

			Tristan prayed that his friend wouldn’t continue; he didn’t want Cassandra to learn of his sordid history with the Vicereine. But he knew he wouldn’t be that lucky. Once Cael felt comfortable, as he now seemed to be with the two Sisters, his flimsy social filter disappeared altogether. “What’d you do to make her ditch your sorry ass? Stick it in the wrong hole?”

			Xenia blanched but to Tristan’s shock, Cassandra shrieked with laughter, tears streaming down her flushed cheeks.

			“And on that note, get out of here, hooligans,” she said, chuckling. “I have supplicants waiting. Tristan, I’ll see you after dinner? Be careful today.”

			“You worried about me, Daredevil?” He knocked her with his elbow. “I’m a big, strong male. I can handle whatever the Secretariat throws at me.”

			“Still, until we have a better idea of who might be behind the abductions, it might not be wise to roll into the Secretariat and start knocking heads,” she said, worry dimming her bright blue-gray eyes.

			“I’ll be fine, Cassandra,” he said, placing a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “Cael wouldn’t let me die before he’s had the chance to get in my pants.”

			Cael snickered. “Let’s go, handsome. Xenia, my patrol shift starts at seven sharp. Don’t be late with the texts like you were last night.”

			“I’ll be there when I damn well please,” Xenia muttered, tossing her mass of blonde curls over her shoulder as she stalked out of the room, her dress robes hissing along the stone floor. Cael’s scent shifted at the retort as he followed her out.

			Tristan stood and faced Cassandra. The air in the dim chamber crackled with electric energy now that they were alone. 

			“Don’t,” she said, shaking her head and idly stroking her tattoo. As if she needed a reminder of what she was.

			“Don’t what? I didn’t do anything,” he replied, proclaiming his innocence with wide eyes and a wider grin.

			“You’re looking at me like you want to.”

			“So are you.”

			She exhaled sharply, then flattened a hand on his chest and shoved him toward the door. “We both have work to do. Neither of us can afford the distraction right now.”

			“But we can afford it later?” 

			She huffed a breathy laugh. “Can’t get enough of me, huh, Birdman?”

			“You have no fucking idea,” he said. She flinched at the curse, but her eyes softened. 

			“I do, Tristan. Believe me, I do.” She peered up at him, broadcasting that truth with her heated gaze. Which promptly dimmed, as if she were remembering the other, far more pertinent parts of their conversation last night. “Did you tell Cael about the necklace? About what I did? What I’ve been doing?”

			He covered her hand, stroking his thumb along her knuckles to ease the fear he saw creeping across her beautiful face. “Not yet, but I’ll handle it today. Don’t worry, Cassandra. I know Cael seems like a heartless bastard, but he’ll understand. And he won’t rat you out. Especially if I ask him to do it as a favor for me. I’m sure you can tell that he’s hopelessly devoted to me.”

			Her tension eased slightly as she laughed through her nose. “Okay. I trust you, Tristan.” Her declaration settled in his chest, radiating along his limbs. “But now you need to go before someone wonders what we’re doing in here.”

			“I’ll see you tonight. Don’t forget—incognito.” He flicked his gaze down her body. “You should probably wear your form-fitting training attire.”

			She chuckled. “If I agree to that, will you leave?”

			“Yes,” he answered without a second’s hesitation.

			The ripples of her answering laugh inflamed his skin, like slipping into a warm bath. “Goodbye, Tristan.” She pushed him from the room.

			“Bye, Cass.” He winked, exhilarated by her answering smile as she shut the door.
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			Chapter Thirty

			Tristan’s heart broke for the portly man sniveling into his whiskey on the frayed green velvet couch. 

			Grigori Pacha was taking the disappearance of his youngest child and only daughter poorly. Though Tristan didn’t blame the man. 

			Tristan had never seriously considered having children, certainly not since he’d arrived in the colonies with that infertility spell in place. But flying with the two young Callas boys the other night, then returning to find Cassandra cradling a baby…

			The sight had sent such unexpected thoughts bubbling to the surface of his mind. Not a desire for children, but a recognition of the possibility if he were ever able to reverse that spell.

			The children in his mind were figments, not necessarily his and Cassandra’s. High Gods, he barely knew her. There were a thousand and one reasons why that would be a terrible idea. Not the least of which were the Empire’s laws against interspecies procreation. Plus, it would be difficult to make a baby if she insisted on keeping her chastity vow intact. He’d have to get very creative and it probably wouldn’t be as fun as making it the old-fashioned way. Or maybe it would be.

			But despite his current lack of interest in creating a bunch of winged, half-mortal babies, he empathized with Master Pacha.

			Cael clearly did not, wearing a not-so-subtle look of disgust as Pacha wiped the snot from his nose with the back of his wrist.

			Tristan had told Cael about the necklace just before they took off from the Temple. Cael was shocked and impressed to learn of Cassandra’s criminal history and agreed not to say anything. A bit more eagerly than Tristan would’ve suspected. He wondered if Cassandra’s roommate had anything to do with Cael’s sudden onset of discretion.

			When they arrived at the Secretariat, the Vicereine, Alcander Pagonis, and Maksym Rosopa were engaged in a heated conversation on one of the black iron benches ringing the courtyard. The two partners pretended not to notice, but as they walked away, Maksym caught up with Tristan and asked for a private word.

			Maksym let Tristan know that the conversation he’d just abandoned concerned the stolen necklace. Pagonis was enraged over the lack of progress. Tristan decided to throw the Windrider a bone.

			Tristan told Maksym that he would be chasing a lead on the necklace tonight and admitted to Maksym, in confidence, that the lead was Opheron, Pagonis’s errand boy. 

			Maksym looked shocked, blinking rapidly as he processed what Tristan was saying. He had thanked Tristan for the information, then left, promising to keep what Tristan had just shared between the two of them. And to keep Tristan notified of Pagonis’s moves over the next few days.

			And now, Tristan and Cael were perched on low-backed leather chairs in Grigori Pacha’s second-floor office, listening to the man’s wailing sniffles and sipping at the full-bodied whiskey that Pacha had offered them despite the early hour.

			Tristan cleared his throat. “Master Pacha, I can’t imagine how difficult this must be for you and your family. Officer Zephyrus, myself, and all the Vestians will do everything in our power to ensure your daughter is found unharmed.”

			Cael regarded Tristan out of the corner of his eye, dubious. Tristan’s friend had no idea how to build a rapport with a stranger. And though Cael might not believe it, Tristan meant every word he’d just uttered.

			“Th-thank you, Oh-officer,” Pacha choked out before dissolving into a fit of sobs, his shaking hands spilling whiskey onto his dull brown pants in unfortunate locations.

			“I know this may be difficult to discuss, but was there anyone who wanted to harm your daughter? As a way to get to you, perhaps?”

			Pacha sucked in a shuddering breath and dabbed his eyes with a splattered handkerchief. “You don’t get to a position like mine without earning an enemy or two along the way. But I keep my personal life out of my business dealings. None of my enemies know that my Richelle is a Shrouded Sister.”

			“Are you sure about that?” Cael cut in.

			“It’s unlikely.” Pacha clattered his heavy glass tumbler onto the table then sat up straight, pulling at his tie. As if he realized he was making a spectacle of himself.

			“Did Richelle have any enemies?” Tristan asked.

			“Why would the daughter of a rich family join the Shrouded Sisters?” Cael interrupted. Tristan shot him an annoyed look, wishing he’d left his partner at the Temple.

			Pacha didn’t bristle at Cael’s rudeness. “Richelle is very spiritual. She was a solitary child—often alone, but not lonely. She was more interested in reading stories about the High Gods and Goddesses than playing with children her own age. She always wanted to join the Shrouded Sisters, to be of service to the Empire. Her mother and I tried to talk her out of it, but she insisted. Richelle’s as tenacious as I am when she wants something.” 

			Pride radiated from Pacha before his face crumpled. He covered his mouth with his stained handkerchief to muffle his howls.

			Cael made no attempt to hide his rolling eyes as he drained his tumbler. Fortunately, Master Pacha was too overcome to notice Cael’s disrespect. 

			Nonetheless, Tristan flicked his partner with his wing, mouthing the word dickhead before addressing Pacha. “Your wife visited Richelle at the Temple every Sunday. Did she mention your daughter’s mood in the weeks leading up to her disappearance? Did she seem anxious or frightened? I’m not going to lie, Master Pacha. We have little to go on, so any piece of information, no matter how insignificant, could help us find her.”

			Pacha composed himself. “There was nothing out of the ordinary. She believed those other two Sisters had deserted the order, that no foul play was involved. If I had known—” He pinched his eyes shut and shook his head. “If I had known, I would’ve forced her to come home.”

			“Did she have any notable connection with the two other missing Sisters?” Tristan asked.

			Pacha shook his head, dejected. “Nothing that she ever mentioned, no.”

			 Tristan surveyed the man before him—the dark circles underneath his eyes, the three-day stubble dusting his fleshy chin, the sag of his meaty shoulders. There was nothing more the man could give them today. 

			“Thank you for your time, Master Pacha.” Tristan shook Pacha’s sweaty mitt. ”We’ll keep you updated on progress. In the meantime, if you think of anything we should know, please contact me at the Temple.”

			Tristan and Cael rose from their chairs while Pacha stayed slumped on the couch, staring out the window with a blank expression on his pudgy face. “Yes, yes, of course, Officer,” he whispered, drained. “I trust you can see yourselves out? I think I might lie down for a bit.” He tucked himself into a fetal position and closed his eyes.

			Cael shrugged at his friend and the two Guards exited the office. Tristan eased the door shut, not wanting to disturb the broken man within.
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			Chapter

			Thirty-One

			The rushing wind whipped Cassandra’s hood back, and she leaned her head against Tristan’s shoulder, her ears filled with the rustling snap of his wings as they flew toward downtown Thalenn.

			She tried not to dwell on all he’d just shared: the sad conversation with Grigori Pacha, and the lack of evidence that Sister Kouris was being held in the Secretariat. Tristan and Cael’s afternoon search had proved fruitless; they’d found no sign of that long black hallway. 

			She didn’t want to think about it now; she needed to focus on the task ahead. Being in Tristan’s arms again certainly helped distract her, even if the contact was far more chaste than the last time she’d been there. 

			They landed on the wide avenue that ringed Dienses Square, cypress trees proudly standing at attention along the smooth expanse. Twilight crept upon the bustling district as flames danced in the streetlamps and magically powered Fae signs whirred to life.

			Humans queued alongside the avenue, some begging passersby for a spare dracha, others waiting to catch rides into town with approaching Beastrunners. All manner of bi-forms—horse, camel, elephant, and more—offered their backs for a small fee. They were mostly exiles who’d fled the continent, seeking opportunities in the colonies—victims of the Empire’s callous rule and rigid hierarchies as much as the humans were.

			Tristan insisted they walk from the avenue to the Empress’s Lap—he didn’t want to risk scaring Opheron away prematurely if the Deathstalker were to spot them in the skies. 

			The crowd thickened as they approached the city center, though everyone gave Tristan a wide berth. Cassandra wondered if they looked like a suspicious pair—the towering Vestian and his young mortal assistant. Dressed for the ruse, Cassandra wore her black training attire underneath Xenia’s much longer cloak. She’d braided and pinned her hair into a coronet—easier to hide underneath the hood. The ten empty vials in her satchel awaited Opheron’s extracted memories. 

			It was easy to remain inconspicuous on Fridays in Dienses Square, as the crowd was preoccupied with their own end-of-week revelry. Not a soul spared them a second glance as laughter, spirited conversation, and tempting aromas drifted from the open-air cafés, bars, and food stalls that lined their route. 

			They’d come from the slums; Tristan had kept his promise to visit Mistress Callas first. In a typical show of chivalry, he’d insisted that Cassandra deliver the gift alone.

			When she handed over the envelope with shaking hands, Mistress Callas fell to her knees, bursting into body-wracking sobs. Baby Gwendolyn and Benjamin echoed her, their fledgling emotions still so attuned to their mother’s. Lukas rushed over to defend her, shooting an assessing frown at Cassandra—the man of the house indeed.

			Noticing her children’s confusion, Mistress Callas soothed them in a shuddering voice. “It’s okay, my loves, don’t cry. Mama is not sad.” She scooped up the baby and gathered her boys. “We’ve been saved.” She aimed a look of tear-soaked gratitude at Cassandra. “I don’t know how you have done this, Sister Fortin, but your generosity will not go to waste. We will find a way to pay this forward.”

			Cassandra didn’t known what to say. “Take care of yourselves,” she choked out, before closing the door and striding to the landing, where she flopped onto the stairs, overcome with a complicated mix of bittersweet emotions. 

			The relief and joy were obvious. Mistress Callas and her family deserved every dracha they’d been gifted, especially with all they’d suffered this past year. And providing those children a better life, ensuring they didn’t lose their mother to obliviation, was worth every effort.

			But pinpricks of fear gnawed at her. How long did she have until Opheron learned her true identity and shared it with Pagonis and the rest of the colony elite? How long before Tristan was unable to protect her?

			And even more terrifying than her own potential demise was the very real possibility that the Callas family would be the last she’d be able to save.

			The unending train of worrisome thoughts barreled through her, competing for her attention with the task that had brought her and Tristan to the outskirts of Dienses Square.

			“You’re quiet tonight,” he remarked, glancing sidelong at Cassandra as they ambled down the avenue, keeping a leisurely pace to draw as little attention as possible. “What are you thinking about?”

			Cassandra wondered how much of her overactive brain she should reveal to him. Would she scare him away? And why did she care so much if she did?

			“Talk to me, Cass. I promise I’m good for more than just kissing.” 

			She huffed a laugh and gazed at him from underneath her hood. “And here I was assuming that was your greatest talent.”

			His grin turned feral. “We haven’t even scratched the surface of my talents. But I refuse to share more until you beg me for them.”

			Her body tingled, despite bristling at his arrogance. “That won’t be happening any time soon.”

			“If you say so.” He nudged her with his wing. “Seriously, what’s got your mind in knots? Did something happen with Mistress Callas?”

			She marveled that he was able to read her so clearly after knowing her for so short a time.

			“Nothing happened really, I just…,”

			“Don’t be scared to open up to me, Cassandra. I want to know what you’re thinking. I’m guessing the only person you can be yourself around is Xenia. You deserve a second opinion, don’t you think? And given I’m your only other friend—”

			She whacked him on the arm but a giggle burst from her lips and a glow warmed her chest. Having only a single friend to confide in for the past eight years had been isolating. It was comforting to have another, a friendship forged quickly though not hastily. Could it hurt to talk to him about her fears?

			“Do you think I’ve been doing the right thing with these families?”

			“What makes you think you’re not?”

			“I should have given more thought to how long I could sustain this, provide this help. Now that everything has blown up in my face—the Broker’s death, Pagonis potentially knowing what I’ve done—there’s no way I’ll be able to help another family. Am I a terrible person? For even starting down this path to begin with?”

			They walked in companionable silence, turning down a side street that led to the seedier part of town. The crowd thinned as they left the city center behind. The bars and cafés dotting these outlying streets were hidden affairs intended for activities requiring a dark room and discreet staff. Her heartbeat ratcheted up with every second he remained silent. 

			“You’re not a terrible person,” he finally answered as they came upon an empty square. Only two of the four streetlamps were lit, casting an uneven glow upon the crumbling cobblestones. “But you are a criminal.”

			She stopped dead. “Well, that’s the last time I open up to you.”

			He paused as well, had the audacity to laugh. Angry heat crawled up her neck before he continued. “What I mean is, a criminal is a person who breaks the law. Which you must admit you did by stealing that necklace. But when the laws that govern a society are only serving a small slice of that society, sometimes it takes a little criminal activity to break the cycle.”

			“A shocking admission coming from a member of law enforcement. If you think I’m a criminal, then why haven’t you arrested me?”

			“Because you’re less of a criminal than the individuals I work for and the individuals they work for. Ethyrios could use a shake-up.”

			He rustled his wings to muffle his treasonous words, and Cassandra’s adrenaline spiked. Dangerous to have this discussion where anyone could overhear; several open windows looked out onto the square from the surrounding rundown dwellings.

			“And do your bosses know you feel this way?” she whispered.

			“Of course not. This uniform is my cage, just as much as your robes are, Sister. I have no real power or authority. People like us can only afford small acts of rebellion.”

			“Like allowing petty thieves to steal priceless pieces of jewelry?”

			“Yes, especially when the priceless pieces of jewelry are not for themselves, but for the greater good. Who knows where those Callas boys would have ended up if they’d lost their mother? They could’ve turned to ruthless sources for help, may have grown up to commit worse crimes than yours. You saved four people from destitution and made the world a little better.”

			“I didn’t do that, Tristan. You did.”

			“But I did it for you,” he said quietly, once again gazing at her with that look in his eyes that terrified her. “Because you’re fierce and selfless and you make my world a little better. So, in the end, it’s your triumph. Don’t let me take it from you.”

			His declaration settled over her like a healing balm. But she couldn’t help throwing him some snark, unable to bear the full weight of his sincerity. “Only a little better?”

			He laughed and threw his arms around her, hugging her to his chest.

			“You make my world a little better too, Birdman.” The cool leather of his uniform soothed her cheek as she slipped her arms around his waist, his feathers tickling her knuckles, and the slicing claws of her anxiety retracted. “It’s certainly been more interesting.”

			He tugged her away and threw her a fiendish smile. “Oh Daredevil, you have no idea how interesting tonight is going to get. Come on, we’ve got important work to do.”

			He barreled on, turning down a cramped street and forcing her to run to catch up. “What do you mean interesting? You haven’t told me how we’re going to lure Opheron.”

			“I’ll tell you when we get there,” he answered over his shoulder. “Keep up, tiny human.”

			“Your legs are a thousand times longer than mine,” she grumbled, reaching him as he slowed, allowing her to keep pace.

			“You have any more guesses about the name of your dagger?”

			“Kitara.”

			“No.”

			“Korene.”

			“No.”

			“Karra.”

			Tristan chuckled. “No, but that’s your closest guess yet. You’re not very good at this.”

			“I need better hints!” Cassandra kicked him in the shin, and he cried out in mock pain, making her laugh and chasing away the last of her worries.

			They approached that all-too-familiar alley a few twisty streets later. The battered wood sign of the Empress’s Lap creaked above the quiet street. A remnant of the establishment’s previous life, it showed a seated female silhouette with two enormous black wings.

			“Do you think Opheron’s inside?” Cassandra whispered.

			“Even if he is, I don’t think he can hear us out here,” Tristan whispered dramatically.

			“Ass,” she said, elbowing him.

			“You can curse now?”

			Her mouth dropped open; she hadn’t realized he’d noticed her aversion to swearing. “Only that word.”

			“Why that one?” he asked, a feline smile curving his sensuous lips.

			“You know why.” She blushed.

			“Then there are more dirty words I’d like to teach you someday. Come on.” He clasped her hand and tugged her into the darkened alley.

			Cassandra pinched her eyes shut as visions of a grotesquely snarling face, chunks of torn flesh, and a pile of bloody limbs swam behind her eyelids.

			Tristan ran a soothing thumb along her knuckles. “I won’t let anything happen to you, Cass. I promise.”

			She let out a shaky breath and opened her eyes. “Okay. I’m okay. I can do this.”

			“I know you can. You’re a badass criminal.” He winked, and a horde of butterflies took flight in her stomach.

			“And what are we doing exactly?”

			“So, here’s the part where I’m going to need you to trust me.” He pressed her up against the wall between the barrels, his honey-brown eyes dancing with mischief.

			“I don’t like the sound of this. Or that look you’re giving me.”

			She almost laughed at how quickly his face went blank. “This is all business, I assure you.”

			“I’m listening,” she answered carefully.

			“Based on your two previous interactions with Opheron, we know he wants to feed on your emotions, yes?” He cocked an expectant eyebrow.

			“Why am I nervous to agree with you?”

			He bit his lip to keep from chuckling.

			“Wrath of Vestan, Tristan, just tell me!”

			“We’re going to use your emotions to lure him. The most attractive to a Deathstalker are lust and fear,” Tristan said, placing his strong hands at her waist and gazing into her eyes, trying to decipher her reaction.

			“But I’m not scared of you,” Cassandra replied steadily, despite her skyrocketing pulse.

			“I’m well aware of that.” He grinned wantonly. “Guess we’ll have to use lust.”

			She ripped off her hood. “Are you crazy?”

			“Those who know me well would answer yes. But I think this is a brilliant idea.” He cupped her cheek and stroked his thumb along her cheekbone, sending shivers down her spine and proving his point. “I could scent how much you wanted me last night, despite the rules of your order. And I’m betting there’s a part of you that wants to do it again. Do a little more even.”

			More. He’d remembered their conversation from the kitchen. 

			“But you came up with this plan before last night,” she said. “What made you think I would agree to this before I kissed you?”

			“You can try to deny it, Cass, but I know you’ve wanted me since Saturday at the Fang and Claw. And if I could recall every moment from that memory you pulled from me last Thursday, I’m guessing I’d know you’ve wanted me since then.”

			Her annoyance flared, but she did nothing to remove his hands from her cheek, her waist. As much as it scared her to be laid so bare, it was all true.

			“Look,” he continued, “this way, you can give yourself permission to do this not for selfish reasons, but to get us the information we need to find your Sisters. But I’m not going to make you do anything you’re uncomfortable with. Say the word and we’ll leave. We can find another way to trap Opheron.”

			He continued to stroke her cheek, desire darkening his eyes and contradicting his statement that this was all business. She knew it wasn’t for her either.

			“What are you going to do to me?” she asked, peering up at him through her lashes.

			“I’m going to touch you.” His eyes were hooded, his beautiful face savage, all signs of teasing erased. The hand on her hip tightened.

			“Where?”

			“Anywhere. Everywhere. Wherever you’ll let me.”

			“What if someone sees?”

			“I’ll hide us underneath my wings. No one will see.”

			“Do you ever activate your Ghostwalker abilities for anything other than pinning women up against walls?”

			Tristan chuckled. “Not since I met you. You will have to be quiet though. It won’t be easy.”

			She scoffed. “You’re awfully confident.”

			“As much as I’d love to hear you scream my name tonight, we don’t want to tip off Opheron too early. How about this? If you can keep quiet after what I’m about to do to you, I’ll tell you the name of your dagger.” He stroked his thumb across her bottom lip with a shaky hand, as if his nerves intended sabotage. She suspected this meant as much to him as it did to her.

			She trembled with desire at the realization. “I haven’t said yes yet.”

			Tristan was clever in framing the interaction as a duty to the investigation, to her Sisters—a courageous feat to entrap Opheron by any means necessary. He’d said he was only going to touch her, which she knew Mother Superior wouldn’t be able to scent.

			“It’s your call, Daredevil.”

			And there it was, the nickname that stirred her soul. A rallying cry for the rebel beneath the robes and tattoo. Not a cowering Shrouded Sister, but a force of nature. A woman ready to experience everything life had to offer. In the dark and quiet of the alley, behind a building where all manner of pleasures had been exchanged, she didn’t want to deny herself any longer. 

			Gazing into his pleading golden-brown eyes, she tucked a strand of his dark hair behind his ear and let her palm linger on his cheek. He nuzzled into her touch, releasing a soft groan.

			“Yes,” she whispered.

			“Thank the High Gods,” he mumbled, spreading his wings around them and enveloping her in his spicy, oaky scent. The shake of his feathers as he activated the camouflage reminded her of a baby’s rattle. Or a rattlesnake. Innocent or dangerous? She had yet to decide.

			“Turn around,” he commanded in a low, silken voice. 

			She obeyed and he pulled her back flush with his front.

			Slowly tugging the pins from her coronet, he released her hair but left the braid intact.

			Once he’d extracted the last pin, he yanked down on the plait, causing her to gasp as he exposed her throat. He pressed his mouth beneath her jaw. “I thought I told you to be quiet,” he whispered before trailing gentle kisses down the length of her neck. Her skin tingled in the wake of his velvet-soft lips.

			He removed her satchel and untied her cloak, letting both fall to the ground. He stroked her arms, traced circles across her abdomen, dragged his fingers up her thighs, squeezed her breasts and ass—testing, assessing, deciding where to strike first. His body was a solid wall at her back, and his warmth seeped into her as the hard muscles of his arms shifted and tightened. She bit her lip to keep from moaning but couldn’t stop a soft whimper. 

			Anticipation burned a blazing path beneath her skin. She wanted him to stop teasing, wanted him to plunge his hands down her pants, touch her flesh like she’d craved last night.

			As if he heard her unsaid request, he hooked an arm around her waist and palmed her hip as he thrust his other hand under her shirt, fluttering his callused fingertips across her bare stomach. She leaned her head back onto his chest and bit down so hard on her tongue to keep from making noise that she drew blood, the metallic taste filling her mouth.

			He dipped his middle finger into her belly button, stroking in a way that showed her exactly how delicious that finger would feel when dipped into other parts of her. 

			Running his nose along her neck, luxuriating in her scent, he traced wider and wider circles on her bare stomach. His knuckles brushed the undersides of her breasts. “Your body is a miracle. I could touch you for hours and never get enough.”

			“Is it working?” she choked out.

			“You tell me.” She could hear his smirk, could feel it against her neck.

			She elbowed him in the gut, and the grunt he released tightened her nipples. “You know what I meant.”

			“If you’re asking whether the scent of your lust is apparent, the answer is most definitely yes.”

			“What does it smell like?” she breathed.

			“Sweet and spicy—just like you. Intoxicating. Like the only place in the world I want to be right now.”

			She shuddered, pressing her thighs together to relieve the ache throbbing to life between them. 

			He tucked the right cup of her bra underneath her breast, exposing her peaked nipple under her shirt. The fabric scratched against the sensitive tip, and she nearly cried out. “I don’t hear anyone approaching yet, so we’ll need to make the scent stronger. Would you like that?”

			All she could manage in response was a soft moan as she arched into his touch, needing more of everything.

			He exposed her left breast and trailed his finger along the taut lace. “What color is this today?”

			 “Sparkling black,” she whispered, “like your wings.”

			A tortured sound echoed from the back of his throat before he clamped his teeth on her neck and twisted her nipples between his thumbs and forefingers. 

			She groaned, soaking her matching black panties and pushing back into his hips. The evidence of his own arousal pressed into her ass.

			“You could try a little harder to stay quiet, yeah?” he said. “I haven’t even gotten to the good part yet.”

			Her anger simmered at his tone, at the power he wielded over her. But her body was begging for him, her nerve endings pulsating to a heady tune they’d never sung before, and she was drowning in the melody.

			She sank her teeth into her bottom lip, heroically trying to stay quiet while he pinched and flicked her tender nipples.

			Massaging her breasts with one hand, he used the other to push her leggings down, exposing her to the chill night air and locking her knees in place. He was in complete control.

			He stroked his fingers along the front of her panties, chuckling at how drenched they were. A blush crept up her cheeks.

			He pushed his cock against her ass as he cupped her sex. “Don’t be embarrassed. Do you have any idea how fucking tempting you are right now, all flushed and wet and ready for me?”

			“Tristan,” she moaned. “Stop teasing.”

