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      How long before Sadie falls?

      Abaddon looked out over his capital city, surveying the people who passed. How many of them would go hungry by the end of the year? How many would beg for shelter in his palace’s walls?

      How many would demand his head on a spear?

      Even knowing what would come, Abaddon envied them their naivete. What must it be like, haggling as the tradesmen did? What joy did it bring a man to go home and brag to friends, prideful he’d saved a few coins?

      What was it like to thrill over such trivial things?

      It wasn’t that Abaddon didn’t respect the tenacity of his people. He lived for the battle of wits, the exchange of words, the besting of another person. He’d often sparred in such ways with Dietrich. It was something that bonded him and his brother, something that made them feel connected to their people. To their culture. It was a way of life that no other country matched. As the heat was to the desert, so too was the bargain to Sadiyans. It wasn’t just a thing of their economy, a matter of buying and selling goods. It was an expression of their spirit.

      It was a part of their souls.

      Abaddon greatly respected the bargain; he just couldn’t fathom such low stakes. His trades were the trades of kings. His decisions affected thousands. When he secured a deal, it ensured his people would have a steady flow of goods in and out of the country. When he met with the traveling people of the desert, he established a means of transportation that tied Sovereignty to the Dividing Wall. When he developed cures, he solidified their country as an ally to the West.

      If he made a mistake, he’d incur the wrath of a nation.

      They don’t hate me yet, he thought, closing his eyes. Summer had gone, but even in the cooler seasons, the breeze was warm. His mother used to tell him the weather was tied to the Creator.

      When you feel a light breeze, the Creator is content. When the sandstorms come, the Creator is laughing. When the downpours arrive, it’s the Creator’s tears.

      It is in nature that we learn to be alive. Always be eager to listen.

      Abaddon opened his eyes. Black strands swept back from his face. His cloak billowed out behind him. The whisper of the wind made the sweat of his brow and back feel cool.

      He wished his mother was still alive. He wished he’d never listened to that strange voice in his head.

      He’d thought he was doing as his mother had taught him. He’d thought he was being faithful. He’d prayed every morning, every night, and before every meal. Praise had been given for every joyful thing, and every trial he’d accepted as something to make him stronger.

      Not once had he given way to anger. Not once had he given way to drugs. He’d endured his pain quietly, and given his life over freely.

      What did he have to show for it? A magical knife, strapped to his side. Wounds that would always heal. Health that would always stay strong. Hair that would never grey.

      But I have no family, he thought. I could live a thousand lifetimes, yet I feel I’ve already died.

      Abaddon leaned against the railing of his balcony. Padding along its edge kept his hands from burning on the hot metal, though a part of him welcomed the thought of pain. It was what he deserved. After all the suffering he’d caused, would it not be best for him to suffer too?

      Look at your city, the voice told him. Look at the people. They are free. They are strong. They will never be conquered, because of your faith. Sadie will not fall⁠—

      Abaddon imagined a shield going up in his mind, pulling his black auroras over his thoughts.

      The voice stopped.

      He exhaled, though he felt like he’d been suffocating.

      I’m fine, he thought, fighting to stay upright. I’m fine. . . .

      Ever since he’d called on the Dagger of Eve’s auroras, Abaddon had noticed something shift in his mind. It was as though his whole life he’d seen the world in shades of grey, then suddenly he’d gained the ability to see color.

      He thought of it as the Before, and the After. A time when he believed his thoughts to be his own, and a time when he heard them as something else.

      Someone else.

      In the Before, he’d thought he was trusting the Creator. When a plan came to him, he thought it was divinely inspired. When something told him to help someone and go somewhere, he helped, and he went.

      The Holy Book he read from, the parables from Sadiyan songs, the teachings of their temples—all of them told of ordinary people achieving greatness through faith. The eventual heroes in such stories didn’t understand what they were being told, but they didn’t need to. They were vessels. They lived to obey.

      Abaddon had always tried to do the same. Had he not worked tirelessly to find cures that helped his people? Had he not enabled them to find their footing in a world ruled by the leaders of the West? Had he not strengthened Sadie so the memories of chains would never again become their reality?

      He had. He knew he had. It had cost him everything, but such were the ways of vessels. His life was not his own.

      Then the After came. He’d called on the Dagger’s auroras, and the world had tilted.

      He began to question.

      Which actions had been his own? Which actions had been of his own accord, and which had been influenced by the voice? Who did the voice belong to?

      What did the voice belong to?

      He thought through everything he’d done to get to this point. The blade he’d pierced through Dietrich’s skin. The death his father had begged of him, and he’d given. The way he’d tested, over and over and over again, making sure the manufactured illness his mother caught would never take her life.

      When it had, Abaddon told himself that was the first domino to fall. It was the pebble that created the avalanche. The breeze that made the storm.

      Face your sins, he told himself. That wasn’t where it began.

      He tightened his grip on the railing. The voice wanted in. It frightened him, the pressure against the mental shield he’d erected. The voice didn’t like being kept out.

      This was important then. The voice wanted him to believe they were one in the same, but if he dug deep enough, he’d find that moment. He’d pinpoint when his mind gave itself over to something else, something sinister. Because that’s what it was, he knew that now. Surely it was.

      Wasn’t it?

      “Abaddon?”

      He turned. Behind him, Deladrine stood, concerned etched along her face. Abaddon swallowed and ran a hand through his hair, hurrying to compose himself. He didn’t want the oracle to see him so unraveled.

      “You’re early,” he said, wincing at the harshness of his tone. He lifted a hand and offered an apologetic smile. “Sorry, you startled me is all.”

      Deladrine smiled back, though there was a falseness to it. Not in the way of deception—the oracle could never be anything but sincere—but the smile didn’t meet her eyes, didn’t crinkle the corners of her face.

      “Should we . . . would you like me to try?”

      Abaddon knew what she meant. She could sense things when she touched another person, when her skin made contact with someone else’s. Before, with everything Abaddon had done, with all the darkness shrouding him, he hadn’t wanted to let her in. When she sensed things, it impacted her too, and she was vibrant and innocent and kind. He hadn’t wanted the burdens he’d carried placed on her shoulders.

      Now, he’d do anything to go back, to let her in. If she’d been able to note the voice that plagued him, would she have been able to locate its source? Could it have been exorcised from his body? Was it something outside himself he needed to destroy?

      He couldn’t dwell. He’d missed his chance. The Dagger, besides granting him immortality, had made him immune to Deladrine’s touch. He had little understanding of what the Dagger was capable of as it was. He’d certainly never expected it to be tied in any way to Deladrine’s perception.

      How cruel, to finally determine something was amiss, only to lose the means to discover what it was.

      Regardless, even knowing nothing had changed, Abaddon looked to her and nodded.

      Deladrine walked over, sandaled feet quiet against the balcony’s tiles. The beginnings of dusk were showing all around them, the sky of the desert painted in pinks and purples, the orange of Deladrine’s robes and veil like the remnants of the sun. A dusting of red lay across her nose and cheeks, her eyes a bold green—almost a defiant green—against the warmth of everything around her.

      Most Westerners described Sadiyan eyes as serpentlike. It was often said as an insult, but Abaddon’s people would gladly be the thing that constricts, the force that devours something more than itself. They gave a great deal of respect to serpents, both animal and fiend alike. Any statements of comparison were more compliment than slight.

      Even then, the description didn’t seem right for Deladrine. She was soft, and gentle. There was nothing about her Abaddon found serpentlike, other than feelings of reverence.

      He cleared his throat. Deladrine was before him now, fingers ungloved. She studied him, face still pinched with worry, eyes wide in question.

      “I don’t think it’ll work,” he said. “You don’t have to⁠—”

      She reached up and touched his forehead. He stopped, suddenly all too aware of the sweat beading his brow, the dust settled on his skin. Deladrine was nearly a head shorter than him, the scent of her hair—jasmine and sandalwood and a wildflower that grew near the high temple—just beneath his nose. He knew the scent well. He remembered picking the flowers when his mother had brought him to the temple to pray. Oases, they were called, for the blue-green color they brought to the desert. When the petals were crushed, they could be used as food and clothing dyes, or to add fragrance to bathing and hair oils. For Abaddon, he found patients, especially younger ones, took elixirs better when the smell was more pleasant, and though the petals didn’t have any healing properties, they did make working at the hospital easier.

      “You smell like oases,” he said. “It’s nice.”

      “I grow them myself.” She moved her fingers from his brow to his cheekbone. “I’m sorry, this is probably strange for you. Should I stop? I’ve just . . . I’ve never been able to touch another person like this without feeling anything.”

      Abaddon lifted a brow and smiled. “I know how significant this is to you, but I’m trying not to be insulted that a beautiful woman feels absolutely nothing when she’s touching me.”

      Deladrine’s eyes shot down. The red on her cheeks deepened, but Abaddon was grateful when instead of pulling away, she looked back up and brought her other hand to his face.

      “And do you feel nothing, my king?” she asked, the ghost of a smile appearing. Abaddon wrapped his hands around her wrists, eyes meeting hers.

      He readied himself to speak, thought through what best to say, how to say it, how loud to say it—but decided on silence. His answer came in the tightening of his grip.

      In a moment, Deladrine would relay news he didn’t want, news that would be difficult to give, and difficult to receive. He’d confide in her his worries for Sadie. She’d provide counsel.

      For just a moment, he wanted to stand there, holding her near him, pretending he wasn’t too in the depths for her to find.

      He let the moment grow. He’d been nervous before, with her so close, but now he was able to trade the shallow breaths in his chest for relaxed ones. He ran his thumb against the pulse point of her wrist, feeling the softness of her skin, the quickening of her heartbeat, the response when she ran her own fingers along his jaw. He smiled, but held his eyes closed.

      Disruption was the last thing Abaddon wanted, but he decided it best to let down the shield he’d crafted over his thoughts, and see if anything changed in Deladrine’s perception.

      He’d not actually called the black auroras he’d been holding; he’d only shaped them in his mind, so releasing them held none of the same relief that usually came with vanishing. He didn’t let it affect his body, didn’t let his moment with Deladrine change, but he did brace himself mentally for the voice to return.

      It didn’t. Either the voice’s source had gone, or his mind was too preoccupied. Though he wanted to discover whatever darkness lay inside him, he didn’t want to tarnish this moment, precious as it was to Deladrine.

      He finally opened his eyes, happy to see her own now closed. He wasn’t sure if it was the absence of the voice, the familiar scent in her hair, or the certainty that she was happy, but Abaddon felt himself emboldened. He lifted her wrist, gently, and placed a light kiss just below her palm.

      “Thank you for trying,” he said. He pulled her hands from his face and stepped back, not wanting to put distance between them, but knowing he must. He slipped his hands into hers for a moment, squeezing them reassuringly, and let go. “We’ll try again another time.”

      As she was wont to do, Deladrine gave him her every thought in a flash. Her brows rose with a hint of surprise. She blinked with a few flutters of composure, and her hands returned to an almost prayerlike position against her stomach.

      “Of course,” she said. Then, more softly, “Whenever you’d like.”

      Abaddon leaned back against the balcony railing behind him, arms crossing over his chest. He wanted to tell himself there was more in the words, an implication in the pause she gave before she said them, but he was a king, and kingly matters needed tending to. He’d pulled away from her for a reason.

      “So,” he started, callousing himself for the question they’d known was coming. He gave her a moment, knowing how much she hated this, and asked, “How many of my watchmen are traitors?”

      It broke something in Abaddon, to see Deladrine crack. It was a small thing, a deflating of her shoulders, a tightening of her mouth, but her eyes could show nothing with subtlety. Large and bold as they were, he could see the pain in the tears they suddenly withheld.

      She licked her lips, then looked down, as if the shame of traitors was somehow hers to bear.

      “Eleven, my king.”

      Abaddon nodded. He looked instinctively to the West, knowing the Redeemers had gained ground at the Dividing Wall, knowing it had been there they’d continued to spread their hate. All of Prianthia was unsafe for them. It had been since they’d assassinated one of their princes. And in Sadie’s capital, with Dietrich living among their people, Sovereignty had been a place the Redeemers were hunted.

      It made sense they’d flocked to the Dividing Wall. While still considered part of Sadie, the border between the East and the West was bustling with people from all nations of Abra’am. It was easier there to be a Prianthian among Sadiyans, a Tiadorian among Xens, a Victorian Mesidian among a Laighless Mesidian. Thus, the Redeemers could hide there in plain sight. And, frustratingly, they could gain access to the stockpile of cures that’d been transported across the desert, waiting to be traded.

      Those goods would never be traded, though, or at the very least, not for some time. Someone had assassinated the royal family of Mesidia, disguised as Dietrich, and the West had responded with an immediate ban on anything imported from Sadie.

      As a politician, Abaddon understood the decision. A prince of one kingdom killing the rulers of another—however inaccurate that accusation was—could not go unpunished. The West had been a friend to Sadie for decades. They’d helped them find their footing when they’d only just gained their freedom from Prianthia. Not declaring war against them was a kindness, but banning trade was its own kind of slow death. With Sadie still on its feet, the trade ban was a cancer that needed removing.

      “Do you know them each by name?” Abaddon asked, returning his attention to Deladrine.

      Still not meeting his eye, she nodded.

      “Have you had a chance to pass those names along to Culter? The faster and more discreetly we can remove the watchmen from their posts, the better.”

      “What will happen to them?”

      That didn’t answer his question. With anyone else, Abaddon would not have shown patience, would not have left them without reprimand. The Redeemers deserved no pity for the hatred they sewed. What happened to them should be as much a concern to people as the ants beneath one’s feet.

      But this was not anyone else. It was an oracle, a woman whose life had been upended because of what she could sense, a target he’d been ordered to kill when his father had commanded it of him. It was a miracle she could bear to even be near him, let alone stand at his side. She should hate him. She should hate that he used her abilities to help him root out traitors.

      He would always feel guilty for it, but he would never command her to stop. The Redeemers had to be found, traitors had to be punished, and the innocent had to come first. Always.

      “They will be imprisoned,” he answered honestly. “They will likely be executed. I’ve not yet decided if the executions will be public.”

      A tear fell from Deladrine’s cheek. She wiped it away hurriedly.

      “If they are to be killed, may I be granted time with them? I’d like to be sure their souls find peace before they pass.”

      Abaddon stood up from the railing, fingers clenching and unclenching at his side.

      “Why?”

      “Because they are people,” she answered simply. “No group in its entirety is filled solely with good or evil. You know this. Was it not you yourself who said as much, when you expressed your anger at the trade ban? You told me that even if the West did blame us, it wasn’t fair to do something that put our people at risk. You even felt for the Westerners, because you know what no longer having access to your cures will do to them.” She sniffed, then stood a little straighter, as if her posture aided in the strengthening of her point.

      “It is because of the Redeemers that entire nations will suffer,” Abaddon countered. “I told you: it couldn’t have been my brother who killed the Mesidian royals. The Redeemers wanted to do something in his name. They wanted to ruin our reputation.” He wiped at his jaw, anger bubbling in his chest. “And they succeeded, Deladrine. They succeeded.”

      “They succeed when we become the very people they’ve made us out to be.”

      “No! Light, that’s the point. It doesn’t matter. I did what you suggested. I knew Xenith and Mesidia and Riverdee were going to suffer without our cures, and so I sent cures, even with the ban. If people couldn’t access what we have legally, then we’d send the cures illegally, because that was better than not having access at all, right? That’s what you told me? And then the Redeemers killed our men, took our cures, and are now selling it all themselves. I’ve wasted—wasted—so many of our resources, and now they’ll get the credit. The West will hate us when their children die this winter, and they’ll praise the Redeemers for coming to their aid.”

      He looked around then, eyes searching for something, anything, to look to. Anything but her. Deladrine was his anchor, the thing that kept him sane. When he was nearly adrift, she kept him from going too far. But her morality, the things that made her just, were costing him right now.

      They’d had this argument before. He’d known the risks. She’d known the risks. They’d prayed their plan would work anyway.

      It hadn’t.

      “What would you have done differently?”

      “It doesn’t matter⁠—”

      “It does matter.” She didn’t quite stomp, but she shifted her weight forcefully, her words biting. “It does matter, because if you’re going to lose your temper, if you’re going to let hatred consume you every time we discuss the Redeemers, then you need to ask yourself if there really was any other choice.

      “Let’s say you hadn’t ordered cures illegally transported. When the winter comes, people in the West will grow sick, both in mind and body, and many of them will die. I know you aren’t a man who thinks human life only matters if its within our borders. You value all life. All life, Abaddon. Not just Sadiyan. Not just Eastern. All life.

      “You did what was right, and even if the Redeemers get credit for it, more lives will be saved than lost. You were a healer before you were king. Does that mean nothing to you?”

      “Of course it means something. But I don’t believe anything the Redeemers do is for the good of all. They do value some people more than others. Borders do matter to them. They value the East over the West, and they want to even the odds, to make the West weak.

      “They won’t save as many lives as they should when the time comes. They’ll only save enough to make the West dependent on them.”

      Deladrine didn’t reply. It was an impossible position they’d been put in, and one that seemed to spell downfall no matter which route they took.

      The ban would do harm. They both knew that. Sadie traded many things: art, spice, clothes. They wove intricate rugs and tapestries Xens displayed with pride in their homes. They crafted sails more resistant to weather damage Riverdians used for fishing. There was value in everything their people made, yet elixirs were undeniably their most profitable and vital commodity. Without the ability to trade, their economy would collapse, along with the health of those across the Dividing Wall.

      If Abaddon forced goods over, even against the trade ban, the West might place harsher terms against them. There was always the chance that the people of the West would be grateful, and that the leaders might simply outlaw all goods aside from cures, but the risk was simply too great. Maybe not in the now, but considering the far future of Sadie, it wasn’t a choice Abaddon could take. It was one thing to be a righteous king, to do the honorable thing, and another to let foreign rulers know you would put the good of all before the good of your people. If the Westerners realized that Sadie would always bow down and grovel, they’d never be respected. They’d never be seen as strong. The trade ban could go on indefinitely, and they’d have no reason to ever try and negotiate, because Abaddon would’ve given away his most precious resource for free.

      If they couldn’t attach themselves to cures, then the best course of action would be to channel the cures over in secret. Abaddon might have to lie if asked about it, but that was a small price to pay. Better to feign ignorance than to let people’s well-being be in jeopardy.

      So that’s what they’d done.

      And the Redeemers had taken the cures for themselves.

      Abaddon had known that might happen. When he’d gone to the Dividing Wall to meet with Dietrich, he’d seen just how far the cult’s influence had been cast. He’d hoped he could channel the cures over nonetheless, that the people he’d tasked with transporting the goods would do so with the utmost care and secrecy, but some of his own had betrayed him.

      Without Dietrich to protect their people from afar, the Redeemers had become more embedded within Abaddon’s ranks.

      Something had to be done.

      The cult was nearly invisible before, hidden among the shadows, but they could be put in the light. There was someone who could sense the deceit among them.

      Deladrine.

      It had burdened her, Abaddon knew. She’d done it once before, realized that one of the members in their traveling party had been a Redeemer spy, and after what Abaddon had done to the man, she’d never again wanted any part in snuffing out traitors.

      He’d respected that, as long as he could. But these were desperate times, and if ensuring as many lives were saved as possible, then Deladrine’s gift had to be called upon. Even she couldn’t deny its necessity.

      “It’s been a long day,” Abaddon said, breaking the heavy silence. “I’ll think on your request.”

      Deladrine stood still. The wind picked up, dark strands brushing across her cheeks, and Abaddon thought to brush them from her face, to assure her everything would be all right.

      Instead, he gestured toward the balcony’s door, and felt he’d lost something as she turned and made her way inside.

      It was a sad, unsteady calm that followed them into his rooms.

      It broke immediately when Deladrine screamed.

      At the foot of his bed, a man was bound. Abaddon couldn’t tell if he was unconscious or dead, though he recognized him as one of the watchmen who usually stood guard on the second of his room’s balconies. Abaddon had ordered solitude before, needing time alone to think and meet with Deladrine, but there were always men and women standing guard in his antechamber, the halls outside his rooms, and his balconies. If this man had been harmed, then that meant someone had harmed the other guards as well.

      That proved true when not a single one of them came to investigate Deladrine’s scream.

      Abaddon grabbed her arm protectively. He led her over to an empty part of the room, one away from any windows and doors, and put a finger to his lips. She breathed heavily, her hand held over her chest, but he trusted she wouldn’t move.

      His chambers were circular in shape, with little furniture to hide behind or inside. He had a washroom and a separate wardrobe, though both he found empty after a quick search. The library and makeshift lab he’d set up were also absent of anyone.

      He shot a reassuring look to Deladrine before slowly making his way to his second balcony. The door had been left slightly ajar, the light curtains hanging around his windows fluttering in the breeze. He stepped out, cautious, hand going to the Dagger of Eve at his side.

      Of the three remaining watchmen stationed here, all lay still on the ground. Abaddon looked around, noting the rooftops nearest the palace, searching for any ropes someone might’ve used to climb up, or a ladder or grappling hook.

      He found nothing.

      He made his way over to his watchmen, checking each for a pulse. They all had one. He let out a small sigh, relieved to at least find them alive.

      He stilled when he noted a small needle in one of their necks.

      He’d only ever known one person who used needles like that. He’d worked together with them to make the substance on the needles’ tips, something that would render a person asleep or unconscious for a time, but harmless nonetheless. A convenient thing when one needed to be quiet. The perfect weapon for someone who walked in the shadows.

      Abaddon stood, taking purposeful strides back inside. He went directly to the watchman strapped to the foot of his bed, unsurprised to find a needle in his neck as well. Under the ropes across the man’s chest, Abaddon found a note. The ink was smeared slightly, and still a bit wet, which meant it had only just been written.

      Heart pounding, he shook his head, completely unsure if from gratitude, anger, humiliation, or fear.

      He picked up the note and read.

      

      Hello you little shit. It’s been a while. I won’t be coy with you—I think we’re beyond that now—I was the one that sent you the last note. I’m sure you pieced together it was me, but I thought I’d make that especially clear, in the event you are no longer intelligent and have lost all deductive reasoning skills.

      I am indeed alive, and it seems I still have to protect you, even after you’ve gone and made yourself immortal. I’ll be honest, the thought of watching one of your own guards stab you the way you stabbed me does sound rather appealing, especially since I know the Dagger would keep you alive, but I’ve always been the more mature of us, so I’ll swallow my pride and take the high road.

      Your oracle was wrong. There are twelve Redeemers in your ranks, not eleven. I know everyone thinks you’re a genius, but in the event you have indeed lost all intelligence and deductive reasoning skills, I’ll spell it out for you: this one here is number twelve.

      You’re welcome.

      By the way, I have an idea that might end the trade ban. It requires your ambassador friend. Make sure he comes to Sovereignty.

      If you’re skeptical, don’t be. I’ve always watched over you. Trust me.

      Also, you owe me. On account of the stabbing.

      Your loving, doting, protective, quick-witted, clever, not handsome but rugged in a manly sort of way, brother,

      

      Dietrich
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      “Have you seen the newest printing from the Scholars?”

      Natalia looked up from her notes. Vel stood across from her, lips quirked, one hand on her hip, the other flicking a paper back and forth.

      The motion caused a maddening pop and crackle effect.

      Natalia had not, in fact, seen what was printed in that aurora-forsaken paper today, and she was, in fact, very curious to see it. It was usually servants who delivered the articles to her, and when they did, Natalia could take a glance at their expressions and gather what she needed. A concerned brow told her the Scholars were speaking ill of her. A bright smile meant things were looking up. A pinched mouth foretold a desire to comfort after said paper was finally looked at.

      Veladee Verigrad, the Mistress of Birds, gave away nothing. She had an annoying, red-lipped smile plastered to her powdered face on most occasions, save when she absolutely needed to perform a different human emotion. Where her younger cousin Gwenivere had irritated Natalia for never knowing how to school her expressions, Vel irritated Natalia in the opposite way. She was, without a doubt, the most controlled actress Natalia had ever met. Not an actress like Natalia herself, who pinpointed exactly what muscle to twitch when, what mannerism to show, what kind of tear to shed—because there were, much to people’s surprise, at least seven different ways of crying.

      No, Vel was something far more exaggerated, far more fabricated, far more loathsome a thing.

      She was like a theater actress.

      Natalia hated theater. She hated it in all its forms, whether it was performed intimately, in an actual theater house, or, nausea-inducing as it was to even think, on a street corner. Truly, how deranged and pathetic did a society have to be to enjoy a person talking too loudly and gesturing too widely outside?

      That, sadly, was what stood before Natalia now. Though, just as sadly, this woman was indoors, had missed her calling, and was in a room far too small and private for such a show.

      I will not give her the satisfaction of rewarding such undignified behavior, Natalia thought. Vel continued to flap the paper around, and when Natalia continued only to stare, the Mistress of Birds did the worst thing she could: she gave Natalia the hope that she might stop.

      The quiet moment of Vel’s smile fading and the paper coming to a slow stop in her hands lasted only a few seconds. After the brief respite, she leaned forward, eyes wide, smile returned, and shook the paper more vigorously.

      Natalia steepled her hands, making sure not to clench her fingers as she laced them together.

      “Mistress, you do realize there is a fireplace in this room, do you not?”

      That statement, apparently, was taken as an invitation to join Natalia at the table.

      “And?” Vel said. “You would really see this burn, wasting valuable—nay, precious!—time? It’s important to know what the people are saying, especially what they are saying about you, and you cannot comfortably do so if the paper is disintegrating in the fire. And that would mean I’d have to run out and grab another, all so you can feel proud of yourself for winning this encounter. My, who knew you were so petulant.”

      Vel held the paper up, beckoning over the lone knight standing in the corner of the room.

      “Dear Nicolas, do as our Queen Regent wishes and toss this in the fire.”

      Nicolas stepped forward. Natalia could have sworn the knight had been sulking in the most shadow-laden corner of the meeting room, but as he shifted, she realized he’d been just as in the sunlight as her. Evidently his manner had become so dreary since he’d held his tongue regarding Gerard’s death that he created his own kind of shadows.

      Not an actor, but another person who was too expressive. Did no one learn control or nuance?

      To his credit, as he reached to take the paper from Vel, he looked to Natalia, the question plain on his face. Natalia almost felt sorry for the man. He wasn’t equipped, neither in mood nor intelligence, to keep up with the posturing between herself and Vel. All he could comprehend was that he’d been given an order, but not by Natalia, who outranked the Mistress of Birds, and since Natalia was sitting right there, he should actually wait for her order. Shouldn’t he?

      That’s how Natalia imagined his brain sounded. He had the look of a puppy who’d just been shown its food, then been ordered to wait, and now looked anxiously between his master and his meal. Natalia found herself wanting to say, All right, go ahead! simply to put him out of his misery, though she’d then have the image of him as a puppy permanently cemented in her mind, and she still had use of him. She only need carve away his moping to reveal that handsome, charming face again.

      One thing at a time. Nicolas had to wait. Vel, and this ridiculous paper, came first.

      “You realize, Mistress, that you could have simply come in at the arranged time, waited to be seated, then given me the paper when asked? I could’ve been having a breakthrough in solving all of Xenith’s problems, only to have that breakthrough slip away because you paraded around with the utmost amount of noise you could muster.”

      “Were you about to have a breakthrough?”

      “Yes.”

      “You were not!”

      “I was. I had every problem facing us”—Natalia motioned to all the papers scattered about the table—“figured out. Then you asked me about that paper, which has the stupidest name, I might add, and it all went out the window.”

      “The name is not stupid. It’s clever.”

      “Xenith is known as the Realm of Scholars, and they call themselves the Scholars. It makes it sound like everyone in Xenith works there.”

      “I like it.” Vel shrugged and began fanning herself with the paper. “What say you, Nicolas? Do you like it?”

      “A place of business needs a name, and that is a name.”

      At that, they each looked to Nicolas. Both women, it seemed, were unsure if he was mocking them, or truly thought something as simple as a noun was all it took for a name to be adequate.

      “Add it to the pile,” Natalia said, picking up her quill and tapping it against a stack of papers. “I’ll get to it in a moment.”

      The clock in the room’s corner began chiming. Natalia sighed. The sound indicated the meeting with Vel was truly now in session. She’d have no choice but to lend the woman her ear for the next hour. Oh, how she wished she could take out that little bit of elemental metal from the clock and throw it out the window behind her. That, or break the clock apart and study it.

      She’d enjoyed doing such things as a girl. With war so prevalent throughout Abra’am’s history, most people only thought of elemental metal filling beyond its capacity in relation to a soldier’s armor. The metal could only absorb so much, and when it finally hit its breaking point, elements that’d been taken in over time would burst out all at once. It was important soldiers get their armor checked and updated regularly, as the bursts usually led to death, but for the ones that survived, they loved to tell the tales and show the scars. Natalia remembered hearing Victorian rebels share such stories, all of whom had seemed especially excited to show a young girl their burns, or where they’d lost fingers to sudden frostbite.

      The War of Fire had changed that. The people of Concord and Tiador, rather than using elemental metal as armor, had instead crafted it into small spheres. It was discovered, after many heavy and explosive losses, that they would fill the spheres just so, bury them into land, and then volley arrows onto the battlefield as soldiers charged. The small bit of fire from the arrows was often all that was needed to push the metal over the edge. Entire battalions, expecting to meet their enemies on the field of battle, would instead be decimated before swords even clashed.

      Hated as Pierre had been to Natalia, it was he who had studied and perfected the means of fighting back against such forces. It was both less expensive and safer for his army, his Elite, as he called them, to wear elemental threads in their clothes, which would eventually become the Elite’s signature blue cloaks. The threads in the clothing, usually thought of as adorned clothes, were able to take in far more elements than armor could. It left the soldiers more exposed to physical blows, but if the Elite were able call a shield, they could still adequately defend themselves. Not to mention that wearing less armor made it easier to evade the land mines the enemies set out, and if a soldier were caught in one and survived, they didn’t run the risk of then having their own armor burst from all the heat surrounding them.

      War. War so often led to innovation. And in turn, innovation led, at least in Abra’am, to people determining faster and easier ways to kill one another.

      Then there were clocks. They still had their ties to the armies—generals wanted ways to wake all of their soldiers up at the same time, to keep them regimented, to march them for an exact amount of time—but they had their uses outside the miliary too. Certain metal, it was discovered, did not burst upon filling, but very, very slowly, seeped the element back out. If one put lightning into such metal, it created a kind of current, which could then power the gears that made up the small clocks like the one Natalia stared at now. The metal, aptly called current metal, was not rare, nor altogether expensive, but for whatever reason, such a process only seemed to work in small amounts. As soon as inventors tried crafting it into something larger, the metal broke apart, or didn’t work at all.

      The printings took advantage of such metals. It was how books became more accessible to the public.

      It was also how gossips turned their love of rumors into papers, like the one Vel seemed so keen to read to her now.

      Natalia had always wondered, if everyone wasn’t busy killing one another, what else could they invent? There was a Xen city to the east, known as Sarabai, that combined the wealth of Xenith with the innovation of Sadie. From what she’d heard, the city was the only one focusing on what these metals could do for infrastructure, and the comforts of its people, rather than what they could do for war.

      Accounts said Sarabai seemed a place decades ahead of its time. Natalia wished to go there someday, rather than be sitting in a palace that seemed stuck in the past.

      For now, Voradeen, Xenith, and the rest of Abra’am seemed content with the idea current metal couldn’t be crafted into anything more useful than a clock, or the occasional switch, or the stupid papers.

      Beneath some of her documents, if Vel were to suddenly shuffle through them, she’d find drawings Natalia had done, research she’d pulled from some of the books in Gwenivere’s old rooms, or books she’d had shipped in from Sarabai. Anything that talked about this metal, Natalia was interested in reading.

      Beneath all of that, Natalia had notes regarding shape-shifters. That interest, however, was not rooted in the childlike wonder and passion she had for current metal but in the fear for what likely lurked within the palace’s halls.

      This is not the time for such thoughts, she scolded, tearing her gaze from the clock. It felt as though she’d drifted a lifetime, but in reality, she’d only pondered for the clock’s nine chimes. Blessedly, Vel had mistaken Natalia’s silence as nothing more than her patiently waiting for the clock to finish its declaration.

      “Shall we begin?” Vel asked.

      Steeling herself, Natalia leaned back, rested her chin in the palm of her hand, and nodded her assent.

      “According to the Scholars,” Vel said, pulling out a pair of spectacles and placing them atop her nose. “Over half of Voradeen’s population believes you responsible or partly responsible for our poor housing conditions, the increase in illness across the city, the lack of funds dedicated to rebuilding the city, the lack of lawmen patrolling the city, Gwenivere still being on the loose, increased crime, increased illegal substances making their way into the city, the Sadiyan trade ban, and the conflict in Mesidia.”

      Natalia waited patiently for Vel to finish. Between each problem listed, Vel made it a point to look over her spectacles, over the paper, across the table, and directly at Natalia.

      “Oh, is that all?” Natalia answered.

      “There’s also mention of a vigilante people are calling the Phoenix, but . . . they seem to somewhat like them. Or, at least, they seem to find what they’re doing interesting. I don’t think they feel totally comfortable supporting someone who seems to be taking out politicians in the outer cities with total lack of care for our laws, but depending on how high the number gets of people who blame you for everything, that might change.”

      Natalia held her hand out. Vel, without fanfare, placed the paper in it.

      The message had been condensed, but Vel’s account was accurate. The Scholars either implied, placed some blame at her feet, or outright condemned Natalia for Xenith’s problems.

      And, apparently, some of Mesidia’s and Sadie’s, she thought irritably. She took a deep breath, reading through the exact words the paper used, what they were saying when they weren’t actually saying something, when they were using critical judgment, and when they were making an obvious effort to rile people up.

      Though much of it was sensationalized or exaggerated, it was not exactly wrong. These were the problems Xenith, and more specifically, its capital, were facing. The unfair part was that somehow, in the three months since Gerard had died, so many people had decided all these problems were because of Natalia.

      It doesn’t matter if they’re my fault, she told herself. What matters is whether or not I fix them, and I will fix them.

      After everything Gerard had given to her, she had to.

      She took another deep breath. One time, one bloody time, she’d given in to panic, letting people believe Gwenivere had killed the late king, afraid people would blame her if she didn’t. Long before the Scholars printed hateful stories about her, she’d been seen as a power-hungry she-fiend who would do anything for the throne. When Gerard had died in front of her, with only Nicolas as the witness, she didn’t think the truth would overrule her reputation.

      Then she’d heard the bells. Gwenivere had escaped. Gwenivere, the angry heir who no one knew much about. Gwenivere, who had meddled in the affairs of nations. Gwenivere, who some believed had allied with Prince Dietrich. Gwenivere, who some people accused of taking part in the Attack of Fiends. Gwenivere, who some thought had orchestrated the deaths of the Laighless and al’Murtagh families.

      Would they believe she had killed her father?

      Evidently, they had. And now the Scholars, the same paper that had placed doubt on Gwenivere after she’d saved her city, was placing doubt on Natalia’s ability to rule.

      For Gerard’s sake, she had to take care of his country. And, as much as it grated to do so, she also had to see that Gwenivere was never found. Voradeen might have disliked their Queen Regent, but they outright hated the true heir for killing their king. If she was ever found and brought back home, they’d tear her to pieces.

      “Let’s work backward,” Natalia said, setting the paper down. “This vigilante. Do we do anything about them? The paper might not want to fully support them, but our citizens seem eager to. The Phoenix—Light, another terrible name—they’re not killing anyone, just exposing corruption and helping put more transparent leaders in charge. Do you think they’ll eventually pose a threat to us? I don’t like letting someone run around outside the law gaining the people’s favor, but I also think our resources are already spread too thin.

      “What are your thoughts? I don’t know how much Voradeen’s web of influence extends to the outer cities. I don’t even remember corresponding with the politicians there.”

      “The outer cities essentially govern themselves,” Vel answered. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but Mesidia was primarily ruled by Pierre, and then your father had ruled over what was considered Victorian land, yes?”