			His dark laughter enveloped her as he palmed her breasts and caressed the front of her panties in light, taunting strokes. Her body was as taut as a bowstring waiting to be plucked, her release building low in her gut as she undulated against him, desperate for any source of friction and relishing all the places their bodies connected. 

			Though she often touched herself in the same ways Tristan was touching her, there was no comparison. Nothing had ever felt this good, as if he were bringing her to life with each brush of his powerful hands.

			“What do you want, Daredevil? Tell me,” he purred.

			Could she say it? There was no reason to be shy, not when she’d already come this far. 

			“I want…,” she hesitated, then gasped as he dipped his fingertips into her panties, stopping inches from where she needed him.

			“Go on,” he whispered, nipping at her neck and jaw with his sharp canines and flicking her nipple.

			She threw her arms back, gripping the back of his neck, then pushed herself into the cradle of his hips, drawing a growl from him that rumbled through her bones. 

			She turned her head, their lips close enough to share breath. “I want you to put your fingers inside me.”

			He groaned into her mouth, his gaze searing, then thrust himself against her and inched his fingertips lower, circling agonizingly slowly just outside her entrance. “Oh yeah?” His voice was thick and rough as he pulled her right leg fully out of her leggings. “Put your foot against the wall.”

			“Tristan,” she exhaled, obeying his order. “Please.” 

			“There’s the begging I was hoping for.” He didn’t hesitate, angled his wrist and pierced her wet, aching flesh with his middle finger. He clamped his hand over her mouth to stifle the howl that ripped out of her as she pressed her foot against the brick and rocked her hips forward.

			He shuddered against her neck. “Fuck, you feel like paradise. I wish I didn’t have to smother those noises. Can you feel how hard you’re making me?” He pushed his hips into her ass again, accentuating his point, and even through his thick leather pants, she could tell he was huge. High Gods, she couldn’t wait to confirm it.

			He thrust his long, talented finger in and out at a slow, teasing pace, dragging it against a spot deep within that opened her up like a flower exposing its tender petals. Her inner muscles clamped around him, working her toward release, the sensation so pleasurable she thought she might pass out.

			Using the wall for leverage, instinct took over as she rode his hand, rolling her hips to match the thrusts of his pillaging finger. He added a second, pumping hard and fast, leaving his other hand in place at her mouth to mask her moans.

			Just when she thought her soul was going to burst through her skin, he began circling her clit with his thumb—gently at first, then pressing harder with each pass. He continued circling and thrusting, massaging those magical spots inside and out, the increasing tension nearly unbearable.

			“I’d sacrifice my fucking wings to be inside you right now,” he whispered against her cheek. “You wanna be my bad girl, Cass? Come for me.”

			Her name on his tongue combined with the two-pronged assault between her thighs shattered her body into pieces. The force of her climax rippled from her sex, sending fireworks of pleasure sparking along her limbs. Tristan forced his thumb into her mouth to muffle her scream, and she bit down hard as he stroked her through every last ebb and flow of her release.

			Her body went limp in his arms, her foot falling from the wall, and she panted so loudly that she barely heard the footsteps approaching.

			Multiple sets of footsteps.
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			Chapter

			Thirty-Two

			Cassandra’s heart was beating out of her chest, not solely because of the mind-scattering orgasm Tristan had just given her.

			If lust had lured Opheron and his cronies to the alleyway, they’d just gotten a noseful of her fear as well.

			Tristan kept his hand over her mouth, keeping her quiet as he fixed her bra, tugged her panties in place, and pulled her leggings up. He pressed a reassuring kiss to the back of her neck, and his hand grazed her ass as he adjusted himself in his pants. She almost burst out laughing, picturing him trying to fight with a hard-on. Knowing Tristan, he could do it.

			She parted her lips to speak, but he squeezed tighter, warning her against even a whisper. 

			Tristan mouthed something into his other hand, and she felt a gust against her cheek as he opened his palm and shot a blast of air between the wall and his wings.

			He brought his mouth to the shell of her ear and whispered, “Take this, Daredevil.” He pressed the hilt of her dagger into her hand. “I sent a message to some friends, but we’re going to be on our own for a bit. I’ll do the talking, you do the slicing, deal?”

			Before she had a chance to nod or protest, Tristan opened his wings and pivoted towards their enemies.

			“Good evening, assholes,” Tristan crooned with a mocking grin, not intimidated in the slightest by the venomous mob before them.

			Cassandra sucked in a sharp breath as she counted the six Deathstalkers blocking the alley, Opheron with his greasy yellow hair and decrepit smile in the center. She grinned with wicked glee as she noticed the scar across his throat—he’d healed from their previous encounter, but not completely.

			The other five, four males and one female, all dressed in white, were stick-thin and sinewy with glowing citrine eyes and darting forked tongues. The female, the tallest besides Opheron, hissed at Cassandra, and the slithery sound sent chills down her spine, though she refused to show any fear. Merely widened her grin and flipped her dagger. 

			Come at me, bit…sy, she thought, almost thinking the b-word, but not quite getting there. Maybe there were certain words she’d never be able to stomach, regardless of her increasingly dirty behavior. 

			“And a good evening you have already had, Officer, judging by the scent that lured us,” Opheron rasped, his croaky voice raking across Cassandra’s teeth. The head Deathstalker sucked in a flamboyant breath, poking his forked tongue out of his mouth. “Your lust smells more exquisite than we imagined, Brittle Lady. Care to share some with us?”

			“Don’t get any ideas, Baby Carrot dick. She’s mine,” Tristan growled—risky words that thrilled her. Did he mean that, or was he saying it to protect her in the face of these supernatural enemies, ensure the completion of their task?

			Tristan prowled towards Opheron, his wings sparkling in the hazy moonlight. The Deathstalker matched him step for step until the two Fae were inches apart, glaring at each other.

			“You planning an orgy, Opheron? Why’d you bring so many friends? Can’t keep a woman satisfied on your own?” Tristan’s laugh morphed into a vicious sneer. They were about the same height, but Tristan had thirty pounds of muscle on the lanky Deathstalker.

			Opheron’s fangs clicked out, and glistening venom plopped onto the cobblestones between them. Tristan didn’t even flinch.

			“Careful, Officer. We have no qualms about feasting on our own species. And a specimen like you?” Opheron hungrily dragged his serpent’s eyes from Tristan’s boots to the tips of his iridescent wings. “We could make a meal out of you for weeks.”

			Tristan turned to smirk at Cassandra, his eyes widening in a signal she didn’t understand. But she crouched into a fighting stance and braced her dagger in front of her. 

			Blade up, fear down.

			And she found that it was easier than ever to hold the fear at bay with her brave, beautiful, muscled and magical friend to keep her safe. She was determined to use her own skills to keep him safe too.

			Tristan whipped around and smashed a devastating uppercut under Opheron’s jaw. His knuckles tore on the Deathstalker’s fangs before they sunk into his forked tongue with a sickening squelch. Tristan swore and shook his hand as Opheron thudded onto the cobblestones, out cold. The second time that week that Tristan had taken out the Deathstalker with a single blow.

			“What happened?” Cassandra asked as Tristan cradled his bleeding hand.

			“The venom will deplete my magic faster. We need to work quickly,” Tristan said. “Get his memories. I’ll deal with the rest of these venomous twats.”

			Tristan called up a blistering wall of wind to separate himself, Cassandra, and Opheron from the rest of the Deathstalkers as all five scrambled towards them.

			Cassandra dropped to her knees to grab her cloak and satchel, then placed her dagger inside and slung it over her shoulder. She crawled along the cobblestones towards Opheron.

			Tristan towered over the prone Fae, his hands outstretched and his fingers curled as he kept the wind-wall intact with the force of his magic, giving Cassandra the time she needed to perform the extraction ritual.

			The remaining five Deathstalkers slammed into the shield with fists and feet, shoulders and shins. With every blow, the wall shuddered, inching backwards and jerking Tristan’s muscles. The veins in his neck popped with exertion as he gritted his teeth.

			“Hurry! I’m not sure how long I can hold them off,” Tristan grunted over his shoulder, drops of blood from his torn knuckles splattering beneath him.

			Cassandra knelt next to the prostrate Deathstalker and whispered, “Show me the formula. Show me your master. Show me the necklace.” Hints to his unconscious mind to bring forth those memories.

			She brought her index and middle fingers to Opheron’s temples. “Lui ganeth, lui cathona. Lui—”

			A whistling crack snapped through the alley as three Deathstalkers attacked the shield at once. Tristan barked with the effort to maintain it, sweat dripping down his handsome face. 

			“Don’t worry about me, Cassandra! Focus on getting those memories,” he bit out, his voice shredding.

			She started the chant again. 

			Crackling, neon green light oozed from Opheron’s temples and pooled within her hands, zapping her fingers. As if the memories themselves were as deadly as the venom coursing through the Deathstalker’s veins.

			She decanted the memory into a vial, then extracted two more before she saw Tristan wavering.

			His arms remained outstretched, the wall of wind solidly in place, but his skin was paling and his lips were colorless. He couldn’t hold on much longer, must be nearing the last drop of his magic. 

			“Tristan—”

			“I’m fine!” he bellowed. “Keep pulling!”

			Four, then five memories extracted and decanted. It would have to be enough. 

			Cassandra placed the glowing green vials into her satchel and pulled out her dagger, racing over to support Tristan.

			The wind-shield was flickering, an arm, a leg, a fist punching through at increasingly shorter intervals.

			“I’ve got the memories, Tristan,” she said, breathing raggedly. “Let’s go.”

			Tristan turned to her, utter exhaustion dragging his features as he attempted a wan smile. “I knew you could do it. But we’re going to be stuck here for a bit. I can’t fly until my magic replenishes.”

			“How long will that take?” 

			The female Deathstalker slipped further beyond the shield, her head and shoulders tearing through the barrier as the wind churned her jet-black hair. 

			With a final grunt of effort, Tristan pushed the Deathstalker back and dropped to his knees. The shield dissolved with a sucking pop.

			Cassandra darted in front of him, safeguarding him with her tiny frame, dagger braced and ready for the assault.

			Tristan staggered to his feet, placing a hand on her shoulder to steady himself. He took a deep breath and rustled his wings. Though his magic was depleted, he was by far the most imposing figure in the alley, his fists capable of mass destruction. As he rose to his full height, their enemies shuddered.

			“Are you okay?” Cassandra whispered, not tearing her eyes from the five Deathstalkers who were snapping their jaws, momentarily held back by her Typhon steel and the Vestian looming behind her.

			“I’ll live,” he grunted. “Let’s waste these venomous fucks, Cass.”

			The female Deathstalker—Bitsy, Cassandra had dubbed her—lunged for her as Tristan whipped out his pistol to take on the other four.

			Bitsy twisted Cassandra’s wrist to force her to drop the dagger, but Cassandra anticipated the move, circling her arm and shaking off Bitsy’s grasp.

			Bitsy hissed in frustration and shoved Cassandra’s chest. The supernatural blow forced Cassandra to stagger back, catching herself on a liquor barrel. Bitsy rushed forward, fangs popping, and aimed for Cassandra’s neck.

			Cassandra slashed out with the dagger and sliced through Bitsy’s white shirt and pale flesh. A jagged line of bright green bloomed at Bitsy’s midsection. 

			Cassandra wondered why all Deathstalkers wore white when their blood was such a garish green—a shockingly poor fashion choice.

			Bitsy touched her stomach, then roared when she noticed the wound wasn’t healing. She lunged again, too distracted by her anger to notice the lid that Cassandra had pried off the barrel. Cassandra crashed it down onto Bitsy’s head.

			Bitsy’s jet-black mane crowned through the wood as it splintered down the middle. It did no discernible damage but distracted her enough for Cassandra to dart out into the street beyond the alley. If Bitsy caught her, she’d be a goner, no match for the female’s supernatural strength. Not to mention those fangs that meant instant death for a mortal.

			As Cassandra dashed down the alley, Tristan held off the three Deathstalkers who nipped at him with fangs extended. One Deathstalker lay prone at his feet; Tristan must’ve gotten off a shot from his stun pistol before the other three knocked the weapon out of his hands. 

			Cassandra almost stopped in her tracks, mesmerized by Tristan’s effortless strikes with fists, feet, and wings. He anticipated and blocked every one of his enemies’ blows, his lightning-quick limbs blurring in a breathtaking, beautifully deadly dance that left the three conscious Fae dumbfounded and unable to land a single hit. He didn’t even need his pistol.

			Cassandra had no time to dwell on it as Bitsy shook off the wooden shards and rushed down the alley to catch her.

			Cassandra gripped her dagger and planted herself at the mouth of the alley, swallowing her fear as Bitsy hurtled towards her, a terrifying vision in white and glowing green with onyx hair streaming.

			As soon as Cassandra saw the slitted black pupils within Bitsy’s blazing yellow eyes, she braced her fists on Bitsy’s shoulders and somersaulted backward, kicking her leg into Bitsy’s stomach and flipping the Deathstalker over her.

			Bitsy crashed onto the cobblestones, howling at the blow delivered to her wounded stomach. 

			Cassandra pressed her knee into Bitsy’s wound, and the female’s fangs retracted at the pain. The Deathstalker’s serpentine eyes bugged out in disbelief as she beheld the Typhon steel dagger dangling over her chest. 

			“Bye-bye, Bitsy,” Cassandra growled, then plunged the dagger into Bitsy’s heart.

			The shriek of anguish that ripped from the Deathstalker’s throat was almost enough to stir Cassandra’s guilt over the killing blow. Until she remembered that if she hadn’t, she’d be the one convulsing on the cobblestones with her life-blood draining away.

			Cassandra stood and pulled the dagger from Bitsy’s chest before a male Deathstalker tackled her to the ground. He pinned her hips between his knees, then slammed her wrists into the cobblestones. A lightning bolt of pain shot up her arm, and her hand jerked open, dropping the dagger. 

			“Cassandra!” Tristan hollered.

			The male Deathstalker snarled as his fangs popped out. A crooked scar ran from the top of his left cheekbone to the bottom of his chin, splitting his lips. His jet-black hair was the same shade and texture as Bitsy’s, and Cassandra noted more than a passing resemblance. Her brother, perhaps? 

			The male wrapped his hands around her neck and squeezed. She pulled at his fingers, trying to loosen them, then raked her nails down his forearms as her head spun from the loss of breath. 

			Cassandra gazed sidelong into the alley, hoping Tristan had broken free. The unconscious Deathstalker had awoken, and all three had taken advantage of Tristan’s distraction to pin him against the wall. Tristan’s hands gripped the throats of two as he kicked at the third, holding them off as they snapped at him, searching for any opening to sink in their fangs. 

			Cassandra was on her own.

			Her vision swimming, she drifted in and out of consciousness as the male leaned in closer, aiming his fangs toward her cheek.

			Her mind was clear enough to recognize she was moments from death. 

			And she was furious. 

			She’d experienced so little of the world. Why had she wasted all these years with the Sisters? She’d always considered herself brave, but she’d been a coward all along. Too chicken to strike out on her own, preferring the comfort of the Temple despite the order’s restrictions. 

			She’d chosen the gilded cage, sparing herself the discomfort of a life outside the grounds while cutting herself off from living. And deep down, she knew the few families she’d saved would never make up for all those she hadn’t—families whose suffering she and the order had exacerbated. Maybe she deserved to die. Maybe the High Gods were finally exacting punishment for all of her failures.

			The Deathstalker’s fangs pricked at her cheek as she resigned herself to her fate. She was halfway through a prayer to Faurana the Mother to watch over Mama and Xenia when a low snarl reverberated across the cobblestones.

			She must be hallucinating. 

			An enormous tiger stalked towards them, causing the Deathstalker to rear back and loosen his grip. Cassandra sucked in a wheezing, life-giving breath.

			The tiger’s gleaming orange and black fur ruffled as its razor-sharp claws clicked against the cobblestones, whiskers twitching above the beast’s substantial fangs—fangs far larger and thicker than those of the gathered Deathstalkers.

			“Nice kitty,” Bitsy’s brother shuddered.

			“I’m anything but nice, sugar,” the tiger growled.

			A booming roar nearly burst Cassandra’s ear drums as the tiger lunged for the Fae atop her.

			The Deathstalker’s responding screech was cut short as the tiger toppled him to the ground, its jaws crunching around his neck. 

			Cassandra scurried away, plucked up the dagger, and swiveled towards Tristan. He’d gained his own guardian angel.

			A familiar-looking blonde male Windrider with bright white wings was sucking the air from the lungs of the three remaining Deathstalkers. His upturned hand curled in front of him as they choked, grasping at their throats and falling to their knees. 

			Hadriel? She remembered his name from the other night at the Fang and Claw. Which meant that the tiger…

			Cassandra glanced back at Reena, who was tearing at Bitsy’s brother’s throat, devouring him like she hadn’t had a proper meal in weeks. 

			Trying to block out the ripping, gurgling sounds behind her, Cassandra rushed over to Tristan at the same time as he lunged for her.

			His hands landed on her cheeks, and his terrified eyes scanned every inch of her. “Are you hurt, Cass? Are you okay?” 

			“I’m fine, I’m okay,” she choked out in a rasping voice, her throat raw from the Deathstalker’s grip—another bruise she’d have to explain to her fellow Sisters. 

			He crushed her to his chest, sending sparks of pain tingling up her tender arm. His heart pounded against her ear. “Thank the High Gods.”

			Cassandra pulled back to see he was alarmingly pale. “I should be asking you that question.”

			“I’m indestructible, sweetheart.” He grinned, and her heart leapt that he could joke, even looking so drained. “My magic will replenish in an hour or two. But if you were injured or worse, bitten, I—” 

			He paused, hanging his head. “It’s easy to forget you’re mortal when you fight like that.” He rested his chin on her head and stroked his hand along her spine.

			He leaned down to whisper in her ear. “By the way, you lost the game earlier.” Tristan raked his canine across her earlobe, bringing all her naughty bits back to attention. She marveled that he could so easily pivot from fear to flirting. “Looks like I’ll be subjected to more of your terrible dagger name guesses.”

			She laughed and made to push out of his arms, but he pulled her in tighter. “Sweet Amatu, I don’t know which I like more: the sound of you laughing or the sound of you coming.”

			She shivered, melting into him, newly emboldened. “You’ll have to make me do both again so you can decide.” 

			Staring death in the face had shattered some of her walls. Plus, she’d bent her chastity vow to the point of breaking tonight and not a single High God or Goddess had descended to smite her. She intended to bend her vow for Tristan again. And as often as possible.

			Their banter was interrupted by a deep, languorous voice. 

			“Hey man, close call.” 

			Hadriel strolled over, and Tristan pivoted out of Cassandra’s hold to shake the Windrider’s hand. The three Deathstalker males had run off, unwilling to die at Hadriel’s hands for their unconscious leader.

			“Thank you, Hadriel,” Tristan said, clapping the blond Windrider on the shoulder, then grabbing the male into a tight bear hug. Their contrasting black and white wings tangled in a striking display.

			“Hey, I was the one who got your message, handsome. Where’s my full-body contact hug, huh?” Reena’s golden eyes glittered as she sashayed towards the two males, wiping green blood off her chin with the back of her wrist and splattering it on the ground.

			Tristan took Reena into his arms and twirled her around. “Thank you, Reena.” He kissed her left cheek. “You beautiful animal.” Then her right. “We couldn’t have survived without you.” He kissed her full on the mouth. 

			And although there was no heat in it, only the deepest gratitude, Cassandra couldn’t help the avalanche of ice-cold jealousy that shocked through her veins. She folded her arms across her chest and turned away. She was too exhausted to fight a tiger bi-form right now, despite the impulse.

			Tristan grimaced and dropped Reena back to her feet. “You taste like Deathstalker guts.”

			Reena licked her lips, waggling her eyebrows and smoothing her long, auburn locks. “Lucky for you, I had a craving.”

			Hadriel surveyed the carnage in the alley. Opheron was sprawled midway, half in and out of shadows. The shriveled husk atop a pool of neon-green blood at the mouth used to be Bitsy. And the prone body beyond, splattered in glowing green at the throat and stomach was Bitsy’s brother. 

			“What in the name of Stygios happened here, dude?” Hadriel took a deep whiff of the air and swiveled towards Cassandra, a slow grin parting his lips. “And what’s that delectable smell?”

			Tristan threw an arm around Cassandra, tugging her close. Staking his claim? “Cass and I were doing a little investigative work before we were ambushed. Only one venomous dickbag was supposed to show up, but the fucker brought a small army. Someone must’ve tipped him off.”

			“You finally told him your name, huh?” Reena aimed a knowing smirk at Cassandra. “Smart girl.”

			Tristan addressed Hadriel. “Did you see where those other three went?”

			Hadriel shrugged. He was beautiful in a different way than Tristan. Refined and elegant, his face was stunningly perfect—almost too perfect. His close-cropped platinum hair and eyebrows were shocking against his bronze skin, and his amethyst eyes sparkled with vivid cunning despite his slow, measured movements. He and Reena shared the same chilled-out wavelength, despite the violence they’d just rained down upon the Deathstalkers.

			“I didn’t see man, sorry. Once they ran off, I wanted to make sure this little pussy was okay.” He sent a heated grin towards Reena, who growled at him, baring her teeth and playfully swiping her claws.

			Tristan chuckled, releasing Cassandra from his grip, and walked into the alley to check on Opheron. 

			As soon as he crouched down, the Deathstalker sprang to life and sank his fangs into Tristan’s neck.
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			Chapter

			Thirty-Three

			Tristan’s thunderous roar shredded Cassandra’s heart. She raced into the alley to witness him rip Opheron from his throat and snap the Deathstalker’s neck.

			And although Opheron appeared to be courting death for the second time this evening, she knew he would heal. 

			No fudging way was Cassandra going to let that happen. 

			As soon as Opheron’s limp body hit the cobblestones, she plunged the Typhon steel dagger into his heart then rushed over to Tristan.

			His palm was pressed against his neck as he sucked in shallow breaths, his chest heaving in pain. 

			“Tristan, open your eyes,” she begged, cupping his face. “Look at me!”

			He gripped her wrists and forced his eyes open. There was a greenish tint at the edges, seeping toward his irises. She tried not to spook him by letting her hysteria show. 

			The paralyzing venom seized his muscles, and he fell against the alley wall, tearing feathers loose as he slid down and taking Cassandra with him since she refused to let go.

			Hadriel rushed over and placed a hand on Cassandra’s shoulder. “We need to get him the antivenom. Now.”

			“Is he going to be okay?” Cassandra screeched. Tristan’s hands fell away from hers, incapable of holding on.

			“We don’t have much time,” Hadriel said. “If the venom paralyzes his lungs, even with his healing powers, he won’t last more than ten minutes before…”

			“Before what?”

			“Before True death. An end that even the strongest Fae cannot come back from.”

			Cassandra’s entire body went ice-cold and boiling hot. He couldn’t die now. Not with their connection budding to life, fragile and confusing yet utterly addictive. 

			“Reena!” Hadriel yelled, but the tiger bi-form was right behind him.

			“I have antivenom behind the bar,” Reena said in a shaky voice. 

			Tristan’s eyes fluttered shut and his breathing slowed.

			Hadriel hauled the rapidly deteriorating warrior into his arms, carefully tucking Tristan’s dark wings, then launched into the black velvet sky.

			Cassandra stalked over to Opheron, ripped the dagger from his chest, and kicked him in the side—useless but comforting. She wiped the dagger against his ridiculous white pants, then grabbed Tristan’s pistol, shoving both into her satchel.

			“Get on!” Reena ordered Cassandra before transforming into her tiger form—a breathtaking scene full of dissolving clothes, stretching skin, elongating claws, and ripple after ripple of soft, sleek fur.

			Cassandra was shocked into stasis, mesmerized by the massive beast towering over her. Reena growled, spurring Cassandra into motion, and she swung onto Reena’s back, then wrapped her limbs around the tiger’s middle.

			Cassandra had barely gotten a hold when Reena took off at a gallop through the winding streets, her paws pounding the cobblestones. Reena’s powerful muscles shifted beneath her silky fur, her booming heart beating a frantic rhythm as they sped toward the Fang and Claw.

			A few minutes—an eternity—later, Reena came to a skidding halt beneath that familiar red awning, then reared up and threw Cassandra from her back.

			The crowd gathered outside scattered as Reena snarled at them.

			Cassandra barreled into the tavern and nearly collapsed with relief when she saw two pairs of black and white wings behind the mahogany bar. Hadriel’s wings moved frantically, as if he were searching for something.

			Reena, in human form, burst in behind Cassandra. “Alright, lovelies, tavern’s closed for the night!” she shouted. “You don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here. Out!”

			The patrons grumbled, ignoring her, swigging their drinks and Delirium.

			Reena’s world-shattering roar burst pint glasses, shook tables, and popped a few bulbs in the bobbing light spheres swaying from the copper-tile ceiling.

			A hush fell over the crowd before every individual—mortal and Fae—jolted into motion, scurrying over each other to rush out the door.

			“That was impressive,” Cassandra whispered.

			Reena shrugged and strode for the bar to help Hadriel locate the antivenom, barking orders at the white-winged Windrider. “Get him out here and lay him on the couch!”

			Maneuvering between tables and armchairs, Hadriel carried Tristan toward a plush, rust-colored couch in the center of the room. 

			Cassandra darted over to help Hadriel drape Tristan’s beautiful, glimmering wings over the cushions, careful not to damage his feathers. He looked paler than he had after he’d depleted his magic, a sickly green tinging his skin.

			Cassandra fixated on his chest, willing it into motion and fighting back tears until she noted a subtle rise and fall. A relieved half-sob shuddered past her lips.

			She pulled up a chair and grabbed his listless hand, then stroked her thumbs along the back, trying to force her own warmth and life into him.

			“Found it!” Reena crowed from behind the bar, holding up a small bottle of viscous maroon liquid.

			Reena launched over the bar, as agile as she’d been in her tiger form, and scrambled over to Tristan. She uncorked the bottle then pinched open Tristan’s mouth and poured the entire contents through his pursed lips. She tipped his chin back, massaging his throat to ensure he swallowed every drop.

			“Now what?” Cassandra yelped, failing to hide her panic.

			“Now we wait,” Reena sighed. “The antivenom can take hours to cleanse a Fae’s bloodstream.”

			“What is it? It looks like blood.”

			“It is—from a honey badger bi-form. It neutralizes the toxins in a Deathstalker’s venom. But it’s extremely rare. There are fewer than a hundred honey badger bi-forms left in Ethyrios, and as you can imagine, they’re not eager to share their bodily fluids.”

			“How’d you get it?”

			“One owed me a favor.” Reena aimed a petrifying smile at Cassandra, and she didn’t dare ask the Beastrunner to elaborate.

			“We’re going to be here awhile?” Cassandra asked, and Reena nodded with a look of pity. “Then we need to get word to Cael at the Temple.”

			Reena’s brows knit together. “Temple?”

			“Tristan and Cael have been staying there to investigate the disappearance of three of my fellow Sisters.”

			Reena looked like she was about to swallow her tongue. “You cannot be a Shrouded Sister.”

			Cassandra pulled down her sleeve, exposing her tattoo. “For the past eight years.”

			“Wow. Would not have predicted that. It must make whatever is going on between you two even more thrilling, huh? Nothing like a forbidden romance to get those juices flowing.” Reena gave her a feline smile.

			“Nothing’s going on between us,” Cassandra said—too quickly based on Reena’s knowing grin. “I’m helping with the investigation, that’s all. We were trying to get information from Opheron tonight. Obviously it didn’t go well. Cael’s expecting us and might worry.”

			Reena barked a sarcastic laugh. “You don’t know Cael very well, do you, sweetie?”

			Cassandra reconsidered her phrasing. “He’s expecting us and will be grumpy that we’re kicking too much ass without him?”

			“That’s more like it. Hadriel, be an angel and fly over to let Cael know what happened, would you?”

			“Tell him to let Xenia know I’m safe, please!” Cassandra hollered to Hadriel’s back as he rushed out of the bar—on a tight leash, that one. Cassandra shifted her gaze to Reena. “Do you think we’ll be able to return by morning?”

			“I do. Tristan is as strong and stubborn as an ox. Even unconscious, he’ll fight against the venom. It’ll help the honey badger blood do its work faster.” Cassandra fought the urge to swat Reena’s hand away as the Beastrunner smoothed a few dark strands of hair from Tristan’s brow. 

			Reena gripped the back of the couch, leaned her chin against her chest, and blew out a long breath. “I don’t know about you, Cassandra, but I could use a drink. What’s your poison tonight?” Cassandra frowned. “Sorry, poor choice of words.” Reena’s low, slow chuckle followed her to the bar.

			“What’s the strongest thing you’ve got back there?” Cassandra asked, her gaze glued to Tristan’s face. His breathing had begun to normalize, and he looked peaceful—she could almost convince herself that he was sleeping.

			“Delirium, of course, sugar, but if I gave you that, your black-winged bodyguard would wring my neck when he wakes up. Too intense. You don’t need that after the shit you went through tonight. I do have a wicked spirit from the southern colonies called Aguaver. Citrusy goodness that’ll burn all your troubles away. Tastes great with a squeeze of lime and a sprinkle of salt. Two shots to start?”

			Cassandra laughed, nodding. Getting drunk with Reena would be the perfect activity to chase away the worry eating a hole in her gut.
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			Cassandra downed her fifth—or was it sixth?—shot of Aguaver and slammed the empty glass down with a dramatic flourish among the growing pile between her and Reena.

			“Feexe!” she slurred, bursting into raucous giggles and clumsily propping her chin on her hands. “I tried to say five and six at the same time. It came out feexe. Feeeeeeeeve. Fever. Fiver. Five!”

			The two Reenas across from her chuckled. Since when were there two?

			“Reena,” she whispered. “Do you know you have a twin?”

			“Ok sweetie, that’s enough Aguaver,” both Reenas echoed before combining into a single Reena as they rose and approached Cassandra.

			“Bloody Stygios, that was creepy. You just meshed with yourself! Meshed. Mess. Yes, tonight was a big ole mess.”

			Reena hauled Cassandra out of her chair, then marched across the room and plopped her into an armchair with a view of Tristan. He hadn’t budged in the hour Cassandra had spent getting plastered, but his breathing was steady and his skin was regaining its tanned hue. 

			Cassandra rested her elbows on her knees and stared at him. Every few minutes, his wings twitched, rustling his feathers and piercing Cassandra’s chest with a bittersweet arrow of hope.

			 Reena ambled over to the bar, pulled down a pint glass, and filled it with water.

			“He is so pretty, isn’t he?” Cassandra sighed, unabashedly drawing her gaze down the sculpted perfection of his body. High Gods, if he hadn’t just escaped True death, she would strut over there, unzip his leather pants, and sink herself down onto his enormous—

			Reena shoved the glass in Cassandra’s face, tearing her from her decadent reverie.

			“No!” she squealed, rearing back. “No more Aguaver!”

			“It’s water, sweetie,” Reena replied flatly. “And if you don’t down several glasses now, you’ll have a bitch of a hangover tomorrow.”  

			Cassandra drained the glass, spilling most of the water into her lap, then smacked her lips together and dangled the empty cup towards Reena. 

			“Barkeep!” Cassandra shouted. “Another!” Then burst into a fit of hysterical giggles. How’d she get so hilarious tonight?

			Reena took the cup and rolled her eyes. “Tristan, if you can hear me, you owe me big time for babysitting your precious mortal.”

			“Ree-nuh,” Cassandra whined. “Tell me a story!”

			Reena snorted, amused, as she returned to the bar for a refill, her auburn hair shining like molten metal beneath the pendant lights. “You want a bedtime story, sugar?”

			“Not a bedtime story. A story about bedtime.”

			Reena laughed. “What’s the difference?”

			Cassandra attempted a wicked grin but only succeeded in drooling all over her chin. She wiped her face with her sleeve, and a sharp stab of conscience poked her as she glimpsed her tattoo. 

			Shrouded Sisters were not supposed to drink alcohol, let alone get drunk—another line crossed tonight. Tristan was right; she was a bad girl. Naughty Sister! She cackled maniacally before remembering Reena had asked her a question.

			“A bedtime story is for children,” Cassandra said. “A pretty lie disguising the ugly truths of the world. I’ve had enough pretty lies.” She giggled at her philosophical musings. “A story about bedtime is exactly what it sounds like—bedtime being sexy times.”

			“You want me to tell you a story about sex?” Reena laughed, incredulous. “Is that allowed, Sister? Letha will strike me down if I corrupt one of her disciples.”

			“Tristan would’ve been struck down multiple times this week if that were true,” Cassandra mused, earning raised eyebrows and an impressed grin from Reena. “Besides, I know more than you’d expect. Come on, tell me something scandalous about Tristan and Cael. When they found out that I’d come here alone on Sunday to talk to you, they looked scared enough to wet themselves. You must have major dirt on them. You know you wanna tell me.”

			Reena chuckled, pulling up a chair next to Cassandra and placing another glass of water on the low table between them.

			“There was this one time—”

			“I knew it!” Cassandra blurted.

			“You don’t even know what I’m going to say.”

			“Sorry, I got excited. Please continue, lovely storyteller, barkeep, tiger lady.” Cassandra grabbed the glass and gulped the water.

			Reena side-eyed her, then went on with her story. “Years ago, there was a prominent mortal couple in the colonies with two beautiful twenty-two-year-old twin daughters. Tristan and Cael used to pant after them whenever they attended events at the Vicereine’s palace.”

			Cassandra’s jealousy, fueled by the Aguaver, flared to life. “I changed my mind. I don’t wanna hear it.”

			“This was ninety years ago. Those twins are dead.”

			“Oh, good. Do go on.”

			“So, the two winged fools made a wager over who could convince a twin to kiss him first. I don’t even remember what they wagered. Doesn’t matter because it was always more about bragging rights with those two.”

			Cassandra snorted. “Why would they bet on something so easy? You know what they look like, right? What woman wouldn’t want to kiss either one of them? Or both of them? At the same time!” 

			Cassandra wasn’t sure if the Aguaver was encouraging these thoughts or if they’d been there all along, buried beneath a forced veneer of propriety.

			“Preach, Sister. But the twins’ family barely tolerated the Fae. The only reason they came to the Vicereine’s gatherings was to mingle with the other influential mortals. Tristan and Cael had to work for the sisters’ attention. They did win them over eventually, and the twins agreed to come to live music night at the Fang and Claw. 

			“Tristan and Cael had decided the best way to earn a kiss was to serenade their chosen twin. And they’d each separately confided in me their plans for sabotage. 

			“Without realizing it, they’d come up with the same idea—add extra emotion drops to the other’s Delirium. They each paid me to make up the concoction and serve it to the other before they took the stage that night.” 

			Reena snickered to herself. “Idiots. I happily took their money. Served them their enhanced Delirium at the same time and boy did those emotion drops work fast. 

			“The drops amplified their amorous feelings and they hit on almost everyone in the bar while the twins watched, increasingly annoyed. 

			“Cael performed first, a sappy love ballad that set the Delirium humming—he cried the whole time as he sang it into the eyes of the wrong twin.”

			Cassandra almost fell out of her chair laughing.

			“She smacks him across the face, comforting her devastated sister who can’t believe Cael didn’t recognize her. Cael skulks away, and now it’s Tristan’s turn. And his song is not a sappy love ballad, but a bawdy, seductive number with a pulsing beat. 

			“The Delirium is working him into a very special frenzy. He strips off his clothes—and I mean everything—and he’s half-heartedly hiding his considerable you-know-what with his wings. The bar’s going absolutely nuts, as you can imagine. 

			“The song ends, he gets down on his knees, and he grabs the hand…of the wrong High-Gods-damn twin!”

			Cassandra did fall out of her chair this time and rolled on the floor, clutching her stomach as tears streamed down her face.

			“Nobody won the bet. They beat the crap out of each other when I told them what they’d done. And those twins never visited the Fang and Claw again. One of them married some plain-faced mortal accountant and had a bunch of kids. Not sure what happened to the other one. Neither gave Tristan or Cael the time of day afterwards.”

			Cassandra’s hilarity subsided, and she pulled herself up into the armchair, wiping her eyes and giggling.

			There was a knock at the entrance, and Reena rose to answer it. She cracked the door open, whispering to the individual on the other side. Cassandra could spy bright white through the window and wondered why Reena didn’t invite him in.

			Reena ambled back to Cassandra. “I’ve gotta go, sugar. Hadriel’s waiting for me.” Ah, Reena and Hadriel needed some privacy. Cassandra’s chest tightened at how easily they’d decided to spend the night together. No complications, no rules. She envied their freedom. “You’ll be okay, right? I’ll lock the door behind me. No one will come in and bother you. As soon as he wakes up, you can head out. The door will lock again behind you.”

			“How will we get back to the Temple? Will he be able to walk?”

			Reena chuckled, her golden eyes sparkling. “When he wakes up with that Beastrunner blood coursing through his system, he’ll feel strong enough to teleport.”

			“Seriously?”

			“No, not seriously. Fae can’t do that,” Reena said flatly, as if it were obvious—coming from a female who could turn into a tiger. “Just an expression. He’ll feel rigorous, be able to fly to the Temple in seconds.”

			Cassandra rose and threw her arms around Reena. The Beastrunner seemed taken aback, then closed her arms around Cassandra, purring softly. 

			“Thank you, Reena,” Cassandra said in a thick voice. “I don’t know what we would’ve done without you.”

			“Take care of yourself, sweetie. But maybe lay off the Aguaver.” Reena winked, then sashayed to the door, supple hips swaying. She flicked a switch and half the light spheres winked out, bathing the room in patchy shadows. “Sleep well,” Reena cooed as she closed the door.

			As soon as it clicked shut, Cassandra turned toward the beautiful Windrider resting on the couch.

			Maybe it was the Aguaver, or maybe it was the sight of him so serene and vulnerable, but Cassandra couldn’t help walking toward him. Couldn’t help running her fingertips through his hair, over his magnificent wings. His breathing hitched, as if he could sense her touch even in his unconscious state.

			Nothing but pitch-black darkness shone through the window’s iron scrollwork, and the only sound was the wind snapping the fabric awning outside.

			They were completely alone.

			So she untied her cloak and let it fall to the floor.

			Climbed onto the couch and nestled between Tristan and the cushions.

			Wrapped her small body around his much larger one.

			And promptly fell asleep cradling Tristan in her arms.
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			Honey and rosewood.

			The familiar scent invaded Tristan’s nostrils, and his body roared to life, his heart hammering out of his chest as his eyes popped open. He sucked in a shuddering breath.

			What he saw as his vision adjusted was puzzling. Were those…the copper ceiling tiles of the Fang and Claw?

			A delicate warmth radiated into his side, and he tipped his chin down to find Cassandra curled around him. Her arm was wedged underneath her and tangled in his wing, the other thrown across his chest. Her leg was a comforting weight atop his own, her thigh temptingly close to his groin. Her supple breasts pressed into his ribs, her head nestled in his armpit as she breathed her sweet scent into his face—likely what had woken him up.

			How in Ethyrios had they ended up like this?

			The last thing Tristan remembered was snapping Opheron’s neck after that fucking venomous fuck had bitten him.

			Based on how spectacular Tristan was feeling, he knew he’d been dosed with antivenom. Buzzing energy itched through his limbs and he felt strong enough to fly to the continent and back.

			But he certainly wasn’t going to move now—not when his Daredevil was clinging to his side like she never wanted to let go.

			High Gods, the feel of her coming on his fingers last night had been the best and worst kind of torture. His cock stirred at the thought, anxious to join the next round—if there was one.

			“Down boy,” he whispered, refusing to disturb her peaceful slumber with his base needs.

			The first creeping light of dawn tiptoed through the window’s scrollwork. It couldn’t be more than five in the morning—he could let her get a few more hours of sleep before they returned to the Temple. They’d skip training, had earned the break after last night’s exertions. If the abbess tried to give Cass shit about it, he’d give it right back to the polar bear bitch.

			He draped his arm around her, unable to keep from cupping the perfect swell of her ass in his palm.

			Tristan relished the closeness. 

			How long had it been since he’d slept with a female in his arms? Months. Longer if you didn’t count the ones he’d spent the night fucking—and none of those diversions had lasted more than a sleepover or two, according to the wishes of both parties.

			He stroked his fingers through the silky hair at Cassandra’s temple, and she stirred against him, nuzzling in and exhaling a long, slow breath.

			Tristan closed his eyes and pulled her closer.

			He’d savor the contact. 

			For as long as he could.
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			Cassandra was drooling. 

			Even through the Aguaver-soaked haze of her awakening mind, she could tell. 

			Stickiness pooled at the corner of her mouth, her lips resting in saliva against a slick, leathery surface.

			Wait—leathery?

			Oh, Frenzied Dienses.

			She jerked upright and stars bloomed in her vision, her head pounding in protest. Why was a herd of elephant bi-forms waltzing through her skull?

			She cracked open her eyes to a honey-brown pair, glimmering with far too much amusement for this early in the morning.

			Cassandra became aware of two things.

			First, she was using Tristan as a body pillow, and he didn’t seem to mind. In fact, she could feel the enticing weight of his hand on her ass. And when she shifted her thigh, it brushed a pliable hardness between his legs—as if that body part was excited to greet the day with her.

			Second, she was never drinking another drop of Aguaver again. Ever.

			“Based on that puddle of drool, you must’ve been dreaming about me,” Tristan whispered. “Good morning, Daredevil.”

			Her knee crushed his overeager body part in her scramble from the couch, and she toppled to the floor in a clumsy pile.

			“Oof!” Tristan grunted, grabbing his groin and grimacing in pain as he pivoted toward her.

			“Sorry! So sorry. I—,” Cassandra stuttered, rising between his knees. “Did I hurt you?”

			“A little. But seeing you on your knees like that makes me feel better.” Tristan winked, and she laughed, cheeks heating as she gazed between his legs. 

			He stood and helped her to her feet. Dizziness consumed her and she almost toppled over, groaning as her head throbbed and leaning against Tristan to steady herself.

			“How do you look worse than me this morning?” he asked.

			“Aguaver,” she choked out.

			Tristan’s booming laugh assaulted her tender eardrums.

			He gave her an apologetic smirk and pulled her towards the bar. “Come here, I know the world’s fastest hangover cure.”

			He gripped her waist in his strong hands and perched her on a stool, then massaged her shoulders agonizingly briefly before stepping behind the bar. He grabbed a white ceramic mug and filled it with boiling water from the tap, then stirred in honey, lemon juice and grated ginger.

			“Sip this.” He placed the mug before her. “It will make you feel better.”

			Cassandra sniffed the wafting steam. The smell, fresh and sweet and spiced, defuzzed her senses. She took a tentative sip that burned down her throat and settled in her gut, loosening the vise around her head.

			“Thank you,” she sighed, taking a deeper gulp. “It’s helping.”

			He crossed his arms atop the bar and leaned forward, sleep-tousled dark hair sliding across his brow. He seemed so at ease despite his brush with death.

			“I should be thanking you,” he said. “For taking care of me last night.”

			She waved dismissively. “It was all Reena and Hadriel.”

			He grabbed her hand, rubbing his thumb across her palm and awakening other parts of her. “You watched over me while I healed though. And apparently decided to be my blanket.”

			She snatched her hand away. “It was the Aguaver.”

			“Sure it was. Must’ve been the Aguaver that inspired those requests in the alley too. Something about making you laugh again?” His voice dropped an octave. “And making you come again. I’ve already made you laugh this morning, so…”

			“Temporary insanity caused by a near-death experience,” she whispered. It had all seemed so clear last night, how easy it would be to allow herself to experiment with Tristan. In the harsh light of day, with her head pounding a monotonous beat, she wasn’t so sure—even if her traitorous body most certainly was. 

			Goosebumps broke out along her limbs as she remembered the torturous, exquisite feel of his hand between her thighs. She wanted him to do it again so badly she could barely stand it.

			Her scent must’ve shifted because his lip curved upwards, exposing his dimple and that sharp canine, the one she could still feel against her neck, her earlobe. 

			“Whatever you say, Cass. Finish up; we need to get back to the Temple in time for breakfast. That drink will help, but you need food to soak up the Aguaver in your stomach.”

			Her gorge rose at the mention of food, and she covered her mouth as she fought the urge to vomit. “We need to view Opheron’s memories too,” she reminded him once the nausea subsided. A sharp pain sliced through her chest at the Deathstalker’s name.

			“I ended him,” she said quietly, staring down into the mug cupped between her murderous hands. “The female too. I stabbed them both in the heart with the Typhon steel dagger.”

			“Hey, look at me.” He grabbed her chin and forced her eyes up. “You did nothing wrong. Ending an enemy’s life is not easy. And in a situation like last night, when you don’t have time to weigh the pros and cons, you err on the side of survival. You did the right thing, Cass, trust me. Don’t beat yourself up about it.”

			She released a shuddering breath, and he swept his thumb across her cheek, wiping away a spilled tear. His words eased some, but not all, of the pain. She tried to ignore it as she gulped down the rest of the drink and stepped off the stool.

			 “I pulled five of his memories. We should grab Xenia and Cael and head to my extraction room as soon as we get back.”

			“After you eat something, sure,” he said, coming around the bar and picking up her cloak and satchel from the floor.

			“I don’t need you to tell me when to eat,” she grumbled.

			“How many hangovers have you had in your life?”

			“How many have you had?”

			“A few. Fae don’t typically get them. If we pace ourselves, we can heal before the symptoms take hold.”

			“Of course you can.” She rolled her eyes as he draped her cloak over her shoulders, then tied it closed before looping her satchel across his chest.

			“But I’ve helped plenty of mortals through theirs. And trust me, a heaping pile of eggs, bacon, and fried potatoes will do wonders.”

			“That only sounds mildly disgusting,” she said, turning to walk out the door before he grabbed her wrist, halting her.

			“You’re a little unsteady on your feet this morning, friend. Probably best if I carry you.” Tristan delicately swept her into his arms, careful not to jerk her around and slosh the roiling contents of her stomach. 

			“Can you open the door, please?” he asked.

			She turned the burnished silver knob, and he elbowed the door open, ducking and sidestepping to maneuver both Cassandra and his massive wings over the threshold without knocking either against the frame.

			Even the mellow morning light was a shock to Cassandra’s liquor-addled senses. She winced and pinched her eyes closed. Though the fresh air did taste life-affirming as she greedily sucked it in.

			“There’s no gentle way to launch into the sky, Cass. So hold on tight and try not to puke all over me.” She kicked his rib with her heel. “I see you haven’t lost your spirit,” he chuckled, then shot upwards with a blast of his wind and a flap of his wings. She pressed her face into his leather jacket, taking several deep breaths to calm the sudden vertigo.

			He held her head in his massive hand, massaging her scalp in soothing circles to chase away the headache.

			By the time they reached the Temple grounds several minutes later, touching down between the woods and their windows, the headache was gone.

			He settled her onto the dewy grass and before he let go, she threw her arms around him, relishing the reassuring beat of his heart against her cheek. “You were right about being indestructible. I’m glad you didn’t die last night, Birdman.”

			His answering chuckle rumbled through her as he planted his chin atop her head and tightened his hold. “Me too, Daredevil. Me too.”
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			Chapter

			Thirty-Four

			Mei ganeth, mei cathona. Mei ganeth, mei cathona,” Cassandra chanted into the stale air of her stone viewing chamber. 

			The group gathered around her—Cael gripping her left forearm, Xenia gripping her right, and Tristan behind her, his warm hand resting on her neck—lit by the green glow from the vial Xenia held against Cassandra’s tattoo.

			Cassandra’s muscles stiffened, and a tremor ran through the group as… 

			…Opheron lifted the lid off the barrel, shaking his hair out of his eyes before chucking the lid aside and peering over the rim. 

			“What is this?” he muttered in a croaking, slithery voice. He bent into the barrel to pluck up a linen-wrapped parcel, then popped his fangs and bit through the twine.

			His rasping laughter echoed off the brick walls as the diamond necklace glittered in the beam from the streetlamp.

			He’d been spying on the Brittle Lady earlier when she’d emerged from the barrel. And based on the furtive glance she’d aimed inside before leaving, he knew she left something behind.

			A sharp gasp cut the silence, and he turned to find a pale, fat man sniveling at the entrance to the dark alley.

			“What are you—,” the Broker choked out, cut off as Opheron rushed to curl his hand around the man’s neck.

			“Where is the other half of the formula?” he hissed.

			“I don’t—I don’t have it,” the man blubbered. “She wouldn’t sell it to me.”

			“Who wouldn’t sell it to you?”

			“That bitch of a Sister—the old cunt with the gray pigtails.”

			Opheron clucked his tongue and darted it out, sniffing the pathetic man. His fear tasted like rotten mushrooms, sickly-sweet and loamy. Delectable.

			“Why?” Opheron asked.

			“She wouldn’t say.”

			“Then it seems we have no further use for you.”

			The old man’s screams pierced his ears as…

			…the memory faded away, and Xenia pulled the vial from Cassandra’s wrist.

			“Fuck, that was intense,” Tristan said. “The mind of a Deathstalker, especially one as deranged as Opheron, is not a pleasant place to be.”

			“Don’t chicken out on me now, Birdman,” Cassandra teased. “There are four more of these.” Tristan chuckled and squeezed her neck.

			“So Opheron did know about the formula. And was working through the Broker to obtain it. But for who? Pagonis?” Cael asked. 

			“Sounds like they have at least part of the formula. But did Cora give it to them, or did they obtain it from a different source? Sister Kouris, perhaps? Maybe they forced it out of her,” Xenia mused. “I bet the other half was written on that missing page from Trophonios’s manuscript. Did Cora take it? And if so, why did she decide not to sell it if she’d gone to all the trouble to steal it in the first place?”

			“Four more to go, people. There are answers waiting if you’d stop yapping,” Cassandra scolded as she held the next shining green vial towards Xenia.

			She said the words as Xenia uncorked the vial, then pressed the opening to Cassandra’s tattoo. She slowly began…

			…walking down a black marble corridor, the triangular beams of lit sconces severing the darkness. The click of his boots echoed as he turned the corner into a short hallway lined with heavy metal doors.

			He smiled at the banging, the cell’s captive pleading for release. Something bloodthirsty stirred inside of him, along with a pang of disappointment that the thick door masked the scent of the desperation no doubt accumulating within. 

			He continued to the end of the hall, rapping twice at an ebony door before a hissing, slithery voice called out. “Come in.”

			He entered a bare, closet-sized office. Nothing adorned the walls, not a single token or decoration—a temporary space. Another Deathstalker sat behind the desk, his serpent’s eyes glowing yellow, and his long black hair pooling on the surface. The scar bisecting his lips shone silver against his pale skin.

			“Sit,” the seated Deathstalker said. “Have you retrieved it yet?”

			Opheron didn’t need to ask; he knew Alexei referred to the other half of the formula. “We did not. The Broker has disappointed us.”

			“Fool. You should’ve known better than to trust that bumbling oaf. Our master will not be pleased.”

			“We made sure he paid for his incompetence. And we know who has it. We will retrieve it imminently.”

			“You’d better, Opheron. The implantation won’t work on Fae minds—only human ones—if we don’t get the other half of that formula.” 

			He bristled at Alexei’s rebuke. As peers in this operation, both answering to the same master, Alexei had no right to act as if he were above him. After all, they were working toward a common goal.

			The dissolution of the Windrider Empire and their ridiculous Accords.

			A chance for the Fae to resume their dominion over the humans. To breed them, hunt them. Feed upon fresh emotions rather than consume Delirium, that paltry substitute. How Opheron ached for it.

			“We did find something just as valuable.” He pulled the diamond necklace from his pocket and spread it across the desk.

			Alexei’s hissing laugh snaked around the small room. 

			“The Broker was of some use after all,” Opheron said. “And so was the young human female who stole it.”

			“Our master will want to speak with her.”

			“Indeed.”

			“Find her. And get the other half of that formula, Opheron. It’s all we need to move forward.”

			He nodded sharply, then turned away to open the door…

			…and the stone chamber reclaimed Cassandra’s vision.

			She shivered and turned to Tristan. “The scarred Deathstalker, Alexei. He’s the one who attacked me in the alley last night, after I…after I killed his sister.”

			“Fair assumption that they’re both working for Pagonis?” Cael interjected.

			Tristan rubbed the back of his neck, eyes darting back and forth as if doing calculations in his mind. “When do we think this memory occurred?”

			“It could be any day between last Saturday and yesterday,” Cassandra answered. “Why?”

			“When I saw Pagonis with the Vicereine and Maksym at the Secretariat yesterday afternoon, he still claimed to be missing the necklace,” Tristan muttered. “So either he’s lying, or Opheron and Alexei are working for someone else.”

			“Did you hear what he said about the other half of the formula? They need it to implant memories into Fae minds,” Cassandra said.

			“I don’t even know how to process the news about their plan.” Tristan dragged a hand down his face, gripping his jaw. “The dissolution of the Empire? How?”

			“Sounds like they intend to dose Fae with implanted memories through Delirium,” Cael reasoned. “That’s why they need the necklace, for the Thalassium. How else would they access such a large amount? Buying it would raise suspicions, and the seam along the Dordenne is heavily guarded by the Empire.”

			“Even if you’re right, where would they get a memory realistic enough to fool the entire Fae populace?” Cassandra asked. 

			“The Artisan,” Tristan and Cael said in unison.

			“Who?” Xenia asked.

			“She’s practically a magician,” Cael said. “She’s a former Shrouded Sister from the Temple in Meridon in the southern colonies. She’s centuries old. Abandoned the order after she met and fell in love with a female Windrider who turned her Fae.” Tristan glanced towards Cassandra.

			Cassandra’s head swam, and Xenia looked like she was about to fall out of her chair. “A human can be turned Fae?” she whispered.

			“It’s illegal, punishable by banishment and often death. We’re forbidden to speak of it in the colonies,” Tristan explained. “The Empire doesn’t want humans to know of the possibility, for obvious reasons.”