      Natalia’s first instinct was to say all of Mesidia was Victorian land, but that was neither currently true, nor at all the point.

      “More or less, yes. Maeve Barie was the closest in my bloodline to gaining back control of Mesidia. Forgive me, the history surrounding her is riddled with mysticism, but the story says the Laighless king of that time was so impressed with her valor and battlefield prowess that he gave her the title of duchess, a strip of land to call ours, and worked to rule with her, rather than against her.”

      “How do you feel about that?”

      “What?”

      “That story.” Vel pointed to the window behind Natalia, as if Mesidia were just outside of it. “I can see holes in that story already, and I can tell it’s something that comes from the Laighless’s side, not yours.”

      “It doesn’t matter how I feel⁠—”

      “Indulge me.”

      Natalia glanced at the woman, who for once wasn’t wearing her signature smile. She looked serious, as if the desire to see Natalia humanized somehow humanized her.

      It’s a trap, Natalia thought reflexively. Vel puts on a show so often that when she stops, you feel inclined to let your guard down. That’s what’s happening here.

      Or . . . was it possible the woman wanted to know more about Mesidia? More about Natalia? Yvaine Barie had ingrained in her daughter’s mind that no one was to be trusted, especially those who held power. Vel would have been the exact kind of person Yvaine would warn her about.

      Look around you, daughter, she’d say, infusing her voice with both authority and condescension, as though she was doing you a great favor by bestowing wisdom. She’d be impatient with you for being too stupid to not already understand the innerworkings of people’s minds.

      How does she work? she’d say. You like your little clocks. You like to break them into pieces.

      Break her apart. Study her.

      Natalia could hear her mother’s voice, could sense her presence as though she was right there, standing behind her. She fought back a shiver as she felt the phantom thread of her mother’s hair tickling her shoulder, felt the lightness of her mother’s breath as she imagined her whispering, How has she manipulated others?

      In her mind, Natalia recounted everything she’d observed of Vel. If she wanted a commoner to feel comfortable, she’d make sure the fruit she offered them was grown around their home village. If she wanted a scribe anxious, she’d make sure there wasn’t quite enough ink for them to write with. That way, they’d always feel like they weren’t getting everything down.

      Good, she imagined her mother saying, her voice now mixed with the tiniest bit of pride. And how has she manipulated you?

      Natalia broke away from Vel’s expectant gaze and looked around the room.

      The northern facing window meant the view was always in the direction of Mesidia.

      The simple wood furniture was much closer to Mesidia’s decor than Xenith’s.

      The fireplace wasn’t really needed as often in Xenith’s slightly warmer climate—the sound of the crackling fire was simply to provide Natalia with a familiar sound.

      You aren’t here! Natalia thought, fighting back her mother’s voice. She could see manipulation in everything, or she could see one person doing what she could to make another feel comfortable.

      Besides, the story of Maeve Barie was not a secret. Any Victorian Vel spoke with could give her this answer.

      “The story has been used against us for generations,” she conceded. “Anytime someone spoke of Mesidia rightfully being of my line, we were told Maeve gave up the land and we needed to be content with what we had.” She looked back to Vel and smiled sadly. “That, or we were told we should be grateful that the Laighless family had shown Maeve any mercy at all.”

      “Basically, you should be grateful your entire bloodline and your followers weren’t completely wiped out?”

      Natalia nodded. “Basically.”

      Out of curiosity, Natalia glanced over at Nicolas. He’d returned to the room’s corner, and she was a little surprised to see a look of uncertainty on his face.

      Xenith had long supported the Laighless line. She doubted he’d truly heard their side before. When you’d been told how perfect you and your allies were for generations, you might find you’d initially reject anything or anyone who said otherwise.

      “Thank you,” Vel said. “I know some of Mesidia’s history, but there are holes in my knowledge. My birdies are mostly Xen born, and I’m realizing that if my spies have bias, so do I. Would you like me to employ more Victorian sympathizers? In the past, your family was not exactly considered an ally. Gerard hadn’t wanted anyone serving me who might report back to your family. If you’d like, I can rectify that. I should likely do so anyway, given that it’s your mother the Treaty of Five is backing now.”

      Natalia fought back her surprise. Vel’s official title and role was only known to a select few, but even then, she rarely spoke so openly about being the country’s spy master. It was a little uncomfortable, truthfully, purely from the shock of it, but it was better than the actress.

      It’s still an act, she imagined her mother saying.

      This time, she was inclined to agree.

      “The fact that you haven’t employed any Victorian spies is an oversight. You should have done that long before my role as Regent, but certainly once the Treaty of Five was signed. Am I correct that your statement implies you have Laighless spies still? I understand the use of having spies from all backgrounds, but to be so one-sided, especially when that side is now officially an enemy of the Treaty of Five, is something I think the other nations would be furious to discover. We already know how the Prianthians reacted when they found out Gwenivere was still writing to Roland. How do you think they’d react if they discovered this?”

      “You are right, of course,” Vel said. Natalia noticed the woman’s small smile had returned.

      She’s patronizing me, making me feel like a child who’s had a tantrum. That was wholly uncalled for. This was an oversight on Vel’s part, and Natalia had simply stated so. She had not raised her voice, she had not belittled Vel. If the Mistress of Birds was to report to her, she would do well to do so as her subordinate, not a gossiping aunt.

      “I’ll write this down for you,” Natalia said, licking her finger and grabbing a fresh sheet of paper. “That way, you can remember exactly what needs to be done by our next meeting.”

      “No need, dear, I can remember.”

      Natalia wrote, in overly large letters:

      
        
          	
        Do what I should have done months ago
      

      	
        Don’t upset allies
      

      	
        Broaden reach
      

      

      

      “It’s really no trouble at all. And don’t worry, I made sure to write it big enough so if you misplace your spectacles, you can still read it.”

      She handed the paper over, then scooted an extra pot of ink and a quill over to Vel’s side of the table.

      “I trust you can advise and take notes simultaneously during this meeting, yes?”

      Vel stared for a moment, then picked up her quill, dipped it in the ink, and sat with her back as straight as a sword. “Of course.”

      “Good. Now, I believe you were going to explain to me the difference between how Mesidia’s land is divided up—now that you have that information—and how Xenith’s is.”

      “Yes.” Vel promptly set the quill down and walked over to the fireplace. She crouched down and looked through a woven blanket basket that had been repurposed to hold maps. Vel uncurled and re-curled them until she found what she was looking for.

      “Here.” She placed the map on the table and held her arms against its edges. Natalia grabbed a few of the books she had on the chair beside her and laid them on each corner, keeping it in place.

      “Xenith has never really had any formal breaking,” Vel started. “Or dukedoms of any sort, at least not since it was officially joined together with these current borders. The east comes up near the Dividing Wall, the Forest of Fiends, and the area your country somewhat recognizes as Victorian land, so there wasn’t much interest in what people did out there. Most of it was ruins, and people were afraid of the fiends and potential Victorians who might raid during heightened times of conflict. It wasn’t until the last century that the east started to build up.

      “This was in part due to the War of Fire. With most forces concentrated in the west, people who were defecting, or wanting to stay as far from the fighting as possible, started moving further and further east.

      “Gerard—may he drift in peace—also opened up trade with the Sadiyans after the slave revolts. With our new ally came metals from the Sadiyan mines, spices, clothing, and most importantly, elixirs. The east, especially the city of Sarabai, has built up the most in the last thirty years, especially given it’s been a time of peace. It’s mostly the wealthy that run the area, as opposed to anyone with any recognized title, and since there have never really been reports of violence, Gerard never really thought it worth touching.”

      “So why is this Phoenix person involving themselves? And why would the people approve? It seems like they’re causing more trouble than they’re squashing.”

      “Because of the trade ban,” Vel said simply. “The whole reason those areas have been able to do as well as they have is because of the taxes placed on trade. Some of that coin came back here to the capital and helped fund an array of things, but now that’s gone, which hurts us, but more than anyone, it hurts them. My reports all claim advantageously minded merchant houses decided to capitalize on this. I don’t know who is making elixirs for them now, or where it’s coming from, but some of the merchants are getting a supply of goods from somewhere. They’re monopolizing the market, getting rich, and no longer sending any of those funds to us, because it’s all under the table. And they’ve been getting away with it, because they know that our army is divided between our western border, our capital, and allying with your mother’s soldiers.”

      “If there’s no regulation on these goods, then there’s no one to ensure the working class is being treated properly,” Natalia said, analyzing the map. “They need people to produce the goods, transport them, distribute them—they’re creating slave labor, essentially.”

      “Likely.”

      “So the vigilante is . . . doing our job for us.”

      “Precisely.”

      Natalia leaned back, tapping the feather of her quill against her cheek. “Is there a way to try and get some of those illegal goods back here to the capital?”

      Vel, who’d been standing over the map, sat back in her chair, pensive. “What exactly do you want coming into the capital?”

      “I can’t end the trade ban,” Natalia said. “Not yet anyway. But, as our good friends at the Scholars point out, we still haven’t managed to come close to building Voradeen back up to what it was before the Attack of Fiends, the sick season is nearly upon us, and we don’t have the cures we usually would get from Sadie. Plus, the homeless population has gone up. Even those whose homes were insured are having to live with relatives or neighbors, or in shelters, until our work force can manage to rebuild. With people in closer quarters, that’ll lead to more people getting sick. The Scholars has a whole story on some housing dispute between a group of Sadiyans living here in the capital, and some Xen-born men.”

      Natalia tapped on the paper, pointing out the specific story.

      “I can’t end the ban, but I still want the cures.”

      “I agree that you can’t end the ban,” Vel said. “But I agree because I think it’s too soon. We started that ban because Dietrich was linked to the Laighless family’s deaths, and even with the Treaty of Five supporting your bloodline, Xenith’s people supported theirs. If we end the trade ban now, it would look like we don’t care at all that the heir to a kingdom killed the rulers of another.

      “The people, though, wouldn’t think twice about you wanting to end the ban. You were Pierre’s enemy, or your mother was, at least. No one really expects you to care.”

      “I’m not in total control of Xenith,” Natalia answered. “Aden ultimately decides that.”

      “Aden is being counseled and advised by us. He ultimately makes the decisions we tell him are best to make. If you want the cures, and you don’t care about the fact that the Laighless family is dead, then why don’t you advise him to end it?”

      Because I can’t, Natalia thought. Because if I do, it might put my mother in danger, or Aden, or Dorian.

      “On principle,” she lied. “I can’t condone such an act of violence from such a high position of power.”

      “But you can condone the turning of an eye to illegal items being brought in? Items from the very place that you can’t condone the actions of?”

      “As long as it’s not linked back to us, and more importantly, Aden, then yes.”

      “It sort of defeats the purpose of the ban. Don’t you think?”

      “The ban is about Xenith’s image. The trading of goods is about helping the people. I’d think of this differently if everyone in the east of Xenith were being mistreated, but with this Phoenix character rooting out injustice, it seems like we’re winning a war on several fronts.”

      “I . . . agree.” Vel rubbed her cheek, then leaned over and looked at the map again. She rested her chin in her hand, eyes scanning the map as though it were a particularly difficult puzzle with pieces too similar to differentiate.

      Natalia let Vel ponder through whatever was playing out in her head. Over the last couple of months, she’d found it best to let the woman have times of silence, for both their sakes. Natalia needed the bit of peace it granted, and Vel needed it to gather together all the information her spies, or “birdies” as she called them, had given her, to see if there was any substantial detail she was forgetting.

      Natalia glanced back at the Scholars. The story she’d pointed out did seem troubling. Housing issues were escalating ever since the Attack of Fiends, when a number of people’s homes had burned down. Rumors and conspiracies had started almost immediately after the attack, ones that named Dietrich Haroldson as having been tied to it, given the many witness accounts of him riding a dragon into the fight. Simple-minded people then seemed to be taking his roots, his Sadiyan blood, as an excuse to blame and hate many of the Sadiyans that lived in Voradeen, no matter the fact that many of them had been living in the city long before the Attack of Fiends.

      Natalia skimmed through the article, noting a quote that called for the ‘Sadiyan snakes’ to stop taking Xenith’s resources and go back to the desert.

      She rubbed the bridge of her nose.

      Stupidity, it seemed, existed everywhere.

      When Vel finally sat up again, she wrote on her parchment:

      
        
          	
        Find out more about the Phoenix
      

      	
        Try to get goods—especially cures—to the people
      

      

      

      Clearing her throat, she said, “All right, still working backward, I believe the next order of business would be . . . ah, yes, the conflict in Mesidia.”

      Normally Natalia detested eye-rolling, but out of the pure outlandishness that anyone would place that problem on her shoulders, she allowed herself the moment.

      “No one knows where Roland is, the Elite are disbanded, and the upcoming Mesidian winter has caused a cease in fighting. For now, there is no Mesidian conflict. We can come back to this one in the spring.”

      “Agreed. That leads us to the trade ban. We already addressed that, unless there’s more you want to discuss today? No? Then after that would be, ironically, illegal substances making their way into the city.”

      “We covered that too, yes?”

      “Well, partly. We want cures coming in. My birdies claim that some of the substances coming in are not cures, but addictive potions. The Scholars has some people looking into it, but this could be quite bad, if it gets out of hand. Is it safe to say this can be linked with the problem of reduced lawmen patrolling the city?”

      “Yes. Let’s loop it in with the reduced housing and homelessness too.” Natalia looked through her own notes. An old journal of Gwenivere’s had mentioned something foolhardy and naive, but that Natalia was curious to get Vel’s thoughts on.

      “The palace is enormous. There are plenty of spare rooms here. I don’t think it’s safe at all to have commoners living here, not with how close that gets people to Aden, but to them, I can only imagine how it looks.”

      “And?”

      “And that’s a problem.”

      “You just answered it. We can’t have people that close to Aden. People understand that.”

      “I don’t think they do, and when the harshest of winter comes, I really don’t think they will. Not just from the cold, but more and more people will be getting sick. People need shelter, and we have a pretty massive shelter right here.”

      “We also have shelters all around the city that people can go to, if they need it. That’s what they’re for.”

      “Some of which were also destroyed during the Attack of Fiends.”

      Natalia waited for Vel to say something, and Vel waited for Natalia to say more.

      Neither did.

      “I have a thought.”

      Natalia looked over at Nicolas, who added a hasty, “your majesty,” despite that being completely wrong, and not at all the reason she gave him the look she did.

      Curious, Natalia gently pressed on the leg of an empty chair, bumping it out for him to join.

      He licked his lips, eyes darting between them before he hurried over and sat. He scooted the chair in, folded his hands under the table, put them on the chair’s arms, then finally laced them atop the table.

      “My quarters are here,” he started. He took a breath, then started again. “My family is poor, always has been. They’re farmers, but they don’t own a lot of land, and the land they do own has never given them a lot, but they make do, and people always need food, so they’ve managed to be pretty unaffected by whatever is going on in the city.

      “Farming is hard work, and I knew they wouldn’t be able to do it forever. I wanted to help them, but I didn’t want to take over the farm, so I decided to become a squire when I was twelve springs, and work my way up to being a knight.

      “I make more than most, now, so I can afford to hire more farmhands to help my parents. I live here, and they live in a guest house I had built for them.

      “We need more knights, especially after losing so many during the attack.” Nicolas scratched at the back of his neck. “I’m sorry. I’m not sure if I’m making sense⁠—”

      “Nicolas, that’s a great idea.” Vel rubbed his shoulder. “Anyone who has a son or daughter who wants to become a squire can get said children housing in the knights’ quarters. That would alleviate some of the burdens on families, we wouldn’t have to pay them, and it would help rebuild our ranks.”

      “In how many years?” Natalia asked. “I agree about the first two points, but we need more knights now.”

      “Veteran soldiers, maybe?” Nicolas said. He seemed to grow more confident once Vel gave his shoulder a tight squeeze. “A lot of retired soldiers could train some of the squires, and they could help with the rebuilding efforts. You’d have to pay them, but maybe at a reduced rate. The deal could be that they can live here, so long as they work and help with training efforts, but they wouldn’t be expected to fight at the western border or in Mesidia, if war comes.”

      “It’s a start,” Natalia admitted. “We have to make sure this doesn’t come across as us trying to recruit children as soldiers, or as unpaid labor.”

      “His Majesty Aden and Sir Maximus,” Nicolas said. “They train together all the time. For safety reasons, I understand why he can’t be in the public eye, but maybe if we allowed some of those writers to see him training with some of the squires, they’d see it as camaraderie. ‘Our king is with us, be like the king’—that sort of thing.”

      Nicolas sniffed and worked his jaw. He was self-conscious, Natalia realized. These were genuinely good ideas, but she’d stripped away all his confidence, all his belief in his own decency.

      As her personal knight, Nicolas had stood quietly in the corner for every one of these meetings. He’d been privy to every secret, every problem, every crisis, and because he was the only one that knew the truth about Gerard’s death, Natalia barely let him out of her sight. They’d never spoken about it to each other, and though she’d always been suspicious, she’d never really believed he’d told anyone else.

      Did he think all these problems were his fault?

      She really didn’t want to have a big conversation where he expressed his feelings, but perhaps she needed to confront the issue. At the very least, she needed to build him up, even if only in small ways.

      “Thank you for this, Sir Nicolas,” she said. “Your insight has proven quite valuable. I don’t think Vel or myself would’ve thought up these ideas ourselves.”

      Nicolas stared for a moment, then nodded.

      “Vel, you told me you don’t have any spies working for the papers, correct?”

      “Yes. Sadly, it would be one of the most valuable places, but Queen Rose—may she drift in peace—asked that I never allow the people’s voice to be controlled. I begrudgingly still honor that wish of hers. Do you . . . are you wanting me to plant someone?”

      Natalia thought the answer was an obvious yes. Who cared what Queen Rose thought? Xenith was facing a crisis, and they couldn’t let this idea fall to pieces because someone eager to write a story decided to put a dark spin on it.

      Surprisingly, though, both Nicolas and Vel seemed uncomfortable. Nicolas straightened so his back rested against his chair’s, as though he wanted to create literal space between them, while Vel did nothing at all, which was telling enough.

      This is where they draw the line? Natalia thought. Vigilantes and illegal goods are fine, but ensuring stories are told in our favor disturbs them?

      Suddenly Vel’s reaction to Mesidia’s lore made sense. In the past, Natalia had found Xenith’s title as the Realm of Scholars unwarranted. They hadn’t made strides in metal advancements. They hadn’t created their own cures, nor were they particularly self-reliant. What they had, what they excelled at, was frivolity. Before the current conditions facing them, they’d placed a great deal of emphasis on art, music, and architecture. As a girl, Natalia had been shocked to find they even had entire parlors dedicated to pontificating and philosophizing.

      They had no real natural disasters. Their winters were bearable. The wars they fought usually took place on other people’s land. They were soft and useless and entitled.

      And they have a strange moral code, Natalia realized. They seemed fine with taking a certain path, but they didn’t want to force people to agree with it. They might hide the truth, or present things a certain way, but they weren’t going to punish people who stated otherwise.

      You don’t really believe that, do you? Yvaine’s voice seemed to whisper. But of course you do. You did always love the man Gerard presented himself to be. You did always want Xenith to be the proof you needed that how I raised you was wrong. Trust me, they’re fiends too. They’re just fiends who pretend to be better than the rest of us.

      You’ll see.

      “We should at least have someone passing on information, perhaps publicly, to the people,” Natalia said. “We could elect someone to represent the goings on of the palace. That would allow us to report to both the people and the press, and they can do with that information what they will.”

      “A lovely plan,” Vel said. Before she could say more, Natalia turned to Nicolas.

      “What do you think?”

      Nicolas gave her that same stare, the one that said he wasn’t sure what he was supposed to say or do or think.

      “As long as it’s someone who doesn’t seem like they’re just trying to cover for you,” he said. It was a little too earnest of a reply, but it was better than him sulking quietly in the corner. And it was astute.

      “Peter al’Murtagh,” Natalia said. “He hates me, and everyone knows he hates me, but he’s too purehearted to be deceitful. He’ll do it.”

      “That might be a little overzealous. We can write him down for now, but let’s come up with more⁠—”

      “He’ll do it,” Natalia said. It would take some convincing, but she needed to put a leash on him for her own reasons. Giving him a task like this would mean she could keep an eye on him. “We’ll have Sir Maximus report from time to time as well. He’s King Aden’s personal knight. I’ve never seen a single negative thing written about him, and he has a certain . . . look.”

      The comment didn’t need more elaboration. Vel and Nicolas knew what she meant.

      “I believe the next pressing matter is Gwenivere,” Vel said.

      Nicolas, without prompting, rose from his chair and returned to the corner.

      “We’re no closer to finding her than we were when she first escaped,” Vel continued. “While I value the voice of the people, I also recognize the Scholars is trying to show more outrage and hatred than perhaps actually exists. I’m glad you’re able to not take things personally, and I commend you for brushing off the heat placed on you, but in actuality, I think they purposefully poll people who are the most vocal. Or, more likely, they are polling the young people in our universities who feel they are lending their voices to something greater than themselves.

      “Regardless, my point is that the numbers shown here are too high. People don’t blame you for everything, especially the older generations. We certainly have problems I don’t want to be dismissive of, but to many who were alive before the thirty years of peace, they know things can be worse.

      “That said, Gerard was well loved. Gwenivere is the first heir in recent history to commit patricide, and with the rumors about her and the attack and Dietrich, this is the one area that I think can really pull the tide in your favor.”

      It took everything Natalia had to not look over at Nicolas. “How so? I understand that bringing her in would give the people a victory, and in turn, all of us in the palace a victory, but you said so yourself: we have no leads on where she is. Until we do, there isn’t much use in discussing this. It’s not as though I can send more tracking parties to find her. We’re spread too thin as it is.”

      “I know,” Vel said. “And I know that King Aden refuses to believe she killed Gerard. Even if we did have more opportunities to find her, I don’t think he’d take them, no matter how much we counsel him otherwise.

      “Even so, most people don’t really know what Gwenivere looks like, given how sheltered Gerard kept her. That’s made it even more difficult to find her, but it’s also given us an opportunity, should we need to take it.”

      Natalia stiffened. She really couldn’t tell if Vel believed Gwenivere had killed Gerard or not, and the woman never really offered up her opinion on the matter. She reported back on what the search parties found, addressed it when it was brought up, and spoke of it only in direct statements.

      Given Natalia’s interest in Gwenivere’s whereabouts, she went especially out of her way to corroborate the information Vel gave her about it.

      It was always truthful.

      “Are you suggesting we lie about having captured Gwenivere?” Natalia asked. “I’d like you to speak plainly.”

      “Only if it’s needed.”

      See, Yvaine’s voice said. Always something to hide.

      “There’s actually a girl in the palace,” Vel continued. “She used to get mistaken for Gwenivere all the time by family and close staff. Elizabeth al’Murtagh used to constantly get the two mixed up when they were young. Becca is the girl’s name. Do you know her?”

      Before Natalia could answer, a knock sounded at the door.

      Not in all the meetings they had together had anyone ever knocked. It was so unprecedented that for a moment they all took turns looking at one other. Finally, after a few ticks of the clock, Nicolas finally said, “Oh,” went to answer it, then looked back at Natalia to make sure he should.

      “Yes, please,” she said.

      A tall knight Natalia had seen that morning when she’d first come into the meeting room stood at the threshold, eyes wide.

      “Apologies for the interruption,” he said. “I bring urgent news. The Victorian forces were attacked.”

      “What?” asked Vel.

      Natalia hurriedly stood. One of the books she’d used to hold down the map was nudged, causing the map to fold into itself.

      My mother? she wanted to ask, but instead said, “Report.”

      “The enemy is not known for sure, but it’s believed that the Elite force led by Odin Iceborne, who went missing after events in Riverdee, is to blame. At this time, it does not seem Odin, if it is him, is working with the other Elite.”

      “I would’ve known if they were,” Vel said. After their conversation earlier involving the Laighless sympathizers, Natalia believed her.

      “When did this happen?”

      “It would seem a few weeks ago. Ambassador Dorian’s whereabouts at this time are unknown, but it has been confirmed that he was not present at the time of the attack. Elizabeth al’Murtagh was last seen escaping the camp, but has not been heard or seen since. Yvaine Barie is . . . on her way here. She and a small group of soldiers sent word ahead, asking if they can seek refuge here in the palace.”

      Natalia was acutely aware of everyone’s eyes on her. She blinked a few times, then took a glance at the clock. There was still a fair amount of time left in her meeting with Vel.

      “Mis—Lady Vel,” Natalia said, remembering that most knights, including the one at the door, did not know of Vel’s true role in the palace. “Apologies, but I think it best we reschedule the rest of the meeting. Would you—” she cleared her throat, her fingers pulling at the edge of the map. “Would you like to accompany me? We’ll need to make accommodations for our . . . guests.”

      “Of course. Let me gather the meeting’s notes and notify your next appointment that you’ll need to postpone. Sir Avendar, where is Lady Yvaine currently?”

      The knight answered, and all Natalia could think was that her mother—her wretched, awful, horrible mother—was about to be here.

      She fought down the urge to vomit.

      “Thank you. Queen Regent, I’ll meet with you after rescheduling your next appointment.”

      Natalia barely registered the words.

      Vel grabbed her things and followed the knight, giving Natalia a quick smile before shutting the door behind her.

      The crackling of the room’s fire suddenly seemed too loud, the heat too much.

      Natalia took a breath, then turned to Nicolas.

      “Well then.” She tugged her dress and smoothed her hair. “I suppose we should prepare the palace for my mother’s arrival.”
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      The wind cries.

      Elizabeth took a deep breath and opened her eyes. Thick blades of grass covered the ground, bristly edges crawling up to brush against her palms and thighs. The blades had lost their color. Any bits of green had faded to a dull yellow.

      The leaves in the trees around her looked the same, though the occasional orange or red would fall from their limbs and disrupt the ground below. All of it, even the hazy way the sun began to set, was a reminder of the death that loomed. The pure white of Mesidia’s snow seemed to know not to fall there. Instead of it, she had the crying wind, and the grass dancing in reply.

      Elizabeth took a step forward. The frigid breeze pulled tears from her eyes. She squinted and attempted to see through the blur. It was there, the cellar, a few yards from where she stood. An old cutout in the ground separated the heavy unity of the blades of grass. She thought it might be wise to look there, investigate the abandoned room that had been Duchess Yvaine’s prison, but her heart pulled her instead to the shack at her side. She grabbed hold of the railing to its steps, told herself her hands trembled from the cold, and walked up to the door.

      The shack’s walls had holes, some large enough to see straight through. Most of the windows were shattered, a few having frames with nothing but open air instead of glass. The hinges of the front door, the only door, creaked, the door itself swaying tauntingly as it revealed glimpses of the room inside. Elizabeth approached it, her steps sounding heavy as she walked forward.

      She glimpsed down. Dull blond hair fell loose around her face. She took note of the darkened wood beneath her.

      Bloodstains.

      She lifted her arm up and forcefully pushed the swaying door still.

      Pierre’s blood.

      She lifted her head and followed the bloodstain inside. It continued on and expanded in front of the doorway, a darkened remnant of her kin.

      A fitting palace for the Laighless king, she thought, recalling the way some of the Victorian rebels mocked Pierre’s death place. She looked up and saw another stain, a bigger one, pressed up against the far end of the room.

      A fitting palace for the Laighless queen.

      She absently shut the door. The sound of the wind faded as she took solace beneath the shack’s moldy roof. She stared awhile, then stepped hurriedly aside, realizing that her boots stood perfectly where Pierre’s body must have been. She shook her head and backed away, walking to the other end of the shack.

      This was the first time she’d come. Dorian had been right away, accompanied by a group that specialized in solving murders, and they’d confirmed evidence she’d not even thought to look for.

      The part that’d stood out the most, the piece that’d aligned most accurately with Yvaine’s story, had come down to a pair of shoes. The bloodied tracks from the murderer’s boots had been shaped for trekking through sand.

      Sand. Not snow. The only people who wore such shoes were Sadiyans.

      “Elizabeth?”

      Startled, Elizabeth clutched at her chest and exhaled. It was Dorian who’d called, and she welcomed the thought of her betrothed. The Light knew she needed his support right now.

      “I’m in the shack,” she answered. He came right away, olive skin flushed from the cold. Almost annoyingly, it made him even more handsome, the rush of red bringing more definition to his cheeks.

      She couldn’t see her own reflection, but she knew she didn’t look the same. Her nose always seemed to redden the most, and her blue eyes looked haunted when they watered. In stories, women always seemed so beautiful when they mourned. Maybe some real women were like that, but not her. She’d always thought she was pretty, at best, when she was in a color that flattered her, and had a little cream and powder to smooth out her complexion. Now, though, saddened, cold, and fighting back tears, she knew she didn’t look much better than a fiend.

      It almost made her ache that Dorian immediately rushed to embrace her when he came in. She knew it was foolish to think of her looks in that moment, but when his former betrothed had been Natalia—the most beautiful Mesidian Elizabeth had ever seen—it was difficult not to wonder if he compared them.

      I’m so weak, she thought, sinking into his arms. I’m so insecure and uncertain. Why must I care so much what he thinks of me? Why must I care of such things at all when I’m in my family’s death place?

      Maybe she thought those things because she was in her family’s death place. Maybe she’d rather think of something trivial, something wholly unremarkable, than face the horror of where she was.

      No, she should face it. She had to. It felt important somehow, though why, she couldn’t really tell.

      Ashamed, she forced the shallow thoughts aside.

      “Are you all right?” Dorian asked. His voice echoed through his chest, her ear tingling as it rested there. He had neither a full nor shrill voice, but a smooth and diplomatic one. As she pulled away, she couldn’t help but love the contrast of his Mesidian accent with his Yendorian features. He was angled and sharp, with gold eyes and black hair, and his voice held a small trace of the Yendorian he’d spoken as a boy.

      “Yes, I’m fine,” she said. Her sudden sniffle didn’t prove that, but she stood a little taller and placed a palm against her hip. “So . . . this is where it happened.”

      Dorian took her other hand and squeezed it, then looked around the room and nodded. “This is where it happened.”

      They stood like that for a time. Eventually, Dorian pulled her to a corner of the room without bloodstains and sat down, patting at the space next to him. She obliged. When they were both settled, he extended his legs in front of him and put his arms around her.

      Elizabeth felt a few tears fall down her cheek as she nestled against him. How? How had they gotten here? All the events of the last year forced their way through her grief, though none seemed to fit together. They seemed so random and disjointed, as though someone had taken parts of a puzzle that didn’t belong and forced them to connect. The right spaces were filled, but the picture was wrong.

      None of it should’ve led to her family dying.

      “I hope you don’t find this imposing on your grief,” Dorian started, cutting through the silence. “But it’s difficult for me to be here. They were . . . they were my family too, even if not by blood.”

      Elizabeth squeezed her eyes shut. A few more tears fell, but she wasn’t overcome with sobs. She’d cried enough times since hearing her family was dead.

      “You aren’t imposing. I know you loved them. You were their family too.”

      Outside, the wind cried again. A chill cut through the shack and through her clothes. Feeling her shiver, Dorian pulled her closer.

      “They were everything I had. I miss them.” He grimaced, his head thumping back against the wall. “I should’ve never agreed to lead the rebels.”

      At that, Elizabeth pulled away. She turned to meet his gaze, to read the regret in his eyes that she heard in his voice, but he wouldn’t look at her. He was looking instead to the ceiling, as though the answers to all of Mesidia’s unrest lay there.

      She took his hand and squeezed it, then kissed his knuckles. He smiled slightly at that, but it was a defeated smile, a somber one. He still managed to squeeze her hand in return.

      “I should’ve never gone against Pierre’s throne,” he continued. “I should’ve fought by his side, led battles by his side and died by his side. That’s what a true Mesidian would’ve done—what a true son would’ve done. But I was neither of those things.”

      “Dorian, stop.” Elizabeth placed her free hand on his cheek and rubbed her thumb along his skin. He finally looked at her. The remorse in his gaze was palpable.

      Her breath caught. She’d never seen him in such pain.

      “It’s true,” he said, his voice soft. “I’m not the son I should’ve been, to him or to this kingdom.” He sat up straighter, placing a quick kiss on the hand Elizabeth held to him before pulling out a touched knife strapped at his side. The hilt held the blue of sapphires, a hilt that bore a striking resemblance to one in Mesidian lore. The story told of a sapphire-hilted blade worn by Queen Victoria, the matriarch of the Barie line. If the story was true, and that knife was the heirloom of the story, that meant it’d once belonged to Natalia.

      “I wish to become a true son of Mesidia,” Dorian whispered. He put a hand to Elizabeth’s neck and kissed her forehead, then lifted the knife up, pulled back his hand, and cut. It happened so fast, Elizabeth found herself surprised when the blood began pooling on his palm.

      “I’ve never promised myself officially to Mesidia before,” he whispered. Staring at his hand, he let his head rest against her forehead, right where the skin still tingled from his kiss.

      “Will you, Elizabeth, be my witness, as I pledge to Mesidia now? As I make myself its son?’

      Her stomach fluttered. Her eyes pooled again with tears. She sniffled once more—this time with a strange melding of both grief and joy—and nodded her head against his. “Of course.”

      He returned the sapphire hilted knife to its sheath. Then, with his hand slightly trembling, he pressed his palm to the shack’s floor.

      His blood soaked into the wood. Somehow, it seemed right for him to do this here, rather than in a castle, or before a throne. The shack had likely been built from Mesidian trees. It’d been a hiding place for their family. It’d been where their king’s auroras had ascended.

      Though ‘a fitting place’ had been said with mockery by the Victorians, Elizabeth couldn’t help but now feel pride in such a sentiment. It was fitting. Her family had not been grand. They ate Mesidian meat, wore Mesidian clothes, fought in Mesidian wars, and bled on Mesidian soil. They lived and breathed here, and died here too. If this was a fitting place for their end, then it was a fitting place for Dorian’s Baptism of Blood.

      “Come on,” she said, standing up and extending her hand to him. “We should get going.”

      When they finally returned outside, they were greeted with a deep, “Milord,” from General Bornhold. The mountain of a man nodded to them, his expression stern as he nudged the other Victorian soldiers into silence. Elizabeth watched as Dorian nodded back. Her eyes caught the gloved nubs of the general’s hands. She’d never dared asked the rebel how he’d received such wounds, and Bornhold had never shared, but she figured they’d been inflicted during combat. She’d made up a whole story in her mind for him, one that was gallant and regal and fitting of a general. Realistically, the truth was likely disappointingly simple.

      “Report,” Dorian commanded.

      A younger man was about to answer. Dorian glared at him, silencing the feathery-haired youth as he turned back toward Bornhold.

      The rebels lacked structure, failed to understand hierarchy and chain of command. Elizabeth actually found she liked the young man who’d been about to answer—Jeshua, she recalled—but it was true he needed to understand when and where he should speak.

      “There are no indications that the assassin has returned here,” Bornhold said. His voice was almost too low to hear as it battled the screeching wind.

      “Thank you, General,” Dorian said.

      Elizabeth wanted to thank the general as well, but she remembered that, for all they knew, this trip was meant to be a sort of reconnaissance. She’d told Dorian she was finally ready to see where her family had ascended, but the snow of an early approaching winter had come, and in Mesidia, that was a troublesome thing. Dorian had promised her he’d find a way, though, and find a way he had. He’d insisted to Yvaine and her generals that the assassin might be taking refuge in the cellar where she’d been held captive, and he might be plotting to strike again. It wasn’t much of a reason, but he was persuasive, and he’d convinced enough of the rebels that it was a true threat. Yvaine had seemed annoyed at it all, but had flippantly granted him the investigation. Dorian having Elizabeth accompany them was, as he’d put it, a simple matter of a man not wanting to be without his beloved.

      “We should return to camp,” he said. “Mesidia is a land of snow and storms, and I’d hate to be caught in one.”