			“And yet you two share the knowledge with us so casually?” Cassandra gaped.

			“We don’t follow all the Empire’s rules,” Tristan answered, brushing her arm with his wing. “And we trust that you won’t share the information outside this room.”

			“There must be very few of them if I haven’t read about it,” Xenia said.

			“Only a handful in the millennia that Fae and humans have existed together,” Cael responded, rolling his neck and rubbing at his shoulder. “The Artisan’s Windrider mate was from an influential family who convinced the previous Emperor to take pity on her. She’s banished from the continent for life. The Artisan and her mate have lived together in Meridon since the Turning.”

			“How is it accomplished?” Cassandra asked, nonchalantly rubbing her hands over her skirt. Tristan’s intense gaze burned into her, his inner conflict apparent even in the dim light of the chamber.

			“I think it’s best if we don’t divulge that,” Cael cut in before Tristan could open his mouth to answer.

			“How do you know of her, of the Artisan?” Xenia asked.

			“There was a case about a hundred years back,” Cael said. “A mortal serial killer served tainted Delirium to his human victims before slaughtering them. The elixir scrambled their memories. One of his intended victims escaped, and the Artisan pieced her memories back together so we could identify and catch the bastard.”

			“So she was only reconstructing existing memories, not creating new ones?” Cassandra pondered.

			“That’s the extent of her powers. Her ability to pull and view memories was enhanced by the magic she gained when she became Fae. She can’t create memories, but she can manipulate existing ones, craft an entirely new narrative,” Cael said. “Perhaps that’s what Opheron’s master intends. To implant a manipulated memory that would somehow spark a rebellion among the Fae.”

			“Why would the Artisan be willing to help them do something like that?” Xenia asked.

			“Do you think she has any loyalty towards the Emperor or his father? After they punished and banished her lover?” Tristan snarled, too aggressive an answer for Xenia’s innocent question. Cassandra puzzled at his outburst, tucked the information away for later.

			“No, I suppose not,” Xenia answered sheepishly, wringing her hands.

			Cassandra turned to Cael. “Can you contact the Artisan? Find out who’s been commissioning reconstructed memories?” 

			“I’ll clear it with the Vicereine and fly down today,” Cael nodded.

			Cassandra signaled to Xenia to queue up the next memory.

			The third and fourth memories were useless, defensive blocks from Opheron’s unconscious mind. The third showed twenty minutes of the Deathstalker’s disgusting thoughts about the women he passed as he strolled through Dienses Square. And the fourth revealed a disturbing scene of him and Bitsy involving whips and chains and lots of groveling…on his part.

			“Kinky,” Tristan winked at Cassandra, who blushed so hard her face almost melted off. Xenia didn’t look much better. “Given the size of him, I can see why he’d get off on being shamed. Baby carrot was an apt description, Daredevil.” 

			Cael chuckled, running his hand through his ash-brown waves.

			In the final memory…

			…Opheron peered around a column to spy on the lone, kneeling figure praying before an altar of candles in the small chapel. The flames cast quivering shadows onto the wooden pews and red brick walls.

			Two long, gray pigtails drooped outside the figure’s knees. 

			His sources were correct. The Sister had been hiding in the Church of the Forgotten. Too bad her midnight vigil was about to end.

			He slipped away from the column and crept up the center aisle, careful to keep each footfall silent and not alert the Sister to his presence.

			The Sister didn’t stir until Opheron was upon her. The old woman’s mouth twisted in horror as she spun around and tried to run. She wasn’t fast enough.

			His hand closed around the Sister’s throat. “Where is it?”

			“Where is what?” the Sister choked out, playing dumb.

			“Where is the other half of the formula? You had an arrangement with the Broker that you did not fulfill. Why?”

			The Sister’s eyes darted towards the statue of Nemosyna behind the altar. The Goddess of Memory was seated, draped in flowing fabric with a beatific expression on her ghostly marble face.

			“He was not worthy of receiving it. The Chronicler herself sent me a sign.”

			“We have other, unpleasant ways of retrieving it.”

			“I would sooner die than give it to you.”

			He laughed, a rasping hiss. “Good answer.” He popped his fangs and raked them down the Sister’s cheek, licking at the blood that seeped from the shallow gashes. He let go of her throat, and the old woman crashed to the floor in an unconscious pile.

			He hauled the Sister over his shoulder, and the woman’s ragged breathing echoed throughout the grave-silent chapel. The Sister was not dead… yet. 

			He knew where to take her to get the information his master sought. The extraction tool was banging against that metal door in the black marble hallway.

			He strode out of the church and into the night…

			…as the final memory trickled out of Cassandra’s mind, and Xenia recorked the vial with worry dampening her bright green eyes. 

			“We need to find that hallway,” Xenia said, her face pale and her mouth tight.

			“Time to take that trip to the Serpent’s Den.” Tristan folded his wing around Cassandra.

			Her body seized in panic. The Serpent’s Den. She’d never forget the name of the pleasure house where her father had been killed, the night her and her mother’s lives had been irrevocably changed. She sucked in a subtle breath, trying to calm her rising anxiety. 

			“We shouldn’t waste a minute,” Tristan said. “Cass and I will go as soon as they open tonight to talk to that courtesan. Let’s regroup when we get back. Cael, think you’ll have returned from Meridon by then?”

			“Probably,” Cael nodded. “But we should get someone to cover the watch.”

			“I’ll ask Hella,” Tristan said, then addressed the Sisters. “She’s a fellow Vestian, one of our best.” He answered Cassandra’s unasked question. “And just a good friend.”

			“None of my business,” Cassandra shrugged. Tristan squeezed her shoulder, smirking.

			“I’ll head to the library after my shift,” Xenia offered. “I haven’t found any mentions or images of that hallway, but it doesn’t hurt to keep looking.”

			“Do you want to come to Meridon with me?” Cael asked quietly.

			Xenia’s eyes widened at the offer and she frowned. “I… I wish I could, but I don’t think the abbess would allow it.”

			“Sure, I get it,” Cael stammered. “It’ll be faster if I fly alone anyway. See you all later.” He cleared his throat, and Xenia’s fretful eyes tracked his mad dash from the room.

			Xenia exhaled a propulsive breath and shook her head. “My shift’s about to start. I’d better get going.” She ran from the room almost as fast as Cael had, her swift footsteps whispering across the stone floor.

			Cassandra turned to Tristan, who’d taken Cael’s abandoned seat next to her. “Wow,” she said. “What is going on between those two?”

			“Letha only knows,” Tristan answered. “Cael doesn’t talk to me about it. He prefers to bottle everything up and suffer in silence. Been that way for as long as I’ve known him.”

			“Which is how long?”

			“Almost a hundred and fifty years.”

			“I can’t even fathom knowing someone for that many years.”

			Pain rippled across Tristan’s face, and Cassandra guessed their thoughts had just traveled the same path. She was mortal. He was Fae. Any relationship between them, even if it never progressed beyond friendship, was destined to end tragically, her mortal lifespan a mere blip in his centuries-long existence.

			She swallowed the growing lump in her throat, eager to change the subject.

			“Do you want to hear something interesting?” she cooed, scooting closer.

			“From your lips? Absolutely.” The spark returned to his eyes, his handsome features illuminated in the dim room, as if the light itself wanted to caress him.

			“Mother Superior can’t scent what we did last night.”

			“Fascinating.” He gripped her hand, intertwining their fingers.

			Cassandra glanced down at their clasped hands, unable to look him in the eye as she continued, barely able to get the words out. “I was thinking…since it’s safe…that you might want to…help me discover more.”

			Tristan sucked in a sharp breath. “Please elaborate on more. Immediately.”

			She chuckled and dared a peek at him. His eyes were molten and he was sitting on his other hand. As if he didn’t trust himself to free it.

			“What we did in that alley was…overwhelming. In the best way. And based on my secret memory collection, I know there are other pleasures to be had that wouldn’t get me kicked out of the order. I just…” she hesitated.

			“High Gods, if you don’t finish your thought, I’m going to explode.”

			She huffed a laugh, but his patience had worn thin. He tugged her into his lap, resting his forehead on her shoulder, and ran his wing down her back in soothing strokes. “You don’t have to be embarrassed around me, Cassandra. There’s nothing you could say that would make me think any less of you.”

			She closed her eyes, relishing his proximity, and pushed through her nerves. “I understand if you don’t want to, or if you’re not interested. But…when Alexei attacked me last night, I thought I was going to die.” He kissed her shoulder. “Mortal life is so fragile. I don’t have time for regret. Like you said, I should do at least some of what I want, right?” She braced herself as she came to the heart of her request. “I want to explore what pleasures this body is capable of. 

			And I want to do it with you, Tristan.”
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			Chapter

			Thirty-Five

			Cassandra squeezed her eyes tight. She didn’t want to read Tristan’s face, couldn’t bear to witness his rejection. They’d crossed a line last night, but maybe he’d meant what he’d said—that the act was intended to lure Opheron and nothing more.

			Tristan was nerve-wrackingly still despite his accelerating breaths and rustling wings. 

			Then, so fast she barely felt him move, his hands tangled in her hair, and he kissed her. Insistent. Claiming. Devouring her words to prove how much he wanted her.

			Cassandra’s eyes popped open to find that Tristan’s were too. He smiled against her lips and turned her in his lap to face him. She hiked up the skirt of her dress robes, draping her bare legs around him as their most sensitive body parts came into dangerous contact.

			“Cassandra,” he whispered, as if her name were the fulfillment of a long-forgotten wish. He tucked a wayward strand of hair behind her ear, then dragged his thumb across her bottom lip, fixing her with a gaze that turned her insides to pulsing, liquid fire. “I’ll give you whatever you want.”

			A subtle thrust of his hips and the thickening hardness there revealed the truth of his answer.

			“That’s a reckless offer,” she chuckled. “Aren’t you afraid I’ll take advantage of your kindness?”

			“I can think of no place I’d rather be than at your mercy, Daredevil.”

			She leaned in to brush her lips against his, softly and sweetly. He wrapped his arms around her, one hand resting on the small of her back, the other cupping her neck.

			“I have a few minutes until my first supplicant shows up,” she said against his mouth.

			“Mmm?” He sucked her bottom lip between his teeth, pressing down lightly with his canines. A heaviness settled into her breasts, between her thighs. They wouldn’t be getting much attention though. She had other plans for him. “What kind of lesson do you want today?”

			She pulled away and curled her lip. “Gross. Don’t call it a lesson. I don’t want to think of you as my teacher.” She shuddered. “That is not the kind of sexy power dynamic I’m into.”

			“What is the kind of sexy power dynamic you’re into, I wonder?”

			“You’ll be the first to know when I figure it out.”

			He tilted his head back and laughed. “So if we’re not teacher and student, and we’re something more than friends, what are we?”

			“Playmates?” she suggested.

			“Someone was very against being called a playmate last weekend.”

			“Plaything,” she reminded him. “Big difference.”

			He nipped at her breast through her dress robes, making her gasp. She ran her fingers into his dark, silken knot of hair. “I have no issues being your plaything, Cass. But playmates works too.” He kissed the soft skin under her ear as he teased his fingers along her bare thighs. “What do you want this morning, playmate?”

			She stared into his warm, honey-brown eyes. “I want to do to you what you did to me. I want to…make you come.” 

			Tristan’s cock twitched against her, and his throat bobbed as a worshipful look graced his features. He dipped his forehead against hers. “Letha help me, I don’t deserve you.”

			“Don’t say that yet,” she said with a nervous giggle. “I’ve never done it before. I might be terrible at it.”

			“Not possible. Your hand coming anywhere near my cock will be the greatest thrill I’ve had in months.”

			“Pathetic,” she teased, and he flicked her nose before squeezing her close and kissing her soundly. She opened for him, raking her teeth along his tongue as he pushed it in and out of her mouth. The wind on his breath tasted cold, ancient, powerful. And she desired nothing more than to be utterly swept away.

			As Tristan continued to explore her mouth, Cassandra lowered her hands to his waistband, scooting her hips back to give herself better access. She unhooked the button and peeled down the zipper, surprised to find flesh, not fabric, awaiting her.

			He hissed through his teeth at the contact, then chuckled. “I’ve never understood the point of underwear.”

			Her answering laugh was cut short as she pulled him free of his pants, and her breath caught in her throat. 

			She’d had hints of how well-endowed he was—the sheer enormity of his body for one, not to mention the feel of him pressing against her during their previous two trysts. 

			But nothing could prepare her for the size of his cock, the colossal majesty of it. She could barely wrap her fingers around the base.

			She squeezed her thighs together as her mind flooded with visions of him pushing into her, filling her, stretching her to her limit. 

			He began unfastening the mother-of-pearl buttons on her dress.

			“What are you doing?” she protested. “This is supposed to be about you.” She gripped his cock tighter to emphasize her point.

			“This is about me. Let me touch you,” he begged. “Please.” 

			“Since you asked so nicely…” she said, moving her hand up and down his shaft. She’d never felt anything like it. Though he was rock-hard, the skin underneath her fingertips was sumptuously soft.

			He released the final button and plunged his hand into her bra, palming her breast. The drag of his calluses against her sensitive nipple made her moan, and his cock pulsed in her hand. He pressed his forehead against hers.

			“Show me how you like it, Tristan,” she breathed onto his lips.

			He brought her hand to his mouth and licked her palm and fingers with his soft, wet tongue. Then he wrapped her hand around his cock, layering his own on top. 

			He stroked up and down slowly, starting at the base and squeezing tight as he passed over the smooth skin at the tip. She could feel him hardening in her hand, the head growing more engorged with each pass.

			She peeled his fingers away. “Let me,” she said. She wanted to finish him herself.

			He groaned and buried his face into her neck, his uneven breathing stirring the loose strands of her braid as she stroked him. He massaged her breast with one hand as he fisted the other at her back, pushing into her spine and unraveling at her touch. 

			She stroked faster, squeezing even tighter, savoring the grunts emanating from the back of his throat. She had never felt so deliciously wanton—giving pleasure was just as arousing as receiving it. She nearly climaxed as his powerful body quivered beneath her.

			“Fucking Stygios, Daredevil, I’m about to—” 

			A growl ripped from his chest, so loud that he clamped his teeth against her shoulder to muffle it. He clutched her breast as he thrust his cock into her hand, his feathers rattling with the force of his climax. 

			Something slick and slippery trickled down her palm, and she throbbed between her thighs as she realized what it was. 

			He pulled back, chest heaving, gazing at her like he wanted to eat her alive. Staring into his lust-hazed eyes, she licked his release, warm and slightly salty, from her fingers.

			As soon as she lowered her hand, his mouth crashed onto hers, a violent clash of teeth and tongues. Knowing that he could taste himself on her lips had her undulating against his thighs in search of her own release. 

			A knock sounded against the outer door, and they stilled. 

			“Sister Fortin? Your first supplicant is ready for you in the waiting room,” a lilting female voice called from the hallway.

			“I’ll be right there!” she cried out, her voice shaky and hoarse. 

			Tristan bit his lip to stifle his laughter. “Not funny!” she whisper-shouted as she rose from his lap, staring at the sticky moisture coating her palm. “What am I going to do about this?”

			Her bodice was open, and Tristan’s gaze was glued to her exposed chest. He tucked her breast back into her bra, then unzipped his jacket and cleaned her hand on his cotton shirt. “Sorry about the mess, Cass, but in all fairness, you asked for it.”

			She laughed quietly and smacked him on the chest. “I enjoyed that,” she said, curling her fingers around his jacket and pulling him towards her.

			“You have no idea how happy that makes me.” He cupped her cheek. “And if you couldn’t tell, you’re not terrible at that.” He pressed a soft kiss to the corner of her mouth. “I wish we had more time. I will make it up to you, playmate.”

			Her body throbbed. Because she knew he would. 

			She reluctantly tore herself from his embrace, refastening the buttons of her dress robes. “You’d better go. Head out through the back, not the waiting room. Fewer prying eyes.”

			She walked through her extraction room, pulled open the outer door, and poked her head into the hallway. All clear. She closed it and turned to find Tristan at her back. “It’s safe. I’ll go out first, okay?”

			“So stealthy. You sure you’ve never done this before?” He pressed her against the door and kissed her again, adoring, hands roving. She whimpered as he pulled away. “Meet me at your window after your kitchen duty, and we’ll head to the Serpent’s Den. I’ll tell Mother Superior not to expect us for dinner. We can eat on the way, but I want to get there before the place fills up and we lose our chance to speak with that courtesan.”

			She nodded and stepped into the hallway. “See you later, Birdman.” 

			He blew her a kiss as she shut the door.

			And she tried not to float away as she hurried down the hall to retrieve her awaiting supplicant.
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			Chapter

			Thirty-Six

			Tristan waited behind the Cloisters as dusk fell on an overcast sky. Ominous clouds smothered the land, primed to unleash torrents. There wasn’t a hint of wind; the stagnant air was sticky and soupy. When the storm arrived, the raindrops would be fat, heavy, drenching.

			He’d left his jacket in his room, donning only his leather pants and white shirt—safer to visit the Serpent’s Den as a client rather than a Vestian on official business. 

			But the pregnant sky made him second guess that decision. At least he could shelter under his wings.

			Standing outside her window, his thoughts turned, as they so often did these days, to Cassandra.

			His playmate.

			Tristan still couldn’t believe it.

			Never in his wildest dreams did he think Cassandra would make such a request, especially not while she belonged to the order. The glorious little rulebreaker.

			And her first request? By fucking Amatu, he’d almost shot to the moon when the filthy words had escaped her shy, smiling mouth. 

			Their encounter replayed over and over in his mind: her delicate hand squeezing and stroking him, the sight of her naked breast, the heat in her eyes when she’d licked his cum from her fingers. High Gods, he’d been ready to burst all day, couldn’t wait to return the favor.

			He’d tried, unsuccessfully, to keep the memory of their encounter at bay while he visited the Secretariat this morning and briefed the Vicereine on the investigation’s progress. He told her everything they’d gleaned from Opheron’s memories.

			The case had taken a dangerous turn, one with more far-reaching consequences than the disappearance of three Shrouded Sisters. Whoever was seeking the Delirium formula aimed to unravel the very fabric of Ethyrian society. And though Tristan held little respect for the Emperor and would love nothing more than to see the male removed from power, his conscience wouldn’t allow him to withhold a development that could result in another devastating war.

			He also told the Vicereine of Opheron’s demise, that the Deathstalker had stolen the necklace—partly true—and that he’d be chasing a lead regarding its location tonight. The Vicereine had barked at Tristan to make quicker progress, but he was relieved that Cassandra was off the hook. For now.

			After his tense visit to the Secretariat, he’d stopped by Vestian headquarters where he picked up a new dagger, asked Hella to cover tonight’s watch, and checked in with the autopsy team. The Broker’s corpse had revealed nothing they didn’t already know, though they did confirm last Saturday night as the time of the man’s death.

			Without any new information to ponder, his mind had wandered back to Cassandra on his return flight to the Temple. His excitement over their new arrangement couldn’t chase away his guilt that she was risking her position within the order. If, High Gods forbid it, she were banished, he hoped she’d let him take her in. He puzzled over why she hadn’t left the Temple long ago. She was savvy enough to have made a different life for herself. 

			As he contemplated Cassandra’s loyalty to the Shrouded Sisters, he thought about his own reasons for remaining with the Vestians. 

			Why did he stay?

			There was, of course, the simple fact that he was no longer welcome on the continent. And here in the colonies, there weren’t many employment options for the Fae. He’d entertained a few when he first arrived. Reena had offered him a bartending job at the Fang and Claw, but he declined. Had too many other skills he wanted to utilize and keep sharp. 

			The Vicereine had begged him to become a councilor in her sham government. He likely would have thrived but couldn’t stomach the thought. So instead, he became one of her guard dogs. The position did occasionally offer some small victories, and protecting the mortals of Thalenn fulfilled him. He couldn’t do that as a councilor, and would likely be working to undermine mortals for the benefit of the Empire.

			He wasn’t staying for the salary. Vestian Guards were paid handsomely, but he didn’t need the money. He wasn’t lying to Cass the other night about the hundred thousand drachas being a pittance to him. He had many times that amount, useless wealth that he probably should have given away years ago but had decided to keep as a security fund—perhaps for the family he’d have one day. 

			He snorted at the thought. Like that was going to happen anytime soon. No one had tempted him since he’d left the continent. 

			Until now. 

			Though he knew any long-term wishes he had for Cassandra were foolish. She was everything he’d ever wanted in a mate—smart, strong, snarky, and sexy. His equal in every way but one. 

			She was mortal. 

			And he wouldn’t risk her safety by illegally turning her Fae.

			She deserved a human lover who would age at the same pace, someone she could grow old with. He wouldn’t take that from her. Even if he was physically incapable of denying her what she’d requested this morning. He’d enjoy it while he could. 

			And hope he was brave enough to let her go when the time came.

			She materialized inside her room, as if summoned by his hectic thoughts. 

			Leaning out of her open window, her blue-gray eyes twinkled, and her sweet, earthy scent wrapped around him like a soothing embrace.

			“What’s the plan tonight, Birdman? What should I wear?”

			He loved his nickname—no other mortal dared to address him so irreverently. 

			Despite the cheekiness, he scented her underlying anxiety. They needed to get going if they wanted to eat before the Serpent’s Den opened, so he didn’t have time to pry. But he made a mental note to probe at dinner.

			“You’re not going to like this,” he snickered.

			She glared down at him, crossing her arms over her ample chest. High Gods, her breasts were absolutely perfect. He couldn’t wait to taste them. How had he not done that yet?

			“The courtesan won’t remember that young man without viewing the memory,” he said. “Which you are going to have to show to her. Which means you need to come inside with me.” He waited for her to process what he was saying.

			“Only clients are allowed in,” she said.

			He bit his lip and tilted his chin down, gazing at her from under his brows, patiently giving her time to work it out.

			“Frenzied Dienses, you want me to pretend to be your mortal consort, don’t you?” she gaped at him, her tempting mouth hanging open and making his skin tighten across his bones.

			Most Fae who patronized the Serpent’s Den, including many councilors, brought human consorts along to show off and play with. He’d likely see a few Fae he knew but was confident they wouldn’t approach him, would want to avoid being recognized as much as he did. Though the optics were slimy, these arrangements between Fae and mortals weren’t illegal. In fact, they were the only types of sexual relationships between mortals and Fae that weren’t expressly outlawed by the Accords. And mortal consorts were often paid just enough to keep them willing and dependent. But the councilors certainly wouldn’t want their constituents to know about them.

			“It’s just for show, Cass. Unless you’re interested in being my consort?” he waggled his eyebrows, and she scoffed before an adorable giggle burst from her rosebud lips.

			“Climb in and help me pick out something to wear, master.” She winked, and he did as he was told. 

			This master-consort relationship was off to a lopsided start.

			As he entered the neat, feminine-smelling space, she pulled open her armoire. The clothing within was pressed and organized by color, including several pairs of black training attire and midnight blue dress robes. And not much else. 

			She surveyed the clothes, running a distracting finger over her bottom lip. “I only have one outfit that a consort might wear, but Letha spare me, I am not traveling in it.”

			He knew she meant the tiny white nightgown and silky pink robe she’d tormented him in the other night.

			“Not sure I want other males seeing you in that, but I agree it’d be a good disguise. The other consorts will likely be dressed even more scandalously.” Her cheeks went a charming shade of pink. “Wear your training attire for now and put the nightgown and robe in your satchel. You can change after we eat. I’ll make you a dressing room under my wings.” 

			She laughed as she unwound her braid, her chocolate waves tumbling around her shoulders. He wanted to run his fingers through them. 

			And what was stopping him, now that she’d made it clear she wanted him? Nothing, he decided as he stepped towards her. 

			She gazed up at him, a question in her eyes. 

			He trailed his fingers through the lustrous strands, bringing them to his nose and inhaling. His eyes rolled back at the intoxicating scent.

			“You are demented,” she chuckled.

			“You smell good. Can’t help myself,” he smirked, ruffling his feathers. “Need help changing, playmate?”

			“I—” She almost said no but cut herself off. Her eyes were hooded as her hands went slack at her sides, and she nodded.

			He towered over her, amazed by how small she was when her presence in his mind, in his life, was so large. The top of her head barely crested his shoulder.

			He unhooked the tiny pearl buttons that marched down the front of her bodice, lingering between her breasts. Tucking his fingers inside, he caressed her bare stomach, needing to put his hands on her velvet-soft skin. She gasped at the touch, but her eyes remained glued to his. The musky scent of her arousal drifted up, and he tried not to inhale it too greedily. 

			He waved a gentle gust of wind that ruffled her hair and pushed the dress from her shoulders. The thick blue fabric cascaded down her stunning curves, pooling at her feet. 

			She stood before him, head held high, in nothing but a crimson-red bra and matching pair of lace panties that called to him like a beacon against her creamy skin. 

			His cock strained against his leather pants as he swept his hands over her stomach, her thighs, the swells of her breasts. 

			“Amatu spare me, Cassandra, you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

			“Liar,” she smirked. “You’re just saying that because I’m standing in front of you half-naked.”

			“You’re more like three-quarters naked. But it doesn’t make my statement any less true.” He was frozen in place, couldn’t take his eyes off her body. Wanted to touch, lick, taste. 

			Claim. 

			“This was a bad idea,” he admitted, relishing her answering chuckle. “My instincts are roaring at me to stay in this room for days, doing things to you that Mother Superior would definitely scent. Things other mortals would scent.”

			Her heated, hopeful eyes made it hard for him to breathe.

			“Someday,” he whispered, running his thumb across her parted lips. “You’d better get dressed before I lose my resolve, peel off those panties, and get you kicked out of the order.”

			She shuddered, then kissed his thumb before stepping away with a devilish grin—a future promise for more.

			She pulled her leggings up over that magnificent ass, then shrugged on her top and put on her fingerless gloves to hide her tattoo.

			He handed her the glowing vial containing the young man’s memory as she looped her satchel across her chest. 

			He exited through the window, then turned to offer her a hand.

			“Ready to fly, Daredevil?”

			“Always, Birdman. Looks like the skies are about to open up. Are you sure it’s safe?”

			“You’re always safe with me. Well, mostly,” he winked and scooped her out of the window.

			Ten minutes later, they touched down in front of his favorite food stall in Dienses Square as a lightning bolt and a crack of thunder heralded the downpour. He settled Cassandra on her feet and raised his wings, squeezing his feathers together to keep the deluge from running through and soaking them.

			“Convenient,” she said. “My own personal walking umbrella.”

			Tristan snickered as they approached the covered stall. Several of the vendor’s neighbors were not so fortunate, their shouts echoing as they scurried for blankets to protect their wares.

			“Officer Saros, it’s been a while, eh?” the old man inside the stall hollered in a lilting, musical accent. “You been getting your meatballs somewhere else, you scab?” 

			The man had a jolly face with thick white eyebrows and round pink cheeks. As he leaned out the window of his stall, mock-affronted, plump raindrops splattered on his rosy, bald head.

			Tristan laughed, tugging Cassandra closer to keep her dry. “I wouldn’t dream of it, Master Mageira. Yours are the best in the city. Two bowls, please. And two beers. Sound good, Cass?”

			She nodded up at him, smiling. “Smells delicious.”

			Master Mageira heaped a steaming pile of meatballs into two paper bowls, then topped them with a dollop of creamy sauce and tucked in two slices of charred flatbread. He handed the bowls to Tristan before offering two bottles of hazy golden beer to Cassandra.

			“Careful, Master Mageira. Cass here can’t be trusted with too much alcohol. She gets real handsy when she’s drunk.”

			She kicked him, hard, in the calf as she grabbed the bottles. “Watch it or I’ll show you just how handsy I can be.”

			“Oh, I’m counting on it.” He winked.

			Master Mageira chuckled. “Date’s going well, eh?”

			An errant raindrop seeped through Tristan’s wings and splashed off Cassandra’s blushing cheek. “Not a date, Master Mageira. We’re just business partners,” he answered.

			The old man tilted his head, not buying it. “Two drachas fifty, please.”

			Tristan balanced the bowls in one hand as he fished the coins from his pocket, doubling the total. Master Mageira shouted his thanks for the tip as Tristan guided Cassandra towards a tented seating area several stalls down. The torrential downpour had scared off the majority of the crowd, so there were plenty of open tables.

			Fat raindrops drummed a rhythmic beat off the taut canvas as Cassandra chose a spot by a cutout window, errant droplets tinkling onto the metal tabletop.

			Cassandra dug into her dinner as Tristan folded himself into the tiny chair across from her. He squirmed in his seat at the noises she made as she ate, so similar to how she’d sounded last night when he’d had his fingers inside her.

			“Enjoying it?” he asked, failing to keep his lips from curving upwards.

			“What?” she asked, her mouth half-full of meatball. “Why are you looking at me like that?” 

			“You’re making sex noises,” he smirked, dropping his head and digging into his own portion.

			“I am not!”

			He speared a meatball, dipped it in the sauce, then popped it in his mouth, chewing as he answered her. “You forget that I now know what your sex noises sound like.”

			She leaned forward, whispering, “You don’t even know the half of it.”

			He choked on his beer, then tipped the bottle towards her. “Challenge accepted.”

			She clinked it with her own bottle before returning to her meal with a sly smile.

			He sniffed the air for the sour scent of anxiety he’d noted earlier. It was there, not quite as potent, but the food and rain were dampening his senses.

			“You nervous about tonight?”

			Her head shot up, smoky blue eyes churning. “Why do you ask?”

			He tapped his nose, and she frowned, her bottom lip poking out adorably. He wanted to lick it.

			She launched into her explanation with none of the hesitation she’d previously employed when he’d asked her a sensitive question—progress.

			“I have something of a history with the Serpent’s Den,” she said, taking a long swig of her beer before thunking the bottle down. “My father was a member of the mortal police force. He was killed there about a decade ago while trying to take down a Beastrunner who’d been illegally trafficking mortal girls to the continent.”

			Her chin quivered as she shifted her gaze upwards, trying not to cry. Her hand drifted to her pendant.

			He grabbed her other hand, rubbing his thumb along her knuckles as her watery gaze returned to him. “I’m sorry, Cassandra. If I’d known, I never would’ve asked you to join me.”

			“No, I’m glad you did. I need to move past it.”

			“He teach you all your slick fighting moves?”

			She nodded, her sad smile spreading. “He did. He used to tell me I was the bravest girl in Ethyrios. I used to believe him.”

			He squeezed her hand. “I still believe him.” 

			Gratitude shone in her eyes, then dimmed. “Sometimes I feel like I’ve lost that girl. Like he’d be so disappointed if he could see me now, see the meek Sister I’ve become. I feel like I’ve been stuck for the past eight years, trying to comprehend his misplaced pride in me.”

			“Hey,” he whispered, tipping her chin up and scenting the melancholy roiling off her in chill, minty waves. “How can you say that? After all those families you’ve saved? After everything you’ve done for the investigation?”

			She scoffed, and he gripped her chin tighter. “You have,” he said. “We’re only here tonight because of the clues you found. Give yourself some credit. Cael and I would be lost without you.” 

			I would be lost without you. 

			He wasn’t yet bold enough to voice that sentiment.

			“It doesn’t feel like I’m doing enough. How many families are risking obliviation while I’m sitting here?”

			“You can’t solve all the world’s problems single-handedly, Cass,” he said. “Or in a day. Even heroes have to eat.”

			She scowled. “I am not a hero.”

			“You are to those families. You are to Mistress Callas and her children. You are to Xenia,” he countered. “You are to me.”

			She lowered her head, shaking it slowly. “How can I trust the word of someone I’ve known for less than two weeks?”

			“I’m an excellent judge of character.” He pinched her cheek, and her lips curved slightly.

			“You’re always talking me off the ledge,” she snorted. “You must think I’m a basket case, all these anxieties I keep sharing with you.”

			He leveled a stern look at her. “Never. Someday I’ll tell you my sordid backstory, and you’ll run screaming when you realize I’m the basket case.”

			His chest loosened at her warm, breathy laugh.

			“Seriously, Daredevil,” he said, “your father would be proud of you. You have no reason to question it. But if you’re worried about how you’ll react there, say the word and we’ll turn around.”

			She took a deep breath, followed by another long swig of beer, draining her bottle. “No, I want to do this. Every minute we delay is another minute lost for my Sisters. Letha only knows what they’re doing to Cora to pry the other half of that formula from her. We need to find them. My discomfort doesn’t matter.”

			“Bravest girl in Ethyrios,” he muttered as she pushed back from the table. “Or maybe you’re just excited to be my consort for the night?”

			“It’ll be the honor of my life, Birdman,” she winked, and the last of his uneasiness drifted away. She gathered their trash, depositing it into marked containers. As soon as she exited, he scooped her up and blasted into the night, angling his body to protect her from the storm, and she nuzzled into him.

			He thought to himself how happy it made him. 

			To have someone to take care of again.
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			Chapter

			Thirty-Seven

			Cassandra sipped champagne from a delicate flute, trying not to expose Tristan’s ruse with her prickling nerves.

			He was a reassuring presence behind her, seated on a stool and resting his shimmering wings against the white marble bar in the elegant lobby of the Serpent’s Den. 

			The infamous pleasure house was classier than Cassandra had anticipated. 

			Matte-black walls soaked up the candlelight from the dramatic chandelier, dripping with twinkling crystals in the center of the night-dark ceiling. The lack of magic was purposeful; the Fae clientele craved the novelty of tangling with mortals in a true colonial building. It was a pleasant deception—no mortal buildings in the colonies were this swanky.

			Symmetrical arrangements of white leather settees were flanked by glass tables, each topped with a black vase overflowing with tuberose. The flowers’ rich, creamy fragrance heightened the carnal atmosphere.

			Cassandra stood between Tristan’s legs, resting her elbow on his muscular thigh, as thick and solid as a beam of wood. With an arm curled around her waist, he trailed his fingers along her hip, inspiring shivers of pleasure throughout her body. He scanned the room for the pretty, brunette courtesan, but she’d yet to make an appearance.

			Though the Serpent’s Den had opened mere minutes ago, a boisterous crowd already hummed and jostled in the lobby, anxious to claim their favorites before they lost their chance for the night.

			The high-end clientele was mostly Fae, though there were a few humans scattered throughout—consorts like Cassandra and a few customers, all oozing wealth. How could the young man have afforded to visit such a place?

			Tristan wasn’t exaggerating when he said the other consorts would be dressed scandalously. There were ample amounts of flesh on display, even discounting the flesh available for purchase. 

			One statuesque consort was nude from the waist up, her perky breasts aimed towards the ceiling as she stood next to her master, a Beastrunner panther bi-form with jet-black coloring and a carnivorous countenance. A gauzy, black skirt fell from the consort’s waist, high slits exposing long, golden legs that Cassandra envied.

			As soon as Cassandra had noted the consort’s outfit, or lack thereof, she’d shucked off her robe and stuffed it into her satchel. Wearing the robe would’ve revealed Cassandra’s discomfort, broadcast that she wasn’t one of them. 

			She’d also had the foresight to remove her bra as she was changing outside in her makeshift, feathery dressing room. She made Tristan close his eyes, didn’t need the tempting distraction of his heated gaze.

			She was surprised to find she didn’t feel uncomfortable in a room full of strangers wearing nothing but the translucent nightgown. One strap refused to stay put and after her fourth attempt to correct it, she’d given up. The silky neckline was now barely held in place by the swell of her breast, and Tristan’s eyes frequently dipped there, his hand tightening on her hip with each glance.

			She fingered her pendant as her thoughts turned to her father, the true source of her ragged nerves. It was difficult standing in the building where he’d taken his last breath. She willed the champagne to dull the razor-sharp tension slicing at her. 

			As if sensing her mounting anxiety, Tristan squeezed her tighter, pressing his lips to her cheek and whispering, “He would be proud of you, brave girl.” 

			And she did think her father would be proud of her—undercover and searching for her missing Sisters. Though he would’ve disapproved of her attire. She chuckled, something vital loosening in her chest.

			A winged Fae male approached them, consort in tow. 

			The male was handsome, looked about a decade older than Tristan which meant he was likely many centuries older. The Windrider’s cinnamon-blond hair swept back from his angular face in groomed waves, and his espresso eyes flickered in the glistening candlelight. The female consort was stunning, with alabaster skin and hair like spun gold. Her light sea-green eyes consumed Tristan with blatant hunger. 

			Tristan did look particularly edible tonight. His leather pants were tight in all the right places, and his white cotton shirt hugged his absurd muscles, showing off his trim waist plus a sliver of golden-brown chest. His hair was tied back in that low knot, a few loose inky strands framing his striking face. His broad, kissable lips formed into a mischievous grin as he caught sight of the couple stalking towards them.

			Cassandra bristled at the woman’s intense stare, then nestled into Tristan, pressing her back against his chest and groin. 

			Mine.

			The Windrider male fluttered his sapphire wings, a subtle mating call. “Welcome, friends,” he said, in an oddly high-pitched voice, speaking solely to Tristan. Misogynist and keeper of consorts—what a gem. “I haven’t seen you two here before. First trip to the Serpent’s Den?”

			Tristan played along. “It is. Usually I prefer to keep Ker all to myself, but she was feeling frisky tonight.” He swept his hand possessively up Cassandra’s ribs, stroking her breast and making her breath catch. “She wanted to come out and play. And I live to indulge her.”

			“I see,” the male said, exposing wolfish white teeth and dragging his eyes presumptuously over Cassandra’s body. “Aneka often feels the same, so you can find us here most weekends.” The tightness around Aneka’s well-shaped mouth exposed the man’s lie about who truly wanted to play. Though Aneka resumed eyeing Tristan as if she wouldn’t mind playing with him.

			Tristan gave Aneka a subtle nod, biting his lower lip. 

			Cassandra fought a sudden urge to elbow him in the very sensitive area she was standing in front of. 

			It gave her little comfort to know he was acting a part. But did she have a right to be annoyed?

			Besides the pact they’d made this morning to play together, there was no promise of monogamy between them. And how could there be with her chastity vow, that insurmountable boundary, stretched between them? They couldn’t do more than touch and tease, and as much as Cassandra, with her limited experience, was fulfilled by that, she suspected he wouldn’t be for long. He’d had centuries of sexual encounters; how could she possibly hope to hold his attention?

			“What do you say, friends? Care to have a little fun together?” the blue-winged male offered, staring at Cassandra with such piercing intensity that he was oblivious to how blatantly Aneka was devouring Tristan with her marine eyes.

			Tristan brushed Cassandra’s hair from her neck and dragged his lips along the newly exposed skin. “It’s up to you, Ker. Fancy a few extra playmates?” He bit down softly, a signal for her to take the lead.

			In spite of her galloping pulse, Cassandra plastered on a bored expression. She sipped her champagne as Tristan raked his sharp canines up her throat, then nipped at her jaw, wringing a soft whimper from her lips. Aneka looked ready to combust, desperate to trade places. 

			“No, thanks,” Cassandra said in a deep, throaty voice that wasn’t her own, eyes hooded and blasé. “I’m not into blonds.” Tristan’s swallowed laugh tickled her neck. 

			The Windrider male and Aneka both gaped, the stinging rejection inconceivable. The male’s face shuttered, and he cleared his throat. “Enjoy your evening.” His words were clipped as he grabbed Aneka’s upper arm, fingers digging into her ivory flesh, and led her across the room towards the panther bi-form and his topless, long-limbed consort. 

			Tristan placed his hand on Cassandra’s jaw and turned her face towards him in profile, whispering against her cheek. “Well played. That was August Lambros, a councilor in the Vicereine’s government and a good friend of Alcander Pagonis. I’ve seen him at the palace before—I’m sure he recognized me. Playing with them might’ve been worth it for the blackmail material.”

			“Or might’ve been worth it for you to get your hands on Aneka,” Cassandra said, more sharply than she’d intended. “At least she doesn’t have a chastity vow standing in your way.”

			“Are you jealous, Daredevil?” He smirked against her cheek as he pulled her in tighter. 

			Cassandra was about to answer when a fine-boned mortal woman pushed through the black velvet curtain beside the bar, striding confidently into the room. She wore nothing but a white lace corset and thong, her slim legs covered in matching thigh-high stockings and garters. Her golden-brown hair was piled in lustrous curls atop her head, and a few tendrils bounced off her rosy cheeks as she strutted up to the bar. 

			The courtesan from the young man’s memory.

			The woman’s blue eyes widened, her pupils dilating when she caught sight of Tristan. 

			High Gods, did every female in Ethyrios take one look at him and instantly want to jump into bed? 

			Despite the possessive twinge that gripped her, Cassandra was thankful that Tristan had captured the courtesan’s attention—several other Fae males were rushing toward them to claim the comely brunette for the night.

			Ignoring the other males, the courtesan sidled up to Tristan and wrapped her hand around his biceps, squeezing and murmuring appreciatively.

			“Hey there, gorgeous,” she crooned into his ear. “You and your consort looking for company?” The courtesan stroked a soft finger down Cassandra’s cheek, pulling at her bottom lip. “This one is quite the beauty. I wouldn’t even charge extra for her.”

			Something nudged against Cassandra’s lower back. 

			Real professional. 

			Though the thought of Tristan hardening at the sight of her with another woman roused a wickedness within her.

			“As a matter of fact, we are,” Tristan hopped off the stool, holding Cassandra in front of him to hide his arousal.

			The courtesan’s lips parted into a seductive yet practiced smile as she cupped Cassandra’s cheeks and pressed a gentle kiss onto her mouth. 

			That wicked thing stirred again.

			The courtesan’s lips were warm and lively, though a little dry—certainly not unpleasant, but not as supple as Tristan’s. A small groan escaped him. 

			Tristan pulled himself together by the time the courtesan backed away. The woman pushed Cassandra aside, then lured Tristan into an even more intense kiss. 

			Cassandra turned from the spectacle, scolding herself for the overwhelming wave of jealousy that crashed over her. She threw back the rest of her champagne, trying to drown out the courtesan’s soft whimpers and the wet, smacking sounds of their tongues meeting and parting.

			When they finally came up for air, the courtesan introduced herself. “I’m Yulia. Pleasure to meet you both. Come meet me upstairs, room 427.”

			Yulia sauntered toward the sweeping black staircase at the back of the room, leaving a trail of dejected males—both Fae and human—in her wake. 

			Don’t worry fellas, Cassandra thought. We won’t be keeping her long.

			Cassandra spun towards Tristan, a complicated mix of emotions swirling through her: a curious ember of titillation at the courtesan’s kiss, bristling nerves about their next steps, and a healthy dose of bitterness at all the women falling at Tristan’s feet. Especially the courtesan who’d just become far too intimately familiar with Tristan’s tongue. 

			The last strong-armed its way to the forefront of Cassandra’s consciousness, and she tried not to let her annoyance show given all the eyes settling upon them after their exchange with Yulia. “Does this happen everywhere you go?”

			Tristan grabbed his tumbler off the bar, draining his whiskey in a single gulp. “What?” he asked, the picture of innocence.

			Cassandra narrowed her eyes. “Women, females, throwing themselves at you.” 

			Stop, she shouted internally.

			“More often than not,” he admitted, cupping her ass and pulling her flush. He kissed her shoulder and whispered against her skin. “But I could be asking you the same tonight.”

			He cupped her jaw and angled her head towards the crowd. And she did notice a startling number of males regarding her intensely and eyeing Tristan enviously.

			He touched his cheek to hers, gazing into the crowd. “Why would I want any other playmate when I already have the most breathtaking one in the room?”

			She swallowed as she turned to face him, so close their noses were touching. She screamed at herself for broaching the subject now, at the most inopportune time. 

			She didn’t know how to do this—how to be with someone without being with someone. She whispered, unable to stop the words that poured out, “Because you don’t have me, Tristan. And you can’t. Not in the way you could have any other woman, Aneka or Yulia included.”

			A flash of anger passed over his face, and a low snarl leaked out of his gritted teeth. “We don’t have time for this right now. We have a job to do. I’ll argue with you about what I do and don’t want from you later—all night if necessary. After we get the information we need, alright?”

			His outburst stunned her into silence, the edge in his tone sparking her indignation. “Fine,” she bit out through her clenched jaw.

			He gripped her throat, firmly yet gently, acting the part of the master scolding his wayward consort. His lips parted into a strained, predatory smile. “Please wipe that look off your face and pretend you worship me, at least for the next thirty minutes. Unless you want to raise suspicions in this very dangerous room we’re arguing in?”

			More eyes fell upon them, and her stomach dropped. She was risking their safety with her jealousy—so stupid and petty. 

			And why was she so jealous now? She hadn’t cared when she learned about his history with Reena and the Vicereine. 

			Perhaps it was her declaration this morning. She’d opened up in a way she never had with anyone and she was terrified. Visions of her mother’s vacant eyes swam in her head, and she felt an urgent need to protect the raw, vulnerable insides she’d exposed to him. 

			But he was right—they didn’t have time for this. Cora, Richelle, and Sister Kouris didn’t have time for her ridiculous feelings. She took a deep breath, then plastered on a submissive smile and placed a gloved hand on his cheek. “Yes, master,” she said, loudly enough for the surrounding crowd to hear.

			He closed his eyes and released a guilty exhale, as if he could sense her reprimanding herself. He released her throat and grabbed her hand, intertwining their fingers. “Follow me, consort.” 

			As he led her toward the staircase, she surveyed the dark, smoky lobby, grateful that heads were turning away in search of other distractions. Relief swept through her, a cold compress to soothe the red-hot anger she was harboring, more for herself than for Tristan.

			Several awkward minutes later, they were in Yulia’s room. Cassandra recognized it from the young man’s memory—clean, unsophisticated, not nearly as ostentatious as the lobby. The management must have assumed that if a client made it upstairs, the money was as good as spent, no need for further decorative seductions. 

			A wide, metal-framed bed draped in silvery silk linens occupied most of the room. A damp, chill breeze wafted through the open window, which offered a view of the Church of the Forgotten’s red brick bell tower. Her chest tightened as she pictured Cora flung carelessly over Opheron’s shoulder, an animal intended for slaughter.

			Cassandra fidgeted atop the glistening sheets as Yulia gyrated at the foot of the bed, caressing her dainty body. 

			The courtesan began price negotiations with Tristan, a mountain of frosty indifference. “The going rate for couples is forty drachas an hour. But as I said downstairs, I find your consort rather tempting.” The courtesan aimed a flirtatious smile at Cassandra. “So I’ll knock it down to thirty.”

			Cassandra tugged at the hem of her nightgown, wished she could put on her robe. She felt more exposed up here than she had downstairs in a room full of strangers.

			Tristan snatched Yulia’s hand before it dipped between her legs, and she expelled a disappointed squeak. “I’ll give you a hundred drachas, and we only need fifteen minutes of your time, Mistress.”

			The courtesan jolted at both the sum and the hardness on Tristan’s face. 

			“Mistress?” Yulia chuckled. “No one calls me that in this room. I’m a sure thing, gorgeous—you can drop the manners.”

			“He really can’t,” Cassandra piped up, and Tristan’s lip twitched. She was thrilled she could still amuse him, even when he was pissed at her.

			“We’re not here to fuck,” Tristan said sharply. Yulia pouted up at him and a small part of Cassandra, something buried deep yet recently stirring, shared that sentiment. “Apologies for the misdirection, but we’re seeking information about one of your clients. A young man who you entertained a few weeks ago.”

			“Love, I entertain many young men,” Yulia said, crossing her arms over her chest and raising her eyebrows skeptically. “And women.” She winked at Cassandra. “So unless you’ve got a picture of him, there’s no way I’ll be able to tell you anything.”

			Tristan’s face lit up with his trademark dazzling smile, his dimple on tempting display. He gestured for Yulia to sit next to Cassandra. “You’re in luck. We’ve got something better.” Tristan nodded at Cassandra, a signal that it was time to make the grand reveal.

			Cassandra lifted her satchel off the floor, and Yulia crept up next to her, the bed creaking with the additional weight. Cassandra pulled the golden, glowing glass vial from her satchel.

			“Is that what I think it is?” Yulia asked, covering her mouth with a petite hand.

			“It’s your client’s memory. He sacrificed it to Letha,” Cassandra answered.

			“But that means…” Yulia cackled, doubled over at the waist despite her stiff corset. The bed squeaked beneath her, an amusing mimicry of the room’s typical activities. “I kissed a half-dressed Shrouded Sister. Letha spare me.”

			“That makes two of us,” Tristan muttered under his breath, shooting a brief grin at Cassandra before his scowl returned, as if remembering he was supposed to be annoyed with her. “If you’re willing, we’d like you to watch the memory and tell us anything you can remember about this young man.”

			Cassandra peeled off her gloves. “Take my hand. You need to touch me to view the memory.”

			Yulia swallowed. “Am I… Am I about to watch myself? Fuck me.”

			“Literally,” Tristan crooned from the end of the bed.

			Yulia wiggled her fingers at him. “You want to get in on the action, gorgeous?”

			He winked. “Seen it already.”

			Cassandra pulled the cork from the vial and pressed it against her tattoo as she said the words. Then she relived every frenzied thrust—it was infinitely more embarrassing viewing the memory with its star. A pang of guilt knotted Cassandra’s gut over all the naughty memories she’d hoarded, but there was no time to give in to self-flagellation. 

			She pulled the vial away and recorked it, turning towards Yulia, whose skin had drained of color. The courtesan’s bottom lip quivered, and she burst into tears, thrusting her head into Cassandra’s lap. 

			Cassandra startled, placing a gentle hand on the courtesan’s head and glancing towards Tristan for help. He shrugged, palms raised, lips pulled down in a questioning frown.

			“Yulia?” Cassandra whispered, stroking the woman’s bouncy curls. “Are you alright?”

			“I know who that is.” Yulia’s muffled words were swallowed between Cassandra’s thighs. The courtesan pulled herself upright, leaving a transparent stain from her tears on Cassandra’s nightgown. 

			Tristan’s eyes dipped toward Cassandra’s red panties, visible through the fabric in her lap, then darted away. 

			Yulia dragged her palms across her red-rimmed eyes, sniffling. “His name is Aristol; we’ve been best friends since childhood. One day, about three months ago, he showed up here and tried to convince me to leave. To come home and live with him. Said he couldn’t bear the thought of me working here, that he wanted to take care of me. I think he had some heroic idea that he was going to save me.” Yulia snorted, laughing bitterly. “He’d just gotten a job at the Delirium factory down by the harbor, on some kind of security detail.” 

			Cassandra sent a wide-eyed, meaningful glance towards Tristan, who nodded, encouraging her to keep Yulia talking.

			“Why didn’t you go with him?” Cassandra asked, rubbing her hand down Yulia’s back.

			“I didn’t… I wasn’t… he was my friend, but I’d never considered him as anything more than that. And I didn’t think I could, you know? I didn’t want to pretend to love him, even to spare his feelings. I enjoy the work I do here. He came back a few weeks ago, had saved up his wages to buy time with me. Said he was going to prove that we could be more than friends. It was horribly awkward, as you saw. He finished… quickly. And I threw that barb to push him away, make him hate me. Clearly, my plan succeeded.” Yulia let out a strangled sob.

			Cassandra dared a glance at Tristan, surprised at the naked anguish pouring off him. He composed himself as soon as he caught her stare.

			“Do you know where he lives?” Cassandra asked. “Does he still work for the Delirium factory? We need to speak with him. He’s a vital source of information to help us find three missing women.” 

			Cassandra felt slimy, pushing her agenda when the woman was so upset. But Yulia was a total professional, pulled herself together and answered Cassandra’s questions, her cheeks flushed and her blue eyes shining.

			“His family lives on Perivol Street, but I got the impression he’d moved out when he got his new job. I don’t know where. I’m sure he still works at the factory. I can’t imagine he would’ve quit because of our encounter.”

			“Thank you, Yulia,” Tristan said, pulling a bag of drachas from his pocket and handing them to the overcome courtesan. “You’ve been a tremendous help. I’m sorry we upset you.”

			Yulia snatched the bag. “I know how you can make it up to me.”

			“How’s that?” Tristan asked, intrigued.

			Yulia turned to Cassandra. “Take my memory.” 

			A single tear crawled down Yulia’s cheek. “I want to forget, too. I doubt I’ll ever see him again. This way, I’ll only have the good memories of my kind, childhood friend. Before I broke his heart.” 

			Yulia’s eyes were so bereft that Cassandra could hardly refuse.

			“Are you sure that’s what you want?” Cassandra asked. When Yulia nodded, Cassandra guided her to lay horizontally on the bed and rest her head on the edge.

			Cassandra stood behind the prone courtesan, lowering her voice and bringing her hands to Yulia’s temple. “Breathe in and focus on the memory that you wish to offer to Letha the Stranger, Goddess of Oblivion.”

			Yulia took a deep, stuttering breath, struggling against her clogged nose and tight corset.

			Cassandra closed her eyes and began the chant. Rustling wings and shuffling feet heralded a reassuring presence behind her, then a warm hand squeezed her shoulder. 

			Tristan steadied her as the last of Yulia’s luminescent, golden memory flowed into her hands and evaporated into the air. 

			A peace settled between them, coaxed to life by the courtesan’s sad story.

			Cassandra thought about how rare, how special it was to find the kind of mutual attraction that she and Tristan shared—despite the inconvenience of its cross-species nature.

			She turned and wrapped her arms around Tristan’s waist. He hugged her close, sighing contentedly and kissing the top of her head.

			“I’m sorry for snapping at you earlier,” he whispered against her hair. “The thought of us being exposed and someone harming you… I lost control.”

			“I’m sorry too,” she echoed against his shirt.

			“You have nothing to apologize for. Kinda turns me on to see you writhe with jealousy.”

			She smacked his side, and he chuckled. “Don’t make a habit of inspiring it, Birdman.”

			“I can’t help it if females find me irresistible, Daredevil.” 

			She pulled back to see his wry smile. 

			“Sarcasm,” he whispered. “The right males understand it, remember?” 

			His caramel eyes softened as he gazed down at her. 