      Bornhold turned to Jeshua and the two soldiers with him, one a short and stocky man in his middle years named Randall, the other a woman, Vixeen Cliffborne. She was beautiful in a way Elizabeth hadn’t really seen before, with storybook features and short hair. Her nose was almost too small for her eyes, which were large and angled slightly. She looked to be a Crossbreed, likely a mix between Mesidian and Yendorian. Elizabeth wondered, even knowing Dorian wasn’t truly Mesidian by blood, if it gave him a bond to the woman.

      The ride back to the camp took most of the day. It was mostly filled with silence, as if the icy weather made speaking difficult. The few times Elizabeth said anything, it was only to Dorian, and each time it felt as though opening her mouth had let the cold in. Besides that, the wind was loud. If they spoke, they needed their voices to carry, and all had an unspoken understanding that such a thing could be deadly. Wearing any kind of armor, as they did now, along with the absence of blue cloaks, made it clear they weren’t Elite. If they were found, especially Dorian, the mourning Laighless army would surely take their chance at revenge. Never mind that it wasn’t Dorian himself who slew Pierre. The remaining Elite blamed any and all who stood with Pierre’s enemies, and they wouldn’t hesitate to grant him and his companions death in the event of their capture.

      That meant, Elizabeth realized, her as well.

      The sun was already falling from the sky when they arrived at camp. After a few weeks of recruitment, the Victorian ranks had grown into a formidable force. The discovery that Yvaine had escaped her imprisonment from Pierre had swayed many uncertain hearts. Why, after all, would the Creator spare her and have Pierre die? Surely that was an indication, a divine sign, that she was the one meant to rule.

      Elizabeth never mentioned that Yvaine, in truth, had no true ancestral claim to the throne. Natalia did, by actually being of the Victorian bloodline, but the only relation Yvaine Barie had to Mesidian politics was through her marriage to her late husband and the plot of land that came with being duchess.

      Saying that would do little good. For one, the rebels had never struck Elizabeth as particularly smart. They knew very well the bloodlines of their ruler, but when they believed in something, they believed in it with the fervor of their guts, not the logic of their minds.

      Elizabeth would be the last person they would listen to. She wanted Dorian on the throne, a man who wasn’t even Mesidian. She was also related to the Laighless family, and everything she said, in the rebels’ minds, was tainted by that fact.

      Not to mention that Yvaine Barie was frightening. Already Elizabeth wondered how Dorian’s Baptism of Blood was going to alter his actions, and how those possible alterations might bring down Yvaine’s wrath. For so long she’d spread rumors and lies about the Laighless family, and Pierre’s biggest mistake was thinking his people were too smart to listen.

      Alas, Yvaine had proven herself to be an intelligent woman. She knew the weight slanders held. Dorian only had to give her the impression that he wasn’t loyal for her to take him down. And, Elizabeth was rather certain, Yvaine could do so without lifting a finger.

      I wonder how his pledging cut fares, she thought. Dorian had managed to hide the evidence of his Baptism of Blood from Bornhold, Randall, Vixeen, and Jeshua, but he’d only done so with a strip of her dress she’d torn for bandaging, and a pair of leather riding gloves. She’d noticed multiple times on their trek back to the camp that he held his mare’s reins with one hand, the other likely stinging too much.

      She currently had no business with the rebels in the camp, so she retired to Dorian’s room quickly. Even after being among the Victorians these last couple of weeks, they still looked at her with disdain. Her skin was thicker because of it, but it didn’t mean she’d come to enjoy such stares. Few were ever kind to her, save Vixeen, who had warmed to her after Elizabeth had—quite literally—warmed her. She’d sewn a headscarf for Vixeen to wear, having told her that while men had beards to warm their faces, women had long hair to warm their necks, and Vixeen had neither. The headscarf had been meant as a gift, and thankfully the slender woman had accepted it as one. Elizabeth wasn’t foolish enough to think it made them friends, but the gesture had at least made them friendly.

      Besides that, the best she could hope for from the rebels was civility and decency, and she wasn’t in the mood to accept either.

      Drawing then. She’d occupy herself with drawing.

      I’ve missed this, she thought, getting lost in the art. I’ve missed the way nothing but charcoal and paper can make something come to life. I’ve missed the way my fingers smudge black.

      She smiled. A few sleeves had been ruined from her efforts, but Dorian had told her one evening that he fancied it, so she stopped thinking of them as ruined, and instead started thinking of them as unashamedly hers.

      Despite that, she wasn’t so smitten with him that she’d intentionally ruin her sleeves. She rolled them up to her elbows.

      The exposed skin of her hands and forearms darkened quickly. It didn’t bother her. She’d never been one to play in dirt or snow, nor did she have calloused fingers from an instrument or calloused hands from swords and bows. This was her only means of talent, the only thing she thought herself good at. A few smears on her skin only made her proud.

      “What are you drawing?” someone asked. Elizabeth instantly recognized the honey-smooth voice and looked up.

      Dorian was leaning against the door, which she realized with embarrassment was closed. That meant he’d come in, closed the door, and leaned against it, all without her being any the wiser.

      “It’s a good thing I’m not a soldier,” she said. “With how easy it is to sneak up on me, I’d have died a thousand times already.”

      Dorian smiled, a thing that seemed to make him look older somehow. She turned away, feeling her cheeks redden.

      “Well, I’m not sorry.” He grinned. “I like watching you draw. I know it makes you happy.”

      It was such a simple thing to say, but Elizabeth’s heart turned.

      When she was younger, far too young to ever really consider having anything with Dorian, she’d simply thought her affection for him was something she’d grow out of. Instead, as she’d grown older, she’d continued to find him more and more intriguing. There was sixteen winters difference in their ages, but that’d never seemed too big a gap to her. She’d found he was always more mature than anyone else she might consider, and he was interesting and confident in himself, two things men her age never seemed to be.

      Or, more accurately, two things men her age never seemed to be simultaneously.

      “That’s a relief,” she said, trying to hide her smile. “It’d be quite dreadful if you enjoyed watching me do things I hate.”

      Dorian laughed. He seemed to be in a good mood. His steps were light as he crossed the room to her.

      Usually, by the time he retired for the day, he was fatigued, burdened with the diplomatic front he had to hold. She wondered if he was always putting on a mask, and maybe, just maybe, he only took that mask off when he was with her.

      “These are lovely,” he said, picking up the drawings she’d been working on. She couldn’t imagine they were anything impressive, not to him at least. He’d gone to the palace in Voradeen dozens of times, a place known for its beautiful art. He’d traveled to a number of countries, all of which likely had their own marvelous creations. There was nothing she would ever create that could rival those.

      It still filled her with pride to see him impressed.

      “I never liked drawing Peter and William before, but . . .” She paused, looking at the drawings in Dorian’s hands. “I think seeing that place today, thinking of my family, it made me remember when we were all young. Before everything happened.” She rubbed at her forehead, then brushed her hair behind her ear.

      You fidget when you’re saying something that makes you emotional, her mother had always said. Just keep your hands in your lap.

      She put her hands in her lap.

      Those words had annoyed her most of her life, but today, after seeing the stain of her mother’s blood, it felt disrespectful not to listen.

      “I understand.” Dorian gave the drawings one last look before setting them down. “You’ve done a fine job capturing them. They actually almost look sober.”

      A snort escaped from Elizabeth before she could stop it. Embarrassed, she held her hand to her nose, then laughed more when Dorian laughed too.

      Something in him shifted. His laugh ended, but his smile stayed, and he reached up to pull her hand away.

      “Do you know you have smudges on your face?” he asked. When she made to stand, to look at her reflection in his shaving mirror, he held her arm tighter, forcing her to stay. “Don’t. I think it’s very you.”

      That made her want to leave even more. Or stay, and have him say more things like that.

      That was precisely why she wanted to leave. It was a precarious and prude circle, and one she’d spun herself in nearly every day that she wasn’t his wife. She became very aware then of the absence of the sun, of how late it was in the night. She’d not realized it before, not when she’d started drawing, but she realized now that it was far too late to still be with him.

      His room was rather large. There was an area for him to meet with people, with chairs set out for ambassadorial discussion. There was also a desk and—once again—a chair, a place he often wrote letters from or pondered over maps. Yet somehow, she’d chosen the floor, up against his wardrobe, to draw. There’d been a reason for that. At the moment, with him so close to her, with his gold eyes looking at her with such warmth, it was hard to remember why. But there had been a reason. . . .

      “Your hand!” she blurted, grabbing for his glove. Beside his wardrobe was a pack he kept ointments and bandages in. She’d set out some things she thought might help with his injury before she’d started drawing, but once she had, she’d all but forgotten his wound. As she peeled off his glove, she cringed, both from the sight of the cut, and because he hadn’t. It almost seemed she needed to do so on his behalf.

      “Oh, Dorian, this must hurt terribly.” She knew her voice wouldn’t be overheard—Dorian has specifically ordered his room’s walls made a certain way so as to avoid eavesdropping—but that didn’t erase the instinct to whisper. The Baptism of Blood, given the place he’d decided to undergo it, might be seen as betrayal. She had no desire to reveal that to any of the rebels.

      Dorian shrugged his response. “Maybe a wee bit. Just a tiny, tiny, wee bit.”

      She made a face at him, a scolding one, then went about redoing the bandages. The blood had smeared over most of his hand, and without being able to change the cloth or take off his glove, he’d not been able to clean it. Once she managed to wipe it down and rewrap it, it wasn’t as bad as it’d first looked. Still, despite all his feigned toughness, he did hiss at the elixir she used to prevent infection.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s better than having to cut it off, though.”

      “You think? I was admiring General Bornhold’s nubs today and was thinking, ‘I bet I could let this cut go and have a far superior nub—it’d make me look so rugged.’”

      “Oh yes, so rugged.” Elizabeth pretended to swoon at the thought, then continued picking up the bandaging items and packing them away. Dorian made to help, but she told him to relax and took care of it herself. He rose from the floor and took her command to heart, stripping off his cloak, then his jacket, then the light, elemental armor he wore underneath. Then, to her surprise, just as she was finishing putting away the pack, he took off his shirt.

      “It’s late. I should be going.” She sounded like a child, she knew, but Dorian was a man she found far too attractive to allow herself to see him in such a way.

      At this point, she didn’t actually care about what people considered proper. Losing her family made her see time more protectively, and if they were different people, with different titles and different bloodlines, she’d not hesitate to stay. But they weren’t different people, and she couldn’t stay, because staying could lead to soldiers talking. The last thing she needed was to give the rebels more to hold over her, especially now that Dorian’s Baptism of Blood had placed them in such a dangerous position.

      As she stepped toward the door, he stepped in front of her. She stopped abruptly, opening her mouth to protest, but then closed it when she caught the intense look in his eye. There’d been moments when they’d kissed before, moments when they were especially homesick for Stonewall, or lonely, or so filled with the simple lust for another person that the kissing had almost turned to something more.

      Each time, one of them would make the wise suggestion to stop, and they’d part ways for the night. Then, in the morning, they’d act as though everything was fine, and that neither of them had missed the other all night.

      Well, that’s what she’d had to do. For all she knew, it was nothing to him, and he fell asleep without pause.

      That was how, as he stared at her now, she knew what was to come. When he closed the distance between them, she knew he was going to put his hands against her cheeks, run his fingers through her hair and along her neck.

      And he did.

      His hands were calloused from the reins of his mare. At times they were ink-stained, a darker, finer match to her charcoaled smudges. Today, the one hand was bandaged from his wound, and the significance of it, of the promise he’d made to be Mesidia’s son, made her chest ache.

      “You seem happy,” she said quietly. “I wasn’t sure, after going back to that place⁠—”

      “I’m happy because I did the right thing.” He brushed a thumb across her cheek, rather aggressively, then smiled, and she realized he was rubbing away the charcoal smudge he’d mentioned before.

      “I’m happy,” he continued, “because I’ve never before thought I was good enough for you. I still don’t, but I at least feel I’m a little closer.”

      It was a kind thing to say.

      It was also, however, the most ludicrous thing he could say.

      “Dorian, you must know that’s not true. I’d tell you exactly why, but I’m not so stupid that I’d point out all the reasons my betrothed is too good for me.”

      He laughed at that, then tugged her closer. He leaned down and kissed her neck, her skin burning and tingling and numbing all at once. His hands went to the small of her back, pressing her against him.

      “You are the purest, kindest soul, Elizabeth. You will forever make me a better man.”

      His breath tickled her ear as he spoke, and when he sat down at the edge of his bed and brought her with, she didn’t protest.

      She really should leave. She should repeat their usual routine of becoming lustful and unthinking and eager, but ultimately only those things.

      The door was only a few steps away. Her room was only a few more steps after that. But that seemed such a far distance, especially when his fingers began making their way to her ribs.

      “I know you fear the soldiers talking,” he said, voicing her thoughts. “I promise, if you wish to leave, I will not try and change your mind.”

      She sighed. It should’ve been from relief, but she found it was more from disappointment.

      “Thank you,” she said, hoping he wasn’t discouraged. “That means very much to me.” It took her a moment to realize he hadn’t shifted to give her space, nor had his fingers stopped moving or his lips stopped kissing her neck. Surprised, she let him take her to his bed.

      “I would like you to stay, though, if you wish to,” he said. Now he did stop kissing her, but only to position himself above her, to face her straight on. He looked at her forehead with a small twitch of his mouth, likely finding another spot where she’d smeared the charcoal. She would’ve found the smile sweet if not for the way his body over hers made her legs eager to circle around him.

      “To stay?” she finally managed. She lifted her hand and ran it along his chest, admiring the smoothness of it. Some of the women rebels had once jested with her that it must be nice to have a Yendorian man, as they rarely had much hair on their bodies. She’d not known that fact to be true until now. It somehow seemed to make him feel even more exposed to her, which then only made her very aware of how covered she still was. She wanted him to make that change.

      “Yes,” he said, lowering himself to kiss her. She responded willingly, her lips parting to feel the eager press of his tongue, then the lean press of his body. There was no longer any space for her to touch his chest, so she found her fingers wandering up instead, wrapping around his neck.

      Control slowly began to melt away. Nothing she did seemed of her own accord. Her legs finally did wrap around him, and her nails dug into his skin. She could feel the way his own body responded, the way it too lost control in the way only a man’s body could. Her breaths became quicker, louder, more erratic. She hardly breathed at all when he sat back, her legs still around his waist, and began undoing the ties of her clothes.

      With the Mesidian winter fast approaching, there was much to remove. She never stopped him. Each article he slipped away was met with a look, a question, of whether he should cease, but she didn’t want him to. She took off the last of the clothing that remained, both of his and of hers.

      It was freeing at first, a thrilling thing, but the cold air on her skin reminded her of how strange bodies could be. She’d never been lean or tall or muscular, and thus she didn’t have the stomach she’d seen on soldiers, the defined lines of rigorous exercise and training. There was still a softness to her that became very obvious with the way she was sitting atop him. Her stomach wasn’t the way it’d been when she was in her adolescence, and there were marks on her thighs where her frame had gone from thin to full. Much of her life she’d compared herself to Gwenivere, whose body was strong from constant training, or Natalia, whose figure made Elizabeth feel like a boulder beside a stream.

      There is beauty in softness too, she told herself. Do I not love Dorian, for how refined he is? A clever fox among boars and bears?

      She kissed him again. The candles she’d lit earlier to draw—that she’d thought of as too dim then—now seemed shockingly bright.

      As if sensing her thought, Dorian embraced her. He called on his elements, taking away all of the candles’ flames. Then he took to exploring her body not with his eyes, but his hands, and that seemed a far better way to be with him.
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      Elizabeth remembered that night fondly. It’d been two months ago, but she didn’t cry. She wouldn’t cry, because that night had been a happy one. The nights following had been happy ones.

      They were what gave her hope now.

      He’ll come back, she thought, accepting the bowl of stew Vixeen handed her. He’ll come back.

      She just had to be patient. Dorian had been called to Sadie, and had left for the desert kingdom not long after that first night they’d shared. He was an ambassador, first and foremost, and with Mesidia’s winter fast approaching, it was important they try and resolve things with King Abaddon before mountain passes became covered in snow.

      The trade ban had been made for reasons everyone could understand. Dietrich Haroldson, Sadie’s eldest prince, was who Yvaine claimed killed the Laighless family. If it was any other generation of people, such an act would’ve meant war, but this was a time of peace. It’d been over thirty years since the War of Fire, thirty years since the continent of Abra’am had known the savagery of battle. It was because of people like Dorian that peace could be maintained.

      All of that would be forgotten when the bitterest parts of winter came. People would forget when the elderly couldn’t fend off simple illnesses. They’d forget when their children were sweating with fevers. They wouldn’t care about the Laighlesses or the Victorians or Mesidia or Sadie. They would only care that their loved ones were ill, and no one was doing anything to help.

      So Dorian had left for Sadie. He was friends with King Abaddon. If anyone had a chance of coming up with some kind of diplomatic solution, it was him.

      It hadn’t taken long for the Elite to take their chance. It hadn’t been much of a fight. No one had expected the Elite to attack. No one had thought any Mesidians would be foolish enough to attack during the winter.

      Now here she was, back in her family’s deathplace, with Vixeen her sole protector.

      Well, technically she was in the cellar Yvaine had been held. Not that it really mattered. Elizabeth had to start thinking of this place as her new home. It was the place Dorian had told her to hide in, should anything happen while he was away. Vixeen had been charged by him to watch over Elizabeth, and the woman was nothing if not loyal, which meant that until Dorian came back, Elizabeth was stuck here.

      At least I’m not stuck here with Yvaine, she thought. After some of Vixeen’s rare trips outside the cellar, it’d been determined that Yvaine had found her way to Xenith, to seek refuge with her daughter.

      That was good. Winter would be hard enough in hiding. It would’ve been a much harder thing, if she’d had to spend it with the Victorian duchess.

      Come home soon, Dorian, Elizabeth thought, taking a bite of the stew Vixeen had given her.

      And please, Light, don’t let this cellar become my deathplace.
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      X’odia couldn’t remember the last time she’d slept.

      Her body healed swiftly. So long as she allowed herself moments of prayer, meditation, or leisure time, she could keep fatigue away.

      Sleeping could disrupt that.

      There’d been times in Eve when she’d rested her head against her pillow, her body lulled to sleep by the sounds of waves outside her cottage, only for her to be awoken by the claws of visions. Sight left her exhausted, more so than before trying to sleep, and shaking off her malaise could take hours, sometimes days, even with her healing.

      It’d happened during her travels to Riverdee. She’d been using her auroras to help progress their venture, but after accelerating the Seagull for as long as she had, she’d eventually needed a respite. That respite had been a shadow of what was to come. Imprisonment. Interrogation. Fiends. A soldier she’d felt some strange kinship toward. A soldier she’d feared. A man who’d wanted to find her.

      In the Sight, her incorporeal form had known what it was to be anxious, lost, adrift. Now, in her real body, shivering beneath a threadbare blanket, those phantom emotions had become a part of her.

      She couldn’t let herself sleep. Wouldn’t. It was never a guarantee that her visions would occur, but thus far, everything the Sight had shown her since coming to Abra’am had become reality.

      She was afraid. Afraid she’d have to experience the pain twice. Afraid of more death. Afraid of being harmed. Afraid she’d fail again, again, again, until every bit of who she was, everything that made her her, was carved out and forgotten.

      More than that, she was afraid of her own mind. Not for what it could show her, but of her memories.

      I don’t want to remember, she thought, setting her book down. The candle she’d been using to read had burned out, and she was afraid to call her own flame to see her book’s pages. More than once she’d accidentally burned the books she’d been reading, which hadn’t bothered her much when they’d been her own books, but this one belonged to the library of Riverdee. She couldn’t risk damaging a book that wasn’t hers.

      The story had been an adventurous one, the kind she liked to read when night came and Roland was asleep. During the day, she read about Abra’am, its history, people, wars, and governments. Earlier that day she’d been reading about Riverdee, hoping that learning more about the city would give her clues as to where the missing sailors she’d traveled to Abra’am with were now. If she and Roland were ever going to make it back to Eve, and to her father, Alkane, they needed a ship, and they needed people she could trust to sail it.

      Not only that, but she couldn’t abandon her fellow Eveans. They’d wanted to turn back when they’d seen the carnage that was the Attack of Fiends, and it was because of her they’d all become stranded in Abra’am.

      She had to find them. She had to get them back home.

      She had to warn her father of Vahd’eel.

      She just wished she could muster up the courage to go back outside.

      While she read and researched, Roland would work around the inn. Cillian, the innkeeper, didn’t pay him much, but he rented the room out for free in exchange for Roland’s work and gave him meals throughout the day. The Mesidian prince had possessed a small fortune on his person when he’d come to Riverdee, but after weeks of trying to find the missing sailors, the money had gone fast.

      It might’ve stretched further, if Roland didn’t search for ways around his grief in the bottom of tankards, but that wasn’t for X’odia to comment on.

      After news had come of his family’s assassination, and blame being placed on the very man he’d given the Dagger of Eve to, Roland had every right to mourn. It might’ve drained their coin quickly, but he was doing what he could to earn his keep. It helped that working in the inn granted him access to a steady stream of information. X’odia stayed hidden from the inn’s great room, but between the new faces that would come and go, the people Roland worked alongside, and the changing tunes the bards sang in the evening hours, Roland had managed to get a decent amount of information.

      Soon. They’d find out where the sailors were soon. X’odia had learned not to hold so tightly to hope, but something in her gut told her they were riding a wave that would soon break.

      Optimism frequented her during the day. She felt productive, researching through the tomes Roland brought back for her from the city’s library. On his days off, when he wasn’t relaying information back to her, and her eyes needed a break from reading, he would ask her about her life, tell her about his, sneak desserts back to their room to share, teach her card games. She’d been nervous at first, him being the son of the man responsible for her captivity, but Roland was not Pierre Laighless. He was kind and nurturing and empathetic, qualities that likely wouldn’t have made him a good king, but they made him a good man.

      She’d known this about him before they’d ever met. Her Sight had shown her visions of him and his father during their time as Guardians to the Dagger of Eve, and she’d come to recognize how different they were from each other. Still, it had taken her some time to feel comfortable in his presence, to share a room with him—however platonic their relationship was—after everything she’d seen and lived through with the Elite.

      But Roland wasn’t just different from his father; he was different from the soldiers too. He wasn’t pushed forward by the anxiety and guilt of his past the way Dravian Valcor had been. He wasn’t twisted like Rellor Bordinsua, or fiercely loyal like Markeem the Mute. The only thing Roland was devoted to was his own sense of right and wrong. Perhaps it’d been the privilege of never living without that’d made him that way. Perhaps he’d always been able to explore his own ideas of morality because there was no real punishment for breaking someone else’s. Regardless, X’odia knew it was not in Roland’s nature to harm, nor was he inclined to ever demand something of anyone that they weren’t comfortable giving. He simply respected and looked out for others because he didn’t know any other way to be.

      He’d certainly done so for her. Whenever he saw her rub her arms, he’d ask if she needed another blanket. When he saw her still awake, late into the night, he’d ask if she wanted him to stay awake too, despite the rasp of his voice and the bags beneath his eyes.

      When she’d told him everything that had happened to her under the Elite, he’d told her he wished Rellor was still alive, so he could kill the man himself.

      X’odia was grateful for him. She’d never really had friends. She’d never known what it was to love another person, but she thought maybe that’s what she felt for him, the way she imagined brothers and sisters felt toward one another. She knew she loved her parents, but she and her father spoke so rarely, and the love she had for her mother was a distant thing, a memory that had once been clear but had blurred and faded over time. What she felt for Roland was almost tangible, a thing she couldn’t quite touch, but it pulled at her when he was away and brightened when they were together.

      It pained her, knowing he gave her so much, when her very existence was a weight on him. She’d been able to look past who he was, how he was related to everything that’d happened to her, but that was not so difficult a thing to do.

      For him, it was. He was younger than her, but she could sense his desire to keep her safe, to protect her, even from things he had nothing to do with and had already come to be. He said he would have killed Rellor himself for what he’d done and tried to do to X’odia, but what of his own father? It was the king of Mesidia who demanded she be kept prisoner. It was his commands that weighed so heavily on Dravian. It was his ultimatum that told her she could either die, or replace her element shackles for the chains of his will. How could Roland come to terms with that? How could he accept that the man who loved him and raised him and taught him everything he knew was the same man who caused so much suffering?

      How could he mourn him in front of his victim?

      Thus far, Roland hadn’t.

      X’odia could tell he needed to. There were times when Roland stared at nothing, or was upset by something trivial. One of the women who worked at the inn with him, Zuri, had helped him to his room more times that X’odia could count, for fear that he wouldn’t make it up the stairs without falling. X’odia hadn’t actually spoken to the woman—she still didn’t think it safe for anyone in Riverdee to see her—but Roland had sheepishly admitted it once he’d sobered up. He wasn’t a violent drinker, or a loud one, so no one else at the inn cared about his habit. X’odia suspected that the innkeeper loved it, as it kept the little coin Roland made coming back.

      Maybe it would be best for X’odia to bring this up. Maybe she should explain to Roland that it was fine, that she’d gladly listen to him tell her of his father, of the good times, of the hunts they’d gone on together, of the first time Roland had outdone him in archery.

      Truthfully, though, X’odia couldn’t bring herself to do it. It was selfish, and she felt a wretched friend for it, but she didn’t want to hear anything about the late king. She wasn’t so callous to say she was glad he was dead, but neither was she as kind as she’d once been. Abra’am might not have completely broken her, but it’d left her cracked, and she wanted to heal. Pierre’s name only ever served to halt that.

      Someday, Roland, she thought, peering through the darkness at her sleeping friend. I just need some time.

      Was that selfish too? What was time to her, when she’d become ageless after reaching adulthood? Roland was younger, but he didn’t really look it, not with the natural progression of aging. He didn’t have the blood of an Artifact coursing through his veins. He needed to slumber each night to take on each day. He needed food to replenish his energy every few hours. He winced in the mornings and the nights, old injuries aching, new kinks needing to be unwound.

      What of the unseen? What of the thoughts that haunted him, the memories he himself didn’t want to face? He couldn’t avoid sleep like her. He rested peacefully now, but plenty of nights plagued him, X’odia watching helplessly as his nightmares led him to shake with rage, or sorrow—she wasn’t really sure which. If he needed to care for his body so often, what of his mind? Did he not need that mended more frequently too?

      She licked her lips and sighed, wishing the candle hadn’t blown out. Days might’ve been for optimism, but nights were for the darkness. Humans didn’t belong in the night. They kept themselves between walls and beneath rooves at night. They fought off its darkness by sinking into their own in the way of sleep. Staying up each night was its own battle. Either X’odia had to face the war of her own mind or face that of the night’s.

      She chose the night’s.

      Though she wouldn’t use it to read, X’odia did call on the smallest of flames. It came to life in her hand, illuminating the small room she and Roland shared. They each had their own beds, both the same size, which was large enough for a child or adolescent, but not quite long enough for an adult. The blankets were clean, thankfully, though X’odia wasn’t sure if that was merely because getting them cleaned each week was a perk Roland earned from working there or if clean blankets were something the Dusty Boot prided itself on. It wasn’t in a particularly nice part of the city, nor was it in the area Odin Iceborne’s men had been stationed, where whorehouses, bawdy taverns, and rat-infested inns were most prominent. The entertainment here, of bards and flutists and poets, could sometimes be heard coming from the great room, which was only one floor down from their own.

      Roland explained that most people preferred rooms with a view, and with the Dusty Boot having an impressive seven stories and lovely lookouts of the ocean, the city, and the forest, the second floor was the least sought after, making it the most practical for the innkeeper to provide them with. X’odia didn’t mind. Though the ocean’s shore in Riverdee was drastically different from the white sand and clear, turquoise waters of Eve’s, she was afraid looking out at it would remind her too much of home.

      That left her to look at the inside of the room, when she wasn’t busying herself with books or chatting with Roland. In the dark, the generic paintings of a bird and a rose hanging over each of their beds appeared rather menacing, like they might come to life, the flower ensnaring her in its root, the sparrow becoming a fiend eager to devour her. She’d avoided looking at them for a long time, thinking back on the Attack of Fiends, or the roots Rellor had used to trap her to the ground, but after forcing herself to look at them enough times, she no longer feared them and the images they evoked.

      A small writing desk was opposite the beds, though it was never actually used for writing. They never had anyone to write to, so instead it either harbored the plates and tumblers Roland brought food and drinks up in or the books he brought back for her from the library. Often it served both purposes simultaneously. Currently, it did so proficiently. X’odia could smell the meat Roland had brought up before. The scent wafted to her despite the empty plate. Though she appreciated the meals he snuck her, she’d happily declined that one. She’d never been able to eat the flesh of something that’d once had a heart.

      There was a small wardrobe for articles of clothing, a small chair in the room’s corner, and a door that led to a washroom. Typically Zuri would clean it as she did for other guests, but with X’odia isolating herself and Roland not wanting the workers to know she was there, he’d asked the woman not to come in. Sometimes, even knowing it would be dangerous, X’odia wished the girl would go against his request. She sounded nice, the few times X’odia heard her speaking to people in the hallway, and X’odia would’ve greatly enjoyed the company of a woman. She didn’t really know how the company of a woman would be all that different than the platonic company of a man, but she’d read stories of women becoming close, and they’d always seemed to have a different sort of bond than the friendship between men and women. X’odia wasn’t sure how a person’s gender could impact their relationships, but nonetheless, she’d like to find out for herself. If she did, then on the days Zuri had off, maybe X’odia would have someone else to talk to. She was used to being alone—she’d spent the majority of her life alone—but it was like seeing the ocean after only ever seeing puddles. There was something indescribable about the difference.

      She frowned, her mood souring. Such a fanciful mind-set is what had gotten her into this. She’d traded her cottage on the sea for a dilapidated, bug-ridden shack, then an inn, all because she’d been chasing a dream. Rather than be content to warm her skin on the beach and eat the fruit of the trees, she’d wanted to play hero. A vision had come to her of a prophecy, one that could mean great peril, and she’d been foolhardy enough to believe she could stop it. She was the Watcher, the one who could See the keepers of the Dagger and the Amulet. She was the daughter to the great savior of Eve. She was the only living person with both Ageless blood and the blood of the Shield. Who else but her to be the hero?

      Those were the musings of a child. Bravado and confidence in herself were what made the Council of Eve believe she could accomplish this mission; it was what made the sailors obey her when she’d demanded they stand and fight with the people of Riverdee during the Attack of Fiends. Untested faith was what led her to believe that she, the woman whose greatest hardship in life had been isolation, would somehow be strong enough to defeat anything that came her way.

      Now she was in a small room, listening to a fallen prince snore, proud of herself for no longer fearing the bird and the flower on the wall. How impressive. She still couldn’t stand to be alone with her thoughts. She still couldn’t risk sleeping, for fear of reliving the past or Seeing the future. Even knowing she needed to warn her father of the Ageless, she hadn’t the strength to go back outside. What if someone saw her and pointed her out to the city guards? What if she was captured again? She might be beaten. Mocked. Tortured.

      Enduring that a second time sounded worse than death.

      She looked to Roland’s back, watching the steady rise and fall of his body. Earlier that day, when he finished cleaning up the great room, he found her with her head in her hands. The song the bard downstairs sang so beautifully was one she recognized. She’d heard Vahd’eel whistling it. She was usually good at keeping thoughts of the fellow prisoner locked away, but the song, dulled as it was from where she listened from, had pierced through every barrier she’d constructed. She’d been stuck, then, as though an anchor held her in the depths of a dark sea. She’d squeezed her eyes tight, trying to find the light, trying to break the surface. She couldn’t stop the memories, though. She couldn’t keep herself from sinking lower as they flooded in. Rellor beating her. The horned fiend burning her. A forest of fallen Elite. Markeem’s dead body. Rellor’s hands on her. Rellor’s head on her back. His blood on her clothes and her skin and her hair. Dravian fighting. Dravian dying. The stink of death. His body open and insides coming out.

      Roland had put his hand on her shoulder, trying to help her. A friendly gesture. An answer to her unspoken cry.

      He’d been on the ground when she’d opened her eyes. She’d been covered in sweat, which was strange, because she’d been cold. It had taken her a moment to realize her hand was extended. The room’s third painting, the last to the set of the bird and the rose, was broken on the ground, as was the mirror Roland had been thrust into.

      She’d used an air element on him.

      She’d attacked him.

      He hadn’t been badly injured. The glass from the mirror had cracked, but the pieces hadn’t fallen out of the frame. An old shoulder injury Roland had from the Attack of Fiends hurt a bit, but he’d insisted he was fine otherwise.

      I just want to make sure you’re all right.

      They make something called Soldier’s Smoke.

      It helps people who’ve seen things.

      She’d refused. She didn’t want to be drugged, and she didn’t want Roland wasting their coin. Besides, even trapped in this room as she was, she knew about the trade ban with Sadie. She suspected everyone knew at this point; it wasn’t gossip Roland picked up. It was formally announced in the largest of Riverdee’s plazas. Soldier’s Smoke had been one of the first things Sadie had traded to the West after the War of Fire. After all the bloodshed, it was practically a blessing from the Creator for the people who needed it—at least, that’s how one of the authors had described it in a book X’odia had read. Nonetheless, if Roland were to get it now, it would either cost him a fortune to obtain legally or put him at risk to obtain illegally. She could never ask that of him.

      Instead, she had to accept that maybe it wasn’t just a crack that ran through her. Or maybe it was just a crack, but something fundamental had spilled out of it, something she was never getting back.

      She vanished her fire and sat back, resting her head against the wood frame of her bed. A tear threatened to fall, but she wiped it away and sniffled, not wanting to weep. She’d cried plenty of times while Roland slept, but she’d always forced herself to do it quietly for fear of waking him. It ought to have made her feel better, but holding back sobs just hurt her throat, so it was better not to cry at all. Instead, she pushed her window open, as silently as she could manage, and pulled the night air into her lungs.

      Breathe, she told herself. Breathe.

      In. Out. In. Out.

      Roland isn’t mad at you. He knows you didn’t mean it.

      In. Out.

      He’s seen people go through this. He understands.

      In—

      Outside their room, X’odia heard a woman scream.
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      Roland

      

      Roland woke with a start. Pain shot through his shoulder, his neck, his arm, but his first thought was X’odia, X’odia, X’odia!

      He fumbled for a fire element, trying to see. She was in the corner, in her bed. Her eyes were wide.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, kneeling at her bedside. He almost reached out, but remembered what’d happened earlier that day, and pulled his hand back. “A nightmare?”

      She was panting, or not breathing at all, he wasn’t sure, but with shaking fingers, she pointed toward her window. “Not me,” she managed, though it was clear the words were hard to get out.

      He’d seen her panic before. The nightmare of her imprisonment still plagued her.

      As her words settled in, he looked to the window.

      It was open. The scream had come from outside.

      “I’ll be right back, all right? Right back!”

      He gave her foot a tap, afraid touching her anywhere else might alarm her, and bolted out the door.

      The hallway and the stairs blurred. He’d stumbled through the inn enough times drunk that running through it freshly awake wasn’t a problem.

      The night air jolted any remaining fatigue from him as he rushed outside. He stopped for a moment, listened, heard muffled crying to his left, then silence.

      No, no, not another one. Please not another one.

      Roland followed where the sounds had come from, rounding the corner of the inn. The moonlight did little to illuminate the streets, let alone the alley he found himself in, but he could see a shadow a ways down, two shadows, a man hovering over a woman⁠—

      Roland ran. Without thinking, he called a dagger to him, rushing forward. The man looked up, face covered by a hood, and dropped the woman to the ground, frantically hurrying further down the alley.

      Her or him, Roland thought, knowing he could either chase the man down, or help the woman slumped on the ground.

      He hurled his dagger.

      Most people didn’t throw called daggers. It was difficult to hold the connection when it was out of your hand, but it wasn’t so different from an arrow, and Roland was a masterful archer.

      He was also injured. His wound had long ago altered his accuracy, and the incident with X’odia earlier had worsened it. The dagger grazed the man’s arm, but didn’t strike.

      Roland vanished the blade, cursing and gritting his teeth. The pain in his shoulder was worse than when he’d first fallen asleep, and given he tended to sleep on that side, he’d probably made it worse throughout the night.