			“I meant what I said downstairs. You are a breathtaking woman. Not just the way you look, which is pretty fucking incredible, but your spirit, your sense of humor, the way you challenge me. Maybe it makes me a fool, but I don’t want anyone else. Even if I can’t have all of you. I’m perfectly content to be your playmate, Cassandra. I’d play with you for a thousand years.”

			Her heart shattered at his confession. “I don’t have a thousand years to give you, Tristan.”

			He closed his eyes, resting his forehead against hers. “I know.”

			“Even if I did, you’d eventually grow tired of me.”

			“Doubtful.”

			“How can you possibly know that?”

			“I don’t. But I also don’t live life avoiding the present for fear of the future. Not anymore. I have a lot of respect for Aristol. Even though it ended poorly, he went after what he wanted, consequences be damned. Sounds like someone else I know.” He pinched her nose. “In every aspect of her life except for matters of the heart. Why is that, I wonder?”

			“I…,” she hesitated. “I’m not brave enough to tell you that yet.”

			“Well, maybe someday we can be brave together.” He leaned down and kissed her, a feather-light meeting of their lips that made her heart race faster than his demanding kisses this morning. She sighed against his mouth. “But in the meantime, please don’t ever question my desire for you. Sure, there was a time when I wanted as many playmates as possible—”

			“How is that comforting?” she barked an incredulous laugh.

			“But if you’d let me finish, tiny interrupting human,” he nipped her earlobe, “I was about to say I’m not that male anymore. I’m a slightly more mature horny teenager, if you will.” She laughed again as the ice-cold shards lacerating her chest since their tiff downstairs melted away.

			She buried her face against his broad chest, and he speared a hand into her hair, cupping and massaging her scalp.

			“Why did you call me Ker downstairs? Isn’t she the Goddess of Violence?” she asked.

			“She is—your dagger’s named after her. Told you it was badass.”

			Cassandra smiled, listening to Yulia’s deep, peaceful breathing as she and Tristan held each other for a very, very long time.
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			Chapter

			Thirty-Eight

			Tristan hugged the cliff, staying tight against the treeline as he flew Cassandra back to the Cloisters. He landed on the strip of grass beneath their windows.

			The property slumbered, a dark and quiet beast he didn’t want to risk awakening. The abbess had given Cassandra permission to assist with the investigation after hours, but a trip to a high-end pleasure house was probably out of bounds. 

			Too bad Cassandra had changed back into her training attire. He would’ve loved to see the rushing wind rip that flimsy nightgown off, forcing her to snuggle in even closer for shelter and warmth.

			The guilt he felt over snapping at her at the bar lingered, but High Gods, her insecurities baffled him. Perhaps they were the result of being hidden away at the Temple, a lack of socialization beyond the abbess and other Sisters. 

			Cassandra was the most stunning female in that lobby, and he hadn’t been the only male who’d recognized it—August Lambros certainly hadn’t tried to hide his blatant interest. Tristan had scented the male’s lust for her halfway across the room. He tried not to snarl at the thought of it, of what he would’ve done to Lambros if the Windrider had so much as touched her.

			He settled her on the grass and grabbed her hand before she could walk away. “Go get Xenia and meet Cael and me in our room, please. We have a lot to discuss with them.”

			She nodded, and he walked towards his own window, rapping on the glass before Cael appeared, wearied, to let him in. 

			“How’d it go, Ghostwalker?” Cael asked tightly as Tristan crawled into the room.

			“It was very informative. I’ll elaborate when Cass and Xenia get here.”

			“She prefers to be called Zee.” Cael rubbed his neck and shoulders, his muscles sore from the lengthy, round-trip flight to Meridon—lengthy enough that his healing powers hadn’t yet relieved the strain.

			Just as Tristan was about to hurl a teasing quip about Zee, a long, black-clad leg appeared atop the sill and the woman herself unfolded into their room before reaching back to help Cassandra.

			Xenia’s eyes landed on Cael, scanning him for signs of damage. She relaxed when she saw none, morphing from concerned to indifferent in the blink of an eye. Poor, oblivious Cael didn’t even notice. Tristan snickered as he gestured to his bed. “Have a seat, ladies.”

			Tristan plopped down onto Cael’s bed, and his partner crashed down beside him, placing his forearms on bent knees, his massive gray wings drooping.

			Tristan turned to Cael first. “What did you find out in Meridon? Were you able to contact the Artisan?”

			“I was—she says hi,” Cael sighed, picking at his fingernails. “High Gods, I need a drink.” 

			Tristan rose, aiming for his armoire where he plucked up two cut-glass tumblers and a bottle of bourbon that Reena had gifted him, aged to perfection in oak barrels at a distillery on the continent and difficult to find in the colonies outside of Fae-owned establishments. 

			He poured out a finger and handed the glass to Cael. Then, he jiggled the bottle at Cassandra and Xenia, but both Sisters waved him off. He poured a glass for himself and rejoined Cael on the bed, bottle in hand.

			Cael downed the amber liquid in a single gulp, then thrust his glass towards Tristan for a refill. “She’s only working on one project—a commission for a client whose name and location she doesn’t know. The same client that requested a manipulation of a Shrouded Sister’s memories about a month ago.”

			“That must be the implanted memory we pulled from Sister Galan,” Xenia said.

			“It was. I brought it with me to confirm.” Cael took another sip of his bourbon.

			“Handsome and smart, what a catch,” Tristan winked at his friend, who scowled in response.

			“For this commission, the original memories were all about the Fallen Goddess,” Cael continued. “Memories from older Fae who were alive before the war when all of Ethyrios worshiped her as fervently as the High Gods are worshiped now.”

			Tristan didn’t know much about the Fallen Goddess, the so-called Creator. A stipulation of the Accords had criminalized any mention of her or her religion, which was deemed incompatible with the new hierarchical order brought forth by the peace agreement. The Empire had destroyed all copies of her sacred text, the Compendium of Creation, and had forced her priestesses, by threat of execution, to preach faith in the High Gods instead.

			“The Artisan has almost completed the final manipulated memory, said her client requested delivery no later than Monday of this week,” Cael said. “A Deathstalker is coming down to fetch it.”

			“Did she show you the manipulated memory?” Cassandra asked, dark waves falling into her lap as she leaned forward.

			“She refused,” Cael shook his head. “I had to promise I wouldn’t arrest her and used every ounce of my considerable charm to get her to even tell me that much.” 

			“Considerable charm,” Xenia snickered, and Cael aimed a smirk at her, something new passing between them. Cael winced as he pulled himself upright, massaging his neck and shoulders again.

			“Did she tell you anything useful about the memory? Any hint of her client’s intentions?” Tristan asked.

			“She was cagey, but I got the impression that her client intends to restore faith in the Fallen Goddess,” Cael said. “Wants to use Delirium to implant memories that will sow discord throughout the continent and bring down the Empire. The question is, is it a small group of zealots or a larger, more insidious movement? Until we can identify the mastermind behind the missing Sisters’ abductions, there’s no way to tell.”

			“Fuck, that’s what I was afraid of,” Tristan said, pinching the bridge of his nose to chase away the headache forming behind his eyeballs. 

			Though Tristan welcomed the fall of the Emperor, he worried about what rebellion would mean for the less fortunate in Ethyrios—how likely it would be for them to suffer in the ensuing power vacuum.

			“Did she realize we’re trying to stop her client?” Tristan asked.

			“She was sympathetic when I told her we suspected her client has been abducting Shrouded Sisters,” Cael said. “She didn’t realize that was the intention of the first manipulated memory she’d created. She’s retained a fondness for the order and believes in the work you’re doing.” Cael nodded towards Cassandra and Xenia, the latter sitting taller at the indirect compliment.

			“And as you guessed yesterday, Tristan, she has no love for the new Emperor. So no qualms that her work will help usurp him. Plus, she’s only received a half payment and wasn’t about to sacrifice the other half to help our cause,” Cael bit out harshly. “I got the distinct impression she doesn’t care what happens, as long as she and her partner are safe in their love nest in Meridon.”

			“Short-sighted fools,” Tristan mumbled. “But at least she confirmed our suspicions—her client must be whoever Opheron was working for.”

			Cael rubbed his shoulders again, and Xenia shouted at him, “Bloody Stygios, get over here you stubborn idiot!” He glanced at her questioningly before she shot up and crossed the room. She grabbed his hand, dragged him to the floor in front of her, and batted at his fleshy gray wings. “Put these down, I can’t reach you.”

			Cael lowered his wings, and Xenia dug into his shoulders with her long, slender fingers, wringing a suggestive groan from him. Two spots of color bloomed on Xenia’s cheeks, though she didn’t stop her ministrations.

			“Come to Meridon with me,” she mumbled. “Look at how sore you are from flying alone!”

			“I would’ve managed,” Cael grunted as Xenia thrust a knuckle into the meaty muscle between his neck and shoulder. “Fuck, that feels good,” he exhaled, and Xenia’s flush deepened.

			Cassandra glanced at Tristan, her teeth digging into her luscious lower lip to suppress her laughter as her eyes danced with mirth.

			Xenia battered Cael’s sore muscles, the Vestian’s head dipping as he moaned with pleasure, and she addressed Tristan, “How about you two? Did you learn anything useful tonight?”

			Cassandra spoke first. “The courtesan at the Serpent’s Den confirmed that the young man in the memory—his name is Aristol—works in the Delirium factory down by the harbor. That must be where the black marble hallway is located.”

			“Shit,” Cael grimaced from the floor. “Why didn’t we think of that? It’s large enough and outfitted with Fae magic. High Gods forbid those junkies on the continent wait a few days longer for a mortal factory to produce their Delirium.” 

			Tristan untied his hair, dragging his fingers through the loose strands that fell to his shoulders. Cassandra marked the movement, her fingers twitching in her lap as if she wanted to run them through it too. He wished they were alone; he would’ve let her. Would’ve laid his head in her lap and purred like a kitten while she stroked him, let her touch chase away the anxieties gripping his gut over their enemies’ newly revealed plans.

			“We need to get in there,” Tristan said in a low, determined voice, “as soon as possible.”

			“Yeah, but we need to be smart about it,” Cael winced as he looked up from the floor. Xenia caressed his neck, searching for her next spot of attack, and Tristan swore he saw his friend shudder. “We can’t just barge in in broad daylight.”

			Tristan nodded, knowing Cael was right, despite his impulse to do just that—barge in, knock heads, and save Cassandra’s Sisters. “Aristol only started working there a few months ago. He’s part of the security detail.” Tristan snorted—some scrawny security detail. “He could be a weak link for us to exploit. Cael, you and I should scope it out tomorrow. Perhaps we could intercept him and, uh…persuade him to let us in after hours.”

			Cassandra glanced meaningfully at Xenia, and the two lovely women nodded, some silent decision having passed between them. “We’re coming with you,” Cassandra said flatly.

			“The fuck you are,” Cael chimed in, then yelped as Xenia pinched his upper shoulder. “Nasty. That hurt.”

			“You don’t get to decide that for me, pterodactyl,” Xenia growled. 

			An almost imperceptible twitch revealed a grin on Cael’s lips before his scowl returned. “It’s not safe. That place will be crawling with Deathstalkers.”

			“Oh, but it’s safe for Cass to go traipsing to the Empress’s Lap and the Serpent’s Den and the High Gods know where else with Tristan?” Xenia countered, digging into Cael’s shoulders harder with each word.

			“She’s been journeying off grounds for years. She’s trained with real weapons and knows how to defend herself,” Cael choked out between hisses with each freshly delivered blow from Xenia.

			Xenia removed her hands from Cael’s shoulders, severing whatever bond had been building between them. “I am not helpless,” she stated. “Cass has been training me in secret for months. And what better opportunity for me to test out my skills?”

			Cael jerked around, grunting in pain at his sudden movement. “I—”

			Cassandra cut him off. “She’s coming.” Her tone brooked no room for argument.

			Cael glanced up at Tristan, dumbfounded and imploring for help. 

			Tristan laughed and leaned back on his palms. “You want to try to tell these two what to do?”

			“Don’t you have temple shifts?” Cael grumbled, a final effort to dissuade the Sisters.

			“Nope!” Xenia chirped. “Tomorrow’s Sunday—we’re only required at breakfast and chapel services. So it’s settled then. Cass and I will meet you out back once services are over tomorrow and we’ll all go scope out the factory together. Oh, this will be fun! I haven’t been off grounds in ages.” Xenia’s springy blond curls bounced around her excited face.

			“Fine,” Cael surrendered, dragging his weary body off the floor and helping himself to another glass of bourbon. “But you obey every word I say. If I tell you to hold back, you hold back. I tell you to wait outside, you wait outside. Understood?”

			Before Xenia’s mouth was even halfway open, Cael shut her down. “No arguing,” he bit out, gnashing his elongated canines. “Or I swear by Anaemos, I’ll leave you here tied to your bed.”

			A faint blush crawled up Xenia’s neck as Cael stared at her, his steel-gray eyes flinty, determined. Xenia’s scent shifted, a tang of fear followed by a hint of musk that signaled she was frightened yet aroused. Cael flared his nostrils and rippled his wings. Oh, he’d noticed.

			“Yes, Officer,” Xenia answered. And though she appeared to be the picture of subservience, something devilish sparkled in the emerald green eyes she aimed directly at Cael.

			Cael was so still that Tristan could tell he was fighting some reaction. Xenia looked away first and the red-hot tension between them dissolved. Cael lifted his tumbler, draining the last of his bourbon.

			As Cassandra’s gaze volleyed between Cael and her friend, Tristan suspected her thoughts matched his own.

			Tomorrow just got a whole lot more entertaining.
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			Chapter

			Thirty-Nine

			Cassandra wished her training attire were any color other than black.

			The noonday sun baked her from the pinnacle of the cloudless sky as she peeled her tight shirt away from her chest, shaking it in an attempt to dry out the sweat dripping down her cleavage and pooling underneath her breasts.

			She, Xenia, Cael, and Tristan were hugged against a building across the street from the Delirium factory. The sun-warmed bricks burned her fingertips. 

			The glass and steel factory glistened in the piercing rays like a leviathan risen from the depths—a sleek, charcoal monstrosity among the simple brick buildings surrounding the harbor.

			The Sea of Thetis had betrayed them today, offering not a gust of wind nor even a subtle breeze to chase away the oppressive heat, her waters still and stagnant.

			Despite the broiling atmosphere, Xenia was buzzing. Cassandra had decided it would be better for Xenia to fly with Tristan, and the enthusiastic blonde had begun peppering him with questions as soon as he’d taken off for the harbor.

			During her flight with Cael, Cassandra had used every ounce of willpower to not ask what was going on between him and her friend. Based on everything she’d witnessed, she was certain he didn’t know either. So she asked him about himself instead. 

			Cael had been born in a hilly region in the northwest continent called Brachos. The rocky yet verdant land was inhabited by Windriders like himself, those with wings of flesh, not feathers, plus a few breeds of hardy Beastrunners—mountain goat, horned sheep and yak bi-forms. His father was something like a lord there, the leader of the region and a loyal representative of the Empire. 

			Cael was the third of four brothers and therefore unlikely to take his father’s position anytime soon. So he’d decided to prove his mettle with the Vestian Guards in the colonies, hoping to earn a position with the Emperor’s own royal guard, the Vasilikans, someday.

			It was the most Cael had spoken to Cassandra since they met. She wondered if being in the sky, buffeted by the wind and thinning air, had softened his rough edges. Or perhaps it was reminiscing about his family. His deep gray eyes broadcast his love for his parents and brothers, and Cassandra could tell he missed them terribly.

			He’d shut down again as soon as they landed, but Cassandra was grateful she’d gotten to know him a little better. He wasn’t as jovial or forthright as his partner, but he had a quiet depth that she appreciated. She suspected his surliness was a shield to keep his tender heart protected—she wondered if Xenia knew that. 

			But she kept her thoughts to herself as the quartet peered around the red brick wall, watching the workers stream out of the factory on their lunch break. 

			Tristan had informed them that the factory was open from eight in the morning until eight at night every day of the week, each worker assigned five or six shifts per week. Cassandra questioned how he knew Aristol would even be here today, and Tristan shrugged and said he didn’t. She scoffed, annoyed that she might be melting in the miserable heat for nothing.

			Just as she was about to berate Tristan for the intelligence failure, she caught sight of glinting, coppery hair across the street.

			Aristol pulled off his hat, ruffling his hands through his ginger curls, his face aimed into the sun.

			Tristan shooed the group behind the wall as Aristol strode past and headed for a pub further down the dusty street.

			Tristan began doling out commands: “Cael, you and Cass go poke around the factory. Find the entrance points, see what kind of surveillance we’re dealing with. Xenia and I will head to the pub and engage Aristol.”

			Cael nodded, but Cassandra felt a pang of rejection that Tristan hadn’t chosen her to accompany him. Then she realized he was trying to personally protect her vulnerable friend.

			She could’ve kissed him. 

			Wished she would have this morning, since their tryst in her extraction room yesterday was the last time she’d had her hands and lips on him in any satisfying way—it felt like eons ago.

			But she’d been too busy to tangle with him this morning. She paid a visit to her mother between breakfast and chapel service—she hadn’t seen her mother in several days. She found her silently folding clothes in the laundry hall and led her away for a walk in the courtyard. 

			Her mother had given no indication that she wanted to do such a thing, nor that she cared about the stories Cassandra recounted during their stroll—stories about the investigation, about Tristan, about life—but Cassandra didn’t mind. It was soothing to tell her mother everything that had happened, a burden shared and lifted, even if Cassandra knew none of it registered. 

			She’d returned her mother to the laundry hall, gave her a hug and peck on the cheek, and echoed her consistent farewell—I’ll be here if you need me, Mama. I promise—before heading to the chapel and, an hour later, the harbor.

			Cassandra watched Tristan and Xenia cross the busy street and head into the packed pub at the corner. 

			Cael must’ve noted her concern. “They’ll be fine,” he said softly. “Let’s go.” 

			He hurried across the street, his long legs carrying him faster than she could follow. She was panting and sweating even more profusely when she finally caught up with him.

			“Give a girl a chance, huh? Holy High Gods, you Vestians walk fast!”

			Cael glanced back, his permanent frown etched in place, but did slow his pace. 

			They walked along a concrete retaining wall topped with thick steel fencing that ran the entire perimeter of the factory. 

			There were only two openings in the fence on the street side. The workers had exited through a narrow door behind them and there was a larger opening a hundred yards ahead through which magically powered Fae vehicles—trucks, vans, and semi-trailers—passed to pick up and drop off supplies.

			“Look towards the roof. But don’t turn your head, try to see out of the corner of your eye,” Cael murmured.

			She did as he said and noted sleek, white boxes lining the edge of the roof. “I see them,” she said. “What are they?”

			“Opticorders,” Cael answered. “They use Fae magic to create a visual replica of everything they capture. The replicas can be watched live from somewhere else or recorded for later. Notice there’s no guard houses between this fence and the factory?”

			She glanced into the courtyard, a barren stretch of concrete running alongside the glass and steel walls.

			“Whoever is watching the feeds is likely inside the building. It isn’t worth the risk to try and disable them—they’re probably bespelled against such interferences. We’ll need to find another access point.” Cael nodded down the road. “Let’s go look around back.”

			The two rounded the corner onto a street that sloped downwards, ending at the tranquil, mud-brown waters of the sea.

			Cael paused, his eyebrows knit and his shrewd eyes narrowed as he surveyed the side of the building. He rushed down the sloping street, and Cassandra struggled to keep up without losing control of her feet and toppling down the sidewalk.

			He stopped at the corner, and Cassandra slammed into his back, flattening her palms against his wings. They felt so different than Tristan’s: velvet-soft and cool with a fine, almost imperceptible coating of tiny hairs that sprang to attention when Cassandra’s hands made contact.

			Cael sucked in a sharp breath and shuddered. His cheeks were stained with color when he turned around, his handsome face tight and unreadable.

			“Sorry,” she muttered. “Tristan warned me how sensitive a Windrider’s wings are.”

			“Did he?” Cael asked, cocking a knowing eyebrow. The corner of his lip curved upwards.

			How much did he know of her and Tristan’s arrangement?

			“I’m messing with you,” Cael said, peering around the corner and thrusting his hand back to keep her in place. He rounded the corner, signaling her to follow.

			At the back of the building, a line of cypress trees speared into the sky, a living wall between the water and the factory. A concrete sidewalk ran between the trees and the building, bisected by an aluminum dock that connected the factory to the water.

			The only sounds besides the ever-present cawing of gulls were tiny waves lapping and the groan of the bobbing dock. 

			Cassandra was about to round the corner when Cael dropped an arm to stop her.

			He gestured to the roof—more opticorders. “They’ll see you,” he said.

			The heavy metal door at the end of the dock rolled open and four Deathstalkers ambled out, footsteps clanging. Cassandra and Cael darted behind the retaining wall, peeking their heads out. 

			Cassandra sniffed her armpit.

			“What are you doing?” Cael whispered.

			“Do you think they can smell me?” she asked, catching a whiff of her sweat-soaked, extremely ripe scent.

			“Yes,” Cael answered dryly. “But I can smell about a dozen other humans in the air right now. And you don’t smell the worst, trust me.” He sniffed and grimaced, looking back toward a ruddy, pot-bellied fisherman untying his boat from a nearby dock.

			Cassandra chuckled, but it caught in her throat as she glanced towards the dock and recognized one of the Deathstalkers. 

			That scar. 

			Alexei.

			The four Deathstalkers, laughing and jostling, piled into a Fae speedboat and sputtered off across the sea, the dock thrashing in their wake.

			“Maybe we’re in luck and they’re leaving for the day?” Cassandra offered.

			Cael grunted. “Even if they’re not, this is our best point of entry. Tristan’s wingspan should cover the gaps between the cypress trees and allow us to sneak up to the dock without the opticorders noticing. From there, he can take us one by one to the side of the building where there’s a blind spot. Let’s just hope that he and Xenia have persuaded Aristol to let us in.”
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			They had persuaded him. 

			Well, Tristan had. 

			Xenia hadn’t been much help, giggling in her role as the good cop to Tristan’s bad cop.

			Tristan had told Aristol that he knew about the women being kept below the factory. He convinced the young man that the wrath of the Emperor would come down upon him if he didn’t help them free the prisoners and apprehend whoever was responsible.

			Aristol was shaking the whole time, from fear of Tristan but also from fear of what his bosses would do when they realized Aristol had inadvertently exposed them by sacrificing memories. Tristan promised that the Vestians, and by extension, the Vicereine and the Emperor, would protect the young man if he played a role in bringing the operation down.

			Aristol had agreed to meet outside the pub after the factory closed for the day. He informed Tristan that only a few Deathstalkers would be on guard duty after hours. Aristol could help them gain entry to the building, lead them to the hallway, and use his thumbprint to open the cell doors. 

			And so, the foursome once again found themselves across from the pub, leaning against bricks radiating warmth after a full day of baking in the sun. Tristan ruffled his feathers and soaked in the heat.

			A few final patrons milled about in the darkened pub. Aristol pushed through the front door, a stun pistol strapped to his belt, and crossed the dusty street, puffs of dirt churning underfoot as he approached the two Vestians and two Sisters. 

			“Aristol, how much time do you need to get in and get down to the loading dock to let us in?” Tristan demanded.

			“I’ll meet you in ten minutes,” Aristol said before striding off towards the factory.

			Tristan turned to his merry little team of rescuers, a knot of fear in the pit of his stomach. Why had he allowed Cassandra and Xenia to join? 

			He knew Cassandra was well-trained; he’d witnessed her impressive fighting skills first-hand. But contrary to what Xenia had said yesterday, she was almost completely helpless despite her months-long training with Cassandra. She’d be a distraction for both Cassandra and Cael—Tristan couldn’t let the Sisters in the building.

			“Cass, Zee, you two keep watch on the dock,” he commanded.

			“What?” Cassandra cried out. “Absolutely not. We are coming in with you. You didn’t see the first half of that memory. You won’t be able to find Sister Kouris.”

			Tristan gave her a pleading look. “That’s what we have Aristol for. Besides, taking you two in there feels like leading lambs to slaughter. These assholes have abducted three members of your order. What if they decide to take you too?”

			“They could capture us just as easily from outside,” Cassandra snapped, her hands on her hips and her smoky blue eyes roiling. 

			Sweet Amatu, she looked so tempting when she was pissed at him. Her flushed cheeks and quickened breathing made him ache to cause those reactions in a different, more intimate way. 

			It had been far too many hours since they’d last played. He was fighting the urge to pin her up against that brick wall and bury himself inside of her, mission, audience, and her position within the order be damned. He took a deep breath to quell the desire overtaking his sanity.

			“Cael and I would tear those fuckers apart before we let them lay a hand on either of you, I swear it. At least let us go in first and scope it out. If we’re able to subdue the Deathstalkers on duty, we’ll bring you in. Deal?”

			Her eyes narrowed, but the small pause in her breathing was a tell that she was about to give in. She threw her hands in the air, expelling an exasperated sigh. “Fine,” she grumbled.

			“Well, now that we’ve wasted three minutes standing here arguing, let’s go,” he said as he scooped Xenia into his arms, and Cael grabbed Cassandra. They had decided to approach from the water to avoid the opticorders. 

			Tristan flew out low, the mist churned by his flapping wings coating his face and cooling his nerves. Xenia clung to him as he doubled back and aimed for the line of cypress trees at the edge of the factory. He landed, Cael with Cassandra right behind him, then set Xenia down before rushing to the trees and spreading his wings. He rattled his feathers to activate the camouflage that would mask their presence.

			“Snuggle in, friends,” he said, grinning.

			Tristan sidestepped down the line of trees, wings spread wide, and Xenia, Cael, and Cassandra stayed close to remain hidden. Once they reached the dock, Cassandra and Xenia crouched behind a cypress while Tristan curled Cael in the cocoon of his wings and walked carefully up to the metal door. 

			Cael pressed himself against the glass and steel wall while Tristan went back for Xenia, then deposited her beside his partner.

			When he returned for Cassandra, she leapt into his arms, wrapping her legs around his waist as he puffed and cocooned his wings around them. As soon as they were hidden, her mouth was on him. The kiss was deep and fierce, their tongues dancing together as they both groaned.

			“I’m sorry,” she said, resting her forehead against his cheek, panting. “This whole situation, the danger, you in command mode… I don’t know what’s wrong with me, but I just… I couldn’t stop myself.”

			Tristan snickered, walking them towards the building. “You never need to apologize for that, Daredevil. But this might not be the best time for a play session, yeah?”

			“I know.” She blushed.

			“Afterward,” he licked her lips, a promise, “assuming we make it out of here unharmed.” She shivered, and he hoped it was partly from fear; he didn’t want her to try anything reckless. He opened his wings and settled her down next to Xenia.

			“He didn’t carry me over like that,” Cael quipped.

			“You’ll always be my first love, Cael, no need for jealous hysterics,” Tristan answered, blowing his friend a kiss.

			The quartet waited in silence until the metal door rumbled into motion, rolling up as Aristol stepped through.

			“All clear,” the young man said. “There are only two Deathstalkers stationed in the wing with the prisoners. I’ll take you to the hallway, but I can’t risk going with you to the cells.”

			“Why the fuck not?” Tristan growled. “Our deal was you open those cells for us, or we turn you in to the Vicereine.”

			“You have no idea what they will do to me, to my family,” Aristol sniveled, raking a shaking hand through his copper curls.

			“You have no idea what we will do to you,” Cael snarled, his wings flared.

			Aristol cowered but refused to concede.

			“How are we supposed to open the cells without your thumbprint? You gonna leave your thumb with us, Aristol?” Tristan leered, wolfish, as he took a menacing step toward the young man.

			“Nuh-not my puh-problem,” Aristol said.

			“You little twat.” Tristan gripped Aristol’s sweater and threw him to the dock. “Why did you even bother helping us get this far?”

			“What they’re doing to those women,” Aristol whispered, “it isn’t right. I want them to be free, but I don’t want to die saving them or risk my family’s safety.”

			And even though Tristan understood Aristol’s decision, he couldn’t contain his fury. He straddled the young man, running his tongue over his canines, reminding Aristol of who the true threat was. “Just tell us how to get to that hallway before I rip your throat out,” he snarled. “And give me that stun pistol.”

			Aristol handed over the pistol, then hung his head. “Follow this corridor and go through the third set of swinging doors on your left. You’ll go down a set of stairs, then enter a long black marble hallway. Follow that for a hundred yards until it dead-ends, then turn right into the hallway with the cells. The two women are being held in the fourth cell on the left and the second cell on the right.”

			“Two women?” Cassandra chimed in, her voice high and shaky. “Not three?”

			Aristol shook his head. “There’s only two.”

			Terror rippled through Cassandra, and she shot Tristan an agonized glance.

			“We will find them all,” he stepped towards her, placing his hands on her shoulders and bringing his face level with hers. “I promise you.”

			She trembled, but nodded, breathing slowly and deeply before a calm, determined look settled over her—his brave playmate. 

			Aristol didn’t wait for a dismissal, stuck close to the side of the building to avoid the opticorders and dashed off into the quiet night.

			Tristan, disgusted, watched the young man scamper away before handing the stun pistol to Cassandra. “Use this if you need to. We’ll come get you when and if it’s safe.”

			Cassandra cradled the pistol in her delicate hands. He hoped she wouldn’t have to use it. 

			“Be careful,” she said. “Both of you.”

			“Indestructible, remember?” he winked.

			Xenia squeezed Cael’s hand, her green eyes shadowed with worry. 

			Cael glanced down at the contact, a pained expression washing over his face before he nodded and released her hand.

			Tristan whispered a message into his palm and sent a gust flying over the rippling black water. 

			“Who’d you send that to?” Cael asked.

			“Hella. Told her to come wait a few docks down in case we need backup.” Cassandra scoffed, likely insulted that she and Xenia weren’t backup enough. He leveled a stern look at her. “We’ll need extra help to carry the Sisters out of here.” She rolled her eyes but didn’t retort.

			“Good thinking,” Cael said. “Let’s go before someone wonders why this door is open.” 

			Cael pressed a large red button on the inside wall, and the door began rattling shut.

			“Use that pistol if you need to, Cass,” Tristan said. “Don’t hesitate.”

			Her faintly uttered words—Pistol up, fear down—faded as the door banged shut between them.
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			Chapter Forty

			Tristan pushed through the swinging double doors and descended the stairs, arriving at the familiar long, empty hallway.

			Triangular beams of light streamed down the walls, illuminating white veins cobwebbed throughout the black marble.

			He and Cael rushed down the corridor, his wings rustling behind him. They approached the dead-end and paused at the corner.

			Cael sent a blistering gust of wind swirling around the bend. Metal chairs toppled, and a door slammed, followed by two startled grunts.

			Tristan brought his hands up to his throat, silently conveying the plan, and Cael nodded.

			The two Windriders whipped into the hallway, startling the white-clad Deathstalker guards. 

			The confusion on their serpentine faces transformed into anger as they rushed forward, hissing and snarling, fangs popping. Summoning their powers, Tristan and Cael sucked the air from the guards’ lungs. 

			The Deathstalkers sank to their knees, clawing at their throats, their skin purpling and their eyeballs bulging. Great currents of air flowed out of their mouths, whipping past Tristan and rattling his feathers until they both fell forward, unconscious.

			Tristan recognized one of the Deathstalkers from the alley behind the Empress’s Lap, the shaved head covered in a snakeskin tattoo. 

			“Grab the other one,” Tristan jutted his chin at the shorter, stockier guard. “Let’s shove them into the office.”

			He dragged the Deathstalker’s body down the hall, the unconscious male’s rubber-soled boots squeaking along the polished stone floor. Tristan tossed him into the closet-sized room. 

			Cael followed with the second guard, then wedged a metal chair under the handle—not that it would do much good against Fae strength. But it might slow them down a little. Tristan figured in about ten minutes, tops, the guards’ Fae bodies would heal and replenish their desiccated lungs.

			He strode over to the fourth door on the left and examined the black pad. He wished he’d given in to his rage and cut off Aristol’s thumb—gruesome, but better than his only other option, which was going to be extremely damaging and potentially dangerous to the prisoner inside.

			He rapped on the door, the metallic bang ricocheting off the bare walls. “This is Officer Saros of the Vestian Guards. We’re here to free you.” He pressed his ear to the cold metal and a low moan seeped through.

			“I’m going to blow the door in. Crouch under the bed and cover your head!” he yelled. “Fuck, this is going to be so loud,” he said to Cael. “Open the other cell at the same time in case someone hears and comes running to check.”

			Cael turned to the other door, shouting warnings to the prisoner inside. “No response,” he shrugged.

			Tristan shook his head. “No time to try again, we need to leave before those two guards wake up.”

			Cael nodded and swiveled, facing the cell door, his feet braced and his wings flared to keep steady.

			“On the count of three,” Tristan said. “One…two…three!”

			Both Windriders released the full might of their powers onto the doors, veritable typhoons shooting from their outstretched hands. Tristan’s torrent blasted into the heavy metal, which groaned in protest before giving way and slamming into the cell wall with a thunderous clang.

			The first thing Tristan noticed was the horrific stench. Not of death, but a different kind of decay—the deepest, most heart-rending despair—as if it had been accumulating within the cell for weeks. Not even the force of his wind could chase it away.

			Tristan rushed in and crouched by the bed. A thin, frail woman peered out from underneath. He extended his hand, trying to appear nonthreatening. “I’m here to help you. You are safe. You can come out.”

			A bony white hand shook as it floated out of the shadows and into the harsh glare of the cell. Tristan gripped her hand in his massive golden-brown paw, then angled her wrist to find the tattoo of the Shrouded Sisters, Letha’s symbol.

			The woman crawled out slowly, her dull brown hair hanging in matted clumps. She resembled an animated corpse with sunken cheeks and deep purple half-moons under her bloodshot eyes.

			He had to take several very long, very deep breaths to quiet the rage threatening to consume him, render him useless. It was inconceivable that anyone could treat another living being this way.

			Tristan swept the woman in his arms. “Sister Kouris?” he whispered.

			She burst into body-shattering sobs, her wails so loud and harsh that he feared she was going to break a rib. He held her against his chest, letting the anger and grief tear through her.

			“I didn’t want to,” she sobbed, her voice raw, croaking, unused for weeks. “They made me do it. High Gods, spare me! Letha forgive me!”

			Tristan understood her rantings as soon as he saw the woman in Cael’s arms. 

			Two gray pigtails drooped over his friend’s elbow, and a gnarly scar from Opheron’s fangs ran down the old woman’s face.

			Vacant blue eyes bore into Tristan, seeing nothing at all.

			Sister Aritia had been obliviated.
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			Cassandra cradled the tan plastic pistol, running her fingers along the smooth barrel. For such a powerful weapon, it was impossibly small and light. She marveled that Fae magic, capable of creation and destruction, could be this weightless.

			Xenia paced in front of the loading door, her training shoes smacking the concrete at a steady, irritating rhythm. Her tight blond curls swirled in a frenzied halo. “They should have been back by now,” she muttered, over and over.

			“It’s been ten minutes, Zee,” Cassandra countered. “They’ve barely had enough time to walk down that hallway.”

			Xenia shot an annoyed look at her friend before continuing her pacing.

			Cassandra hadn’t been too worried, but Xenia’s anxious, repetitive steps and chanting had her considering the worst.

			Just as she was about to discard her caution and force the door open, it rattled to life and began a slow ascent.

			Two pairs of black boots appeared in the widening crack, and Cassandra let out a cry of relief.

			Then she beheld her missing Sisters, and her relief curdled in her stomach. 

			Sister Kouris looked like death warmed over, quietly sobbing and muttering a prayer to Letha. The poor woman had lost at least ten pounds since Cassandra had last seen her, looking much worse than she had in Aristol’s memory.

			As horrified as Cassandra was by the sight of Sister Kouris, Cora’s vacant stare was worse. It sent a paralyzing chill through Cassandra’s limbs more effectively than the weapon in her hand.

			“I’m so sorry Cassandra, Xenia,” Tristan said, his face a mask of sorrow edged in molten rage.

			Cassandra tucked the pistol into her waistband and rushed over to Cora. She cradled the woman’s face, choking back the tears that threatened to drown her. Cora didn’t deserve this fate. Her kind, sweet, funny friend had supported her through so many trivial crises and never asked for anything in return.

			Xenia stroked Sister Kouris’s filthy hair and cooed soothing words into her ear, trying to calm the woman down.

			“We need to get them back to the Temple immediately,” Cassandra said.

			“I’ve sent another message to Hella. She should be here any minute,” Tristan answered.

			A barrage of metallic thunks shivered down the dock as a black-clad Windrider clomped towards them.

			Hella was stunning—in the literal sense of the word. Not beautiful, per se, but had an appearance that would stun even a casual onlooker. 

			Her blood-red wings appeared almost black in the moonless dark, and her piercing golden eyes matched the color of the hair that fell to her waist in hundreds of tiny braids. 

			She was the tallest female Cassandra had ever seen—at least as tall as Tristan and almost as hulking.

			Tristan approached Hella and passed Sister Kouris into the towering female’s arms. “Hella, thank you for getting here so quickly.”

			“Don’t think on it.” Hella’s voice was clipped, sonorous, and accented from the north-central region of Ethyrios—a snow-covered land filled with fjords and fish. Her words and gestures were crisp, as if she didn’t have a moment to spare for either.

			Cael passed Cora to Hella as well, and the female Windrider’s face fell when she noticed the Sister’s vacant eyes.

			“Fly them back to the Temple,” Tristan ordered. Cassandra wondered why no one was rushing from the building to apprehend them. No way could the opticorders have missed the arrival of a new Windrider on the dock. “Ask for the abbess when you get there.”

			Hella shot into the ink-black sky without a moment’s hesitation, a Sister flung over each bulky shoulder.

			“Are you sure we can trust Mother Superior?” Cassandra aimed the question at Tristan.

			“We’ll be right behind them,” Tristan answered. “What could she possibly do before we get there?”

			Cael turned to Xenia and silently swept her into his arms before launching off the dock and following the path that Hella had carved.

			Tristan stepped towards Cassandra, and she stared up at him, relieved yet anxious. This wasn’t over; there was one missing Sister left.

			As if reading her thoughts, Tristan cupped her cheek in his warm, callused hand. “Whatever it takes, Cass. We’ll get her back too.” She knew he meant it, even if she couldn’t fathom how it would be possible. He scooped her into his arms and took off to catch up with Cael.

			They’d been in the air for less than two minutes, flying above the simmering black sea when a pulse of magic whipped past Tristan’s head, barely missing his temple. 

			“What the—” Tristan bellowed as the second pulse struck its target.

			Tristan’s wings seized, and his arms fell open. Cassandra tumbled from his grasp, his eyes locking in pure terror as he tried and failed to reach for her with stiff, uncooperative limbs. 

			The last thing she saw as the sea rushed up to swallow her was an imposing gray yacht looming on the surface. A humanoid figure stood at the bow, its arms raised in a shooting position. 

			She smashed into the water, hard and unyielding from so high a plunge, and the world went black.
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			Chapter

			Forty-One

			Cassandra awoke with a gasp, choking on the gag in her mouth.

			She pushed her tongue against the fabric, spilling excess saliva down her chin. She tried to wipe it away, then realized her hands were bound. 

			She was tied to a stiff chair that did nothing to alleviate her sore muscles, and her wet clothes chafed her throbbing legs and back. That slam into the water had been brutal.

			Xenia, Tristan, and Cael were in similar bound positions next to her, and olive green chains were draped across the wrists of the two Windriders. The chains rippled and distorted the air, likely imbued with an elemental magic suppressant.

			The grand room of polished wood walls held creamy white couches studded with blue throw pillows, and the view of the sea through the floor-to-ceiling window was pitch-black due to the room’s bright lights.

			A cool breeze wafted from the yacht’s open-air deck, and the floor swayed.

			Tristan and Cael were conscious, though dazed. They were not gagged, but their mouths remained closed as their eyes darted around the room. As if they could see but were unable to move due to the magical chains in their laps.

			Xenia stirred, her emerald eyes finding Cassandra, then filling with panic. She tried to speak but was muffled by her gag.

			Cassandra searched for anything to use to sever her bonds and help her friends. She attempted to move with the chair attached, but it was too heavy to maneuver, and her aching muscles clenched in protest.

			She sat back, breathing heavily and staring at Xenia, who began to cry. Her tears and snot mingled, soaking the fabric stretched between her lips.

			Cassandra was trying to scoot her chair again when a door opened and a familiar woman with shiny black curls stepped through.

			Her turquoise eyes, which had once shimmered like warm, tropical waters, were as cold as fissures in a glacier. 

			Richelle Pacha no longer wore the midnight blue robes of a Shrouded Sister. Instead, she was dressed in a pair of tapered brown pants and a cream-colored sweater with the sleeves pushed up to her elbows, exposing her faded tattoo.

			The former Sister stepped up to Cassandra and Xenia and brutally yanked out their gags.

			A thump followed by echoing footsteps resounded from the ceiling, and a large, winged figure landed out on the deck.

			The Fae who stepped into the room was a Windrider with feathered, matte-green wings. His nostrils flared as he sniffed the two women, sizing them up. 

			With a muffled grunt, Tristan strained against his paralysis, the veins in his neck bulging. 

			Richelle sauntered over and ran her hand along his wings. “Calm down, handsome,” she cooed. 

			“Excellent work, Richelle,” the Windrider said, dragging his gaze across the two bound Sisters. His deep, craggy voice boomed like rocks cascading down a ravine. “Do please thank Aristol for the warning.”

			Cassandra tried to keep her face neutral and not reveal a single emotion that could be used against her in the face of her newly revealed enemies.

			Her heart sank that Richelle was one of them. How had Cassandra never suspected? She should have protected her Sisters from this monster living within their midst. Her guilt threatened to undo her.

			“Who are you?” Xenia spat at the silver-haired male.

			“Call me Maksym. For now.” His lips curled into a terrifying smile that distorted his features, exposing the ugly soul beneath the handsome face.

			“What do you want from us?” Xenia asked.

			Maksym didn’t move a muscle, continued to stare at Xenia with that fixed smile that didn’t reach his eyes—a face of petrifying beauty.

			“That will become clear,” Richelle said. “We’ve pieced together some rather important information these past few weeks. Did you know that the memories within Delirium can implant within a human’s mind? It worked like a charm with the batch we created for Sister Galan. But adding the blood of an active Shrouded Sister to the mixture gives it even greater power.”

			Maksym stepped behind Xenia, spearing his hand into her mass of blond curls and yanking her head back, exposing her throat. Cael jolted in his seat, releasing an anguished groan before the pulsing chains subdued him.

			Cassandra clenched her hands into fists and noticed that her rope restraints hadn’t been tied very tightly—her enemies had underestimated her to their own detriment. If she could keep them talking, perhaps she could free herself.

			Maksym continued where Richelle had left off, “Trophonios himself made the discovery as he was formulating Delirium. During the order’s early days, he realized that a Sister’s blood, that specific combination of magic and mortality, could be added to Delirium to give the elixir the power to implant memories within Fae minds.”

			“Why are you telling us this?” Cassandra asked.

			“We now have plenty of Thalassium—so kind of you to retrieve that necklace for us,” Maksym snickered. “The only thing left to acquire is the blood of active Sisters. And it needn’t be yours. Join us. Help us lure more Sisters and together we can create a batch of Delirium that will change the face of Ethyrios for generations to come.”

			“Change Ethyrios how?” Cassandra asked, subtly tugging at and loosening her bindings behind her back.

			“You already know that… what was it that Opheron used to call you? Brittle Lady?” Maksym’s penetrating gaze shot through her. “You’ve been stealing memories. And decimating my crew.”

			Cassandra held her chin high, refusing to cower before this particular monster.

			“The new Emperor is weak and complacent,” Maksym said. “Not daring enough to make any real change or progress. He’s blind to the needs of his subjects, a pawn of the false High Gods. Beholden to agreements with lesser species made centuries ago under duress.” 

			He aimed a look of such disgust at Cassandra as he said the word lesser that her blood curdled. 

			“It is time for humans to once again serve their rightful masters, as the Creator, the so-called Fallen Goddess, intended. To be bred and fed upon, strengthening the Fae so that Ethyrios can truly thrive,” Maksym proselytized, growing more passionate with each horrifying statement. 

			“And you are helping him, why?” Xenia shot an angry look toward Richelle. “Last I checked, you were human. You willing to be bred and fed upon?”

			Richelle laughed, a mocking, syrupy sound. “Maksym feeds from me often, and I give my emotions to him willingly.” She aimed a reverent glance toward the Windrider. “I serve the Fallen Goddess and accept my place beneath the Fae. Humans were never meant to be free; the Creator willed it by making us so much weaker. The human population in the colonies will be sent back to the continent to begin a new era of blessed servitude.”

			Cassandra’s blood went red-hot and ice-cold at once.

			“Why did you abduct Sister Kouris?” Cassandra asked Richelle.

			“We needed that missing page from Trophonios’s memoirs,” Richelle answered. “Only a Sister could have stolen it, and I’d seen Sister Kouris studying the manuscript. Then when Cora disappeared, I suspected she was the one who’d taken it. I didn’t understand why she would do such a thing, but then we heard she was trying to sell it through the Broker. For whatever reason, she changed her mind and refused to negotiate with us. Perhaps her greed got the better of her. Doesn’t matter now. Once Opheron caught her, we persuaded Sister Kouris to pull her memories and found the answer ourselves. What a coincidence that it had been staring us in the face all along. And too bad Cora can’t witness the culmination of all her important work.”

			“You are a fucking traitor!” Xenia roared. Cassandra had never seen her friend spit such venom at another being. 

			Richelle stepped forward and backhanded Xenia across the cheek, the slap reverberating throughout the silent room.

			Cael roared, attempting to rise from his chair, but the metal chains pulsed brighter, holding him in place.

			“Am I the traitor? Think carefully,” Richelle said. “Humans are not meant to strive and struggle, eking out a pitiful existence. We can serve a higher purpose, as the Creator intended. Imagine the freedom our species will experience once our lives are no longer our own and we become the cherished servants of the Fae once more.”

			“You’re insane,” Xenia said, shaking her head with wide eyes. Cassandra kept mum, calculating how she might play their offer to her advantage. “What are you going to do with them?” Xenia nodded her head toward Tristan and Cael.

			“Collateral damage,” Maksym growled. He snapped his fingers, and four Deathstalkers emerged through the door—Alexei and the other three who’d left the factory earlier.

			“I’ll join you,” Cassandra announced. Xenia whipped her head around, confusion and anger warring on her tear-stained face. “I have no loyalty to the Shrouded Sisters.”

			A low rumble emitted from Tristan’s throat.

			“I’ll help you as long as you promise to let the others go,” Cassandra said, head held high.

			“And why would I bargain with you, Brittle Lady?” Maksym asked, fluttering his matte-green wings and cocking his head. “Your cooperation is a worthy prize, indeed. But I already have your friends at my mercy.”

			“Yes, but you don’t have the real necklace,” Cassandra lied, hoping they’d believe her long enough for her to execute the plan she’d hastily formulated. Behind her back, she could feel she’d almost freed one wrist. “The one Opheron delivered to you was a fake. I still possess the real one.”

			Xenia’s eyes bugged out of her head, and she strained against her ropes.

			“Bullshit!” Richelle spat.

			“Check for yourself; I assume it’s on board,” Cassandra said, refusing to show an ounce of fear.

			Maksym regarded her carefully. He poked a finger under her chin, forcing her eyes to his as he inhaled deeply, trying to scent her lies.

			She breathed evenly, carefully, keeping her pulse in check as she’d been taught. Tristan had told her how skillful a liar she was on the night they’d met, and she wouldn’t let him down now.

			“If you are lying to me, Brittle Lady,” Maksym warned, “I will slit your throat and drain your blood right here. I’ll use it to create a test batch.”

			Cassandra glared up at him, challenging him and making him doubt. She could see it flash through his eyes, that slight glaze of panic that he didn’t have all the pieces of the puzzle.

			“Alexei!” Maksym shouted. “Go retrieve the necklace. And a hammer. If what she says is true and the necklace is fake, it will shatter under force.”

			Alexei nodded and rushed out of the room.

			Cassandra had mere minutes until they’d see through her lie. As soon as Alexei tried to shatter the necklace, they would know it was real. She freed her right wrist and planned to take advantage of their distracted attention during the test.

			Alexei returned with a linen-wrapped parcel in one hand and a hammer in the other. 

			“Over here,” Maksym said, gesturing to a wet bar in the far corner of the room. 

			Alexei unwrapped the parcel and set the glittering necklace atop the polished wood surface. The other three Deathstalkers and Richelle gathered around him, leaving Cassandra and her fellow prisoners momentarily unguarded. She hoped it would be long enough.

			Alexei raised the hammer, poised to strike at that deep blue rock of Thalassium. 

			Cassandra held her breath as she removed her wrist bindings and untied herself from the chair. She gripped the ropes, waiting to drop them.

			The chaos happened in a flash. 

			Alexei’s arm arced toward the necklace, and Cassandra opened her hand. The ropes thudded onto the floor at the same time as a slam and the crunch of shattering glass burst from the corner of the room, followed by a cacophony of shocked gasps.

			Confusion set in, but Cassandra didn’t spare a moment to consider what had just happened as she rushed over to Tristan’s chair and kicked the chains from his lap. 

			Tristan roared to life and threw an air-shield around himself, Cassandra, Xenia, and Cael.

			“This isn’t going to hold long,” Tristan grunted as Cassandra began freeing her friends. “What the fuck just happened out there?”

			“I… I can’t believe it,” Cassandra muttered as she worked, loosening and removing Xenia’s ropes first. “The necklace… I was lying, but it really is a fake! It just shattered under the force of a hammer blow.”

			Cassandra moved to Cael next, toeing off his chains. The Windrider sprang into action, creating a second air-shield underneath Tristan’s, his gaze hovering over Xenia.

			“Fucking Rosopa!” Tristan growled to Cael. “He’s been playing us this entire time.”

			“What do we do now?” Xenia croaked, flinching at the fists battering the shield.

			“Back away!” A muffled shout came from outside—Maksym’s voice.

			“Shit,” Cael groaned.

			“Hold it!” Tristan shouted, and both Vestians put the entire force of their magic into the shield in anticipation of Maksym’s blow.

			Crackling, green lightning forked across the shield’s exterior with a thunderous boom. Cael and Tristan both howled, their voices shredding, as they struggled to keep the shield intact against the assault of Maksym’s powerful magic, magic that Cassandra had never seen nor heard of. Since when could Fae wield lightning?

			A tiny tear formed at the crest of the shield’s dome, and green sparks flared in, dripping onto the wood floor.

			“We’ve got about thirty seconds before Maksym tears this shield apart,” Tristan grunted. “With his fucking lightning magic, High Gods spare us. Listen to me. Cael, you immobilize the Deathstalkers. Suck the air from their lungs the instant this shield goes down, then grab Xenia and get the fuck out of here.”

			“I’m not leaving you here to deal with the rest of these assholes on your own!” Cael snapped.

			“I won’t be alone,” Tristan said. “Daredevil, come grab your dagger. It’s hidden in my boot. You deal with Richelle, I’ll handle Maksym.”

			“What about me?” Xenia shouted. “I can help too!”

			“Just stay with me,” Cael grumbled. “You don’t need to test your fledgling self-defense skills today.”

			Xenia scoffed softly but didn’t argue further, realizing she was out of her depth.

			“Ready?” Tristan said, glancing at the group. Everyone gave a subtle nod. 

			As Tristan dropped the shield, green sparks exploded throughout the room. A few smoldering embers landed on the couches and throw pillows, burning tiny holes in the fabric.

			Cassandra flipped her dagger and searched for Richelle.

			Cael curled his fingers, and wicked gusts of air flowed out of the mouths of the four Deathstalkers. Three dropped to their knees, but Alexei was fighting it, stalking towards Cael and Xenia through the gale-force winds.

			Tristan engaged Maksym, blasts of power colliding and sending gusts and green sparks careening around the elegant room.

			Cassandra raced onto the deck just in time to see Richelle escaping down a spiral staircase. She followed, down and around, Ker gripped in her hand.

			Richelle ran along the side of the yacht towards the stern and the speedboat. 

			“Don’t you dare!” Cassandra yelled. “You fu…dging coward!” 

			Really? Still couldn’t curse, even in a situation like this.

			She skidded to a stop as Richelle leapt into the boat, untied the ropes, and started the motor. The speedboat sputtered to life.

			“You call me a coward?” Richelle spat, yelling over the purr of the motor. “Take a look at yourself, Sister Fortin! All you Shrouded Sisters, unquestioningly doing the Empire’s bidding, are part of a cruel system that keeps humans striving for nothing. We were always meant to be chattel for the Fae and nothing more. Come find us when you finally accept it!”

			As the boat sped away across the dark, churning waters, Cassandra shrieked in fury at Richelle’s taunts. She recognized that the former Sister was at least partly correct. Cassandra had been a coward, a pawn of the Empire like all the other Sisters. Even the actions she’d taken against them, the families she’d saved, couldn’t make up for it. If she got off this yacht alive, she was determined to find a new path.

			Cassandra raced back to the upper level to find Xenia gone. Her heart raced as Cael, his face a mask of determined ferocity, kicked the three remaining Deathstalkers to the ground and the last of the air left their lungs.

			Cassandra dashed to Cael and handed him the dagger. He plunged it into each of the Deathstalkers’ hearts, ending them permanently.

			“What happened?” she shouted. Cael swiped the blade against his leather pants, leaving a smear of green blood. “Where is she?”

			The panic in Cael’s eyes betrayed the rage on his face. “Alexei took her.”

			It was all he said before sprinting through the door in search of Cassandra’s friend, taking Ker with him.

			Cassandra surveyed the empty room, her heartbeat ratcheting as she realized who was missing. 