      It didn’t matter though. The man got away, and the woman on the ground was hardly moving.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” Roland said, crouching down to her. She was still alive. Blood was pulsing out of a wound in her neck. The bastard hadn’t gotten in a clean cut. She was bleeding out, making choking sounds, ugly, squelching things that made Roland wince.

      “Shh, shh, it’s all right. You’re going to be all right.”

      She wasn’t going to heal from this. The wound was too wide, too deep.

      Roland didn’t think. He pulled off his shirt, grimacing, then gently lifted the woman’s head, trying to wrap the clothing around her neck.

      “You’re going to be all right,” he repeated. “I’m just going to bandage you up, and then we’ll get you inside.”

      He kept trying. She kept bleeding. She died long before he stopped, but he kept telling her she’d be all right. If he just said it enough, maybe it would make it true.

      Roland wasn’t sure how long he sat there in the alley. He sniffed at some point, instinctively wiping at his nose, only to realize he’d gotten blood on it.

      Twenty-four, he thought, looking at the woman’s face. She was the twenty-fourth person found dead.

      Ever since the Elite had left Riverdee, reports of murdered people had started circulating. Soldiers held a great deal of authority, and with so many having been stationed in the city, crime had gone down. Without them, crime had gone back up. More theft, mostly, but assault and public drunkenness too. Murders, though, often murders against women, had gone up an unprecedented amount. From every bit of gossip and chatter Roland picked up, the murders were at a higher rate than anyone could ever remember. He’d thought it was just talk at first. Everyone exaggerated. People were always looking for the next morbid story to spread.

      Then he started seeing the bodies. Sometimes it was in alleys, like the one he sat in now. Sometimes it was on the outskirts of town. Sometimes, in more rundown areas, he even found them beneath piles of trash outside restaurants and taverns. One woman he found in the changing room of a merchant’s shop.

      Ah, that’s the third one in as many days, the merchant had said. Shame. Poor girl.

      Roland had mumbled his agreement, then bought something to drink.

      Word, at first, was that it was a single person doing the killings. With as much as Roland worked in the Dusty Boot’s common room, he’d heard all the theories.

      Some demented man.

      A soldier who’s stayed behind, eager to get the violence out of him.

      It’s someone who saw too much during the Attack of Fiends.

      No, no, it’s some sad soul suffering from the lack of cures coming across the border. Their mind is all fragile now that they don’t get the help they need.

      He also heard everyone’s solutions.

      If the ban is going to stay, then maybe we—the people—should do what we can.

      These killings are going to keep up if we don’t get those with mind sickness cured.

      There’s something new I heard about, something that takes away all the pain. That’s what the killer needs. Shit, that’s what we all need.

      Gossip, gossip, gossip. The city’s guards had dispelled the rumors, stating that the killings were too different to be one person. That hadn’t calmed anyone.

      So there are multiple murderers?

      Even more reason to get those cures. People just aren’t right anymore.

      The world is too dark.

      People were on edge. They walked around with knives they didn’t know how to use, sending glares to anyone who looked suspicious. Given all the knives everyone was carrying, that meant everyone looked suspicious. It was understandable, though it fixed nothing. The murders continued. Bodies were still found.

      Roland shivered. He wished he could tell himself it was because of the horror of watching a woman die in front of him. That felt heroic. Wasn’t that always how it went in the tales? He read some of the books he brought back to X’odia; heroes were always so shocked by atrocities. They shook their heads in disbelief, felt righteous anger, then vowed to find those who dared to commit such vile acts. They strengthened their resolve. Found the villains. Peace was restored.

      Something of the sort.

      Truthfully, Roland shivered because it was cold outside. Death wasn’t shocking, not anymore. People died. Rumors spread. Anger was never righteous; it was only temporary. Even when someone maybe felt some semblance of righteous anger, someone else would eventually say something funny, and that would make people laugh, and when enough time passed, people would say something funny about death, and people would laugh about that too.

      Righteous anger gone.

      Sure, some people would be scandalized, they’d gasp and give judgmental scoffs—how could anyone dare jest about such a thing!—as if saying a thing was as awful as death. They’d be more scandalized by the jest than death itself, because really, what more did anyone ever do to fix the world than scoff at the people who tried to make it a little better? People would argue. Sometimes people would fight. Then, at some point, everyone would go home, and they’d either get drunk, play games, continue the conversation with people who agreed with them, have sex, wish they had someone to have sex with, read a book, clean their homes, wash their clothes, grumble that they shouldn’t have eaten so much for dinner, and, after doing one or many of those things, they’d go to sleep. In the morning, they’d remember one of those things more than the people who were dead, because the people who were dead weren’t them, or anyone they knew, so why think about it too much? It wasn’t their problem, and they were hungry, so best to get something to eat before starting work for the day.

      Roland sighed and shivered again. He didn’t have a shirt. His shoulder ached. He was tired.

      He wanted a drink.

      First, he had to get back to X’odia. He’d been out long enough that she was likely shaking in their room, wishing she could come find him but too scared to try. Light, what had his father’s men done to her? Well, he knew what they’d done to her, and what one of them had tried to do to her. Roland hadn’t given the commands, but he still felt responsible, given it was his father who’d ordered such things. He might not have amounted to much, or done anything particularly noteworthy in his life, but Roland could at least be a friend to X’odia. The Light knew she needed it.

      He made up a story about everything that’d transpired outside as he walked back up to their room. X’odia couldn’t know about the murders. She was already so terror-stricken as it was. The last thing she needed was to hear about more violent acts.

      He was finishing up the details of what’d happened—a woman was drunk, spooked by a cat, she screamed, he checked that she was fine, she spilled wine on him, he walked her back to her room—when he heard someone talking in quiet, soothing tones. The voice came from his room. At the top of the stairs, he realized that in his hurry out, he’d left their door ajar.

      He recognized the voice. It was Zuri, one of the women he worked with at the inn. He hoped it was too dark for her to see X’odia’s eyes, lest she take note and remember the rumors of the woman from the Attack of Fiends.

      Roland walked quietly up to his room, peeking inside. Zuri dabbed a washcloth on X’odia’s forehead.  Thankfully, X’odia’s eyes were shut, though Zuri was close enough to her that if she opened them for even a moment, there was no way she wouldn’t notice their shifting color.

      “Hello Zuri,” Roland said quietly. He kept his body in the hall, only his head poking into view. The inn worker spun around, startled out of her calming words.

      “I’m just a couple rooms down,” she said to X’odia. “If you need me, Rory can show you the exact room.”

      X’odia nodded, continuing to keep her eyes shut. Rory was the name Roland had given everyone at the inn, so she knew not to ask about it.

      Zuri rose from her crouched position and made her way toward Roland.

      “I’ll be right there,” Roland said. “I just need to talk to Zuri for a minute, all right?”

      X’odia nodded again.

      As soon as Zuri was out of the room, Roland closed the door and led her down the hall.

      “Who is that?” Zuri demanded, voiced hushed. “You’ve been here for months and never once have I seen that woman out—why aren’t you wearing a shirt? Is that blood?”

      Roland shushed her. She yanked her arm from his grip, glaring at him, soundlessly demanding answers.

      “Please, I’ll explain, just not . . .” He waved his hand, gesturing to the hallway. “Here.”

      Zuri continued to glare, looking a fair amount like X’odia, if X’odia were prone to angry expressions.

      “Fine,” she conceded, unlocking her room. She pulled him in, none too gently, and lit a couple candles. The light revealed a room that was identical to his, save the difference in artwork, and the one large bed instead of two small ones.

      “Explain, Rory. Did you hurt her? Because I swear⁠—”

      “I didn’t hurt her. That scream. You heard it? That wasn’t her. A woman outside was attacked. I wounded the attacker, but he got away. The woman’s dead.” He spun a circle around his face. “This blood, it’s from her, whoever she was. I tried to use my shirt to tied up the wound. I don’t know. I don’t know what I was thinking, I just . . . I don’t know.”

      Zuri stood, arms crossed. She looked equal parts angry, horrified, and concerned.

      After a moment, the tension in her shoulders slipped. She unlaced her arms.

      “We have a couple of city guards staying here tonight. Do you mind coming with me? I think we should wake them and show them the body. You should probably tell them what happened.”

      Roland sighed, but nodded.
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      Only one of the guards came down. Dar Stone was his name. He was a dark-haired Xen man who smelled like alcohol. The other guard was too wasted to be of any use right now, Dar said, in much too cavalier a fashion for Roland’s taste, but he was drunk a fair amount himself, so who was he to judge?

      Roland led Dar to the body and explained what’d happened. The guard said he would let some of the city’s night patrol know, but in the meantime, it’d be best to simply cover the body and block off the entrances to the alley. Roland couldn’t give him much information on the killer, other than that he knew he’d injured the man’s right arm. Dar didn’t write any of that down, which bothered Roland, but he felt a little better when Dar asked him if they could meet again soon to go over more details.

      “Seeing things like this, it’s tough. You should get some rest. You work here, right? If I don’t see you again, I’ll let the innkeeper know where and when you can meet me. We’ll talk more then.”

      That was it. Roland and Zuri left the guard and went back to her room.

      “Do you have a shirt I can put on?” Roland asked her. He was still cold, and now that the chaos of the night had settled, he was starting to feel a little embarrassed. “I don’t want to go back to my room like this.”

      “I’ll find something.”

      Zuri came back with a shirt, but grabbed the same cloth she’d been using on X’odia, and wiped away the blood on him. When she was done, she offered him new clothes and shoes, stating that he probably didn’t want to go back with his old clothes, given the blood. She turned around to give him some privacy.

      “I know this was a difficult night,” she started, “but I need to know what your relationship is with that woman in your room. She’s never once come out of there, not that I know of, and if you’re hurting her⁠—”

      “I told you,” Roland said. “I’m not hurting her. You can turn back around. I’m glad you care, but she’s just a friend of mine. She lost everything after the Attack of Fiends. She doesn’t have anyone else, and she . . . she can’t work. Not right now anyway. She’s too afraid of everything.”

      He didn’t say it with a harsh tone, but with the lack of sleep, and everything else that’d happened that night, it sounded accusatory.

      He sighed, feeling guilty.

      He wanted a drink.

      “Do you want me to chat with her every so often? Maybe when you’re on shift, and I’m not, I can⁠—”

      “Zuri.”

      She stopped.

      “I’m sorry, I’m just, I’m sorry. Tonight’s been a long night, and I really need to get back to her. I don’t want her to worry. I told her I’d be right back, and now it’s been who knows how long, and she’s probably panicking. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

      Zuri’s cheek dimpled. Roland felt a strange flutter in his chest, the expression reminding him so much of Gwenivere, despite the two women looking nothing alike. He shoved the thought away. Of all the things in his head to work through, Gwenivere was not it. Not tonight. Maybe not ever.

      “Fine,” Zuri conceded. “But I’m going to check in on her. You’re really just friends?”

      “Yes. Just friends.”

      “Well a woman needs more than just a single friend. If she’s really as uprooted as you say, then she needs someone to talk to from time to time, and something to do. But you’re right. It’s been a long night. We’ll discuss this tomorrow.”

      Roland nodded. “Thank you.” He put a hand on her shoulder. “Really, thank you.” His voice broke a little as he said it.

      Concern flashed in Zuri’s eyes. She’d known him a couple months now. They’d worked together almost daily, they’d teased each other, gotten frustrated with each other, smiled at each other, flirted and cursed and laughed at each other. He considered her a friend, one he begrudgingly thought of sometimes in ways that were not entirely friend-like. Sometimes he wanted to do more than work together. Sometimes he wanted to tell her who he was. Sometimes he wanted to come to this room, after he drank a little too much, and lost a little too much common sense, and let himself enjoy her company.

      Not once, ever, had he wanted to break down in front of her.

      Clearing his throat, he bid her goodnight, and hurried back to his room.
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      X’odia

      

      “You awake?”

      Roland was back. He shut the door behind him.

      X’odia let out a sigh of relief.

      “Yes,” she answered quietly. He didn’t realize she never slept. She preferred to keep it that way. Already she was an oddity, with her swirling eyes, her overwhelming fear, her ability to heal, her obliviousness to everything. She didn’t want to add more strangeness. Better to let him think she just slept when he slept, and that she was awake now because he’d been out.

      People stayed up with worry, right?

      “I’m sorry that took so long,” he said, going over to his bed. “And the door—I’m sorry, I was in such a hurry, I didn’t realize I hadn’t shut it.”

      “It’s nothing.” She called fire and went to light the candle on her nightstand, then remembered it’d already burned out earlier that night. She shuffled through the drawer for a new one.

      “What happened?” she asked. “Was someone hurt?”

      Roland pinched his lips and shook his head, his hand waving nonchalantly.

      “No, no, just some drunk woman. She could hardly tell left from right. A cat spooked her was all. I asked Zuri if she could stay here, but they didn’t have any rooms for her, so we walked her back home.”

      “Oh.” X’odia nodded, then attempted a smile. “That was nice of you, getting her home.”

      Roland sat down on his bed opposite hers, elbows resting on his knees. His hair looked unkempt. His beard needed trimming. The clothes he wore didn’t look like they fit him. Even as stocky as he was, the shirt hung loose around him, like it was meant for someone taller.

      He rubbed at his eyes, then looked up, offering his own smile.

      “Just glad she’s safe now.”

      X’odia’s smile widened.

      “Me too. You did the right thing.”

      “Yeah.” He was silent for a moment, then leaned back against the wall his bed was pressed against. “And you? You sure you’re all right?”

      “I’m sure. Your friend, Zuri? She’s very nice. I wish I could talk to her more.”

      “She was asking about you, actually. She said she’d like to see you again, if you’re open to that. I know with your eyes, we’d have to probably make sure she couldn’t see them, but I could tell her you have a hard time looking at people straight on. Something of that sort. That’s true for plenty of folk, so I don’t think she’d find that too strange. I work a few nights this week; I think she’s off at least one of them. That’d make sure the room is dark enough.”

      X’odia mirrored Roland, resting her back against the wall, her legs crisscrossed in front of her. She tried to keep from tensing as he spoke, though the idea of being alone with someone else. . . .

      No, you want this, she told herself. That was true, wasn’t it? She’d been thinking it might be nice to talk to the woman, and Zuri seemed pleasant when she rushed into the room. There was no reason for her to concern herself with X’odia. She was a frightened pup among wolves. Who need bother with her? But Zuri had, and she’d not hesitated to offer compassion when she saw someone in need.

      Was that not the very woman X’odia wished to become? Jumping in headfirst to help others, not knowing who or when or why, but jumping in nonetheless?

      No, she had been that woman. That’d been who she was when she’d first come to Abra’am’s shores. She’d seen the fiends attacking the city, and she’d plunged herself into the depths.

      Maybe Zuri wouldn’t be someone to show her what she wanted to be, but help her find the woman she once was.

      “I don’t want to lie,” she finally said. “But if you told her I’ve had some things happen, things I don’t want to talk about, she won’t press?”

      “Of course,” Roland said. “I’m sure she’ll understand. I know she’s seen me coming back with books. Maybe you can talk about those? She’ll probably be happy to talk about herself too. She’s studying the healing arts. You know about that, right? You said you studied that as a child in Eve?”

      “I did.”

      “Good, good.”

      “And you really trust her? You really think it’s a good idea, she and I together?”

      Roland didn’t hesitate. “I do. When I got back up here, she thought it was you who screamed. She was about ready to tear my guts out in your defense. She’s maybe not the best judge of character, seeing as I’m nothing but a gentleman.” He smoothed his unkempt hair back dramatically. “But she was ready to go into battle for you. I don’t think many people are better than her.”

      X’odia calmed, grabbing her blanket and draping it over her lap. She eyed Roland with a friendly bit of suspicion, noting the hint of admiration in his words.

      “Roland, do you fancy Zuri?”

      He chuckled, as if it was the most absurd question. “She’s obviously very pretty,” he said. “Not as pretty as you, mind you—you’re a bloody statue come to life—but she’s pretty in a non-statue kind of way.”

      X’odia had never been able to tell what people thought of her looks, given her years of isolation. She guessed Roland was simply being kind.

      “Saying you don’t think there are many people better than her doesn’t exactly sound like you just think she’s pretty.”

      “Maybe I was saying there aren’t too many better-looking women.”

      “What would her being pretty have anything to do with assuaging reservations I might have?”

      “Don’t pretty people assuage everyone?”

      “Not Natalia Barie, from everything you’ve told me.”

      “Ah, good point.”

      X’odia leaned forward. She squinted at him playfully, her finger poking the air in a staccato pattern.

      “You do fancy her. No, no, don’t deny it! You do, I can see it. You think she’s nice, spirited, and pretty, and you want to hug her and kiss her and hold her and⁠—”

      Roland smiled, grabbing his pillow and throwing it at her. He winced, given he’d thrown it with his bad shoulder, and the throw missed its mark, knocking into the candle instead of her. They both gasped and lunged forward, worried they’d start a fire, but the damage extended only to the flame going out, and some wax dripping onto the stand.

      X’odia scolded Roland, though they were both laughing. She threw his pillow back at him and relit the candle.

      “You scoundrel.”

      “You started it, what with all that harassing me. You know what it is?” He pointed his own finger at her, though when he did it, it was as if he’d solved the world’s greatest mystery. “It’s all those books you’ve been reading. You want to see one of those love stories come to life.”

      She scoffed. “I think a more accurate assessment of the situation is I’m already seeing one of those love stories come to life. She’s the nice girl trying to make something of herself. You’re the stubborn man who can’t admit his feelings. It’s actually very predictable, maybe even a little cliché. I’m disappointed.”

      “Don’t forget that I’m also secretly a prince.”

      “Ah yes, that too. Very cliché.”

      He scratched his ear and laughed, then repositioned his slightly waxy pillow, getting comfortable. X’odia stayed where she was but did shuffle her blanket around, making sure her toes peeked out from under it. She never liked her feet covered unless it was terribly cold, which it had rarely been back in Eve. She’d not quite grown accustomed to the socks and boots and love of covering one’s feet like everyone in Riverdee had.

      “So maybe I am a little cliché,” Roland said. “Maybe, a little wee bit, I do fancy her. But we’ve all fancied someone before, yeah? I’m sure you have too.”

      “Not really,” X’odia said. “I mean, not for anyone real.”

      Roland raised an eyebrow at her, then poorly held back a smirk, as if to say she should be very embarrassed by what she’d said.

      “What?” she demanded. “Why is that funny? I didn’t really know anyone in Eve. I lived alone most of my life.”

      “Yeah, but you met some people, right?”

      “No. Well, yes, I met people, but only when I went to the city, and that wasn’t very often.”

      “Did you ever think about anyone when you got back to your cottage? Did you ever picture the heroes in your stories to look like someone handsome you’d met?”

      X’odia thought for a moment. Most of the time, the only people she really interacted with were the High Council, and most of them were quite old. That didn’t exactly fit the descriptions of the strong, strapping men in some of her books.

      “Not anyone I’d met, no.”

      “Did you not picture anyone, then? Ever?”

      “I may have pictured someone.”

      Roland frowned. “Don’t tell me you pictured some piece of art or something.”

      “No! No, it’s just . . .” She winced. She’d never admitted this to anyone—who would she have ever told? —and it didn’t help that the person she’d thought of, the one who’d always matched how she imagined heroes to look, was someone Roland knew.

      “Will you promise not to laugh?”

      “No.”

      “Roland!”

      He held his hands up in surrender. “I promise I will try not to laugh.”

      “All right.” She took a breath, as if the greatest bit of Knowledge was about to be passed down, the most precious piece of wisdom, and answered, “I always pictured the Golden Knight.”

      Roland’s eyes immediately widened. He sat back up, mouth agape, and this time she threw her pillow at him. He caught it easily, his face still fitted into a stupid, fish-mouthed grin.

      “Light above, are you serious?”

      “Yes.”

      “You fancy Garron?”

      “You said you wouldn’t laugh.”

      “I said I would try not to laugh. And also, wait, I’m not laughing.”

      “You’re staring at me with judgment.”

      “No! X’odia, I knew you said you had visions of Guardians, but I never even thought about you knowing who Garron is.” He finally closed his mouth, then nodded approvingly. “I have to say, you have about the highest standards I’ve ever heard. That man—” he let out a low whistle—“that is one tasty dish.”

      “Roland.”

      “He sparred with my cousins and I, whenever we’d visit Xenith, or the Verigrads would visit Mesidia. I saw him in training, his muscles flexing⁠—”

      “Roland.”

      “Shirtless too, mind you.”

      “Roland—”

      “I know you don’t eat meat, but you might consider⁠—”

      “Roland!”

      He relented, finally, though only because he’d burst into laughter. His hand clutched at his chest, as if the hilarity of it all physically pained him. She shook her head, reaching across the space between them and snatching back the pillow she’d thrown. She was laughing too.

      “Are you quite finished?”

      He let out one last chuckle. “Yes, I’m finished.” He sniffed, shook his head, then laid back down. “The bloody Golden Knight. In all seriousness, that really is a good person to picture. And I’m not teasing. I mean it. He’s handsome. Strong. Very much the quiet, stoic type.” He nodded approvingly again. “And you know what? He’d definitely like you. You’re very honorable. He’d love that.”

      It was too dark to see, but X’odia pulled her legs up to her chest and tucked her head down, lest Roland see her small grin.

      “Thank you, Roland,” she said. She wasn’t talking about the flattery, or the brotherly teasing. He looked over at her, a gentle smile on his lips, his chest rising and falling. She knew he’d heard the shift in her tone. She heard the shift in his too when he answered, “You’re welcome, X’odia.”
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      Yvaine Barie looked ready to murder anyone who spoke in a way that displeased her.

      Which was to say, she looked the same as always.

      There were differences, of course. Natalia noted the bold scars her mother displayed prominently with her low neckline, the hollowed cuts of her cheeks, how much slimmer she’d become. Her golden-white hair, once so similar to Natalia’s own, had faded and thinned, making her less ethereal and more aged. She’d always been a severe woman, but the changes had transformed her into something more predatory. Natalia half expected talons or claws at the bottom of her sleeves.

      “Hello, Mother,” she said. Based on the indents on the extravagant room’s sofa and chairs, Natalia gathered that the soldiers her mother had arrived with had originally accompanied her to this room, but in the time it had taken for Natalia to receive the message of their arrival, Yvaine had kicked them all out.

      She’d never been one to share.

      You like inventing things, Natalia remembered her saying. Why don’t you invent a building that can feed you, clothe you, and play with you? I don’t have the time, nor do I particularly want to.

      She’d been seven when her mother had said that. And Natalia had, actually, tried living inside a large tree outside their keep that spring, but after a surprisingly late blizzard had blown through, she’d come down with a fever. She hadn’t been allowed outside for a month, save when Yvaine needed her to empty their chamber pots, or take their hounds out to, ironically, relieve themselves.

      “I forgot how gaudy the palace is,” Yvaine said, running her fingers along an ornately carved dresser. “I see you’ve adopted the Xen taste yourself.”

      Natalia fought the urge to look down at herself. She was indeed wearing clothing in the Xen style: a sky-blue gown synched at the waist, small crystals sewn into the bodice, silver threads running through the skirts. Her hair had small jewels pinning the front from her face, the colors a mix of silver and blue to bring out the dress’s colors. In Xenith, it was considered an understated ensemble for a noble. Anywhere else, it was a tree in the desert.

      By contrast, Yvaine wore a white wolfskin cloak and a brown shirt and pants. Where Natalia wore slim, comfortable slippers, her mother wore heavy boots meant for snow.

      It was like a swan had come to meet a hawk.

      Natalia rolled her shoulders and answered, “I wish to honor the Xen people.”

      “You wish for them to like you,” Yvaine corrected.

      She’d glanced for a moment at Natalia when she’d gestured at her clothes, but she had yet to actually, truly, look at her. Instead, Yvaine occupied herself by pacing the room, feeling the softness of the canopy bed’s sheets, opening and closing the drawers of the nightstands, rifling through the spare blankets in a chest behind the large, emerald sofa in the room’s center. It irked Natalia to see her mother be dismissive of rooms so many Xen’s would die to let their families sleep in, but she knew that if her mother had been given anything less extravagant, she’d claim she was being disrespected.

      Natalia had long ago learned there was no pleasing her.

      She just wished she didn’t still have the desire to try.

      “Your Yendorian ambassador is sleeping with the al’Murtagh girl,” Yvaine said. She finally stopped her rummaging and turned to face Natalia straight on. “Although I don’t know if she’s still alive, so maybe you still have a chance. The Elite might’ve left her in the snow.”

      Even without seeing him, Natalia knew Nicolas, who stood a few feet behind her, was looking at her with pity.

      I reject your pity. Go sulk in whatever corner best suits you.

      Aloud, she said, “We will send word to our soldiers in Mesidia to search for her. Has Dorian been made aware of the situation?”

      “He’s in the desert with the serpents,” Yvaine answered.

      Natalia took a breath, held it, then slowly released it.

      “Do you know where, exactly, in Sadie the ambassador has gone? I think it best we inform him that his betrothed is in danger.”

      “You want him to get her back?” Yvaine asked, incredulous. “I thought you were in love with him. You used to sneak him into our keep and bed him with your father only a few rooms down. I’d think someone smitten enough to do such a debasing thing wouldn’t give up so easily.”

      “Dorian and I are no longer engaged.” She placed her hands behind her back, refusing to let her mother see them trembling. “Need I remind you that it was you who wished our engagement ended after Pierre named Roland heir? I believe your exact words were ‘no need to keep whoring yourself out to the mut, you can have the purebred now.’ I always thought that strange, given how it’s my bloodline that’s pure, on account of my father. But given you married into royalty, I can see how such distinction would be lost on you.”

      Yvaine cackled. “Ah, girl, I’m glad you’ve finally grown some teeth. Your father being the buffoon he was, I had to be twice as hard with you, to make up for his shortcomings. I couldn’t have my daughter soft. Looks like I raised you right, given where you stand now.”

      “Thank naught yourself for where I stand, Mother. You had nothing to do with it.”

      “Nothing to do with it?” Yvaine sauntered forward, her cloak pulled back to reveal a dagger at her hip. Nicolas immediately stepped in front of Natalia, hand at his sword’s hilt. Yvaine laughed at him.

      “I’m not here to kill her, boy,” she said. “But if pulling your sword against an old woman who was chained up and tortured and starved by your allies makes you feel strong, well then go right ahead, take that sword out.”

      It was at that moment Vel walked into the room. Natalia was grateful she’d had the foresight to tell the knights outside to allow Vel in immediately. For some reason, she felt validated in having the Mistress of Spies see her mother like this.

      “Ah, well don’t you all look cozy,” Vel said, looking at the foot or two between Nicolas and Yvaine. “Shall I request some hot beverages brought in?”

      Yvaine harrumphed, turning her back to Nicolas and falling lazily into a chair beside the emerald couch. She crossed one leg over the other, one hand grabbing the chair’s back, the other resting atop its arm.

      “Who’s the pastry?” Yvaine asked. She was looking at Natalia as she asked, clearly intending to dismantle any confidence the Mistress of Spies possessed. For once, Natalia was grateful Vel’s incessant cheeriness and flirtations were near impossible to be rid of.

      Yvaine would find it deeply irritating.

      “My name is Veladee Verigrad,” Vel answered. “I’ll take your disregard of my prior statement regarding warm beverages as either an indication you’ve lost some hearing due to the injuries you’ve sustained during your time in captivity, or disinterest. No need to clarify. It’s of no matter.”

      “You don’t look like a Verigrad,” Yvaine said. “Don’t the Verigrad women all have red hair?”

      Vel’s smile broadened. “Some of us married into the family.”

      “And who did you marry?”

      “I’m sorry, my husband died some time ago. I don’t wish to speak of him.”

      “He wouldn’t happen to have been the illegitimate heir, would he?”

      “As I said, Lady Yvaine, I don’t wish to speak of him.”

      Fascinated, Natalia watched redness creep up Vel’s neck.

      Grinning wolfishly, Yvaine looked straight at Natalia. Vel, with a light-footed gait, made her way over to the couch. How she could stand to be near Yvaine, let alone get close to her, was a marvel to Natalia. Emboldened, and with now steadied hands, Natalia bid Nicolas back to his guard position, then made her own way to the chair opposite her mother’s.

      “Would you like to debrief us on the attack?” Natalia asked.

      “I already debriefed your knights. Do you need to hear it again?”

      “No. But if you desire to have me hear it from your own lips, you have my ears.”

      Yvaine sat forward in her chair, rubbing her hands together as though the table between them all was a campfire.

      “We were told from your soldiers that Odin Iceborne was spotted among the attackers,” Vel said. “Our previous reports state he was last seen in Riverdee but quickly departed the city after a prisoner by the name of X’odia Daer’dee escaped. The prisoner was believed to be partly or fully responsible for the Attack of Fiends there.

      “Other witnesses have come forward stating the prisoner had actually been helping townspeople. Given the similarities between the accusations toward this woman, and the accusations made toward you at that time, it would be enlightening if you might finally be able to share your side of things.”

      Yvaine turned her cold eyes on Vel, assessing. Natalia sat quietly, back straight, hands folded delicately in her lap. Either Yvaine would laugh at Vel and tell her she would indeed like one of those warm beverages, or she would angle her body toward her, put her hand at her dagger, and speak to her as a general to her soldier.

      Natalia let out a quiet breath. Her mother chose the latter.

      “Before I start,” Yvaine said, “I have a question. Do you believe my daughter is the rightful heir of Mesidia? No, wait, I’m not done. I don’t mean are you currently allies with us. I mean, do you, Veladee Verigrad, believe my daughter, Natalia Barie, is the rightful heir of Mesidia? That her ancestor’s lands were taken, that they should be returned to her, her loyal followers, and any who come to recognize her as their queen?”

      Vel, without hesitating, said, “Our Queen Regent has devoted herself, both informally and formally through the Baptism of Blood, to Xenith. At this current time, she is a daughter of Xenith. Prior to such a decision—and in the future, if she is to renounce her newfound Xen citizenship—I would agree that she, over the Laighless family, has the true claim to the throne.”

      The woman was the Mistress of Birds, the Master of Spies. It was possible Vel was only expressing what she knew she must to gain information. She lied and manipulated and spoke honeyed words to earn the trust and ears and eyes and tongues of anyone she needed. Even if she did believe the words she spoke, she likely only believed them in the way one believes the world is unfair, that injustices occur daily, all without ever doing anything to change them.

      Hollowness. Empty words. Truthful, perhaps, but likely meaningless.

      It still constricted something in Natalia’s chest to hear them spoken.

      “Ah, what a perfectly worded answer,” Yvaine said. “Let me be a little clearer, take it a step beyond belief. If I were to act in a way befitting of someone who is simply trying to take back what is my family’s, would you punish me for it? And don’t give me that nonsense about how we’re supposed to let those in power settle this, because those in power are the ones who took from us in the first place.”

      This time, Vel took a moment before she spoke.

      “I am not judge, nor jury, nor executioner. I do not determine sentences. I do not write laws. If you tell me something in confidence, I will only speak of it to my Queen Regent. I won’t allow what you say here to impact you negatively after we part ways.”

      Yvaine cocked her head toward Nicolas. “Boy, get us a quill and ink. I want that in writing.”

      Nicolas didn’t move. Natalia’s back was turned to him, but she could tell he continued to stand motionless, awaiting her command.

      “Mother, you are not in power here, and as such, you cannot command my knights⁠—”

      “I bet that feels good to you, doesn’t it?”

      “There is no need to get such statements in writing,” Natalia continued. “As Queen Regent, I witness what has been said by Lady Vel, and agree to those terms. I represent the Treaty of Five in saying that the Victorians are allies to Prianthia, the Arctic, Yendor, Theatia, and Xenith. We have been pardoned, both the literal you and me, as well as my ancestors, for acts committed in the name of reclaiming what is rightfully ours. Speak freely now, in defense of yourself. You will face no judgment from us and ours.”

      Yvaine leaned back in her chair, grinning proudly at her daughter. Her fingers rhythmically thump thump thumped against her boots, and though it was senseless to care, Natalia wished the moment would last a little longer. It was rare to see her mother so pleased. Rarer still that such pride would be evoked by Natalia.

      “I hope you all truly mean that,” Yvaine said. “Because everything Pierre accused me of was true. I did launch an attack on Stonewall. I did almost kill Roland Laighless, and I was after the Dagger. Now Lady Vel, my throat is actually feeling a little dry; I might not mind one of those warm beverages you offered.”

      Vel blanched. Nicolas bumped into something.

      Natalia stared.

      “This is no time to jest, Mother,” she said, knowing full well Yvaine was being serious.

      “What? I would really like a hot beverage.” She gave Natalia a wink. “Lady Vel, if you have any peppermint, I’d like that mixed in. It’s much more refreshing this time of year, I find.”

      “I defended you,” Natalia said quietly. “I told them, I told Gerard⁠—”

      “Ah, you and Gerard.” Yvaine flicked her wrist dismissively. “You were always so obsessed with the man, just because he gave you a little attention and some blocks when you were a girl.”

      “Gears,” Natalia corrected, then cursed herself for getting swept up in her mother’s deflection. “The point is that I believed Pierre was spreading lies about you.”

      Natalia had risen from her chair. She could either sit back down and lower her voice, or she could continue standing, accepting that her mother had, within minutes of their reunion, completely dismantled every carefully constructed piece of her.

      She continued standing. She was mad, and she wanted her mother to see it. She wanted Yvaine to understand she saw her as a tyrant, a clumsy, messy, power-hungry tyrant who deserved all the wrath thrown at her. How could Natalia have given up so much for her? How could she have ever thought this wolf of a woman needed saving?

      She should’ve never allied herself with a Prianthian to free her.

      “Lady Vel,” Natalia said quietly. “You may request a private audience with my mother later if you wish, but I’d like to speak with her alone now.”

      Vel, who’d managed to maintain her air of cheer, immediately rose at the command.

      “We shall meet for hot tea another time, Lady Yvaine,” she said, giving a slight bow. “Queen Regent, would you like for me to ask the guards stationed outside the door to move their posts to the end of the hall?”

      Natalia wasn’t sure what to make of that. It was the act of a friend, ensuring that she could have a true moment alone with her mother. It was not the act of a spymaster.

      She had to know how likely it was that Natalia and Yvaine would craft an agreed upon story, guaranteeing neither of them ever told Vel anything they didn’t wish her to know. Knights were never supposed to relay to anyone what they might overhear, but that didn’t mean the Mistress of Birds couldn’t get information from them in her own way.

      Asking them to be removed from earshot was foolish.

      She’s giving me the chance to trust her, Natalia thought.

      “Yes, do so,” she answered. “Sir Nicolas, accompany Lady Vel to her next appointment, then wait for me at the door of my chambers. I will meet you there before my debriefing with the king.”

      Natalia didn’t look at them as they walked out. She looked instead to the floor, gathering her emotions, steadying her breath, calming her nerves, until she heard the door open and shut behind her.

      “You really couldn’t have controlled yourself until they brought us some tea?”

      Slowly, still preparing herself, Natalia returned to her chair.

      “I don’t care about your tea. You only mentioned it because you love to put on a performance.”

      “It was rather fun, wasn’t it?” Yvaine whispered. “It’s unfortunate you couldn’t see the knight. I swear the veins in his neck looked like they were going to burst.”

      “You’ve given me quite the mess to clean up.”

      “No, I said it looked like they were going to burst, not that they did.”

      “I mean with what you said.”

      “Obviously dear. Light, you’re still just as uptight as always.”

      Uptight. That was the word Yvaine threw at her when she was calm and composed. If she did the opposite, and showed any signs of being a person, she was too emotional.

      It was always something. She was never good enough, never smart enough, never collected and clever and charming enough. If she dressed modestly, she wasn’t using everything at her disposal. If she showed skin, she was a whore. When she took a moment to contemplate what she was going to say, she was a half-wit. When she answered quickly, she wasn’t thinking.

      “Are you going to explain how you saved me?”