			She rushed onto the deck as flashes of green lightning forked across the sky. Maksym aimed a blast at what she could only assume was Tristan. She caught glimpses of his head and limbs as he bobbed and weaved out of Maksym’s aim—he must’ve activated his camouflage.

			Maksym was thrown backward by a billowing gust of wind. Tristan rushed toward him, hand outstretched, as a bellowing scream tore from his lungs—a winged god cloaked in power and shadows, spearing for his enemy. 

			Cassandra shuddered in awe.

			The two Fae crashed into each other, a tangle of wings in the sky. Cassandra could barely see in the dark, despite the glowing green flashes spurting from Maksym’s hands.

			Tristan couldn’t win this fight on his own; he needed her help. 

			She found a stun pistol in the waistband of a withered Deathstalker, then returned to the deck, watching the chaotic fighters in the sky.

			Her hands shook as she took aim, deathly afraid of hitting Tristan. She took a deep breath to calm herself, cupping her pendant in her hand. 

			Pistol up, fear down.

			Her heart rate slowed, and calm swept over her as she raised the weapon with steady hands.

			She held her breath and pulled the trigger.

			A blast of energy surged out of the pistol, knocking her to the deck before it zoomed upward and clipped Maksym’s wing. Not enough to paralyze him. 

			But enough to draw his attention to her. 

			Maksym howled with hissing, guttural rage, then tucked his wings and dove towards the yacht.

			“Cassandra!” Tristan bellowed, following right behind.

			As Maksym barreled toward her, Cassandra focused on her breathing, and the scene unfolding before her, and the steadiness of her limbs, and nothing else. Exactly as her father had taught her. 

			She pushed up off the deck and held the pistol behind her back, waiting for Maksym to come within range.

			Maksym was mere feet away when she whipped the pistol aloft and pulled the trigger. She did not falter this time, planted her feet to counter the kickback. 

			The surge of energy enveloped Maksym, and Cassandra sidestepped as he crashed, paralyzed, onto the deck before squeaking to a halt.

			Tristan landed with a boom, then crushed Cassandra in his powerful arms, causing her to drop the pistol. The weapon slid across the deck and settled against a couch.

			He cupped her cheeks. “Are you okay? What happened?”

			She nodded, then blew an annoyed breath through pursed lips. “Richelle got away. Took that speedboat.” 

			Tristan’s honey-brown eyes narrowed. “We’ll find her, Cass. She can’t hide from us forever.” He stepped into the main room, taking in the dried husks of the felled Deathstalkers. “What the fuck happened in here? And where are Xenia and Cael?”

			Cassandra’s entire body stiffened, the adrenaline of her confrontation with Maksym wearing off as she realized her friend had been taken.

			“Cael said Alexei grabbed her. He went after her.”

			As soon as the words left her lips, Cael strode in with Xenia cradled in his arms. She looked terrified but unharmed.

			Cassandra darted over. “Thank the High Gods! Where’s Alexei?”

			“Escaped,” Cael answered. “He took your dagger. We need to get the fuck out of here.”

			Tristan nodded and scooped up Cassandra. 

			As soon as Tristan flapped his wings, about to launch into the sky, a blast of energy surged from the room behind them, capturing Cael and Xenia and paralyzing them instantly. They crashed to the deck in a pile of limbs and wings.

			Cassandra gaped over Tristan’s shoulder as Maksym, the portrait of furious madness, aimed the stun pistol at Tristan’s back. 

			Tristan didn’t hesitate, hurtled them into the sky. 

			“Look out!” she screamed. Tristan banked left as a blast sped past them, fluttering the edge of his wing.

			He rattled his feathers to activate their camouflage, throw off Maksym’s aim.

			“Tristan!” Cassandra sobbed. “Go back! What are you doing? Go back and help them!”

			“Fuck!” he shouted. “I know, I know! But I can’t risk your safety again tonight. If we go back now, he’ll stun both of us. And we can’t save them if we get captured too.”

			Her heart split in two at the thought of leaving her friend with that monster.

			“Cael will protect her. And we’ll get them back. I swear it, Cassandra.”

			His handsome face contorted with grief, a mirror of her own feelings. 

			Though she knew he was right. 

			If they went back now, all four of them would be at Maksym’s mercy. They needed time to regroup and get help before returning with a stronger force to rescue their friends.

			Plus, she knew where Maksym would be headed next—to find the real necklace. 

			And she was determined to get there first.
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			Chapter

			Forty-Two

			Multicolored sunlight filtered through the stained-glass windows of the Temple chapel, glinting off the cheek of the woman seated in front of the altar. As if Letha herself were blessing the woman despite the lifeless vacancy now couched in her once lively blue eyes.

			Cassandra could scarcely bear to look at Cora, her friend who’d sacrificed everything to save her Sisters, her species. She couldn’t imagine why Cora would be trying to sell that stolen page from Trophonios’s manuscript in the first place but wasn’t surprised she’d done the right thing in the end.

			The entire order had gathered in the chapel for the day-long vigil in honor of their Sister. There were shocked gasps and muttered denouncements when Cassandra had stood up at breakfast to inform them of Richelle’s betrayal, of her and Maksym’s plan to upend power on the continent and hand over the humans. 

			After Cassandra recounted the whole sordid tale, Mother Superior uttered an uncharacteristically moving blessing for both Cora and Sister Kouris. Then the abbess announced the vigil for the former, informing the Sisters that the Temple would be closed to supplicants today in order to give them time to mourn.

			Tristan hadn’t been at breakfast. When he and Cassandra returned to the Temple grounds last night, weary and heartbroken, he gathered up his and Cael’s things and flew back to the barracks. Cassandra knew just how painful that must have been, stuffing his friend’s meager belongings into the bag he’d shown up with less than a week ago. 

			A lifetime ago.

			Despair cleaved through Cassandra when she walked into her own room and saw Xenia’s dress robes carelessly tossed upon the floor. As if her friend believed she’d have all the time in the world to clean them up.

			Cassandra would rescue Xenia, even if it took the rest of her mortal life.

			She leaned back against the stiff pew, her mind swirling with dreams of vengeance until heeled shoes clacked against the stone floor. A plump, well-dressed, and familiar woman walked up the center aisle, then stepped onto the dais and approached Cora.

			It was the woman who’d sacrificed the memory of the necklace—Alcander Pagonis’s wife. 

			What in the name of Stygios was she doing here?

			Mistress Pagonis whispered something into Cora’s ear. A tear slid down Cora’s cheek, her only reaction to the woman’s embrace.

			Mistress Pagonis turned to face the gathered Sisters, and her eyes landed on Cassandra. The woman flicked her chin toward the back of the chapel. 

			Cassandra slipped out of the pew and met Mistress Pagonis outside in the dazzling sunshine of another scorching day in the colonies.

			“What are you doing here?” Cassandra sneered. 

			Beads of sweat gathered at the woman’s temples, threatening to melt away her heavy makeup.

			“It’s not what you think,” the woman whispered, pulling Cassandra underneath the shade of a large oak. “My name is Isidora Pagonis. Born Isidora Aritia. Cora is my sister.”

			Cassandra’s skull pounded, and her mind reeled. Had Cora known Isidora had come to the Temple to sacrifice her memories? Had Cassandra been an unwitting pawn in this game all along? 

			“Explain,” Cassandra snarled.

			Isidora dug her fingers into Cassandra’s upper arm, pleading with blue eyes the same vibrant shade as her sister’s. “She’s been working against Richelle and Maksym this whole time, even though she didn’t know they were the enemies she was facing. I just learned about them myself from Mother Superior.”

			Cassandra sucked in a breath, though her shock dissipated quickly. Deep down, she’d known Cora wouldn’t have supported a plot to harm so many people.

			“She came to see me a little over a week ago,” Isidora continued. “She was heartbroken over Sister Kouris’s disappearance. She believed the woman had been abducted, but she didn’t know by whom and didn’t trust Mother Superior enough to share her suspicions. 

			“She’d started to piece together that someone, likely another Sister, was researching the Delirium formula and memory implantation, since Trophonios’s manuscript was being checked out at the library for much longer periods of time than normal. Fortunately, she’d torn out that page in Trophonios’s manuscript months ago, realizing how dangerous it could be in the wrong hands. 

			“She decided to use the page as leverage to smoke out the abductor. Cora made contact with the Broker, asked if any of his clients would be interested in purchasing it. 

			“She knew that whoever was searching for the other half of the formula would need Thalassium to produce the Delirium, so she begged me to get rid of the necklace. Which I was more than willing to do once she explained the stakes. 

			“Cora knew of the crimes you’d committed to save those families.” Cassandra jolted. “You’re not as sneaky as you think you are, my dear. She told me to come to the Temple, to sacrifice that memory, and she was sure you would come after the necklace. She was confident which night you would do it—the night of the Vicereine’s Midsummer Ball—so I left the windows open for you. As an extra precaution, we made a replica dusted with Thalassium powder for you to steal, and my sister took the real one.”

			“Where is the necklace now?” Cassandra whispered, her heart beating out of her chest. If anyone else knew of its location, Xenia and Cael were lost.

			“I don’t know.” Isidora’s face crumpled. “Cora hid it, and we agreed she would never tell me, in case Alcander found out. He wouldn’t hesitate to force the location out of me by any means necessary.”

			Isidora’s eyes guttered, and long-buried pain flashed to the surface. “Alcander is a monster. I don’t believe he’s involved in this yet, but as soon as Richelle or Maksym decide to approach him, I have no doubt he’ll happily join them.”

			Despite the heat, Isidora shuddered, then scanned the courtyard, reaching into her purse and pulling out a golden, glowing vial that she thrust into Cassandra’s open hands. Cassandra hid it in the pocket of her dress robes.

			“A few days ago, Cora came to me again. The Broker had contacted Cora and said he found a buyer. But he refused to reveal their identity so she called off the sale. She knew she’d be hunted once she reneged on her offer, that’s why she didn’t return to the Temple. She didn’t want to put you Sisters in danger. She hid the necklace, then got her hands on a bottle of tainted Delirium and drank it to scramble her memory of the location before she pulled it herself. That’s what’s in that vial.”

			“Why give it to me?” Cassandra asked.

			Isidora grabbed her hand. “She trusted you, Cassandra, more than any other Sister in the order. Said she could tell that you had a warrior’s heart beneath your robes. That you’d always been willing to do the right thing, even if everyone was trying to convince you otherwise.”

			Cassandra’s eyes prickled, and her vision clouded. She didn’t feel she deserved Cora’s praise, but she’d do everything in her power to prove herself worthy of it. She squeezed Isidora’s hand, then a sudden rush of terrifying realization hit her.

			“Isidora, Maksym and Richelle know the necklace is a fake. I was on Maksym’s yacht last night—long story—and saw them smash it to bits. No doubt, they will seek out your husband. You need to run. Do you have somewhere safe you can hide?”

			Isidora nodded, resigned and solemn. “I’ve made arrangements. It’s probably best if I don’t tell you, and that we don’t contact each other again.”

			Cassandra agreed. “Thank you, Isidora. I swear to you, I’ll find that necklace before Maksym, Richelle, or your husband get a hold of it. Cora’s sacrifice will not be in vain.”

			“Good luck, my dear,” Isidora patted Cassandra’s cheek. “My sister was right about you.”

			Cassandra swallowed, overcome. Isidora stepped into the blinding sunlight, then slowly descended the hill, her baby-pink tweed skirt suit bobbing below the horizon. 

			A throat cleared behind Cassandra.

			Mother Superior stood outside the chapel doors, arms at her sides, and head tilted curiously.

			Cassandra fought the urge to run as the abbess glided down the shallow steps and joined her under the shady oak.

			“Sister Fortin,” Mother Superior murmured in greeting.

			“Abbess,” Cassandra replied, holding the Beastrunner’s searching gaze.

			The abbess’s face betrayed nothing, no hint of emotion that Cassandra could use to decipher the direction of the conversation. Despite the heat, goosebumps pebbled her arms, her fight-or-flight response stirring to life beneath her skin.

			“Everything I have done these past weeks is in service of this order,” Mother Superior continued. “Everything. I would lay down my immortal life to protect these Sisters, protect this Temple, protect you. I…”

			The abbess paused, more rattled than Cassandra had ever seen her.

			Mother Superior’s icy exterior melted away, exposing something raw and anguished beneath.

			“I do it to shield myself, you know,” the abbess whispered. “The coldness, the distance. As a Fae living among mortals, I’ve lost so many friends, family really, over the centuries. It’s too hard to form connections and then say goodbye over and over again. It’s easier to keep my distance.”

			The abbess’s confession hit Cassandra like a fist to the gut, along with a healthy dose of guilt and shame over her years of judgment. “Why are you telling me this now?” she choked out.

			“Because I suspect, based on that conversion you just had, that you are about to leave us. This order, this life, has always been too small for you. You’ve outgrown us, as I knew you would. It’s time to let you go. Someone else feels the same.”

			The abbess pulled a glass vial from her pocket and handed it to Cassandra.

			“Your mother’s final memory. The last one she sacrificed before she was obliviated. You need to see it. Go watch it with her, then come find me. She’s waiting for you.”

			Mother Superior gestured to a lone, dark-haired figure sitting on a bench in the middle of the sun-dappled courtyard.

			Cassandra made her way towards her mother.

			“Hi, Mama.”

			Her mother remained still as Cassandra flicked her skirts out and took a seat on the warm bench.

			“Mama, I need to go away for awhile. Something terrible has happened to Xenia, and I need to find her before…” Cassandra couldn’t finish the sentence. 

			Cassandra pulled the vial from her pocket. As she was about to uncork it, her mother grabbed her hand and then turned to face her, something stirring in the depths of her dark eyes.

			“Mama?” Cassandra croaked.

			Her mother merely nodded at the glowing memory, so Cassandra said the words and pressed the opening to her tattoo, gripping her mother’s hand fiercely.

			The courtyard dissolved, and…

			…she paused on the snow-covered sidewalk before the cozy house, the promise of warmth beckoning via the butterscotch glow of lit windows and smoke puffing from the chimney.

			The worst of the storm had passed. Only a few errant flakes tumbled from the gray sky, catching in her dark hair. 

			The journey from the Temple had been long and cold but not unpleasant, especially knowing what awaited her at its end.

			Though they’d agreed upon this plan, her nerves chilled her. Even tugging her cloak closer couldn’t calm her shaking. 

			What if he’d changed his mind?

			She cautiously approached the door, lifting her hand to knock softly, as if knocking harder would scare him away. She glanced at the tattoo on her wrist, wondering how long it would take to fade. How long before these first few decades of her life became nothing more than faint memories?

			She pulled her hand back to knock again, but before she made contact, the door swung open, and there he was.

			“Thank the High Gods,” he cried out, tugging her inside and sweeping her into his arms.

			Her shivery fears melted away. 

			“You’re late,” he whispered into her hair. “I was getting worried that you’d changed your mind. Or worse, that they’d found out about us, and—”

			She pulled away and pressed her fingertips to his soft, warm lips—lips she’d known she could never live without as soon as she’d tasted them.

			She gazed up into his glistening, blue-gray eyes. “My choice was made the moment we met.”

			He released a choked sob and pressed his forehead against hers. “You will never want for anything, as long as I live. For you to make this sacrifice…” his voice trailed off as he removed her cloak and tossed it before the crackling fireplace.

			“A life without you would’ve been the greater sacrifice,” she said. He grabbed her hand and pulled her toward the bedroom. 

			“I hope you’re ready for what comes next,” he said, grinning from ear to ear. “I have every intention of spoiling you and our children rotten.”

			“Children?” she laughed. “Are we starting now?”

			“You wouldn’t want my generosity to go to waste, would you?” He winked, then led her into a small, but well-kept bedroom, shut the door, and….

			…the memory faded from her mind as Cassandra recorked the vial, and her mother’s long-kept secret blasted through her. “You… you were a Shrouded Sister?”

			Her mother’s cheeks were wet and glistening. Something broke inside Cassandra, the dam she’d built to hold back her tears, to keep herself from weeping for all that her mother had lost.

			To her utter shock, her mother spoke to her in a calm, clear voice—the first time Cassandra had heard it in eight years.

			“I didn’t regret the decision to leave the order for a single second, my darling girl. Not for a second, despite how it all ended, despite the pain,” her mother whispered, her eyes warm and content. “He would’ve wanted you to live, Cassandra.”

			Cassandra dipped her head as a choked sob burned up her throat. Tears began to flow, so violently that she thought she might pass out. 

			Her mother wrapped her arms around her, placing Cassandra’s head in her lap as she stroked her hair, letting Cassandra cry and cry and cry against her.

			When Cassandra finally came up for air, whatever sentience her mother had accessed during the viewing had vanished. Her mother’s hand fell from Cassandra’s hair as she sat up straight.

			She wrapped her mother in her arms and exclaimed her final vow. “I’ll be here if you need me, Mama. I promise.” Her mother clasped Cassandra’s pendant in a shaking hand, pressing it against Cassandra’s heart. I’ll be here too, my brave girl. She swore she heard her mother’s voice in her mind.

			Cassandra brushed a gentle hand down her mother’s hair and walked away before she dissolved into another puddle of tears. 

			She crossed the courtyard and rejoined the abbess in the shade.

			“You knew,” Cassandra said, more curious than accusatory. “Even when she came back here to sell her memories after my father died, you knew. Is that why you took me in after she was obliviated?”

			“Yes,” the abbess said. “And it’s why I’ve been so reluctant to invite any scrutiny into our order, especially from the Vicereine and her minions.

			“Your abilities are different, Cassandra. That memory you just viewed? That was the night you were conceived. The magic that flowed through your mother’s blood was passed to you permanently. Neither your tattoo nor your memory pulling and viewing powers will ever fade, regardless of how infrequently you perform the ritual.”

			As if the abbess’s words had activated it, a tingling sensation prickled to life beneath Cassandra’s skin, bubbling across her limbs.

			“The Empire will destroy any mortal who possesses even a shred of magic,” the abbess explained. “The only reason they allow it in Shrouded Sisters is due to its impermanence. It’s why the Sisters are forced to take a vow of chastity—to keep them from bearing children like you.

			“There’s a fine line you must walk now, my dear. The Vicereine, the Empire—you must never allow them to learn of the permanence of your abilities. I know you want to save your friend, but tread carefully.”

			Cassandra glanced back toward her mother, still seated on the bench in the courtyard, staring off into the distance.

			“She will always have a place here,” Mother Superior said. “A safe place with me and the Sisters. You come back and visit us whenever you wish.”

			Cassandra didn’t know what to say, didn’t know how to reconcile the words coming out of the mouth of this individual she’d felt such suspicion of and hatred toward over the years.

			“Thank you, Abbess,” Cassandra said.

			Mother Superior pulled Cassandra into a tight embrace, crushing her with the strength of the beast beneath her skin. “Call me Borea, but don’t tell the others.” 

			Cassandra chuckled as Borea released her.

			“Rescue Xenia,” Borea pleaded, her eyes doleful.

			“I will,” Cassandra vowed. She’d never meant those words more in her entire life.

			She left Borea, ambling through the trellised path to the Cloisters. 

			Once upon a time, her mother had summoned the courage to leave the order. And now, it was her daughter’s turn to say goodbye to the Temple, to the Sisters, to Mother Superior.

			What kind of woman was Cassandra supposed to be? 

			What kind of life was she supposed to live? 

			Bittersweet excitement bubbled through her at the thought of her new journey, this chance to find her purpose.

			Crossing the courtyard, she aimed for her quarters to pack her belongings and leave the Temple.

			For the final time.

			

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Cassandra pulled at the neckline of her plum muslin dress, the only piece of actual clothing she’d brought with her when she left the Temple a week ago.

			She’d also gathered her training attire and jewel-toned underthings, but had left her naughty memory stash and her dress robes—a symbolic farewell to the life she’d left behind.

			“Stop pulling at that,” Tristan murmured out of the side of his mouth as the two ascended the white marble staircase of the Secretariat. “You look fine.”

			“Fine is the absolute worst word you could have just used,” she whispered back, trying not to draw attention to herself among the humans and Fae milling about the stairs and checker-patterned courtyard.

			Tristan rolled his eyes. “You look stunning. The most gorgeous creature on the planet. The Vicereine is going to fall to her knees and beg forgiveness for not offering you this job years ago.”

			Cassandra smacked him but couldn’t help her responding chuckle. “Not much better, Birdman.”

			“Seriously, Cass, you look lovely, don’t worry about it. If you’re anxious about what you’re wearing, we’ll go shopping this week. Get you something to wear besides training attire and a day dress, okay?”

			She blew out a breath and smoothed her hair. “Okay,” she answered as he pulled open the heavy wooden door and led her into the foyer.

			Tristan had kept his word from the night of their first kiss, had given her a place to stay and not at the barracks. He owned a charming bungalow on the outskirts of Dienses Square, nestled on a peaceful street not far from the Fang and Claw. The clean, quiet neighborhood was filled with Fae, mostly mid-level officials. It lacked the filth of the slums and the pretension of Heronswood; she was already growing to adore it.

			Fortunately—or unfortunately, depending on what hour she was considering it—the house had multiple bedrooms, and Tristan had given her one all to herself. There had been no further discussions of the agreement they’d made before Xenia and Cael were taken. And though her chastity vow was no longer a barrier between them, the play sessions seemed so frivolous, just a selfish distraction. Could they have saved their friends if Tristan hadn’t decided to prioritize Cassandra’s safety? She’d been trying to shake off the guilt for days.

			Anyway, their new living arrangement threw the whole thing into chaos. Leaving the order was a big enough change to deal with. She thought it safer for her heart and her sanity to remain friends and nothing more. No kissing, no touching, no exploring. Not that those practical decisions had stopped her from wanting all of that whenever she was around him. Which was now every second of every day.

			They had made little progress in their search for Xenia and Cael. The only clue to Maksym’s whereabouts, Cora’s scrambled memory of the real necklace’s location, had yet to provide a single helpful hint. The memory was a disorienting jumble of half-formed scenes, jumping between multiple time periods. Cassandra had viewed it a hundred times since Isidora had handed it over and still couldn’t interpret it.

			Tristan suggested they might make headway in the search if they had more resources at their disposal. It was why they’d come to the Secretariat today, to discuss the case with the Vicereine and to convince her to assign more Vestian Guards to help. And to give Cassandra a role as a human consultant, despite the danger that the Vicereine might learn Cassandra’s secret.

			Cassandra had told Tristan about the magic in her blood, that she would never lose her memory-pulling abilities. He merely smiled, called her an all-powerful badass, and promised to protect her. She nearly swooned.

			Once inside the Vicereine’s stark, glossy office, Cassandra found herself perched on a white leather chair, sitting on her hands to stop herself from tugging at her neckline.

			As they awaited the Vicereine, Cassandra’s thoughts drifted back to the Temple, to the families that continued to risk obliviation as their only means of survival. It was the longest she’d ever gone without having another family in her scope, and the worry was a gaping wound in her stomach, acidic and searing. She told herself that finding the necklace and rescuing Xenia and Cael had to be her priority, that many more families would suffer if Maksym and Richelle carried out their plans. She clung to that justification; she had to or else she wouldn’t be able to function.

			A stunning blond female with glittering golden wings strode through the office doors.

			“Sorry to keep you waiting,” the Vicereine said in a low, throaty voice that suggested she was anything but.

			As the Vicereine sank into her chair, her unnerving pale-blue eyes devoured Cassandra, glancing between her and Tristan as if trying to determine the nature of their relationship.

			Tristan cleared his throat and ruffled his wings. “Your Excellence, allow me to introduce Cassandra Fortin, the former Shrouded Sister who helped us solve the case of her Sisters’ disappearances.”

			“Former?” the Vicereine said, a wicked smile forming on her perfectly lined red lips.

			Cassandra looked at Tristan, who nodded, letting her know it was safe to speak to the female before her who exuded raw power, centuries and centuries of it.

			“Yes, Your Excellence,” Cassandra answered, bowing her head. “I’ve left the order, as I believe my skills could be of better use outside the Temple.”

			“And what skills are those, mortal beauty?” The Vicereine’s eyes glistened with some emotion that Cassandra couldn’t quite grasp, and Tristan stiffened beside her, on edge based on how the Vicereine had addressed her.

			“Despite having left the order, I will still be capable of pulling and viewing memories for a few weeks,” Cassandra answered, as vaguely as possible.

			“A valuable skill, indeed,” the Vicereine answered, grinning savagely. 

			“The memories that Cassandra pulled for us were instrumental in solving the case,” Tristan cut in. “Plus, she’s pretty handy with a dagger.” He winked at Cassandra, and the Vicereine’s expression shuttered, becoming something so ice-cold it burned.

			“That case hasn’t been solved, Officer Saros,” the Vicereine spat. “Last I checked, your partner and another Shrouded Sister are still missing, and our enemies remain at large.”

			“You’re absolutely right, Your Excellence,” Tristan backpedaled. “Which is why we need Mistress Fortin’s help.” He signaled for Cassandra to continue.

			“Vicereine Lykan, the Shrouded Sister who was captured is my former roommate and—” 

			She was about to say best friend, but that didn’t seem to encompass the depth of feelings the two women shared. 

			“She’s extremely important to me. I would do anything to rescue her and help thwart the Empire’s enemies in the process.” She said the last with only a hint of distaste that she hoped wasn’t noticeable. No matter how fiercely her soul protested, she would prostrate herself before the Vicereine, the Empire, risk her own safety for the chance to get Xenia back.

			“I’m so pleased to hear you say that,” the Vicereine purred, her blood-red lips curving into a feral smile. “I know someone else who will be just as pleased.”

			The Vicereine rose from her seat and signaled for Tristan and Cassandra to do the same. 

			The wall behind the golden-winged Windrider dissolved as iridescent black feathers parted to reveal a stone-faced male who bore a striking resemblance to Tristan.

			He approached the Vicereine, extending a long-fingered hand topped with a massive onyx ring. The Vicereine bowed and touched her lips to the sigil of the Empire etched upon it. “Emperor Erabis, welcome to the colonies.”

			Cassandra shot to her feet, disbelief coursing through her. Was she really about to meet the Emperor? Curse this plain dress.

			She glanced over at Tristan, who remained seated, his features frozen into a mask of the deepest terror. 

			“Get up,” she murmured.

			Her voice drew him from his stupor, his caramel eyes filled with agony. Yet he forced his muscles to obey as he dragged himself out of his chair.

			Cassandra studied the Emperor, cataloging the similarities and differences between him and Tristan. The Emperor’s face was sharper, crueler, his hazel eyes a cooler shade than Tristan’s warm brown ones. But the height, the muscle mass, and those beautiful, iridescent black wings were the mirror image of her friend’s.

			The Emperor gave the Vicereine a curt nod before throwing an assessing glance at Cassandra. A scowl of pure disgust appeared on his face. 

			Not a fan of humans, she guessed.

			The male turned to Tristan, fluttering his wings in some kind of greeting. Tristan echoed the movement as if it were instinct, as if unable to control it.

			The two males stared at each other, Tristan’s expression boiling and murderous, the Emperor’s imperious, cold, and calm—like the darkest hour of night.

			“I see you’ve been well,” the Emperor intoned.

			“Brother.”
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