      Natalia, tired of it all, answered, “Are you going to thank me?”

      That got a bark out of Yvaine. “Fine, if that’s what you need, thank you. I would’ve preferred you gotten to it a little quicker, but I suppose you did the best you could.”

      “You seem to like your scars,” Natalia said, cocking her head toward the marks on Yvaine’s neck and chest. “Maybe I know my mother, and knew she’d want proof of how terrible Pierre could be.”

      “Are you saying you made me wait?”

      Natalia, oddly, found herself smiling at that, and let herself sink into her chair’s cushions.

      “No, I didn’t make you wait. I did everything I could, as fast as I could, to get you out. Mind you, at the time I really thought you were innocent. Maybe I shouldn’t have saved you after all.”

      Natalia braced herself. Not for her mother’s wrath—Yvaine always seemed to enjoy the most blatantly awful things a person said. No, she waited for the remarks that she was incompetent, slow, incapable, because how, if she was really working as fast as she claimed, could she have possibly taken so long?

      When she looked up, she found her mother was no longer in her chair, but was standing beside Natalia’s own. She tilted Natalia’s chin up, forcing their eyes to meet. Then, confusingly, she gripped the back of Natalia’s neck, pulled her toward her, and kissed the top of her head.

      “You’re my flesh and blood,” she said, almost with a growl. “You and me, we’re all the other has. You did right by me. Now I need to do right by you.”

      She pulled away, the hand in Natalia’s hair lowering to her shoulder with a squeeze.

      “I imagine you made some deals you wish you hadn’t,” she said, sitting down on the sofa. “I want to know. I want to help you.”

      Help from Yvaine was unwise.

      Natalia, however, was exhausted.

      She was alone, and unsure, and even if her mother’s help came with insults, at least she had one person on her side. All of Xenith hated her, Vel served the throne, Nicolas knew of her lies. There was no one in the palace, in the whole country, who would ever truly count her among them, no matter what she did. Barbed and biting as Yvaine’s words were, Natalia understood no one else could ever know the things she’d done and still accept her.

      “After Gerard took me in, I was approached by Anastasia Verkev. She said if I wanted to get you out, she could get it done.”

      “In exchange for what? Those people don’t do anything out of kindness.”

      “Neither do you.”

      “Yes, which is why I like them.” Yvaine chuckled, then patted Natalia’s knee. “What did you give them?”

      “Influence. She wanted me to undermine trade between Xenith and Sadie. I . . . I know you’re glad Pierre is dead, but I never meant for him to die, or Rosalie and the al’Murtaghs. I thought she was just going to get you out.”

      “Hmm.” Yvaine rubbed her chin. “I didn’t know who it was that got me out of that damned cellar, but I knew you had to be behind it. The man who got me out, he gave me demands, told me he had to kill me if I didn’t agree. I had to say a Sadiyan with a dragon saved me. That was it. If he found out I didn’t say that, people would come for you.”

      There was a palpability to her mother’s words. Pride and raw resoluteness had made her a formidable force, but it had to have weighed on her, having her life bartered in such a way. If her rescuer hadn’t brought Natalia into it, she imagined her mother would’ve dared him to kill her, damn his deal, and spat in his face.

      “Anastasia said something similar to me,” Natalia said. “I didn’t know she was going to blame the assassination on Dietrich and the Sadiyans. She still seems to be of the mind-set they deserve to be in chains.”

      “Bitch,” Yvaine said, spitting onto the rug. “I’ve burned bridges with powerful allies for those kinds of thoughts. I’m sorry that’s the lot you’re tied to now.”

      “Yes, well, I thought her purpose for me was through. She got her wish: the trade ban was enacted after Pierre’s death. The problem is that Gerard died, and Gwenivere is gone, and now it’s up to me to keep the trade ban in place. If I don’t, she’ll retaliate.”

      Yvaine cursed again. “Did she give specifics? If it’s me she wants dead, fine. Tell her to give me her best.”

      “No, she didn’t. It was a vague threat. I fear if I end the trade ban, given how large of an economic move that would be, she’d do something equally drastic. She’s already shown how capable she is of being the catalyst for catastrophe. If I had to guess, I think she’d go for Aden.”

      “It would devastate the country, and she’d likely find a way to pin it on you.”

      “Precisely my thoughts.”

      “Who do you think she has? In this place I mean.” Yvaine lifted her hand and gestured to the room. “Is there someone here you think she has something on?”

      “No. I . . . Well, first, what did the man look like who rescued you?”

      “Sadiyan. Tall. Lean.”

      “Do you find that strange, given how much Anastasia hates them?”

      “Yes. Though he might be one of those who sides with his oppressor. People sell their own out all the time. It’s not something we can comprehend, little bird, but not everyone values loyalty like we do.”

      “I think she has a shape-shifter.”

      Yvaine, as expected, laughed.

      “Come now, you don’t really believe that? People invent stories to scare children, that’s all.”

      “Oh? Is it more or less plausible than you attacking Stonewall to get the Dagger?”

      Yvaine, still laughing, propped her feet up on the table and shook her head. “Given that I know for a fact I did that, I’d say it’s less plausible.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “I’m very serious, dear. I want the immortality of the Dagger. It was yours by birthright, and we deserve it. Is that so hard to believe?”

      Shoulders dropping, Natalia answered, “From you, no.”

      “I’m not all that difficult to figure out. I make my intentions rather clear, and I’ve always intended to get the Dagger back, to get you on the Mesidian throne where you belong, and, if you choose to partake along with me, to rule together without fear of death.”

      “Our reports claim Abaddon Haroldson has the Dagger now, so I’m afraid you’ll either have to make a new ally, or a new enemy.”

      “You’ve met the boy, yes?”

      “I have.”

      “What’s he like?”

      Natalia thought for a moment. Describing Abaddon was like trying to describe the details in an old memory. At first, it seemed clear, but when focusing in, you suddenly found the specifics were impossible to relay.

      “He always seemed a bit . . . distracted. I only met him a few times. He and Dorian were rather close, but I thought he often looked to be in his own head. Dorian said his mind was sharper than most—that it’s just what geniuses are like—though I didn’t really believe him until the West started importing Sadie’s cures. I don’t think anyone has made such advancements in elixirs so quickly in all of Abra’am’s history.”

      “Have you explained to him your predicament?”

      “That I let everyone believe his brother killed our enemies so I could get my mother—my guilty mother—out of imprisonment? No, I haven’t said that to him.”

      “You don’t have to say it like that.”

      “And how exactly am I supposed to explain that situation to him?”

      Yvaine rolled her eyes, as though the answer was obvious.

      “Just leave some details out. Tell him you want to end the trade ban, but you’re currently being threatened by Anastasia. They can unofficially bring in their goods, and you can unofficially pay them for it. Win-win.”

      The conversation was eerily similar to the one she’d been having with Vel not so long ago. She was looking to keep up Xenith’s image while still doing what was best for their people. Though, if it was discovered she was having more of a hands-on approach to this, rather than simply turning a blind eye to crime in the eastern cities, she knew it could jeopardize her involvement in the Treaty of Five.

      “We’re looking into solutions for that,” she said. “Ones that don’t involve me having direct contact with Abaddon. And before you bring it up again, the Dagger is not my concern right now. If we mend things with Sadie, it will be because it’s what’s best for international relations, not because you want to live forever.”

      “Whatever you say, little bird. Just remember, you’re still young. I’m not.”

      “Returning to more pressing matters.” Natalia ground her teeth. “I was serious when I brought up the shape-shifter. I’m going to research more about them. If I can anticipate them, learn how they work, I might be able to eliminate them as a threat.

      “Whether you believe in them or not, I would appreciate you assisting me in rooting out who might be working for Anastasia. Right now, I’m most suspicious of Sir Maximus. He has direct contact with Aden, so it would be near impossible to keep him from harming the boy if he’s commanded to do so. He’d fit my theory of him being the shape-shifter as well. During the Attack of Fiends, witnesses saw him sustain life-ending injuries, only to be found alive and well by the end of the attack. He claims Dietrich Haroldson saved him, but you also claimed Dietrich Haroldson saved you, and we know that wasn’t true.”

      “Wouldn’t that mean whoever the knight claims saved him is actually your culprit?”

      “Maybe. Or maybe Dietrich is merely the name he was told to say. Regardless, I know very little, so I have no idea how skilled shape-shifters are at acting and impersonating others. Most of the clues I currently have come from children’s songs, which always mention either faces, stomachs, or blood, or a combination of those things. One mentioned rocks and children, but none of the others did, so I have no further leads on that.

      “The songs are usually translations, though, so some of the words have likely been changed to ensure the verses still have the same syllables per line, that they rhyme—they’re not completely reliable, is my point.”

      Yvaine still looked unconvinced. Blessedly, though, she didn’t mock her.

      “A spy,” she said. “If I had to take a gamble, my coin would be on Vel. She’s obviously in your good graces and has earned your trust, if you allowed her in here to greet me. Unless you didn’t allow her in, but she has that much authority around here. The first? Ah, see, so you already are including her in on important conversations.

      “She seems comfortable with the knights too, and she orders people around easily enough. She has the last name Verigrad, which gives her credibility. Does she have fairly consistent access to Aden? Yes? Hmm.”

      Yvaine nodded, as though she already had the situation figured out.

      Natalia didn’t elaborate further. She wanted her mother’s help in this, and she’d take her counsel seriously, but she wasn’t going to tell her Vel’s role as spymaster.

      “Do you think your knight might be the one?”

      “If he is, it’s easiest for me to monitor him. It’s the people I can’t observe as often that I could use your insight on.”

      She wanted to add that if it were Nicolas, there was no hope for them, but ultimately kept that to herself. All things considered, this conversation between them was going rather well, and she didn’t feel the need to spoil it by admitting how royally she’d stumbled in regard to Gerard and Gwenivere. It would only prove everything her mother said about her true.

      “Is there anyone else you suspect?” Yvaine asked. “Besides the boy’s knight and the pastry?”

      “No, not here at least. Not that I can think of. I thought it might also be possible Anastasia kept the spy on your trail. It’s not a secret that Dorian and I were once involved, and with you being my mother, and both of you carrying a great deal of political weight, I could see her retaliating in that way. Is there anyone you’re suspicious of?”

      “Dorian,” Yvaine admitted. “I think you were a dumb girl in love when you were with him, but truthfully, he was even dumber than you. He’s clever enough most of the time, and it’s practically built into his job to read and please people, but he couldn’t see that I’d only stuck you on him because we all thought Pierre would give the throne to him. Or maybe he did know, and he didn’t care, because he loved you that much. Either way, I never thought I’d see him betrothed to that quiet little al’Murtagh mouse.”

      Natalia didn’t comment on that. She hated being reminded of her relationship with Dorian, hated that so much of her life had revolved around him. Every noble knew marriages between houses and bloodlines came down to the most mutually beneficial pairing. What was it about hers that caused such disdain?

      Regardless, even now, she still held some love for him. She didn’t like hearing it might be him the shape-shifter was impersonating, or that Anastasia had bought him off. Still, it wasn’t completely irrational to suspect him. If she was serious about uncovering the threat, she had to consider him a possibility.

      “That makes sense,” she conceded. “As an ambassador, he has access to a great deal of leaders from multiple countries. Anastasia, given how she approached me, seems interested in people who can provide positions of influence. He fits that.”

      “You said he was friends with Abaddon too? Well, I’m not saying we shouldn’t still keep our eyes peeled here, but don’t you think it’s a little convenient he wasn’t in my camp when we were attacked? And his friendship with Abaddon; that might be exactly why Anastasia would recruit him.”

      “You think he would purposefully advise Abaddon poorly?”

      Yvaine shrugged. “Maybe. Anastasia isn’t the daughter-heir of Prianthia, correct? She’s the younger sister?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you think she wants to sit on the throne herself?”

      “I think her brother’s assassination, the one meant for her sister, was orchestrated by her. Alanna announced to the entire peace assembly last year that a shape-shifter killed her brother, and said they’d strike again in the palace. I figured Anastasia was behind it all, after she successfully freed you.”

      “But now that her sister is aware of a threat against their throne, she’s probably even more protected.”

      Natalia nodded in agreement. “Prianthian politics are relatively unknown to me. I’ve tried looking further into them, but the West ceased contact with them for almost thirty years after Gerard helped free the Sadiyans. Any information I can get on their rulers comes from before the current heirs. We might have a little bit of an in with the Treaty of Five, but not enough that I’d feel confident telling Alanna her sister is trying to kill her. Especially since I don’t know that with certainty.”

      “Who says you have to be the one to tell her?”

      “No one. But if not me, who?”

      Beaming, Yvaine rose, hurrying over to the dresser she’d been sneering at earlier. She picked up a piece of paper from it, walked back over to the seating area, and threw it down on the table in triumph.

      She’d always derived pleasure from meddling with her enemies.

      “You don’t need to accuse her,” she said, pointing at the newest printing of the Scholars. “They can do it for you.”
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      On account of the stabbing, Abaddon decided he did indeed owe Dietrich. How his brother hadn’t tried to kill him, Abaddon didn’t know, but until he spoke with him, he decided he’d be grateful, do as his brother asked, and attempt to meet with him again.

      He was not looking forward to it.

      What happened in the Dividing Wall’s mountains was still a blur to him. Most of what’d happened over the last few years was a blur to him. He remembered everything, but the way one remembers the events of a play, or a story. He couldn’t believe he’d been the one who’d committed all the terrible acts.

      With the lucidity the Dagger brought to his thoughts, it was also clear to him he’d not been the hero in these stories. Heroes did not poison their own mothers. Heroes did not kill their fathers simply because their fathers were lost in grief and begged for an end to their suffering. Heroes did not take advantage of their brother’s protectiveness.

      Yet, was that not exactly what Abaddon had done? He’d thought it was the Creator, pushing him on that path. His mother had been devout. She’d listened to the Creator when it told her to travel from Eve to Sadie. She’d met his father, shortly after the Sadiyan uprising. She had her sons because she’d listened.

      Harold had been the same. He’d had a divine purpose—to free his people—and because of his faith, he’d liberated Sadie. He’d always be remembered as the breaker of chains. He’d be remembered as the man who started trade between the East and the West. He hadn’t simply freed their country; he’d fostered it. Raised it. Empowered it.

      Abaddon had been following in their footsteps, and surely, when he’d had thoughts that seemed twisted, or convoluted, it wouldn’t be right to question those things. If his father had questioned, rather than obeyed, Sadie would still be enslaved. If his mother had questioned, she’d never have crossed the sea and walked along their shores. The Holy Book spoke often of commands placed on people that seemed strange or wrong, but were only strange or wrong because of the limitations mortals had. In hindsight, people would see clearly.

      The Creator always had a plan.

      Faith had been Abaddon’s greatest strength. Because he’d chosen the path of healing, he’d opened a wellspring of knowledge. He’d saved lives. He was a firm believer that all people were brilliant, most just didn’t have the means, the support, or the time to discover the interests and passions at which they excelled. He wasn’t a genius, as everyone always said. He was simply someone who’d found his calling, and found it young.

      He'd listened to the Creator in that, and it had turned out to be the greatest asset to Sadie’s economy. Travel had become accessible to him, as he was needed to explain his cures to the healers of other nations, and such travel resulted in the trading of ideas, which led to more cures, which led to more good fortune for Sadie.

      When the Creator placed on him, then, the act of tricking Detrich into believing their mother’s illness was real, and that she was dying, who was he to question? He obeyed. Abaddon, the good son, the faithful vessel, always obeyed.

      Dietrich, the one who didn’t believe in the Light, who didn’t believe in living according to faith, found himself sleeping in alleys, and rooftops, and hay barns. He slept with whores. Because he lacked obedience to the calling of the Light, Dietrich found himself living in darkness. It was fitting, that he be called the Shadow. He was the embodiment of the absence of faith.

      That’s what Abaddon told himself. That’s what something had told him, these last few years. He’d been convinced the Light was showing him the blessings of obedience in his life in direct, stark contrast to the empty void that came with the sins of Dietrich’s.

      But how could he have ever thought such things of his brother? Dietrich was not being punished. He’d never believed that as a boy. Dietrich was his hero. Dietrich had saved him, the first night the Redeemers came. As barely more than a boy himself, Dietrich had made his first kills. It was Abaddon’s room he’d come to first. It was because of his love for his brother, his family, his country, that Dietrich hadn’t thought twice about putting his own life in harm’s way. He was everything Abaddon had wanted to be.

      The life he’d gone on to live after that was simply the path their father had pushed him on. Harold had wanted someone on the outside to protect them, and Dietrich had answered that call. It was because of his noble sacrifice that the rest of them could keep living. It was because he’d accepted the loss of the throne, and of power and comfort and luxury, that Abaddon could live as he did. He could have everything Dietrich did not, and not once had Dietrich made him feel guilty for that. He’d never even sensed that thoughts of jealousy or disdain were within Dietrich. Abaddon didn’t even think him capable of such feelings.

      All Dietrich had ever done was be their shield. He was the star in the night, guiding travelers to safety. He was the oasis in the desert, the lighthouse in the storm. He was hope.

      And Abaddon had tried to kill him.

      It wasn’t me, he insisted. Something convinced me Dietrich was going to hurt me. If my mind had been my own, I’d never have believed that.

      Abaddon stopped, taking a breath. Over and over and over he’d had such thoughts, and over and over and over he’d found himself on the precipice of insanity. He knew, he knew something had been in his head, but that didn’t change the fact that the memories of his sins still plagued his mind. Dietrich’s blood was still on his hands. His father’s blood too. His mother’s. He couldn’t forget that, even if there was something that had pushed him toward such acts.

      What if it wasn’t something? he wondered. What if I’ve concocted some inner fiend to purge myself of guilt?

      He was stepping closer to the precipice. Such concepts drifted across his mind every time he put his head down to rest.

      Such wonderings would have to wait. He was going to meet Dietrich now.

      He was going to face his sins.

      Not for the first time, Abaddon wished Deladrine could sense what was within him. She, along with a handful of Abaddon’s most trusted watchmen, walked through Sovereignty’s streets now, each cloaked to ward off the heat and protect their identities from passerby. It wasn’t so odd a thing, for one to be dressed in such a fashion. Even with cloths pinned down on the rooftops of the buildings around them, the sun still found ways to warm and burn the skin.

      The cover of long sleeves, hoods, and high-necked clothes held in sweat, keeping them cool from the heat. It should’ve left the huddle of passing bodies with an unpleasant stench, but the ruins of Sovereignty, ruins that had been built back and restored during Harold’s reign, were near a number of springs and lakes, water that miraculously pooled in various places throughout the city. Some of it was considered holy and lay protected by the barrier of the temples built around them. The waters there lay untouched, save for the occasional bit scooped up and poured over the faithful, who looked to dedicate themselves to the Light. In other parts of the city, bathhouses had been erected. Abaddon had never been to one himself; the palace had plenty of access to water, and privacy at that, but their existence was as much a part of a Sadiyan’s life as the heat, or the thrill of the trade.

      Though the press of bodies in the alleys did have some natural, human scent, it was nearly offset by the different perfumes people wore, of the soaps they used to bathe. Everything was a friendly competition between Sadiyans, so from one person to the next, Abaddon could smell the freshness of the sea, or the smokiness of a fire, or the subtle fragrance of desert blooms. It was as though each person was fighting for the title of most exotic, most homey, or most comforting.

      Such scents came to Abaddon when he was close enough to those he passed. Much of the rest of the time, he went by food vendors, or forgers of touched blades, or any other kind of craftsman, each with work that created its own smell. With the narrow walkways, and the cloths providing shade above them, it created a pulse to the city, a feeling that every path was a city itself, alive and loud and vibrant.

      Vibrant, not because of the buildings, as those were often clay, and beige, and an extension of the desert itself. The vibrancy, instead, came from the colors of the cloths, or the clothing people wore, or the jewelry jingling from their wrists and ankles. The sing-song lilt of their voices, the heated passion of bargaining, the songs floating up from streetside musicians—it all contributed to the soul of Sovereignty. The soul of Sadie. The soul of Abaddon’s people.

      He could not let that soul die. He couldn’t let the trade ban ruin the joy of his country.

      If Dietrich had a way to end the ban, he would hear it.

      The noise of the city died down as Abaddon and his party made their way to the hospital. Many of his days—and his nights—had been spent here. It was as much his home as the palace, more so, in some ways. So much of his worth was within those walls. So many sleepless nights, so many secret meetings with his brother. It seemed fitting, that it was through one of the hospital’s healers Deitrich’s first note had come from.

      Of course, the first note had come from Yeltaire Veen, Dietrich’s fiend hunter alias. It was the identity he’d crafted for himself so he could walk around in plain sight, no one at the hospital any the wiser except Abaddon. It also, conveniently, meant the two could discuss important matters of trade, elixirs and poisons, different parts of fiends that could be preserved using saps and sealants that acted similarly to elemental metal. Such things allowed the pieces of fiends to remain, even after their auroras had drifted, and together Abaddon and Dietrich would use those in certain healings salves, or cures, or whatever other things they could come up with.

      Everyone always thought Abaddon brilliant, but he’d not have been able to make a great deal of his creations without his brother’s contributions. Dietrich would never believe it, and perhaps others might not either, but Abaddon was rather certain his older brother was the smarter of the two.

      What would his life had been like, if he’d not been forced to live by the dominion of violence? What might he have become? What would Dietrich have contributed to the world, if only the shadows hadn’t claimed him?

      Abaddon waved his guards off as he approached the hospital. They all stopped and stood at attention. Deladrine, holding a cat—the animals always seemed to follow her around—took a seat at a fountain in front of the hospital’s entrance. Sometimes people would come to the fountain and toss a bit of water from the temples into it. It was a form of prayer for the many who had loved ones sick or injured. Abaddon imagined Deladrine had likely sat on the fountain’s edge many a time, offering comfort to those who wished to pray, or helping carry water from the temple, if the bearer was elderly, or unable to move easily.

      Abaddon paused, then made his way over and sat beside her. The cat she held paid him no mind.

      Her robes and veil were teal today, a chain of gold wrapped around her forehead. She’d placed gold along her eyelids too. The contrast between them and the warm brown of her skin and green of her eyes made her look ethereal. Inhuman, almost. When she met his gaze, Abaddon had to catch his breath.

      If the Creator was a person, he believed she could rival its beauty. He’d never seen a person who looked so otherworldly.

      “If you would like to go somewhere,” he started, “I’ll have the guards accompany you. You trust these ones, yes?”

      He spoke in a low voice, so as to not be overheard. Deladrine nodded, still petting the cat.

      “Can you sense things from animals?” he asked, startling himself with the question. He supposed he might be stalling, nervous to confront his brother, but he didn’t think so. Looking down at the black puff of fur, the question had wandered into his head, and he’d voiced it aloud before he could think not to.

      Beneath her veil, Abaddon thought Deladrine was smiling.

      “Yes,” she said. “Most of the time, cats are only somewhat interested in us, and usually because they want something. I can’t read exact thoughts, but I can sense desires, and feelings. With this one,” she held the cat up, its body hanging limp and relaxed, “I sensed something along the lines of itch. It wanted to be pet, I think.”

      “What is it thinking—or, well, feeling—now?”

      Her brows drew in. “Contentment. Something of that sort. It’s not as clear as with people.”

      “Can you pick up things from other animals?”

      “Dogs, yes,” she said, then laughed. “With dogs, it’s usually hungry, happy, hungry, happy, I love people, hungry. Cats are less obvious, and less eager, but they have similar thoughts. They’re more reserved about it though, like they want all of those things, but they don’t want to seem like they want those things.”

      Abaddon smiled. He’d never had any pets, only horses, but his brother had always been partial to animals, and he would sometimes have a stray cat on his shoulder when he met with him at the hospital, or a scrappy hound that’d decided to follow him around. He’d even tried training a hawk, at one point, but the bird had died trying to help him fight a fiend. Dietrich had been too devastated to try training any more hawks after that.

      “Deladrine,” Abaddon said. “If you’d like, you can bring an animal, or any number of animals, to live with you at the palace. The strays you used to feed, before . . .” He stopped, unsure how to say before my father ordered me to kill you, and I didn’t, but I had to bring you away from your home, lest the Redeemers capture you and force you to give up information that my mother was sick. He settled on before again and left it at that.

      “Really?” she asked. “You wouldn’t mind?”

      “I’ve taken much from you. If there’s anything you want, and it’s within my ability to give, it’s yours.”

      He cleared his throat, then stood, not waiting to hear her response. He had plenty of sins to confront, and keeping Deladrine in his service so she could weed out possible spies?—that wasn’t one he’d be getting to today.

      He gave his guards the command to protect Deladrine with their lives, and to follow her wherever she wished to go. In addition, he made it clear that if she wanted a horse, donkey, cat, dog, or rabbit, to not question her on it.

      “Just make sure if it’s not a stray, and you have to buy one, that you get it for a good price,” he said. The head watchman, Culter, the oldest of Abaddon’s watchmen, and a man who was in many ways like an uncle to him, nodded in understanding.

      Abaddon parted ways with them. Steeling his nerves, he walked up to the hospital’s entrance, took a breath, pulled down his cloak, and walked inside.

      The wonderful, if not chaotic, scents of the city, completely left him as soon as he entered. Try as he might to improve the scents of cures, many were a lost cause; some substances refused to be pleasant. Others weren’t altogether bad, but they mixed in strange ways with the other scents, or amplified them, while some almost created a taste when breathed in, an odd coating on the tongue.

      People spoke in hushed tones, as though speaking softly enough might ward off death. Others cried, hating the suffering of their loved ones, or the news that nothing could be done.

      The worst sound, though, was the sound of the dead. Auroras gave off an odd hum when they arose from those who’d passed. It took three days before the lights emerged, and when they ascended, an eerie sound emitted from them. Abaddon thought he’d grown accustomed to it, having worked in the hospital for so many years, but ever since he’d found his mother dead, body held limply in his father’s arms, he couldn’t seem to shake the cold dread that worked its way down his spine at the odd hum.

      Think of it as singing, a voice told him. The souls rejoice, now that they are free. It is the sound of music. Do not be afraid.

      Abaddon nearly fell over at the voice. A few of the healers looked his way, but most knew not to bother the king when he came in. They’d seen him exhausted to the point of collapse enough times to know this wasn’t anything out of the ordinary. Usually, when he was in such a state, he was about to reach a breakthrough, and if they interrupted his thoughts, they’d only disrupt him.

      This time was different. Not that any of them would know. He’d not only heard the voice in his head—he’d heard its timbre. Its tone. No longer did it sound muddied, like something buried deep, a wayward thought trying to make its way to the front of his mind. This time, it had been clear.

      This time, it had been a woman’s.

      He immediately put up the imaginary shield in his mind.

      The voice stopped.

      Look at this logically, he thought, righting himself. As soon as I was separated from my guards, the voice came. As soon as I was away from Deladrine. Would she be able to sense it, if she touched me while it was around? Can she sense it even without touch? Is that why I don’t seem to ever notice it when she’s nearby?

      Tests. He’d have to conduct tests.

      He couldn’t conduct tests right now, but he’d remember this moment. He’d remember the clarity with which he’d heard the voice, the pitch, the cadence of its words. Her words. He’d have to start thinking of it as a she.

      Maybe it was the cat, he thought, then snorted.

      Light, he really was going insane.

      “My king,” someone said, slapping a hand on his shoulder. “You look as though you’ve seen the dead walking!”

      Abaddon froze.

      He knew his chance of meeting him here was high. He knew that if there was anywhere in Sadie this man would feel free to walk about, it would be here.

      He still wasn’t prepared to hear his voice.

      “Yeltaire,” Abaddon said, swallowing.

      Dietrich tightened his grip and smiled. And, because it was Dietrich, and he was clearly pleased with the joke he’d made, he gave Abaddon a wink.

      “Let’s get you to your lab, shall we?” Dietrich said jovially. His fingers dug into Abaddon’s shoulder to the point of pain. “We have much to discuss.”
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      “Are you going to try and kill me?”

      It seemed an appropriate question, given the circumstances. Dietrich barked out a laugh, his head tilting back, his hand clutching at his stomach. Abaddon stared, wondering now if he wasn’t the only one on the verge of insanity.

      “No, I’m not going to kill you,” Dietrich answered. He sauntered over to the corner of the lab, the one he’d often worked at when he visited the hospital. His gait still held its usual confidence. His lips still held an almost ever-present smirk, as though he knew something you didn’t, but would share in time. Removing the dark gloves from his hands, he distractedly ran his fingers across various vials throughout the room. When he reached one of a bright green color, his fingers drew back, and he gave Abaddon a knowing look, as if to say, Oh, I know full well not to touch those ones.

      Abaddon pulled at the collar of his shirt. The whole thing seemed surreal. He’d known after the first note had come that Dietrich was alive, that he’d somehow survived the grave injuries Abaddon had given him, but he still hadn’t been prepared to be before his brother now, across the room from him, transported, it seemed, to an easier time. It was eerily similar to so many of their encounters that he almost wondered if this was all a dream—if he’d wake up in a moment back at the palace, the morning air holding onto the coolness of night, the sun insisting on bringing the heat with the day. He’d splash cool water on his face, stretch, exercise, put on his pants, his tunic, his vest, his sash. He’d strap touched knives to his sides, taking extra care with the Dagger of Eve. He’d drink his tea, spiced and warmed, to help wake him up, and when he’d finished that, and made his list of tasks to complete, meetings to attend, cures to look into, he’d rinse his mouth with a concoction he’d made to help keep his teeth clean, chew on a sand leaf to further wake him, then call Culter in to brief him on any news that might have come in during the night.

      Abaddon blinked. He blinked again. He licked his lips. He ran his tongue along his teeth. He took a deep, steadying breath.

      He was still in his lab. Dietrich still walked about the room.

      His brother was really alive.

      There were some changes, things that proved this wasn’t some deep memory Abaddon’s mind had stuck him in. Dietrich, for one, looked bigger. He’d always been tall, but his shoulders and chest looked fuller beneath his dark clothes. The same way a child lost the fullness of their cheeks as they grew into adolescence, Dietrich had evidently sloughed his leaner build for one more commanding, more dominating. His hair had grown longer, his jaw lined with the beginnings of a beard. They’d always thought Abaddon had taken after their mother, slim and angled, while Dietrich was a mix of both their parents, less regal than Lenore but graceful in movement, and less harsh than their father but intimidating in presence.

      The resemblance to Harold was more obvious now. Uncanny, almost. Deep in Abaddon’s mind, in memories formed in the beginnings of childhood, he could remember their father like this. Perhaps without the grin, and aged beyond his years, given the hardships and horrors he’d experienced, yet similar all the same.

      It struck him, then, that he couldn’t recall the last memory he had of Dietrich and their father together. He didn’t think, in all the years Dietrich had lived outside the palace, he’d allowed himself, even once, the comfort of their father’s house, words, or embrace.

      That thought, irrelevant as it was, split Abaddon’s heart.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered. Then, louder, firmer: “I’m sorry, Dietrich.”

      He met his brother’s eyes. In another time, they’d be sympathetic. In another time, they’d be curious.

      They were cold, now. Their mirth was gone.

      “For which part, exactly?” Dietrich asked. A muscle in his jaw twitched, belying the light tone he’d spoken with. His fingers tapped against one of the rooms’ many tables. Abaddon noticed, of the twelve tables in the room, two rows of six, Dietrich had placed himself behind the one furthest from where Abaddon stood.

      His mouth went dry. He swallowed, attempting to bring moisture back it. His voice still came out rasped when he answered, “Everything.”

      Dietrich shook his head. “No.” His fingers stilled. “Be specific.”

      The room seemed to be closing in. Abaddon pushed out the breath that stuck in his throat, his fingers tingling, his heart pounding. Curious, he dropped the mental shield he’d crafted around his mind. He forced himself to think thoughts he didn’t truly believe of his brother, thoughts that were vile and ugly.

      You were able to kill the Redeemers that first night because you were always violent.

      Something evil has always lived in you.

      Our father was right to make you leave. You were a plague upon our house.

      You’re a plague upon our country.

      He took another breath. Waited a heartbeat.

      Two.

      Three.

      The voice came. The woman’s, as he’d heard it before.

      Have him call on the Dagger’s auroras. Imagine the cures you could create, if your test subject never died. You could cut him open, and he would heal. You could see inside his skull, carve open his chest. You would understand how to cure people like no one in Abra’am’s history. You’d be the father of elixirs.

      That is my will.

      Offer him the Dagger.

      Offer him⁠—

      Abaddon erected the shield.

      “I’m sick,” he said, breathless. He shook his head and clasped his hands to his ears to rid himself of the words, despite already casting out the voice. He looked back to Dietrich. “Something is wrong with me.”

      Dietrich paused. He crossed his arms over his chest. “I think that’s rather obvious.”

      Abaddon shook his head again. “No. Dietrich, please, I never wanted this. I swear, this isn’t what I am. Something was telling me what to do. It convinced me that I was doing something right. I don’t know how it did it, or why, but I feel as though I’ve been possessed, for years, and now I have to live with everything I’ve done, and I see myself hurting you, hurting our father, hurting⁠—”

      He almost mentioned their mother, but realized Dietrich still didn’t know about the poison. He didn’t know that his whole quest to receive the Dagger had been predicated on their mother’s illness, an illness that had never really existed, but had taken her all the same.

      “Hurting people,” he finished. He caught his breath, aware he’d been rambling. Likely incoherently too, based on Dietrich’s expression.

      He straightened, trying to figure out how best to explain.

      “You have a dragon,” he continued. “All the accounts from the Attack of Fiends stated you fought from atop one. How? How did you tame it?”

      It was the wrong question. Dietrich stepped out from behind the table and quickly began closing the distance between them. He stopped, halfway across the room, his nostrils flaring.

      “You are insane.”

      Abaddon thought he’d say more, but only a heavy silence followed.

      “Please,” he begged, “answer the question.” He held up his hands, placating. Submitting. Pleading. “Can you communicate with it? Is it able to, to . . . project? Can it put its thoughts in your head?”

      He had to know. This wasn’t the direction he expected this reunion to go in, but once the words had tumbled out, he realized just how vital it was that he discover the truth. He had to know if the thing in his mind was real, or if it was merely a figment of his imagination.

      “Why?” Dietrich finally answered. “You killed our father—you tried to kill me—and you want to know about my dragon?”

      His voice raised, a quick crescendo, all the disgust and hatred and withheld fury finally escaping. His chest heaved, and Abaddon wished it was not him who’d done this to Dietrich, that it wasn’t him who’d stolen his brother’s ability to temper the storm, to hold back the rage that was justly his.

      “I think something possessed me,” he answered. It sounded ludicrous, even to his own ears, but when Dietrich didn’t scoff, or throw his hands up, Abaddon went on.

      “I don’t know for how long, but a few years, at least. Mother always told us to listen for the Creator, to do as the Light commanded, and when the thoughts first came, thoughts I didn’t understand, I followed them.

      “They were innocent, initially. I can’t tell which were my own, and which were . . . whatever this thing is inside me. But it started small. It told me to pursue cures. It told me to build allies in the West. Things like that. Normal things.

      “Then, at some point, it started being about you, and the Dagger, and poisons. I started having these ideas about you, ideas that I swear, I swear, Dietrich, aren’t how I actually see you. It made me think you were lost. I kept having these pervasive thoughts, that you deserved to be away from us, that the Creator was punishing you, because you didn’t pray, or worship, or believe. It convinced me that if I found a purpose for you, a divine path, that maybe you’d be able to come back to us⁠—”

      “The Dagger,” Dietrich interrupted. “The entire plan about the Dagger was all to, what, help me find the Light? It had nothing to do with our mother, or our country, or keeping us protected from the Redeemers?”

      “It was those things too.” Abaddon still didn’t know how much he should reveal about what he’d done to their mother. It was already shocking Dietrich was hearing him out. If he admitted their mother’s death was his fault too, he didn’t thing he could stop his brother from attempting to enact his revenge.

      With a sigh, Dietrich leaned against one of the tables, his shoulders loosening, and, voice heavy, said, “The dragon can project her thoughts. She did something similar to me to what you’re describing.”

      He crossed his arms again. This time, the gesture seemed more contemplative, rather than purposefully withholding, or closed off. Abaddon stepped forward.

      “What happened? What did she do? How did it happen⁠—”

      Dietrich held up a hand, silencing the barrage of questions.

      “It was an accident, as far as I can tell. Redeemers killed a man and another dragon she cared about. I found myself obsessed with hunting them all. It was all I could think about. I had a sort of head fog, a haziness to my thoughts. I didn’t come out of it until I ended up killing someone who. . . . ” Dietrich stopped and rubbed his forehead. “Who I wouldn’t have killed otherwise.”

      Abaddon nodded. “It was like the dragon’s thoughts became yours? Like her will overruled yours?”

      Silence descended again. Desperate, so close to answers, or at least some semblance of hope, Abaddon wanted to press Dietrich further, wanted to rush him on, gesture for him to continue, bounce on his heels. This was the moment before a breakthrough, that infinitely held breath as he poured one substance into another, waiting, wanting, praying, for the mixture he’d hoped for, gasping when it worked, cursing when it failed. He'd have to go back to the drawing board soon, enthusiasm erased, or he could progress forward, do something, take action.

      He just needed Dietrich to answer.

      “I don’t know,” he finally admitted. “When you found me in the mountains, I was trying to come to terms with what I’d done. I’ve killed more people than I can count. I’m not used to death, necessarily, but I’m familiar with it.” He rubbed his shoulder, fingers scratching along the edge of his vest. “This was different. This woman was not who I’d thought. I’d met her before, I’d . . . been with her, before. When I killed her, months later, I saw that she was pregnant. I didn’t realize it until after. I tried to heal her. She was a healer, like you, funny enough.”

      Dietrich chuckled at that. It was clear the statement was neither funny, nor particularly relevant, but Abaddon gave a nod of understanding.

      “I tried using the cures she had to save her, but she’d already lost too much blood. She died, and at my anguish, Seera—my dragon—seemed to realize what she’d done to me. She pulled away, gave my mind back to me fully, but I don’t know if it really mattered. I think I’d wanted revenge too. I think I wanted to do some of the things I’d done. I just didn’t know which thoughts had been mine, and which had been hers.”

      “You think the child might have been yours?”

      “Yes.”

      “And that’s why you were as you were, when I found you?”

      “Yes.”

      Abaddon didn’t know what to say to that. If his brother had potentially killed the woman carrying his child, he wasn’t sure there was anything to say.

      And then I betrayed you, he thought. Light, how are you even able to stand here now? How are you able to carry on?

      “So,” Dietrich said, mood shifting. “You think something similar to that happened to you? I must say, I would be pleased if I knew my brother didn’t actually wish me dead.”

      “Never,” Abaddon answered emphatically. “Never. I never wanted to hurt you. I never wanted any of this. And I never thought any of those things about you either, about you deserving the life you had.”

      “Was it stabbing me multiple times that made you realize that?”

      Abaddon winced.

      “Truthfully, no. It was calling the Dagger. Something about its powers made me hear the voice in my head more distinctly. That head fog you described? It’s like it all started lifting. When the thoughts come now, they’re not as muted. I can hear them clearly. Distinctly. They aren’t mine. I swear they aren’t mine.”

      “Are they in your head currently?”

      “No, not at this exact moment. I’ve started building a sort of shield whenever I want to shut the voice out. Sometimes I forget to put it up, or it slips, like a called weapon would, but I’ve been able to keep it out most of the time.”

      “You’re smarter than I am. I didn’t know how to keep Seera out of my head until she explained it to me, after everything happened. You figured it out immediately.” He cocked his head and clucked his tongue. “Maybe not immediately. If you were actually smart, you’d have blocked the voices out as soon as they started whispering I was anything but your charming, handsome, wise older brother. But I suppose you did the best you could, given the circumstances.”

      A smile cut across Dietrich’s face. It wasn’t his usual smirk, or the condescending, disturbing thing Abaddon had witnessed before. It was the one he’d often given to him, before—the one that promised he’d always protect him, always be his brother, always be his armor and his shield.

      Memories again. Glimpses of Dietrich injured, bleeding onto the floor, smiling to assure Abaddon he’d be all right. Assassins coming for their family. Dietrich blocking the bodies from Abaddon’s view, smiling, telling him they were fine, everything was fine. There was no need to cry.

      Dietrich, smiling the first time one of Abaddon’s patients had died, assuring him the man lived longer because of him, and passed with less pain than he would have otherwise.

      Smiling, because despite living in squalor, he was happy his family was safe.

      Smiling, because Abaddon needed him to.

      Smiling, because he couldn’t let his spirit die.

      Smiling. Always smiling. That’s what Dietrich did. He always found a way to come back to his role. He always found the light in the dark. He always lifted others up, when they couldn’t lift themselves.

      “I’m still sorry,” Abaddon said. “I know that whatever is going on, whatever power fiends have over us, it doesn’t change that I’ve hurt you, or that I was susceptible. You said it yourself: some of the thoughts were already yours. I think maybe I felt like it was my turn, to protect you for a change, to protect our family, and somehow that all got twisted.”

      “You wanted to protect me so badly you stabbed me and left me to die?” Dietrich crossed the distance between them and slapped Abaddon on the back. “Solid plan. Worked out exceptionally.”

      “You always have to account for errors,” Abaddon answered, grinning. He felt like a child again as Dietrich playfully punched his arm.

      It maybe wasn’t entirely playful. He wobbled a bit at the impact of it, and he was rather certain it was going to bruise.

      It won’t bruise, idiot, he thought, remembering the Dagger. Even after testing its healing, he still hadn’t grown accustomed to it.

      “Speaking of plans,” Dietrich said, walking over to the lab’s window. The room only had the one, the length of it stretching across the wall, illuminating all the vibrant colors of the elixirs in vials atop the twelve tables. Save for them, the only other color came from the maps pinned across the room’s other three walls. Abaddon often used them to track where each cure was going, which county had an outbreak, how much to ship out and how much to keep saved. Certain concoctions had to be kept in separate rooms, ones with no windows at all, and built underground, where sunlight and heat couldn’t compromise their shelf life. Dietrich had never liked meeting in those rooms. Something about living so often with the sky as his roof made him averse to deeper dwellings.

      “The trade ban,” Abaddon said, joining Dietrich at the window. “You said you had an idea.”

      “I did indeed.”

      “You gave my oracle quite the scare with that stunt of yours, tying up the watchman and leaving your little note. I’m honestly surprised you managed to sneak in and out with her around.”

      He’d meant it to sound mocking. With the grin and raised brows Dietrich gave him, he suddenly felt it was him being teased.

      “I’ve never seen you smitten,” Dietrich said. “I don’t blame you. She seems very tenderhearted. The world needs more people like her.”

      “I’m not smitten.”

      “Oh please, we’re both adults. And for all the things we’ve confessed to each other today, you really can’t admit you have feelings for this woman?”

      “Feelings and ‘being smitten’ are not the same thing.”

      “Unless your feelings are hatred or disgust, then yes, they are, indeed, the same thing.”

      “I’m a king.” Abaddon’s neck was growing hot. “When I marry, it will be a political match, and Deladrine is not . . . in politics.”

      “So you’ve thought of marrying her?”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “You could always have a political match, but be with her in secret.”

      “I highly doubt she would consider such a proposal. Nor would I, for that matter. I’m not you.”

      “Abaddon, when have I ever married a woman and slept with a different woman in secret?”

      “You haven’t, as far as I know. But you’ve slept with a lot of women, is my point.”

      “And you would know this how?”

      Abaddon gave him a flat stare. “Do you forget how many times we were working in here, and you’d be telling me about the current woman you were with? I don’t even remember their names, there were so many.”

      “There weren’t that many. And I’m sure you remember Daensla, at least.”

      Dietrich was smiling when he said it, but the woman’s name was a wound in him that wouldn’t heal. Abaddon started at the name, realizing he’d completely forgotten about her, what she’d been to his brother, what had happened to her.

      What he’d done to her.

      Oh no, he thought. He leaned against the window, lest his legs give out and he all but admit to Dietrich what he’d done.

      She was the start of it all, he realized. She was the thing that had first let the voice consume him.

      Dietrich was going to leave, Abaddon thought. He was going to marry her and leave.

      And the voice convinced me to kill her.

      “I remember her,” he said. Any somberness in his tone was mistaken for sympathy, it seemed, as Dietrich didn’t appear to think twice about his abrupt change in mood.

      “Ask your oracle if she knows anything about shape-shifters,” Dietrich went on. “That’s how Daensla was killed. I was the only one she would’ve let into her home. Maybe the oracle knows something. She might know something about the thing that’s possessing you too.”

      Abaddon was barely listening, but he managed to say, “That’s a good idea,” before looking away from his brother.

      “This next idea might not be as good, but it’s the best I could come up with for the trade ban. You invited the ambassador here, yes?”

      “Dorian. Yes. He should be here soon.”

      “Good, good. He’s an integral part of all of this. We need a trusted witness to recount back to our former allies what I’m going to do to you.”

      Abaddon was listening now. “‘What you’re going to do to me?’”

      Dietrich smiled, and this time, it wasn’t reassuring; it was mischievous, cold, and terrifying.

      “Yes, Abaddon, what I’m going to do to you. The shape-shifter killed our Western allies, and I have no way to prove it wasn’t me. If I can’t prove it wasn’t me, I can at least prove that you and I weren’t, and aren’t, working together, and that you had nothing to do with what happened to the Laighless family.”

      Abaddon felt a chill run down his spine.

      “How?”

      Dietrich reached for the Dagger strapped at Abaddon’s side. He unsheathed it and lifted it up to the light, the swirling colors in the hilt’s jewel reflecting in his eyes.

      “I’m going to do exactly what’s expected of someone with my reputation.” He pointed the Dagger at Abaddon’s chest.

      “I’m going to assassinate you.”
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      Dietrich had expected to be angry with Abaddon.

      He had not expected to feel sorry for him.

      He tossed a pomegranate up in the air and caught it. Tossed it. Caught it. Tossed it⁠—

      Your mind is open for a reason, Seera said. If you want to speak with me, speak.

      He caught the pomegranate, then rested it on his stomach. Pulling out a small touched knife from his side, he began the messy process of cutting the fruit open and revealing the seeds. He was accomplished with a knife, and enough years helping his brother with cures had given him a steady hand. Such skills made him rather proficient at the delicate art of fruit cutting.

      He’d also spent plenty of years doing as he did now, sitting on a rooftop, looking out over Sovereignty, admiring the glittering of the setting sun atop the domes of temples as the blue of the sky gave way to pinks and oranges—his fingers, all the while, occupied with some food or another. It’s where he came to think. It’s how he reflected on the day and thought of ones to come.

      It wasn’t where he’d plotted his future with a dragon. That was a new ingredient to his evenings.

      It’s amazing how little people ever look up, he said, picking out the pomegranate seeds and plopping them in his mouth. He made an appreciative noise before digging out more. I’ve seen a few notes throughout the city saying a dragon was spotted, but they’re relatively lost among all the other fiend postings.

      Is that really what you wish to speak of? How elusive I am?

      I’m just saying it’s amazing, is all.

      And your brother?

      Seera stretched, her wing pushing Dietrich away from where he rested and down the slope of the roof. He slid until he reached the roof’s end. The view beneath a series of colorful woven tarps extended from one building to the next. If he let himself drop, he’d probably land safely atop one, though he’d taken that chance before and crashed through the thin fabrics until he’d fallen onto someone’s terrace. He’d been lucky the Redeemers who’d been after him then hadn’t pursued, given that he’d had to hobble his way to safety.

      Having learned his lesson, Dietrich safely tucked his pomegranate against his chest, called air, and stopped his downward trajectory.

      Still chewing on the seeds, he reached back until Seera uncurled her tail. When he felt her scales wrap around his hand, he relaxed, letting her not-so-gently pull him back to her side.

      Was that necessary? he asked, pulling another pomegranate from a satchel strapped to his chest and tossing it to her. She caught it, preferring to eat the fruit whole, before resting her head back against the roof.

      I was stiff. I’m very old. I’m in need of a good stretch from time to time.

      A warning would’ve been nice.

      Have I ever given you a reason to consider me nice?

      No, but I didn’t say you would’ve been nice. I said a warning would’ve been nice.

      Enough nice acts would give people the impression I care. I wouldn’t want to give you that impression.

      Thereby, making you nice.

      Seera grumbled. Dietrich, having returned to leaning against her side, felt the noise rumble through him.

      I tire of this conversation. Tell me what you wished to speak of, or close your mind off and let me sleep.

      He didn’t say anything at first, choosing instead to finish eating what he could of the seeds. Once only the skin was left, he put it in his satchel, not wanting to get in the habit of leaving fruit out to sit in the sun. Enough times doing that had resulted in pesky birds flocking to the rooftops he frequented, which he wouldn’t have minded in isolation, but with birds came the loud noises they made, the squawking and the cawing, and he didn’t always want an obnoxious symphony to draw attention to his places of hiding.

      It seems Abaddon has a fiend in his head too, he finally answered. He doesn’t know for how long. He thinks it took advantage of his faith and pretended to be the Light speaking to him.

      He thought to say more, but decided to wait. There were more details to prove Abaddon’s theory true, theories that involved the way a fiend could overwhelm its companion, make them feel what they felt, all the turmoil, all the sadness, all the rage. That wasn’t a thing he liked addressing though, not if there was a chance it didn’t need to be.

      Of course, without shutting himself off to Seera, she could still sense the cadence of his thoughts, the feelings of them, even if they weren’t spoken, or put into words.

      It was the same way he could feel her remorse, even if she didn’t give an outright apology.

      It’s possible, she said. There is one being who might wish to do such a thing.

      Who?

      I cannot say.

      Dietrich cursed and shook his head.

      Will you ever trust me fully, Seera? You only taught me the ability to block my thoughts from yours after I killed Brelain. You only explained to me—after I’d slit her throat—that you’d compelled me to do that. Yet I forgave you, didn’t I? I understood why you did it, intentional or not. And now, when there’s a chance another fiend is doing that very thing to manipulate my brother, you still refuse to give me answers?

      There are things humans should not know, she said simply. It is dangerous. You cause a great harm to this planet, even without knowing. If you did know, you’d cause a great deal more.

      I don’t know what that means, he said irritably.

      He pressed, trying to get more from her, but she’d shut him out. Now that she’d taught him the trick—a simple act of pulling on black auroras and, rather than bringing them into the physical world as sword or shield, keeping them as such in your mind—he found her willingness to do such a thing against him extremely aggravating.

      “I can still talk aloud,” he said. “And you have ears, so it looks like you have to listen to me.”

      Listening to you is not the problem, she said, releasing the shield. Not now, at least.

      “Ha ha, how very amusing. Yes, I talk too much. Another classic jibe from our very clever dragon.”

      Seera shut her mind again.

      “Really? Is that how it’s going to be? You used to mock me for how frequently I spoke to you out loud, rather than through our bond. Now you’re forcing me to do this? What if I sing, or shout, or make loud noises over and over⁠—”

      She pushed him down the roof again. Sighing, he let himself reach the edge, waited for her tail—which took a great deal longer than it had before—grabbed it, then let her hoist him back up.

      I could fly away and leave you to be bothersome alone, she said.

      I’d prefer you didn’t do that.

      Then leave the topic alone. It is not a matter of not trusting you, princeling. It’s a matter of not trusting other humans.

      Memories flashed through her mind, and thus, his as well. Savine and the keeper’s auroras drifting. The anguish. The anger.

      I will leave it, then, he said, placating. But please, Seera, if you know something of what is happening to my brother, I need to know. Even if you have to be vague, at least let me know something of use. I still don’t know if I entirely believe him. I don’t know if I can trust him. But I want to believe I can.

      Seera took a heavy breath. As her body expanded, Dietrich’s shifted. He had to push his feet out and ground himself to keep from slipping, lest he tumble down the roof for a third time. He’d slept and rested against Seera enough times that he’d grown used to her scales and the ridges of her quills and spikes. They weren’t all that different from the hay he’d once used as a bedroll, or the sand that’d slipped into his clothes. Her movements, or breaths taken, however, were something that still took some getting used to. Especially when they were big enough to launch him off wherever they lay. It was much like having a pillow that, upon one large exhale, could accidentally send you plummeting to your death.

      It was better than the hay barns and sand though. Marginally.

      There’s a fiend named Paenah, Seera confessed. She is of ancient blood. She has reason to hate other Ageless, including your mother. I imagine that manipulating your brother is her way of getting revenge.

      Why have you never told me of her? Why would she hate other Ageless?

      She left me and Savine and Zoran alone, she answered. I had little reason to think of her. The plights of the Ageless were never my concern. It was our mind-set of impartiality that kept her from ever harming us. I didn’t really think of her in relation to you, until now.

      And her reason for hating the other Ageless? he asked again.

      I cannot say.

      Cannot, or will not?

      Will not. She was betrayed. She was punished on behalf of someone else. Now she is doing the same to your brother.

      Will I have to continuously ask for this in pieces, or is there a bigger story you could tell?

      A man named Vahd’eel loved her. He is also an Elder Blood. If your mother is Xia, then she was involved in Paenah’s . . . punishment.

      Dietrich remembered that name. His mother had been named Lenore, but after the Attack of Fiends, when two beings had confronted him in the forests outside of Xenith’s capital, that’s what they’d called her. You are Xia’s son, the woman had said to him.

      Seera hadn’t been there. She’d been flying Gwenivere Verigrad back to the Voradeen palace.

      His mother was gone now. There was no way he could verify if she was, indeed, once called Xia.

      It was difficult to imagine Lenore as anything but the calm, nurturing, soft-spoken woman she’d been. His father had been worn down, bitter, cold, but his mother had been the balm to his fury. Dietrich had already found it preposterous to think she’d had a dark past, or that she’d lived a dozen lifetimes before she’d become the woman he’d known as his mother.

      It was harder still to imagine she’d have in any way been wrapped up in something that would bring another person pain.

      Perhaps she hadn’t been responsible for the transgression. Perhaps it was no different than the way the Redeemers hated his family and wanted them dead, for nothing more than trying to unite the East and West.

      People are not as pure as you wish them to be, Seera said. It was not spoken with her usual condescension. It was said softly, as though he were a small boy just learning the injustices of the world. Somehow, the tenderness made it bite more.

      It still shouldn’t implicate my brother, he said. He wasn’t even alive then. Most people alive today weren’t alive then. He shouldn’t be made to suffer because of something my mother may or may not have done.

      He is not blameless either, she said. If it is Paenah manipulating him, then that’s all she could have done: manipulate. She could not force him to do anything. She is not the hand that cuts. There has to have already been something there to make him⁠—

      Stop. Dietrich clenched his hands, the leather of his gloves crinkling.

      Seera, we’ve danced around this enough. I know you didn’t make me kill Brelain, all right? I know your emotions . . . overwhelmed mine, became mine. Label it however you want. But I don’t blame you for Brelain’s death. I blame myself. I can’t absolve myself of what I’ve done. I’ll live with that. I won’t make you live with it.

      He took his turn to breathe heavily. It didn’t have nearly the same impact on her as her breaths had on him.

      Besides, he added. Like you said, you’re old. I’ll die long before you, and it’s better I’m the one that has to live with it. It won’t be as many years.

      I influenced you, she said. I wanted you to kill her.

      Dietrich rubbed his forehead. Make up your mind. Do you want me to believe I did it, or do you want me to believe you did it? Are you a leader or a martyr? You’re the one with the answers. I’m the idiot who’s clueless.

      I am indeed wise, and you are indeed dumb. She curled her tail tighter until it settled in his lap and squeezed him. But you are mine, and I failed you. I did not force you, but you didn’t have much of a choice, either. Does a small child have much choice, when their parent commands something of them? Does a beggar have much choice, when they’re stomachs are so empty they demand to be filled? That is what occurred, Dietrich. I was the hunger that needed satiating. I was the blinded parent. Do not place the blame upon yourself. I only wished not to bear it because I . . . do not wish to accept that I hurt you.

      She let out a low purr then, or something akin to it. Her tail squeezed him tighter, to the point where the spikes along it, quill-like, dug small holes into his shirt and vest. It stung a bit, but he shut her out so she wouldn’t know, and patted her tail, letting her know that, with time, they would both come to heal from what the last year had done to them.

      So, he said, when she’d eased the pressure, and he’d dropped his shield. Let’s say Abaddon was influenced. I recognize that he had to already be a Light-obsessed zealot to ever think the voice in his head was the Creator. I recognize that he’s not perfect, and my mother wasn’t perfect, and that everyone isn’t perfect. I’m naive, but I’m not that naive.

      Point is, Abaddon is trying. Something about using the Dagger has made him aware of the voice, and now he’s trying to keep himself from being influenced by it. I believe him when he says it told him I was going to kill him in the desert. And yes, maybe that means I am, in fact, that naive, but he’s still my brother, and more importantly, he’s the king of Sadie. His well-being impacts his ability to rule, which impacts my people.

      Is there an end to this rambling? Seera asked. Her usual state of boredom regarding all things human had returned. He smiled and patted her tail again.

      Abaddon agreed to go forward with my plan concerning the trade ban, he said. We have to wait until his ambassador friend arrives, so in the meantime, I need to make sure the little shit doesn’t end up influenced by this Paenah again.

      So, dear dragon of mine, one who is so wise and mighty and beautiful: might you disclose to me what form this fiend has taken? Is it one I’m familiar with? I have my various journals and books back in the hospital’s lab⁠—

      You will find none like her, Seera cut in. And she is not one you should fight alone. She can steal the auroras from you as you still breathe.

      As for what she looks like: She looks much like the cats of your desert. A panther, though she has horns, and her whiskers are more tentacle than hair. Avoid her, prince. I can sense even as I speak that you are taking note of this in hopes of hunting her down.

      Not I, Dietrich said with mock indignation, holding a hand to his chest. Why, Prince Deitrich is an assassin. He protects his family and the people of Abra’am from the threat of Redeemers. Yeltaire Veen, however, is a well-respected fiend hunter. If there is anyone who can hunt down this great beast you speak of, it’s him.

      The sun had settled, the sky dim with twilight. The moon and stars began to shine. Seera, against the beauty of night, let out a loud, undignified snort, a tiny bit of smoke billowing out her nostrils.

      I tire of you, she said. I wish to slumber now. Gather what you can from the boards, but leave me out of it. I’m retiring for the evening.

      She pulled her tail from his lap and squirmed, trying to get comfortable. The particular roof they were on was too high above the rest of the city for anyone to spot her, so Dietrich felt relatively sure he could leave her for a time and still find her here when he returned. He took off his gloves and rubbed her sides with a small bit of fire, a ritual that wasn’t needed as much now that they’d come to Sovereignty, but he kept it up, nonetheless.

      Enjoy your slumber, he said, putting his gloves back on. I’ll check the fiend postings in the city to see if anyone has spotted her, then return to the hospital and look at my journals. She might be the only of her kind, but it’s possible similar fiends are out there. I might find some clues as to what she’s weak against.

      As he secured his satchel and tightened the straps around his chest, Seera held her tail in front of him much as a person would their hand, beckoning him to stop.

      Dietrich, she said sleepily, her closed eyes opening. He met her icy stare with one of his own, expecting her to deliver another warning—to chide him about his willingness to believe his brother, to tell him she meant what she’d said before, and that she really did care deeply for him.

      Instead, with an insistent nudge, she said, Will you bring back one of the postings of me? I’m curious how your people depict dragons.

      Dietrich shoved her tail playfully and slid back down the roof.

      I’ll try.
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      The third day of the week had quickly become X’odia’s favorite day. It was the day that, consistently, and without fail, Zuri had off.

      X’odia still didn’t know if her friendship with Zuri felt different because she was a woman or if it simply came down to Zuri and Roland being different people. Regardless, it was nice to have another friend. Lovely, even. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been so happy.

      It dawned on her that having the grand total of two friends was probably not the height of human existence, but she relished the company after spending much of her life confined to the isolated walls of her cottage. Roland had been true to his word, explaining to Zuri that X’odia had a difficult time looking people in the eye, given some of her past experiences, and Zuri—as X’odia would come to discover was very fitting of her personality—was exceptionally understanding. She never pressed X’odia on the matter. She never teased her about it, or made her feel small. It pained X’odia a little that it wasn’t entirely truthful, but if it meant she and the woman could be friends, and the swirling color of her eyes could be concealed, then she felt it was worth it.

      It helped, of course, that Zuri only visited in the evenings. She worked in the mornings on the third day of each week, while Roland worked in the night, so it was the one time that X’odia and the woman always had together, and the darkness ensured that for the brief moments X’odia did meet Zuri’s eye, nothing of note could really be seen.

      She’d been so nervous the first time they were meant to officially meet that she almost thought about not answering the door when the knock came. Her palms sweated, her breath stuck in her chest, and she could’ve sworn her already wild hair started to frizz with anxious energy.

      She didn’t let her fear get the best of her, though. She assured herself that Zuri was Roland’s friend. Roland was kind to her, and he showed good judgment, right? So there was no reason not to trust Zuri would be kind as well.

      The biggest fear, after deciding Zuri probably wouldn’t hurt her, was that Zuri wouldn’t like her. Hundreds of thoughts seemed to fly through X’odia’s head, thoughts that only made her palms sweat more. What if I’m awkward? What if I accidentally insult her? What if I spill something on her? What if she goes to give me a friendly pat on the back, but I panic and call air and accidentally shoot her out the window?

      Those were normal fears, though. Completely normal. In the love stories Roland brought back for her from the library, people were often feeling heightened emotions around the people they fancied.

      Not that X’odia fancied Zuri. She hadn’t even known Zuri before that first meeting.

      The thought made X’odia wonder if Zuri was hoping she’d fancy her, which then brought on a whole new slew of fears.

      What if she tries to kiss me, and I insult her when I don’t kiss her back?

      Will it be considered an offense to her if I tell her I don’t think of women that way?

      Do I think of women that way?

      Thankfully, once X’odia made the very brave decision to open the door for Zuri, the inn worker did not try to kiss her, she was not insulted, and she did not become the recipient of any knocked over glasses of liquid.

      Crises averted.

      What Zuri did do was make X’odia laugh. She talked with her about wanting to become a healer, she wore her hair in interesting ways, and she was always dressed in beautiful clothes. She was passionate and interesting, she worked hard, she explained intricate details about Abra’am’s politics and history, and through all of that, she found time to read the books X’odia was reading so that they could chat about them when she stopped in each week.

      She might have been the most splendid person X’odia had ever met.

      And she was visiting her again today.

      “All right, we have to discuss chapter 24,” Zuri said by way of greeting as X’odia let her in. It was the fifth time they’d seen each other—not counting the day Roland had helped the drunk woman spooked by the cat—and she’d apparently forgone all semblance of proper greeting.

      X’odia didn’t mind. She also really wanted to discuss chapter 24.

      “Rory told me that I can’t mark the library book,” X’odia said, grabbing her copy. “But there was a line in here that I thought was rather romantic.” She hurried over to the stand by her bed and picked up her copy of The Rose and the Thorn, a name Roland had laughed at and made lascivious comments about. X’odia hadn’t realized it was potentially implicative until she’d puzzled out his remarks.

      The title did its job well. Roland often asked her what was going on in the story. After she finished it, she even caught him sneaking the book with him when he left to work, and Zuri told her she caught him reading it when he was taking his meal break.

      “I don’t care about any romantic lines,” Zuri said, waving off X’odia’s comment. “The best part was when the queen said, ‘Sometimes I want to be told what to do, sometimes I want to obey someone else’s orders, sometimes I want to be the one told to kneel,’ and the knight grabbed her hair and said, ‘Then kneel.’ And then she was the one who was knighted.”

      X’odia furrowed her brows. Outside, the wind was loud, and lightning brought brief flashes into the room. Rain pattered the window.

      A loud rumble of thunder followed, nearly shaking the inn.

      “I’m not sure I know what that means,” X’odia said.

      Zuri waited with a tapping foot for the second crack of thunder to cease before answering.

      “Often when knights are taking their oaths, and ascending to knighthood, the king or queen or whoever is knighting them puts a sword on them.” Zuri plopped down on Roland’s bed, crossed her legs, then tucked herself under a blanket. “Now does that make sense?”

      “I understand the imagery now, since I read the book, and I have context, but it really wasn’t your best.”

      “I didn’t realize you were the arbiter of improper humor.”

      “I didn’t realize you thought that was humor.”

      Zuri guffawed, then snorted a bit. She covered her mouth, as if she wanted to shove the snort back in, though X’odia couldn’t fathom why. It was endearing to see a person so utterly and completely embracing personhood. After all that’d happened when she’d first come to Abra’am, and all the warnings she’d been giving about how dreadful and terrible the people who dwelled on the continent were, X’odia was happy to find someone so beautifully alive.

      She took a spot opposite Zuri, much as she often did when she and Roland chatted, with her own legs buried beneath her blanket. In the dark, she and the other woman looked like reflections of each other, both with their manes of curls, dark hair, and slim figures. Riverdee had a much less homogenous population than other countries in Abra’am, according to Roland, given their acceptance of different groups of people, and their origin as a trade port and place of respite for traveling merchants. It wasn’t completely unusual to find someone who shared some of X’odia’s features.

      Still, since most of the Elite who’d captured her were blond and fair-skinned, it was almost odd to see someone else who looked a bit like her.

      With the distance between them, seated as they were, X’odia was far enough away that she could actually look at Zuri without worrying the woman would see the swirling of her eyes. As she flipped through other passages in The Rose and the Thorn, X’odia admired the braids Zuri had twisted around her head, the large earrings dangling from her ears, and the scarf looped around her forehead. She wondered if she could try something similar on her own hair. She wondered if Zuri would want to teach her.

      I see why Roland likes her, she thought. She remembered him teasing her about picturing the Golden Knight whenever she read about brave heroes in stories. She’d have to ask him if he pictured Zuri when reading about the queen in The Rose and the Thorn, just so she could see his face redden in embarrassment.

      “Zuri, do you picture anyone when you read these books?” she asked. “Do you have someone in mind for each character, or are you able to visualize them as they’re described?”

      “Depends on their personalities. If they have a really distinct personality, especially if it’s similar to someone I know, then I tend to picture those people. If not, then I can usually visualize them as they’re described in the book.”

      “What if the way they’re described matches the way someone you know looks, but their personality is completely different?”

      “Oh, that’s an interesting question. I’m not sure.”

      X’odia was hoping Zuri would admit she thought of Roland.

      Perhaps he’s right, she thought. Perhaps I am trying to see love stories in real life.

      They chatted through more thoughts on the book, and X’odia mostly focused on the feelings of the characters, the themes, the symbolism. Zuri mostly focused on the parts where the characters were physical with one another. Though her new friend was likely younger than her, X’odia thought it was rather like having an older sister, one who looked out for her and elaborated on which parts of the story were pure fantasy, which wouldn’t actually be enjoyable, which things were a bit controversial, which were unrealistic, and which were an exact representation of what real encounters were like.

      Zuri seemed to have a great deal of experience. X’odia did not. She thought she’d hidden that well, but Zuri picked up on her lack of knowledge immediately and politely explained anything X’odia was unsure about. She’d been mortified initially, but Zuri spoke of romantic matters with such candor that it allowed her to be free with her questions. She was grateful. Someday, she wanted a family. Someday, she wanted a husband. She wanted intimacy and love and the passion expressed in the books they read.

      Well, maybe not exactly like the passion in the books they read. A version of it, though, at least.

      “Overall,” Zuri said, snapping her copy of the book shut. “I loved it. Any book that makes me want to faint is a good book in my book.” She giggled at herself, then asked X’odia her thoughts.

      X’odia liked it too. Not for the same reasons, but she liked it.

      “The next one you picked is something I’ve already read.” Zuri held up a copy of The Sandstorm. “I’ve read it a few times.”

      “You like it, then?”

      “No, actually. I’m perhaps a little harsher with it than I would be with other books. I’m half Sadiyan, and the woman in the story is Sadiyan, but the story is written by someone from Xenith. I take issue with how they write certain things.”

      Thunder rumbled again, and this time, the inn did shake. Zuri seemed unfazed. X’odia assumed storms like this must be a regular enough occurrence in Riverdee, though she couldn’t remember anything quite so alarming when she was being held prisoner.

      “What’s the book about?”

      “You don’t know? I thought you picked it out.”

      “Rory did.”

      “Ah, I see. Well, it’s a love story between a Sadiyan woman who crosses the desert to study in one of Xenith’s academies, and while there, she meets a Xen man, an aspiring artist. They don’t share many of the same views or customs, which initially makes them dislike each other, but then they realize a lot of the tension between them is actually something more. You know the story. We’ve read about twenty of these already.” She cocked her head to the stack of books on the room’s table. There were all of two other books there, one a detailed account of the War of Fire, the other a fictional tale about Riverdee’s founding. Most of the rest had been returned to the library, and of those, only one other had a story similar to the one Zuri described.

      Despite the hyperbole, X’odia knew what she meant. She’d read similar tales in Eve, ones her father had brought to her, the few times she’d seem him. They followed a similar structure, though instead of a character from Sadie, they were from anywhere in Abra’am, while the Xen characters were replaced with characters from Eve.

      It was why Roland had thought she’d like it. X’odia wondered now, hearing the irritated tone in Zuri’s voice, if such stories were seen as offensive in Abra’am.

      “Are the inaccuracies insulting?” she asked. “We can read something else, if you prefer.”

      Zuri waved her hand. “It’s more how the woman in the story is treated, like she’s in need of educating and enlightening. That’s the part that’s insulting, more than anything. Xens tend to think that because they’re Sadie’s greatest ally—or, well, were . . . I’m not sure what’s going to happen with the trade ban—that Sadiyans are beneath them.

      “They aren’t blatant about it. It’s not as though they think we all belong in the fields and the mines, and they deserve to sip their wine from balconies and castles. It’s more that they’re accidentally condescending. It’s almost as though they think we were enslaved out of pure stupidity or naivete.”

      X’odia winced. “That’s terrible. Why have you read it several times if it supports such views?”

      “I didn’t notice the first time, truth be told. A lot of Sadiyans don’t think anything of these concepts. I never really had anyone to point out to me there was something deeply unsettling about it. I reflected on it later and picked it up again.

      “The first time I read it, I was very engrossed in my studies, and I wanted to go to one of the Xen academies to learn more about the healing arts. Sadie is second to none in the study of cures, but I’ve always been more interested in the healing of the mind. And given all Xens ever do is sit around and talk about things—” she chuckled, as though she’d made a particularly pointed joke—“they excel in such areas. In other words, I was so lost in seeing myself as Deadra, the Sadiyan woman, that I didn’t see much else.

      “A few years ago, after I’d moved here to Riverdee, I realized how everyone, on some level, is the same, and everyone gets treated as such. Nobody here assumes the way I dress or talk or wear my hair is in need of changing, because so many of the people here have brought a piece of home with them. If they demand you change, then they have to admit they need to change something about themselves, and they don’t want to give that up.

      “I reread the book again and realized how much of my childhood, and the way I saw Sadie, was influenced by what Xens thought of us. I didn’t really like the book as much then.”

      Zuri fiddled with one of her earrings. When the lightning flashed outside, X’odia could see a crease formed between the woman’s brows.

      She’d made plenty of faces when discussing books before, and she spoke of them with a vast array of different emotions, but this was the first time something personal had leaked through. It almost seemed the very notion of expressing something negative affected Zuri as much as the book itself.

      “You said Sadiyans often don’t think of these concepts,” X’odia started. “It seems as though this book would be deeply hurtful to a great deal of people.”

      Zuri opened her mouth to answer, then shut it irritably as thunder sounded again.

      “Blasted storms,” she muttered, rolling her eyes. She readjusted her blanket, as though the thunder itself might seep through the walls and take it.

      “No one likes to admit they’re a victim,” she answered. “If you admit you’re a victim of something, then you have to admit someone bettered you. They outsmarted you, tricked you, betrayed you, beat you, were more well-liked than you, stronger than you. So on and so on. And when someone has bettered you and taken advantage of you, the right thing for other people to do would be to intervene on your behalf. If someone is stronger, then others should come to your aid so you can’t be hurt or robbed. If you’re a bit too trusting, others who’ve been deceived before should step in and warn you and scorn those who would do the deceiving. If someone is beautiful, and a person preyed on them, those who see the evil of that should step forward and speak against it, or stop it, if they can.

      “That’s not how people are, though. Most people aren’t heroes. They’re cowards. They don’t intervene, because intervening would be admitting that something bad is happening, and if something bad is happening, and they don’t do anything about it, that means they’re culpable. They’re a little guilty too, and they don’t want to feel guilty, so they convince themselves that nothing bad is happening, or. . . .” Zuri leaned forward and held up a finger, eyes narrowing. “They convince the person who has been wronged that it was their fault. The person who robbed you, because you weren’t strong enough to fend them off? You shouldn’t have been so weak. Deceived because you were too trusting? Shame on you for being such a fool. Preyed on, because you were beautiful?” She shook her head, her lip quivering slightly. “Don’t be so distracting.”

      Despite the risk, X’odia rose from her bed, and crossed the distance of the room. She took a place beside her friend and wrapped her arms around her. Zuri laughed, a startled, choked sound, then accepted X’odia’s hug.

      It was the first time X’odia had embraced another person since Dravian had died.

      She still felt the weight of his head in her hands as his muscles weakened. She still felt his blood pooling into her skirts as his life left him. It chilled her, remembering such things, but the ache was duller than it’d been. The present was a stronger thing, and for that, X’odia was glad.

      “You’re very sweet,” Zuri said, tapping on her arm to indicate she was all right. “My brothers, thankfully, are not the kind of men who believed such things.”

      X’odia grabbed the blanket she hadn’t realized had fallen and gave it back to Zuri, then returned to her side of the room.

      “You don’t have to tell me,” she said softly. “But if you’d like to, you can.”

      It was a simple thing. It was so easy and so obvious. It seemed odd to X’odia that anyone wouldn’t offer to lend an ear, but the look of thanks Zuri gave her was crippling.

      X’odia didn’t want to be like the Xens in the story, but it was difficult not to think that the people of Abra’am had earned their heartless reputations, if such a basic act of decency was received with such surprise.

      “My father always told me,” Zuri started, “that I was too loud, too free, too revealing. This, mind you, is what he considered revealing. Not that it really matters.”

      She motioned to her clothes. X’odia was perhaps more covered than most she’d seen in Riverdee, but even she couldn’t understand how the trousers, sash, and long-sleeved shirt could be seen as anything other than modest. The only thing it revealed was that Zuri had an obviously feminine figure.

      It seemed, in her father’s mind, it wasn’t the attire Zuri wore that was the problem, but the body it was covering. There was likely no number of layers she could cover herself with that would remove the blame from her.

      “I don’t think it had anything to do with how I was dressed,” Zuri admitted. “Women in Sadie have their stomachs and legs exposed quite often—some of the men walk around without shirts, believe it or not—so it certainly wasn’t logical. My father just always had wandering eyes. All my brothers were from different women. Rather than face his own shortcomings, he insisted women tempted him, led him astray, coerced him. I was his only daughter, and since he only ever saw women in such a way, it wasn’t all that different with me. I know I’m beautiful, and I like feeling beautiful, and I like living life to the fullest. I’ve kissed a lot of men, and I’ve enjoyed their company. When one of them proposed to me, and my father approved the match without my permission, I refused.

      “Everai, my betrothed—if you could call him that—grew angry. I moved to different homes throughout the city, usually with one of my brothers, but my father always found out and always told Everai where I was. My eldest brother, who’d always been my father’s favorite, ended up killing the man, and my father blamed me. If I’d just done as I was told—if I hadn’t been such a temptress, like my mother, if I hadn’t led that man astray—none of that would’ve happened. My brother wouldn’t be in the Arctic’s prisons for killing a man, and my father wouldn’t have lost all his coin caring for my brother’s children.”

      Zuri tucked a finger beneath the scarf at her head, scratching one of her braids. “My point, before I started telling you the tragedy of my life, was that people don’t like being seen as victims.” She held up The Sandstorm and waved it about. “Even though people could come to their aid, and people should come to their aid, there’s always the chance that people will convince victims the crime was somehow theirs to bear. When that happens, victims don’t have the chance to heal just from the wrongdoings committed against them. They have to also take on the weight of shame people place on them for ever having been a victim in the first place.”

      The pattering of rain turned into a downpour.

      “That’s how Xens make us feel,” she continued. “Again, not intentionally, but they offer us empty words of encouragement. I said I wanted to study the healing of the mind, and I know, I know, from everything I’ve studied thus far, that simply pretending away all wrongdoings doesn’t negate the impact those wrongdoings have had on a person. But Xens . . . I don’t quite know how to explain it. It’s as though they don’t want to feel badly that they’ve always lived in relative comfort, while we were suffering. Admitting so would be admitting that for the last thirty years, they could’ve done more to help us. They could’ve shared more of their resources and their wealth. Instead, they told us to ‘not let the chains of our pasts keep us shackled’—because that way, the burden is on us to lift ourselves up.”

      X’odia nodded, thinking. “They’re feasting on the fruits of hundreds of years of labor, then handing you seeds, and telling you to be grateful.”

      Zuri’s eyes widened. “Yes, exactly! I’m impressed. Perhaps you should write a story yourself.” She held up The Sandstorm again. “You could rewrite this one, I’ll say that much. You have a better understanding of Sadie’s plights after one conversation than this author has, and they’ve lived on this continent their whole life. Truth be told, it’s not very well written, either. Don’t tell any Xens I said as much. They couldn’t possibly admit that a ‘work of art’ coming from one of them is anything other than exquisite.”

      Giggling, Zuri covered her mouth again. X’odia marveled at how quickly the woman could transition from jovial to heartfelt, reflective, then back to jovial.

      What strength such a feat took. Was that an indication of acceptance, of years of grieving and healing and working through hardships endured? Or was it the denial that anything had happened at all, much like what she described others doing?

      No. It wasn’t denial. Zuri took what she’d learned of healing and looked inward. She could speak of what’d happened to her and her family, perhaps not only through introspection, but at least in part because of it. She could laugh openly, because there was a freedom in healing, in admitting you didn’t have the power to keep things from dragging you down. Likely, she’d not healed entirely, not yet, for who could heal so quickly from all that she’d been through? But she didn’t need to be whole to seize the joys when they came, to embrace them, and to share such joy freely.

      Perhaps that’s what living was, after hardship. Accepting that you weren’t whole, but you never were, and you never would be. You were steel, forged anew, until you became something sharper.

      X’odia was a victim herself, in more ways than one. She’d been falsely accused, imprisoned, beaten, broken. And yet, had she also not fallen prey to the idea that it was better to pretend none of those things had happened? She’d buried the memories, forced them away, refused to see them when they flashed into her mind. She’d pretended, as Zuri said so many people wished to do, that she wasn’t a victim.

      I am a victim, she thought. I was hurt. I’m still hurt.

      I’m angry.

      “X’odia?” Zuri said, voice concerned. “Are you all right?”

      Lightning flickered outside.

      X’odia nodded. “Sorry. You’ve just given me a great deal to think about.”

      “I’m the one who should be sorry! I used to meet with a group of Sadiyan women and discuss these things at length. I tend to get a bit carried away. If you don’t stop me, it keeps pouring out.”

      Before X’odia could respond, a frantic knock sounded at the door. Both women started, but when Roland called, “It’s me, Rory,” Zuri hurriedly rose to let him in.

      “Hello Dee,” he said, dipping his head toward X’odia. To Zuri, he said, “Can I speak with you a moment? It’s about something downstairs.”

      It sounded as though the matter was urgent. Weeks ago, likely even moments ago, before this conversation with Zuri, X’odia would’ve shrunk back, tucking herself further into the blankets and the shadows. Now, unwittingly, she found herself leaning in, wanting to stand, to hear what Roland had to say.

      She wanted out of this room.

      “Sure,” Zuri said. She turned and offered X’odia an apologetic smile, then joined Roland in the hall.
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      Roland

      

      The day had started like any other day. Roland dressed. Grabbed food from the common room. Ate. Drank. Brought X’odia up some food. Pretended he hadn’t drank with his first meal. Rinsed his face to wake himself up. Chewed some mint leaves to get the drink off his breath. Walked down to the library. Returned some of X’odia’s books. Found new ones.

      A storm had seemed to be headed for Riverdee, so he’d had to make his outing quick. He usually liked to stay outside in the morning, linger a bit, have the cold air further wake him up, let the scent of the ocean wash over him. He liked to grab a drink at a tavern across the way. They had a better selection than the Dusty Boot. The breeze sobered him when he was done.

      On the third day of each week, as today was, he didn’t work until later. When he returned to his room from his outing, he had plenty of time to play cards with X’odia, chat with her about the books she’d been reading, answer her questions about Abra’am.

      That’s what’d happened today.

      Just like any other day.

      He’d checked to make sure Zuri was still visiting X’odia before he started his shift. He thanked her when she said yes. She told him, emphatically, “Of course!” in response.

      Everything was going as it always had. Then he’d spotted the city guard, Dar, whom he’d spoken to so many weeks ago. The man wasn’t alone. With him was the unnamed guard who’d been too drunk to come to the door. They were both sitting in the common room. Eating. Laughing. Talking.

      The unnamed man had his sleeves rolled up. He had a deep cut running across the side of his arm. A few weeks old, by the look of it. Jagged. Not a clean cut.

      A knife wound.

      Roland was supposed to be cleaning up after the inn’s patrons, sweeping, starting a fire. A storm was coming tonight. That would be good for business. People would want to eat warm food and sit beside a warm fire. It would be busy.

      Dar saw Roland staring at them. He narrowed his eyes.

      From across the room, he couldn’t tell what had caught Roland’s attention, only that something had. He smiled, and nodded his head, deciding, it seemed, that Roland’s look was one of concentration.

      Yes, we’ve met before, Dar’s smile said. Yes, you’re right, you do recognize me.

      How are you this evening?

      Dar didn’t realize it was the other guard’s knife wound that had caught Roland’s attention.

      He didn’t realize that Roland now knew the people who’d killed the woman outside the tavern, five weeks ago, was them.

      Roland nodded in return to Dar. Then he headed to the innkeeper, Cillian, and told him he didn’t feel well.

      “I think I caught something. I don’t want to get any of the patrons sick or be sick in front of anyone.”

      Having never missed a shift, Roland knew Cillian would believe him, but he still held his breath until, thankfully, he was told to get some rest.

      Roland rushed to his room. He heard Zuri’s voice. Light. Cheerful. Apologizing for talking too much.

      He knocked. “It’s me, Rory,” he said, the false name sounding normal to him now. Zuri came to the door, face bright before noticing his.

      “Hello Dee,” he said, dipping his head toward X’odia. To Zuri, he said, “Can I speak with you a moment? It’s about something downstairs.”

      “Sure,” she said. She plastered on a smile as she turned back to X’odia and shrugged. When the door was securely shut behind her, her smile fell.

      “What’s wrong?” Her voice was hushed. “Another murder?”

      Paranoid the guards would find them speaking openly in the middle of the hall, Roland shook his head, swallowed, and asked if they could speak in her rooms.

      “The other guard,” he said, once they had privacy. “The one who didn’t come to the door that day, when I found that woman who’d just been murdered. It was him. Both of them. They’re the ones who killed her.”

      Zuri held up her hands. She shut her eyes, took a breath, and opened them again. “Slow down. What guards?”

      “When that woman was murdered, just outside? We went to tell the guards who were staying here what’d happened, and only one of them came out. His name was Dar, remember? He said the other guard was drunk, so it was just him who’d come out to investigate. He told me he’d let the innkeeper know where I could find him to discuss things further, but the message was never passed on. Cillian said the guards left that morning, but they didn’t leave any information for me.

      “I didn’t think anything of it at the time. I figured, with all the murders, they were probably just too busy. But they’re back. They’re downstairs. And the one who didn’t come out before? He had his sleeve rolled up.” Roland gestured to his own sleeve. “He had a scar there, a newer one, from a knife. I threw a knife that night, Zuri. I wounded the killer.”

      He took a breath. He hadn’t realized how long he’d been talking without taking in any air, but now that he stopped, it dawned on him how absurd it all sounded. The man—whatever his name was—was a guard. Guards likely got into fights all the time. It wasn’t odd for him to have a scar. It didn’t mean it was the same man.

      No, Roland thought, warring with himself. Logically, it made sense that a guard would have a scar, but in his gut, he knew it was the same man. He remembered that throw. He remembered where it’d struck.

      Zuri didn’t look convinced.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way,” she started, taking a step closer. “But have you had anything to drink tonight?”

      Roland grunted. “I’m not drunk, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “No, that’s not what I’m asking.” She put her hands on her hips. “I’m asking if you’ve had anything to drink. A person doesn’t have to be stumbling up the stairs to still be thinking unclearly.”

      “It’s them,” he said, voice low. “And when they leave tonight, I’m following them.”

      He opened the door to leave, but Zuri ran over and threw her hand against it, blocking him.

      “Are you losing your mind?” she hissed. “What do you think following them is going to do? It’ll get you killed, more than likely.”

      He stepped away from her. As much as he typically enjoyed being close to Zuri, he had, in fact, been drinking, and he didn’t want to prove her right by giving her the chance to smell it on him. “I’m going to find out what’s going on. The death count is up to thirty-two now, and I know they’re a part of it.”

      Steeling herself, Zuri slowly took her hand back.

      “Let’s say you’re right,” she said. “Let’s say it was those guards who did it. If that’s the case, then likely a lot of the city guard is in on this. If you find anything out, what’re you going to do with that information? Fight the whole city guard by yourself? Rally the people of Riverdee behind you?”

      “It’s better than doing nothing!”

      He took another step back, swiping his hand threw his hair. “Look, I don’t know what I’m going to do, I just know I have to do something. If another person winds up dead tonight, and I could’ve done something to stop it, that’s enough for me. I’ll think about that after when the time comes.”

      “So you’re just going to follow some possible murderers with no effort at foresight? You’re not even going to attempt to think this through?”

      Cursing, Roland clenched his hands into fists. “Why do you think I came up here to talk to you first?”

      “I don’t know. Enlighten me.”

      “I need someone to stay with X’odia. If I’m out later than usual, I need you to make something up for me. I don’t want her up worrying.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “I’m not asking your permission. I’m going, whether you approve or not. But I don’t want X’odia to wonder where I am.” His shoulders dropped, and he grabbed for the door’s handle, eyes meeting hers.

      “Fine,” she said. “I’ll tell her you’re needed in the great room for a while tonight, because of the storm.” Roland was about to thank her, but at the finger she poked against his chest, he quieted.

      “I’m also going to tell her I’m needed too. If you insist on being reckless, then I’m going with you.”
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      X’odia

      

      X’odia found herself relieved when Zuri and Roland came back, but the two were only stopping in to say they were both needed in the inn’s great room, and they’d be back later than usual.

      Zuri seemed especially apologetic for having to cut their time short. She promised she’d read The Sandstorm again, even though she didn’t like it, because she wanted to get an Evean’s perspective on it.

      Roland came in after. He smelled of alcohol, which was surprising to X’odia, given that he was going to be working late. She’d have thought he’d at least ease off of it then.

      When he crouched down in front of her bed, he told her not to wait up for him, since he didn’t know when he’d be back. He tapped her foot reassuringly and offered her a smile. He still had no idea she hadn’t been sleeping. He could come back in an hour, or in a day, and she’d still be sitting alone, waiting for him to return.

      For the first time in weeks, that realization embarrassed X’odia. Once Roland and Zuri were gone, she chastised herself, angry that she’d let herself rely so heavily on their attention. How many times had she sat awake, reading through a book, listening attentively for the telltale shift in breathing to indicate Roland was stirring? Whenever the keys to the room’s door sounded in the lock, did she not perk up, ecstatic that after hours earning their keep, Roland could keep her company again?

      She was dependent on him. She was but a child, waiting to be fed. She had no motivations. No drive.

      Where had her spirit gone?

      Where was the Watcher who’d begged to go to Abra’am, when her visions were ones of ruin? Where was the adventurer who’d commanded the sea to carry a ship between continents? Where was the heroine who’d faced the Attack of Fiends?

      Where was that woman who—upon only first meeting Roland—suggested they travel to Eve, and warn Alkane of the Ageless?

      Her blood boiled. That woman, like the memories of her time imprisoned, was buried. To dig her out, she’d have to claw through the torture she’d been put through. The fear. The savagery. She’d have to face that the people she’d clung to in those times of darkness were dead. Markeem would never see his wife again. Dravian would never know what became of his daughter.

      Face it, she thought, standing. She paced around the room, taking deep breaths, wringing her hands.

      Face it.

      Cut off from her auroras. Cold. Scared. Praying for the Light to save her. Questioning why it didn’t.

      Face it.

      Bugs coming into the shack. The wind seeping through its walls. Dravian questioning her. Dravian being kind to her. Rellor taking his place. Rellor choking her. Cutting her. Beating her.

      Dravian taking off her shackles. Her body healing. Light, thank the Light, her aches and pains and cuts and bruises healing.

      The shackles returning. Humiliation. Being dragged around by a rope. Vahd’eel frightening her. Fiends attacking. Being set free, again, and using her strength to defend her captors. Sewing Dravian’s wounds shut. Listening to his story.

      Things should have changed. Her compassion should have swayed them. They should have left her unchained, freed her from imprisonment. They should have left her alone.

      “Face it,” she said, shaking out her hands. Then, louder, firmer: “Face it.”

      Pierre had given his orders. Die, as his enemy, or serve him. If she’d had more faith, perhaps she would have chosen death. Perhaps she’d have taken that route, confident the Light would intervene, find a way to free her, keep her from a path of violence. But the Light had not intervened up until that point, and no matter how often she prayed or how strong her pleas, it had done nothing for her.

      It had never done anything for her.

      Her whole life, she’d been set aside. Isolated. Her mother had left when she was a child. Her father had brought her to her cottage by the sea, promising she was destined for greatness. She need only be patient. She need only to keep her strength hidden, keep secret the Shield’s powers running through her veins, and when finally her time came—when her visions showed her the prophecies—then, then she could come forth.

      Those years alone, taking in the sunlight, walking through the warm sand, soaking her feet in the turquoise waters—were those years not preparation? Would her time away from people, from touch, laughter, the embrace of friends, the kiss of a lover—would those not all help her stay steadfast?

      Wasn’t that her purpose? Hadn’t her father promised her it would all be worth it?

      Hadn’t she sacrificed enough?

      Shouldn’t the Light have saved her?

      It hadn’t. When Dravian had told her of Pierre’s orders, she knew it wouldn’t. The only person, being, or force that would ever have sway over her decisions was her.

      Accepting that was a death in and of itself. It was the loss of her innocence. The loss of her purpose. The understanding that her life had been useless. Her sacrifices, her solitude, the pain of her visions, had all been for nothing. She was merely a thing to keep hidden, because her father wanted to retain his power. She’d been abandoned by her mother because she’d wished for the mundanity of a mortal’s life rather than the burdens that came with an immortal daughter.

      No one had sacrificed for her. No one had ever told her the truth. The Light had never deemed her special. Her powers were merely circumstantial. She was not destined for greatness.

      Being the perfect daughter, the patient Watcher, the cooperative prisoner, had not kept pain away. When Rellor had decided to claim her, Markeem had lost his life. When Rellor had found her in the woods, Dravian had slaughtered him.

      X’odia trembled. She still could feel the thump of Rellor’s head on her back, the roots pinning her to the ground. She remembered Dravian helping her wash the blood away. She remembered him freeing her. She remembered feeling lost.

      There should have been nothing but joy in that moment. Elation. She was free. She was finally, blessedly free. Her auroras were within reach again. Her body would heal.

      Why had she been so gutted by his departure?

      “Face it.”

      She hadn’t been ready to say goodbye. His life, so different from her own, was plagued by the same blind faith. If only he was the perfect soldier, he wouldn’t lose another child. If only he obeyed every order given, his daughter would stay healthy. If only he cast aside his morals and his convictions, his daughter could grow from a child into a girl, then into a woman. She would live a happy life, a peaceful one. If Dravian sacrificed enough, his daughter could be happy. It didn’t matter that he’d never see her. It didn’t matter that he’d lost his wife’s love. So long as he could do this one thing, could keep this child safe, then that was enough for him.

      That security, that haven he’d built in his mind, was abandoned, when he’d placed the key before her. When he’d given her the chance to be free, he’d given up his own purpose. Dravian Valcor had turned his back on his country and king so that one innocent woman would no longer suffer. He’d traded his life for hers.

      That’s why it had carved her out. Left her hollow. She’d never be able to give that back to him. She’d never be able to thank him. When she’d tried to save him, when Vahd’eel had escaped and led an attack, and all the other Elite had abandoned him, she’d failed to get to him in time. She’d failed to protect him. All the power in her blood hadn’t been enough to keep him alive. The last great act of his life was giving hers back to her.

      “Oh Light,” she thought, falling to the ground. She clutched at her head, her fingers digging into her hair. The horrors of what Rellor had done to her, and what he’d tried to do, had left a scar that would never fully be erased. Vahd’eel was still alive, still knew secrets of her life, of her father, of Eve’s past, and she had no idea where he was. The sailors who’d brought her to Eve were still missing.

      Dravian was never coming back.

      I have my life back, and what have I done?

      I returned to isolation. I regressed. I tried to bring myself back to what was familiar. I tried to start over.

      I tried to feel safe again.

      She thought of Zuri’s words, of the wisdom that, so often, people don’t want to face what’s been done to them. They don’t want to believe they’ve been wronged.

      If X’odia did so, it meant accepting that people she loved hadn’t really ever loved her. It meant accepting she could be abandoned by the person who had carried X’odia in her womb. It meant knowing the world could be cruel, to seeing its cruelty, to being at that cruelty’s mercy. It meant watching as those in power abused that power. It meant accepting that life was not what she’d hoped for, or been told it could be.

      When you buried something, you left it to die, or waited for the roots to take hold. What grew from the ground—what new life formed—could be full of thorns.

      Or it could be something better.

      X’odia slowly pulled her hands from her hair. She stood, legs shaky. Looking around, she surveyed the walls of the room, the new cottage she’d hidden herself in.

      The new prison.

      This place was her respite and her cell. It could be what she made of it.

      But it could be neither and could serve no purpose without juxtaposition.

      X’odia looked out the window. The storm had worsened. The rain fell harder. The thunder came more frequently.

      She walked over to where Roland’s coat and cloak hung. Where Dravian’s old cloak hung. Grabbing it, she wrapped it around her shoulders, pulled on her boots, left a note atop the room’s desk, and opened the door.

      The light from the hallway’s lamps made her squint. She stood at the threshold, took a step, then another. She closed the door behind her, locked it with their spare key, and turned around.

      She headed down the hallway, then down the stairs to the first floor. Peeking her head into the great room, she spotted a number of sodden patrons, most trying to find a place closest to the room’s fire. A bard sang in the room’s corner, though it was mostly background noise against all the chatter. A few of the inn’s workers brought people their drinks or their food, others clearing off tables when people had finished their meals. None of them looked to be Zuri or Roland. They must be in the back, then, helping prepare the food.

      No matter. Roland might try to stop her, if he realized she was going outside. As much as she’d come to appreciate his company, sometimes it felt as though he was clinging to her as much as she was to him.

      If she pulled away, would he try to pull her back? Would he insist it was for her own protection, her own safety?

      If he did, it wouldn’t matter. Her father had told her such things, and she knew them for the lies they were. Or, rather, she knew that confinement was its own kind of sickness. She wouldn’t keep herself caged any longer.

      X’odia turned her back to the great room and walked outside the inn. She pulled the cloak’s hood over her hair. The wind howled, and the rain soaked her as soon as she stepped forward, but the storm did not frighten her.

      She’d faced all that had frightened her. She wasn’t afraid any longer. She wasn’t denying her past anymore. She wasn’t numb, unseeing, unhearing. She’d opened the gates, and let the flood come. The barrage of feelings was welcome. The anger was welcome.

      Besides, what was there to fear in the storm? Power pulsed through her veins. She knew the water and the sea, the clouds and the lightning. These things were hers, as they were no one else’s.

      She was free. Not healed, not whole, but free.

      And for now, that was enough.
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      Riverdee was much better than X’odia remembered.

      It was its own country, and, with much originality, the city she was in now was also called Riverdee. It was the first established city in the country, and the city became so widely known throughout Abra’am that when it and the surrounding land was recognized as a country, Riverdee was so synonymous with the area that the name stuck.

      Riverdee, Riverdee. The country of many peoples. The port city. The heart of the continent.

      For X’odia, her first glimpse of the city had been during the Attack of Fiends. Her second had been restricted to the seedier areas, where Odin Iceborne’s men had spent their coin on prostitutes, drinks, and gambling. Her third time, she’d been with Roland, hearing the bells of the city toll, signaling that the Laighless and al’Murtagh families were dead.

      She’d never seen the city since. She’d never wandered to the library where Roland grabbed her books, or visited the Sadiyan-owned shop where Zuri purchased her clothes.

      That was going to change. She’d go to all the places she wanted to go and simply keep her distance from other people, lest they see her swirling eyes. Zuri would accompany her, show her all her favorite spots, the least crowded places to sit by the shore, the districts with the best Sadiyan food. Roland would peruse the library shelves with her. They could pick out books together, including ones he was interested in.

      Ones he was openly interested in. She was still rather certain he had a soft spot for love stories.

      For now, on this first outing, stormy as it was, it mattered a great deal to X’odia that she take this walk alone. Friends loved one another, and leaned on one another, but they could not become parasites, feeding off of whoever was more stable.

      There were few people walking through the city. Since she never slept anymore, X’odia had no reason to know the time; to her, it was either day, or night. Light out, or dark. The storm was enough to keep people inside, but she wondered if it was also the hour. In the books she’d been studying about Abra’am, she’d learned that Sadiyans thrived in the night, due to the cooler temperatures. In Mesidia, the Arctic, and Prianthia, people avoided going outside at all, until late spring and summer, when the sun extended daylight past what was normal. Eve’s climate and hours of light hardly fluctuated. The concept of certain seasons having more darkness than light was baffling, the idea of an almost eternal daylight, especially in the Arctic, where it lasted roughly a month, seemed like pure fantasy.

      Xenith existed somewhere in the middle. Few wars had been fought on Xen land, which meant the population had been allowed to grow old, as had many of its cities. The temperatures were more mild than other countries, granting warmth and sunlight at levels more pleasant than in Sadie, and much higher than their northern neighbors. People rarely stayed out late simply because many were elderly and content with their days. The only exceptions seemed to be for eastern Xen cities, the most notable being Sarabai, a place that’d sprouted heartily in the years of peace, and balanced a Xen population with a Sadiyan one. The mix of cultures led to creative innovations and a vigor that called to the youth. It was a city that didn’t sleep, no matter the hours.

      X’odia was determined to visit it someday. From everything she’d read about it, it reminded her of Neveah, the capital of Eve. Perhaps Sarabai could rival the Sky City. She wondered if Zuri would like it there, or if she’d found her home in Riverdee.

      Many of the buildings around X’odia were made of stone, and with the dark cliffs pressed up against the shore, it all blended together, as though new boulders had bubbled up from the land itself. The pathways were cobbled, smaller siblings waiting to grow into something more. Music played loudly from inns. The droplets of rain, wherever they fell, dotted everything in little spurts of light. It was more a trick of the lighting, which illuminated the city every few minutes, but it seemed like magic to X’odia, and in her mind, she imagined her auroras, pattering about, dancing to the rumble of the thunder and the low singing of tavern bards.

      She climbed the steep walkways of the city. Resolute, she made the uphill trek to the higher parts of the city, parts where Riverdee’s council met in large, castle-like structures. They were squat things, more stout than elegant, but they were impressive. There was no need for fortifications, moats, or gates, which allowed X’odia the luxury of simply walking up to the structure and sitting down on a bench just outside it. She wondered why anyone would choose to construct a building that seemed better suited for war when none ever took place in Riverdee. Likely, it was that the first people who’d come to Riverdee had only ever known buildings with such bones.

      This was one of the oldest buildings in the city. X’odia didn’t know this from her books; a sign said as much next to the bench. She noted the vines growing up the walls and wondered if they would someday overtake the place or if someone was paid to keep them maintained.

      After she’d caught her breath, she continued her climb upward. Wealthy citizens of the city lived at the highest points. They paid others to run their shops. That, or they possessed so much coin, they needn’t work at all, and could simply enjoy the views from up high.

      To X’odia, such a placement didn’t make sense. She couldn’t imagine only looking at the water. Didn’t people want to feel the sand beneath their toes?

      She walked near the edge of the cliff, trying to grasp what made this view so much more worthwhile.

      She had to admit, it was spectacular. The slight bit of elevation made the ocean seem so much wider and longer, as though another continent wasn’t on the other side, but another world. One could convince themselves the water extended into eternity or cascaded down into oblivion. It was probably a more peaceful sight, when the storms weren’t raging, yet even the fury of the sea had a beauty to it. It was raw, and emotive. Alive.

      It made X’odia smile.

      A kindred spirit, she thought. The explosions of lightning bathed it in angry torrents, and each time, it brought new details to the crashing waves. The clouds above seemed a less corporeal version of the waters below, the lightning like veins, or spears thrown between gods.

      The rain fell into her eyes. X’odia wiped it away, then startled when thunder blasted somewhere nearby.

      A moment later, the bell tower sounded. It was a pure-toned echo to the garbling thunder. X’odia enjoyed the harmony they held with each other until she remembered what the bells signified.

      Something was wrong.
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      Roland

      

      Initially Roland wasn’t going to say goodbye to X’odia. He thought it best if he didn’t have to lie to her. He already kept so many things hidden. The murders. The state of Abra’am. Where he went most of the day. How much he drank.

      To outright lie would be a weight on his conscience. But, as he listened to how sincerely Zuri regretted ending her visit, it seemed cowardly not to.

      As he walked into the room and crouched down beside X’odia, she recoiled slightly. It wasn’t the first time. He was rather certain she didn’t even know when she was doing it. It was different if she initiated touch, like when she offered him the occasional pat or nudge. His touch, though, and his attempts at comfort, weren’t met the same. There was always confliction in her reception. She wanted touch. The safety of a friend. The shoulder of a brother.

      Her body simply hadn’t caught up.

      As such, it didn’t hurt Roland to see her jerk back. What sobered him was seeing the way her nose crinkled.

      She smelled the alcohol on him.

      I’m not going to drink anymore, he told himself as he bid her goodnight. She needs me to be there for her.

      I can’t do that like this.

      Resolute, he closed the door behind him. He and Zuri headed back to the inn’s great room, glancing around to make sure Dar and the other guard were still there.

      They were.

      There were several walkways out of the great room. One was the main entrance, a large, heavy door that, with tonight’s storm, welcomed in a steady flow of guests. On either side of the room were large, stone archways, each extending out into hallways like the one Zuri and Roland waited in now. One could access stairs from either side, leading them to the higher floors.

      If Roland walked back out into the great room, Cillian would likely spot him and insist he get back to work. He couldn’t risk that. It could be a few minutes before the guards left or a few hours.

      Roland was rather certain Dar hadn’t thought much of the look he’d had given him before, but if he caught Roland looking at him again, he’d likely grow suspicious. It was best to wait it out.

      Fortune seemed to smile on him as it only took a few minutes before Dar and the other guard stood. Roland looked to Zuri, cocked his head, and dragged a finger down his arm. She peered around him, sneaking a glance at the nameless guard before retreating back to where they stood, just to the side of one of the stone archways.

      “I see it,” she said quietly.

      As the guards began to move, Roland made to follow. He regretted not grabbing his cloak. Chances were that they’d be following the men for a while, and the rain outside didn’t sound as though it would stop. Zuri didn’t look properly outfitted either.

      Too late now, he thought, stepping out into the rain. He saw the guards disappear down an alley. When he made to follow, Zuri grabbed his arm.

      “I know where that alley leads,” she said quietly. With the pounding of the rain, and the boom of distant thunder, she had to lean close. “Best we watch where they go without being directly behind them.”

      Roland extended a hand. “Lead the way.”

      They stayed out of the guards’ sight, both hanging back, careful to look around corners before crossing through alleys. The storm was strong enough that it silenced their steps, though it also kept other people from walking about the city. It made it easy to keep an eye on where the guards were going, but it also made it easy for them to get caught following behind, if they got too close.

      “You know,” Zuri said, breaking the easy silence they’d fallen into. They’d stopped for a bit a fair distance away as the guards relieved themselves. Given the discoloration of the wall, it would seem they weren’t the only ones who did so.

      “If we were the characters in The Rose and the Thorn,” she continued, “one of the guards would look back and spot us, and then we’d have to pretend to be lovers so they wouldn’t get suspicious.”

      “I wouldn’t know anything about that.” He crossed his arms. “I do know those guards take their time pissing. How bloody long does it take?”

      A nearby building served food, if the smells were any indication. Roland leaned against one wall of the alley they were in, Zuri the other. They’d taken so many turns already that he wasn’t sure where they were exactly, but he’d have to find this spot again, if only to try whatever delicious smelling meal was being served.

      He poked his head around the corner, grimacing when the guards were both, indeed, still urinating.

      “Do you have the worst memory in the world?” Zuri asked. “Or are you bluffing?”

      “Worst memory? Am I supposed to know the reason they take so long to piss?”

      “Chapter 30!” she hissed. “The queen wants to sneak off to see her favorite bard sing, but they’re in an enemy’s city. She’s worried she’ll be recognized if they spot her. They do spot her. Her knight’s first thought is to block her face by kissing her. That miraculously works, because of course it does.”

      Roland tapped his own foot. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Odd. I’d think you’d know exactly what I was talking about, seeing as you were on chapter 32 last I checked. The guards moved. Let’s go.”

      Staying in the shadows as they did, it took another few blocks before Roland could gain his bearings. He was accustomed to his cities, which looked similar in architecture, but tended to be more spaced out. Mesidia was a prideful country, and that extended to the buildings themselves, which always looked as though they should be huddled together, fighting off the chill of winter, yet spaced out, purely because they refused to admit they were cold. They were dense, rectangular things, many serving to shield both man and beast from the cold. It wasn’t such an issue in hotter months, when too many people indoors became stifling, but when winter hit, it was vital for everyone to generate as much warmth as possible. That meant bringing in animals, keeping fires stoked, going through stores of food rather than risking the frigid air outside.

      All those things, the food, the animals, the fires, belonged to individual families. Light forbid Mesidians be wise enough to work alongside one another, share their resources, fend off winter together. Best them and theirs keep their distance, despite their neighbors being equally hungry and cold. Who would be so desperate and irresponsible as to brave the forces of nature shoulder to shoulder?

      Such layouts in Mesidian cities meant Roland was used to open spaces. His eyes were accustomed to taking note of the land surrounding a place, what flowers grew outside, what the trees were shaped like, how worn the paths were.

      Alley after alley looked the same to him. Stone. Stone. Stone. The smells differed, as did the songs sung from place to place, but smells and sounds didn’t mean much, when on any given night, the same smells and sounds could be picked up elsewhere.

      When the buildings became sparser, and the alleys wider, Roland could at last tell where they were. The square was known as the Quarters. It was a group of buildings Odin Iceborne’s men had been given by the Riverdian council when they’d first been deployed to the city.

      After everything X’odia had told Roland regarding her captivity, and the events leading up to Dravian Valcor’s death, Roland had come to this place, looking to see if Odin was still around.

      He’d wanted answers. He’d wanted to know why Odin had abandoned Dravian. He’d wanted someone to point to, and blame, and curse at, following his parent’s death.

      What he’d found were empty buildings. He’d thought the council would’ve reclaimed them and offered them to other people of import, like ambassadors, or traveling nobility.

      There’d been nothing. No one.

      Which was why, when a group of men walked out of them now, Roland stopped.

      It was evident by the shouts of greetings Dar gave that these were the men they were coming to meet. With the spaces less cramped on the edge of the city, Roland and Zuri had to stay back, lest they give their presence away. They huddled against an old, quiet building with broken windows. It seemed to be unoccupied. Roland was nervous he’d be proven wrong and a group of men would jump out, declaring them caught.

      That thought made him shiver. The adrenaline of seeing the scarred guard had pressed him up the stairs of the Dusty Boot and up to his rooms. It had pushed him on through the city, led him quietly behind Zuri, filled him with righteous anger and foolish bravery.

      Now, having come to a stop, Roland finally had a moment to realize the absurdity of what he was doing. What did he expect was going to happen? Did he think Dar and the other guard were going to take a jolly jaunt about the city, then stab the first woman they found? If they did, what was he going to do about it? Call to them? Chase them?

      Kill them?

      He took a deep breath. The last few people found murdered weren’t anywhere near the Dusty Boot, but the woman who’d died just outside of it still haunted him when he tried to sleep. He still remembered the warmth of her blood, hot, and slick, as he’d tried to bind her wound. He winced when he thought of how heavy her head had become, once she no longer had the strength to hold it up. When he’d woken the next day, some of her blood had still been beneath his fingernails.

      Was he destined to relive that night? Would he see another woman slain? If he did, would he be able to do as his father had to Yvaine, capturing and beating the guards until his anger was satiated?

      He didn’t know. He’d killed animals before. Fiends. He’d never killed another man. Even the thought of it made him want to vomit.

      And I let Zuri come along.

      He couldn’t know what she’d been thinking. He didn’t know how she’d been able to jest with him as they’d darted foolishly about the city. She hadn’t even seemed to believe him when he’d told her his theory. He still didn’t have definitive proof that these two men were responsible for the woman’s death, and Zuri had been wise to question him.

      Hoping she was right, he let out his breath, the warmth of it pleasant against the bite of the wind.

      He was probably just paranoid. These guards were likely just doing their jobs. The men they were greeting probably knew something. Maybe they’d seen another crime and wanted to report details.

      Zuri had probably only tagged along to prove to him how reckless and stupid he was acting. He was a child who couldn’t simply be told a cliff was dangerous. He had to be taken to the very edge, where he could look out at the depths below and watch as the stone he dropped shattered.

      The men responded to the guards. He was surprised when they didn’t speak Common. He was more surprised when Zuri hissed.

      “What is it?” he whispered. She waved a hand at him to be quiet. He stood there, helpless, completely useless as he listened to the harsh noises coming from the men’s mouths.

      He wanted to ask what they were saying but knew better. It was obvious by how Zuri leaned forward that it was difficult enough for her to hear. He’d be a nuisance if he spoke. Best to keep quiet, until the exchange was through.

      Roland had spoken little to the nobles that’d come to Mesidia from other countries, but he’d heard Dorian practicing other tongues enough times that he could usually pick up which was which. Though the rain dampened their voices, he was rather certain the men—given their hard consonants, and the heaviness of their cadence—were speaking Prianthian.

      He looked back at Zuri. He knew she was half Sadiyan, but he’d never learned what other land she was tied to.

      When there was a lull in the men’s conversation, she pulled him back, making sure they were no longer in earshot.

      “I . . .” she started, then stopped. Her eyes seemed lost. She still held his arm, her grip tight.

      Roland took her hand. He squeezed it, encouraging her on.

      “I think you’re right,” she whispered. “I saw those men in the inn the other day. They were talking about buying places in the city. I didn’t think anything of it at the time, but now it sounds like they’re keeping those places empty for something. They said ‘they’d be full after tonight.’ I don’t know what that means.”

      She looked like she was about to lose herself again. Roland rubbed her hand between his own, warming it.

      “Zuri? What else did they say?”

      “They said they’d bring the payment out. Elixirs of some sort. Illegal ones. I think they’re paying the guards in that, and in exchange, they’re asking them to ‘put the girl somewhere she’ll be easily found.’ Something like that. It was hard to hear.

      “I think they’re paying the guards to leave bodies throughout the city. They said something about how the rest of them were already taken care of. I think I was right earlier, when I said that more city guards are likely in on this.”

      She leaned against Roland then. She was trembling.

      “I think we should go back,” she said.

      When Roland didn’t say anything, she wrapped her fingers through his. “Rory?”

      Roland’s jaw clenched so hard he swore it cracked. The fear that’d started creeping in, the hesitation, the doubt, evaporated.

      He was furious. Enraged. He didn’t know how people who’d taken oaths to protect their city, protect their people, were terrorizing it instead. They’d shackled people and sent them to the Arctic’s prisons for the types of things they were doing. For less than.

      He let go of Zuri’s hand.

      “I don’t want to go back yet,” he said. “But I don’t want you walking back alone, if you don’t want to stay.”

      Before Zuri could answer him, the men had returned. They dragged a woman behind them, her steps clumsy. Her clothes, even soaked as they were from the rain, appeared torn and threadbare.

      The men handed a pouch to the guards. The contents were indiscernible.

      The woman let out a pained moan.

      They made a few more exchanges. When the conversation ceased, they traded the woman between them. The guards hauled her away, and the men returned inside.

      “What did they say?”

      Zuri visibly shivered, then crossed her arms over her chest.

      “They said she was drugged enough that she might die in a gutter before morning, but that it doesn’t matter, as long as no one finds her before the storm is over.”

      Roland had no idea what that meant. He’d thought he was about to witness another woman being murdered. That would’ve been its own kind of nightmare.

      This seemed worse, somehow. Crueler. At least a slash of the knife would be quick. Not merciful. Death was never merciful. But it would be over, with a swift motion and a few labored breaths.

      Whatever this was seemed borne of darkness. Roland wished he’d killed the guards when he’d spotted them at the inn. He wouldn’t have cared if they’d fought back, if killing them was a struggle. He wouldn’t have cared if patrons had seen. He rather liked the idea. The challenge of it. The brutality. He wanted the guards to suffer. He wanted people to watch them die.

      “Rory?” Zuri said. “What should we do?”

      Roland opened his mouth to answer.

      Then the bells started ringing.
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      X’odia

      

      She stood still for a moment. The bells started in the largest tower, then quickly extended out into smaller ones throughout the city. In less than a minute, a small tower near the cliff she stood at began ringing.

      X’odia glanced around, trying to see if troops were coming to attack the city, or fiends.

      None came. Nothing of note seemed to be happening at all, save for the storm itself.

      The bells have changed, she thought, noting the different pitch from when she’d last heard them. They seemed agitated now, their pitch high, the clanging frequent.

      Noticing a person boarding windows at a house nearby, X’odia hesitantly walked over. She waved her hands, making sure not to startle them.

      “Hello!” she called. Then louder, so her voice could be heard over the storm: “Hello! I’m afraid I’m not from here. What’s going on?”

      She pointed up, in the general direction of the small bell tower. The woman turned from her window and hurried over, her hand coming up to her ear. X’odia repeated herself, and as discreetly as she could, leaned backward, not wanting the elderly woman to take note of her eyes.

      “The storm!” the woman said. “It’ll destroy anything that’s not well fortified!”

      A memory came to X’odia then, of when she’d agreed to serve Pierre. She’d asked one of the Elite why the people of Riverdee built everything so far from the shore, and why so much was made of stone.

      The storms, he’d said. It was because of the storms.

      Until now, she’d not thought anything of his remark. She hadn’t even remembered it. The storm was strong, certainly, and a few roofs would have new leaks after tonight, but she hadn’t thought it worth ringing the bells over, or boarding up windows.

      “You can stay with me,” the old woman said, tugging on X’odia’s sleeve. “If you’ve nowhere else to go.”

      X’odia put her hand atop the woman’s and thanked her. It didn’t seem there was anyone else to help her board up her windows, so X’odia took it upon herself. It was the least she could do, given the woman’s kindness.

      As if to prove its might to her, the wind picked up. The elderly woman nearly toppled over, and likely would have, if X’odia hadn’t steadied her.

      “Go back inside!” she yelled. “I’ll finish up out here.”

      The woman wasted no time protesting.

      With her gone, X’odia called on her elements to help heave the large planks of wood up against the windows. With air holding them in place, she hammered them in, then moved on to the other windows, until all were covered. Lightning struck something nearby, causing her to jump. The thunder sounded so loud, and spoke with such force, that X’odia instinctively crouched down, her hands flying to her head.

      When she arose, she set the hammer down, hopeful the violent bursts of wind wouldn’t carry it away. She’d thought it would be heavy enough to stay in place, but with the branches breaking off of nearby trees, and one small tree completely falling over, she wasn’t sure.

      Looking back out to the sea, X’odia now could take in what storm watchers must have seen before. The clouds had started circling above the water, darker, harsher, more malevolent. Down below, in the city, more people scurried about, rushing to board up their windows, or hurrying to gather carts and animals and people inside.

      A lighthouse, positioned on a cliff across the way, managed to keep a massive fire lit. X’odia could only assume there was a constant calling of fire to keep the flames stoked. Most people weren’t strong enough to keep flames burning in such a storm, even if the fire was protected by the lighthouse’s arched walls, which meant it was probably a team of people, each trading off calling the flames until they became too weary and another could take their place.

      The only reason they’d so frantically work to keep the blaze alive was if someone, out at sea, needed it.

      With the air stinging her eyes, and the wind nearly knocking her down, X’odia squinted, holding tight to her cloak, and peered out across the water.

      When the next burst of lightning came, she saw it. Still afloat, despite the monstrous waves, was a ship.

      “Come inside, lass!” the old woman called. She’d opened her door the smallest amount, just enough to make sure her voice could slip through. X’odia shook her head.

      “No,” she said. “Thank you for your kindness, but I have somewhere else I need to be.”

      “Be on your way quickly!” the woman said, then, with effort, forced her door back shut.

      X’odia turned back to where she’d spotted the ship. She had no idea the distance between her and it, and she could only imagine how long it would take for her to run back down the paths she’d walked, sprint through alleys and plazas, tread through wet sand, and then swim, against the current, against the waves, just to try and reach the ship. By that point, it would’ve capsized. Even if it didn’t, most of the sailors would have fallen overboard and drowned.

      I have to do something, X’odia thought. I can’t let those people die.

      There was no way the ship would make it to the docks. It was a miracle it wasn’t underwater already. If X’odia was going to do something, she had to do it fast.

      An idea struck her.

      She’d done nothing but rest for months. She’d hardly called her elements, save the occasional flame to light a candle. No visions had weakened her. Her body continuously healed.

      She could jump.

      It was an absurd idea. X’odia had experimented with her powers before, back in Eve, had called air to carry her over the water, to see if she could fly among the flocks of birds. The feat was possible, for a short bit of time, but the power it took, the effort on her body and her mind, left her weakened for days after. She’d almost always plummeted into the ocean before she’d returned to shore. She’d likely broken bones with how much the impacts had hurt, but her body healed quickly, so she’d never been sure.

      I can do it, she thought, looking up to the sky.

      Had she not told herself that she knew the water and the sea, the clouds and the lightning? Had she not claimed them, when she’d set out?

      Was that simply bravado? Was it pure boldness?

      Or could she triumph over the storm?

      She took a breath. Filled her lungs. She would take the storm in first, know it, seize it, fuel her body with it.

      She opened her mind’s eye. The storm swirled all around her, making it easier to find air. If she had any chance of making the leap, she needed the wind to serve her, not work against her.

      Mustering all the clear auroras she could find, she cast her hands out, and split the winds apart.

      The impact created a staggering boom. The sound was so loud X’odia nearly fell. She laughed then, watching as the rain directly in front of her ripped apart, falling to either side of her, like a procession of droplet soldiers, standing at attention. The whirling of the wind made an eerie, whistling sound.

      Making sure her grip on the wind was steady, X’odia divided her auroras in two: one set for the wind, the other for herself.

      She started running.

      Every time she’d made any similar attempts in Eve, she’d done so from the shore. Never had she been so audacious as to leap off the edge of a cliff, and never when a storm raged.

      She stumbled at first, the slight descent making her lose her footing, but when she righted herself, she locked her eyes on the ship, her focus narrowing. Sharpening. Her run became a sprint. Her lungs burned. Tears fells from her eyes, from the speed, from the wind.

      Just before she reached the cliff’s edge, she commanded her auroras.

      The wind erupted. It pressed against her back. Struck her legs, her feet, her ankles.

      It obeyed.

      She reached the cliff’s edge. She gasped. Screamed.

      Released the rest of the auroras.

      And jumped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

          
            X’ODIA AND ROLAND

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      X’odia knew what it was to fly. She saw the city of Riverdee beneath her, small and fragile. Bolts of lightning flashed around her, intimidating her, threatening her. She felt the thrill of air beneath her feet, the roar of the wind, the might of the sky.

      She was power incarnate. She fought against the storm, and it weakened. She held the strength of nature in her hands, and its will became hers.

      And then she was falling.

      She realized, as the details of the ship came into view, that her landing could very well cause a massive hole. It was leagues that her jump had carried her, and with such force behind her, her body would become a bolt, the ship her unintentional target.

      Shouting, she readjusted the direction of the wind, and the air she’d called forth. Her screams died against the wind. The ship came closer. Closer.

      Closer.

      She landed on its deck. Astonishingly, the force of her impact had been dampened enough that the wood didn’t collapse. None of her bones cracked. It hurt, certainly, in her ankles, and her knees, and her landing made a loud smack as she planted her feet on the slippery surface, but she’d done it.

      She’d actually done it.

      Someone on the ship fell back, gaping. Then, as loudly as he could, he shouted, “The Light has come to save us!”

      He shouted it again and again, until others on the ship took note of her. Whether they’d been clutching onto something, tying themselves to the ship to keep from falling overboard, or risking their lives to steer the ship to safety, all seemed in awe of the strange woman who’d appeared before them.

      X’odia was ready to collapse from the jump alone. The adrenaline of it, the fear, the exhilaration, was enough to make her crave rest. The toll it took on her mind, the fatigue creeping through her body, to control auroras so masterfully, drained her.

      It was harder to take full breaths now. Her muscles spasmed. Her vision darkened in the corners.

      These people need you, she thought. She crouched, and grabbed the nearest handhold she could, lest she fall off the ship.

      What an embarrassment that would be, to drop into the ocean after jumping across it.

      Addled as her brain was, that thought made her smile. One of the men close to her noticed, then began cheering.

      She’d all but confirmed she was the Light personified, the Creator come to save them.

      It was a bit blasphemous.

      Whatever gave them hope, she supposed.

      She waited a moment, letting her body regain its strength. The sea tossed the ship about, fighting against it, turning it so far on its side she swore it would flip over.

      Again and again it did this. The tilt became so strong, the ship seemed purely vertically. If she let go of her handhold, she’d end up on the stern.

      When the ship righted, she opened her mind again. As she had with her clear auroras, she pulled the blue and teal ones to her, making the incorporeal become corporeal, the figurative real. She calmed the waves around the ship, though the currents beneath her fought and tugged at her control. She ground her teeth and extended one of her hands, beckoning more auroras come to her.

      The sea gave in. The area beneath the ship was like a prophecy of what was to come, a scrying pool showing the eye of the storm. The sailors around her cheered, some crying out, others collapsing and giving thanks.

      X’odia stood tall, legs wobbly. The auroras were constantly pulling from her, the tempest of the sea wishing to reclaim its strength.

      She was unrelenting.

      It was evident she couldn’t simply calm the waves. To calm them was to keep the ship stagnant until lightning struck it down. She needed to move it and return the sailors safely to the docks, then to shelter, where they could wait out the storm.

      Waves built up and crashed around them, but none dared touch her prize as she called back air. She needed the currents and the wind to work in tandem. She couldn’t command one only for the other to fight her.

      The sea and the storm are mine, she thought angrily. Mine!

      One of the sailors bravely took hold of the helm. Perhaps he was the captain. Perhaps not. The crew became his in that moment, regardless. As he shouted commands, they obeyed. What’d been a hopeless vessel now became a bustling work of art, pieces forming together for a greater whole.

      It renewed something in X’odia. There was a thrill to this, to standing beside strangers, struggling to survive. These men and women, weak and tired and on the brink of death, summoned forth strength in themselves and in one another. Her body screamed at her to rest, to release her hold on the auroras, but she was a vital part of this mechanism now, and if she ceased, everything else would break apart.

      Calm as she’d made the waters around them, a choppy wave still broke through, jolting everyone on board. A sailor went overboard, but a rope they’d tied around themselves went taut, the beam it was attached to holding strong. The captain yelled for those around to pull the sailor back up, then spun the helm, attempting to right the ship without X’odia’s aid.

      Seeing the sailor pulled back up, covered in sea water, made X’odia realize how drenched she was. The adrenaline of the jump, of the uphill climb before that, of all the steps she’d taken through the city, had warmed her.

      Now the cold settled in. It was another element wishing to claim her. Another enemy battalion joining the fight.

      She couldn’t risk calling fire. It would do little, given the downpour. Even if it did, it would be risky on the ship.

      She had to accept the cold, and with it, pain. Her teeth chattered. Her body shivered violently. She wanted to move about as the sailors did to keep her muscles moving and let the friction of motion warm her blood, but she was needed at the ship’s bow. With her mind locked in, holding tight to the air and the sea, there’d be no shirking her post. She was this ship’s divine guardian. She’d become the figurehead, baring her strength to the ocean to quell its waves.

      Cold claimed you in that rotting shed, a voice taunted. It was her voice, one that was borne of her darkest moments. It came from the blackest shadows of her captivity.

      This voice, her voice, loud and cruel, beckoned her to the depths.

      They used the cold to hurt you.

      They left you to shiver each night.

      They froze your blood and your skin, waiting for answers.

      You don’t need to fight it anymore. You don’t need to keep going. Let the sea take you. You’ve done enough. The sailors don’t need you anymore. No one needs you⁠—

      X’odia screamed. She was done. She was done letting the world batter and bruise her. She was done battering and bruising herself. There was good in her, this version of her that stood frigid, fingers stiff from the cold, body tense and weak, everything in her clinging to this ship. There was good in the people around her. There was good in Riverdee, in the West and the East, in Abra’am, in the past and in the now.

      She would falter. She would fall. The storm would fight her. It would come again.

      Today, though, she chose to fight back. Today, she would defeat it.

      “I am the conqueror of storms!” she shouted. “And I say you cannot have these people!”

      Jaw tense, hair whipping around her, X’odia tightened her hold, extended her hand, commanded the sea and the air, and led the ship back to shore.
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      Roland

      

      Roland and Zuri knew where they’d find the guards. They stayed at the Dusty Boot, after all. When this night was through, or maybe even before, Roland would get answers from them.

      Right now, they needed to help the woman who’d been taken.

      With the bells and the storm to cover their steps, Roland and Zuri were less cautious as they kept their eyes on the guards. The unnamed one hauled the woman over his shoulder after struggling to drag her. She’d attempted to put up a fight, but drugged as she was, there wasn’t much fight in her. She already looked dead as she was carried off.

      She looked ready to ascend when they dropped her into a ditch.

      Put the girl somewhere she’ll be easily found.

      The guards had listened to the Prianthian’s instructions well. The ditch was currently out of sight, given the barricades put up to steer water away from the doors of shops and homes. It would, however, reveal the woman’s body as soon as the barricades were taken down.

      The plaza the guard’s had chosen was also one of Riverdee’s busiest. People lived in the rooms rented out in the upper stories, while merchants and tavern owners sold goods stories below. The combination of residence and market meant the plaza was always packed, save for nights like these, when the bells warned of disaster, and people fortified themselves indoors.

      When they came back out in the morning, they’d find the woman dead. Others too, if Zuri had interpreted the conversation accurately.

      Once the guards left the woman behind, Roland and Zuri rushed over. She was more girl than woman, likely no more than sixteen winters, but the paleness of her face, and the gauntness of her cheeks, made determining her age difficult. Despite the cold, as Roland gently sat her up, he could feel heat radiating off her skin. If he didn’t know she was drugged, he’d have thought her diseased or ill with a fever. She’d be dead by the end of the night if they didn’t get her help.

      “I have healing tonics in my rooms,” Zuri said, wiping the hair from the girl’s face. She let out a low moan, her lids starting to open, then her head lolled back, and she was quiet.

      Roland lifted her, unsurprised to find she weighed next to nothing. He cradled her tightly against his chest, then ran behind Zuri, grateful she’d come after all, even if just for her surefooted pace. If he’d been alone, he’d have probably rushed out and attacked the men before thinking of the odds, of how difficult it would’ve been to fight several men to one. If he’d had the sense to wait until they’d deposited the girl, he’d have had no way of knowing which way led back to the inn.

      He really needed to stop drinking. Maybe he’d have a better idea of how to navigate the city then.

      The storm raged above them. It sounded ominous, like a composer writing minor chords to set the mood of their tale. The three of them, Roland, Zuri, and the unknown girl, were completely soaked through. A few times, without really being able to see his feet beneath him, Roland nearly stumbled, or lost his footing when the water started to rise above his ankles. Zuri had long ago abandoned any attempt to lift up her clothing and keep her hems from staining. The muck and the dirt and the leaves would leave their mark.

      The wind attempted to bar their path. It was strong enough that, a few times, a gust would knock Zuri into a wall. Roland had to crouch, the muscles in his legs burning, just to stay upright.

      They had to get back to the inn. They had to get back, before the girl took her last breath and the storm claimed them.

      “Oh, thank the Light,” Zuri said when the Dusty Boot was finally in view. She nearly keeled over there, exhausted from their trek across the city. Roland, unable to release the girl in his arms, nudged Zuri with his shoe. She nodded, leaning on the wall beside them as she caught her breath. The alley they were in had water gushing through it, up to Zuri’s thighs and Roland’s knees, but the walls kept the wind at bay.

      With the inn in sight, and their lungs renewed, they made their final ascent, fighting against the rushing stormwater and, once they’d cleared the alley, bursts of wind.

      Finally, blessedly, they reached the Dusty Boot, and climbed its steps.

      Zuri banged on the door. She shouted. Somone opened up, and when they saw the state of them, and the unconscious girl in Roland’s arms, they hurried them in.

      The threshold had puddles extending from it all the way to the great room. The noise inside could rival the thunder, the patrons all shouting, not in anger, but because it was so full, and they had to raise their voices just to be heard.

      “Is she alive?” someone asked, but Roland ignored the voice, following Zuri up to her rooms. He was careful not to let the girl’s head bump into anything as he carried her up the flight of stairs, through Zuri’s door, and onto the floor.

      He wasn’t sure if it was the promise of safety, or the warmth that befell them once they’d come inside, but the girl’s moans returned. Maybe they’d been there throughout their sprint, but the storm had blocked them out. Regardless, her whimpers of pain were evident now. Zuri shut the door behind her and barked orders.

      “Here, take this waste bin! Sit her up. Hold her hair back. Keep her up, keep her up. Don’t let her lay back down. She’s going to vomit.”

      Roland did as he was told. The girl began throwing up. There was nothing at first, just horrible retching, empty, sickening gasps. Zuri rifled through a chest at the foot of her bed, searching for something—tonics, likely. The girl eventually started heaving something up. The room was dark. Rolland couldn’t make out the color. He didn’t think much was coming out, but he felt the strain of the girl’s frail body as he held her. He tried to use his booted feet to keep the bin in front of her. Zuri kept talking, but it was more a steady stream of frantic mumbles.

      “Where is it, where is it, where is it. No, not that one. Not that one. Not that one.”

      “You’re all right,” Roland said to the girl. She was still heaving, but he held her hair back as he’d been told, and eventually her own hands came up, both clutching the bin as she vomited.

      “You’re safe now,” he soothed. “You’re going to be all right.”

      His back leaned against the side of Zuri’s bed, his feet extended in front of him. The girl rested between his legs, the waste bin between her own. The position meant he could feel each breath she struggled to take, each desperate inhale, the boniness of her spine pressed against his stomach, the ridges of her ribs against his arms. The guards, or whoever the Prianthians were they’d been dealing with, had intended to leave this girl dead after tonight, but it was evident by how fragile she was that they’d been killing her for some time. He just hoped it wasn’t too late to bring her back to life.

      “I found them!” Zuri said. She nearly fell as she huddled beside them, her voice going from loud and frantic to calm and low.

      “You’re purging—that’s good,” she said. “That saves us from having to use this.” She held something up, then set it aside, though Roland doubted the girl had taken the time to note whatever the healing substance was.

      “I want to give you this, but I have to know what they were giving you first. Do you know what they were giving you? If not, I have some general things I can administer⁠—”

      “Root,” the girl managed.

      “Root? Very good. That’s good.”

      It wasn’t good. Roland had heard stories of what Root did to people. He supposed Zuri’s words were more encouragement than assessment. The girl needed that.

      “Anything else?”

      “No.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      Zuri shoved aside a few jars. She grabbed a few others.

      “This is going to help you sleep tonight. You’re going to have really vivid dreams. You probably won’t know what’s a dream and what’s real, and some of the dreams might be frightening, but your body needs the rest.

      “In the morning, I’ll give you these two, and more of this one. Not as much—you’ll need to eat—but you’ll sleep on and off for the next few days. This one will help with your cravings. This one will help with your withdrawals.”

      The girl attempted a nod. Zuri reached out and held her shoulder, and when the girl had finally stopped vomiting, she lifted her head, eyes meetings Zuri’s.

      “Thank you,” she whispered. She pulled a shaky hand from the waste bin and wiped at her mouth, then at the sweat on her brow. Roland thought it was rainwater at first, until he realized it was still pouring from her.

      When the girl started to push the waste bin away, Zuri released her, then smiled, but kept the bin in place.

      “You’ll be needing this throughout the night,” she said. “You can sleep in my bed. I’ll make sure this stays right by you.”

      The girl didn’t say anything else. The thank you and the answers to Zuri’s questions seemed about all she could manage. Roland and Zuri helped her over to the bed and, though he wanted to grant her modesty, Zuri insisted they help her change. The girl’s head started tilting back, and though this night would only exist in her memory as fragments, he still felt bad that he had to pull the sodden clothes off her while Zuri fetched something fresh. Given their height difference, the dress Zuri found made the girl look like a child wearing their mother’s clothes.

      Roland tried to get her name from her, but when the girl didn’t answer, he decided it was the adrenaline of vomiting that’d given her the strength to answer Zuri’s questions. Now, she only seemed capable of clutching the blanket they draped over her.

      As promised, they left the waste bin at her side. It was already starting to make the room smell.

      “We’ll have to check on her throughout the night,” Zuri said, watching her sleep with a line between her brows. “Make sure she doesn’t start sleeping on her back. She could choke on her vomit that way.”

      Roland suppressed a shudder. “I can watch her first, if you’d like.”

      Zuri shook her head. “I don’t think I can sleep right now. I’m . . .” She waved her hand in a circle, attempting to summon the word, before her shoulders sunk, and she settled on silence.

      “Me too,” Roland said. “Me too.”

      They changed after that, neither saying a word. Despite wishing to give the girl modesty, Roland cared naught for his own. He stripped down to nothing, his back to Zuri. The sounds he heard behind him of ties loosening and wet clothes falling to the floor revealed Zuri didn’t care either.

      He stood, tired and naked, as Zuri slipped something on. She fetched clothes for him. Weeks ago, when he’d borrowed a shirt from her after the murder, he’d not thought it odd that she’d had something clearly sized for men. It wasn’t until a week later, when the terror of that night had started to fade, that he’d thought to tease her about it, suggest she enticed men to her rooms, waited until they stripped, then kicked them out and stole their clothes. She’d rolled her eyes and explained that she often kept the random shirts and boots and slippers patrons forgot after staying in case they came back for them. On the off chance they didn’t, she sold them for coin, gave them to beggars, or kept them.

      He was grateful. He didn’t want to leave her and the girl alone just yet.

      “Thank you,” he said, voice hushed. Zuri met his gaze, making sure to only look at his eyes.

      “Not just for these,” he added, holding the clothes up. “For everything.”

      She turned away, letting out a slow breath. “What are we going to do about the guards?”

      Roland was surprised by the question. After the fear he’d seen in her before, he’d have thought she’d want nothing more than to never see or speak of the guards again. Once he’d slipped on the pants she’d given him, she looked back toward him, eyes ablaze.

      “I want them to suffer,” she hissed.

      Roland stared. “So do I.”

      “Good,” she said, her head bobbing. “Good.”

      They checked on the girl. When it was clear the healing tonic had indeed helped her sleep, they walked into the bathing room and shut the door behind them.

      “I can find out which room they’re staying in,” Zuri said, voice low. “It likely won’t be the same one as before.”

      “How?”

      “I’ll tell Cillian they bumped into me in the hall and asked if I could bring some drinks up to their rooms, but forgot to tell me which rooms they were staying in. He’ll believe me.”

      “And then what?”

      “And then I’ll find out if they have any element shackles, and if they do, I’ll pass that information on to you.”

      “What do you want me to do with them?”

      The room was nearly pitch black, save for the occasional flash of lighting, but he thought he saw Zuri shrug.

      “Whatever you want. I don’t really care.”

      Roland found himself nodding. “I need to get more information from them. Find out about the men they were talking to.”

      “They’re Redeemers,” Zuri said. “I could hear in their accents that one was Prianthian and the other two were Sadiyan. Sadiyans rarely speak the language otherwise.”

      “What would Redeemers want with Riverdee?”

      She pinched the bridge of her nose. “I honestly don’t know.”

      “Another thing to find out then.”

      She smiled at that. It was an odd time for a smile, and the smile itself didn’t exactly look happy, but Roland was glad for it all the same.

      “I’ll go find out their room number,” she said, opening the door. “Be ready.”
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      When her feet were planted again on solid ground, the sailors, seeing how weak she was, lifted her by her arms, half walking her, half carrying her to the nearest inn.

      The innkeeper hurried to get them all blankets. The whole great room, larger than the Dusty Boot’s, was filled with people, many of whom looked worse for wear. Barely able to think, X’odia let the sailors set her down by a fire, grateful when she was able to rest her head against the wall, and curl up her legs.

      Everything hurt. She’d only ever known pain like this when she’d had the element shackles keeping her from healing after being beaten. Even visions, which left her in agony, didn’t hurt like this.

      “Came out of the sky!” one of the sailors said. “She isn’t part of our crew.”

      “You were at sea?”

      “You were on the ship?”

      “We saw the ship when we came in. We thought you’d be ascending soon.”

      “I thought the bells would be ringing in the morning for you.”

      The chatter carried on. Everyone was enthralled by the sailors and their story. Everyone was enthralled by X’odia. She could feel some of them giving her their blankets, others brushing the hair from her forehead where it clung to her skin.

      She remembered to keep her eyes shut. She remembered that while she’d fought to save people during the Attack of Fiends, her eyes were enough to warrant her imprisonment. They weren’t glowing, currently, as such a thing only came with visions, but the swirling irises were odd enough that she didn’t want to risk them being seen.

      “She’s the Conqueror of Storms,” someone said. Murmurs of agreement followed.

      It seemed an eternity before X’odia felt she could sit up. Many of the patrons had fallen asleep, heads resting on the shoulders of those huddled beside them. The commotion the sailors had caused when they’d first come in had all but dissipated. Some people huddled together, whispering in low voices. Others cried knowing that when they went outside in the morning, they’d find something of import flooded or demolished. X’odia had saved people tonight, but livelihoods were destroyed. Homes, ones made too hastily, or already starting to crumble, would collapse. Water would ruin precious things.

      Those were the casualties of nature. X’odia was sad for those who had lost much, but she wouldn’t let go of her triumph.

      The heaviness of the night wore on. People went from crying, to whispering, to sleeping.

      With her eyes barely open, she surveyed the room, made sure no one was paying her any mind, then slowly, carefully, rose to her feet. The storm outside still carried on, but it had lessened. The bells had stopped ringing. It wasn’t safe, per say, to step outside, but neither was it the battlefield it had been before.

      Steeling herself, X’odia stepped around the sleeping bodies littering the floor, careful not to bump into anyone, and snuck back outside. She had no way of knowing how long she’d been out. An hour? Two? Most of the night? Eventually Roland and Zuri would return from their shifts, and she didn’t want them to worry if they returned to their rooms only to find her gone. Roland was protective enough—and she supposed Zuri was as well—to risk going out in the storm to search for her. Hopefully enough people in the Dusty Boot were in need of warm cups of cider and dry blankets to keep Roland and Zuri busy until she could get back.

      It occurred to her that she probably shouldn’t hope people were in need solely for the purpose of her not being missed. She shifted the thought to hoping enough people had found safety at the Dusty Boot, and that maybe through all of this mayhem, a few people had made friends tonight. That seemed a more pleasant way of looking at things.

      What did her rationale matter? She’d leaped off a cliff and ordered the sea and the storm to do her bidding. She’d saved a whole crew. If her mind was a little fatigued, and she wasn’t thinking entirely straight, that was fine.

      She really needed to get back to the inn. The storm may have calmed, but the cold still seeped into her bones, and the flooding in parts of the city wasn’t helping. Most of Riverdee was at a steady angle, lazily sloping down to the shore, but there were still pockets throughout various alleys and plazas where the ground was flat enough to keep the stormwater withheld. X’odia tried her best to evade such spots, but at times, there was no avoiding them. She had a good sense of direction, and somehow had retained, even through the fog of her exhaustion, where the Dusty Boot was. If she took a detour, all to avoid a puddle when she was already soaked through, she’d increase her chances of getting too turned around to find her way back. Best to take the surest and quickest route.

      With any luck, Zuri will gift me a new set of boots and clothes, she thought. That idea warmed her. It meant she’d have to admit she’d been out, but truthfully, as long as Zuri and Roland hadn’t been fretting for her all night, she rather liked the idea of them knowing. She was proud of herself. She wanted them to be proud of her too.

      Conqueror of Storms, she thought, recalling the sailor’s note of awe as he’d said it. She’d not realized at the time any of the ship’s crew had heard her over the wrath of the ocean and the storm, or had the ability to absorb anything other than the need to survive, but, embarrassing as it was to admit, she rather liked it.

      It sounded like something out of a tale, a name given to the heroes in her stories.

      Her father had called her Daughter of the Shield. Her mother had called her the Watcher.

      The people of Riverdee would call her the Conqueror of Storms.

      Or maybe they wouldn’t. Maybe they’d forget, come morning, what the title had even been. Perhaps they’d convince themselves it was something else, the title morphing into a thing more divine or more sinister, depending on who told the tale. It was possible the sailors would all decide it was a shared dream or vision to give them strength when they’d needed it. Sailors were a superstitious lot. They’d have to find a way to explain how everyone else had seen her, once they’d gotten to the inn, or how real she’d felt when they’d helped get her there, but they’d make up stories all the same. The accounts would change. Details would be forgotten.

      Whatever came of it, came. X’odia simply liked the fantasy of it all. She liked dreaming the name would be spoken with respect. Conceivably, it would be spoken with a dash of reverence. It might even be whispered with a note of fear.

      The stories could be what they may. That’s what X’odia had always loved about stories. It’s what made her want to be the person who deserved to be in them.

      Maybe she would be. Maybe she wouldn’t. It was the dreaming that mattered, more than the dream.

      Conqueror of Storms. A title worth having. A dream worth dreaming.

      A piece of a story that belonged to her.
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      Roland

      

      It didn’t take long for Zuri to return.

      “They’re on the top floor, last room on the right. I told them the inn was giving out drinks to patrons for free. They let me in to set the drinks down. Their rooms are identical to yours—the shackles are on the table. They aren’t wearing their uniforms, just their night clothes, so you probably won’t have to worry about elements being absorbed.”

      She went over to the chest she’d pulled her healing tonics from and handed him some rope. Her hands were shaking. From distress or rage, Roland didn’t know.

      “In case you need to tie them up.”

      He left her then. His heart pounded.

      Images flashed through his head. His father, giving orders to an Elite. The woman obeying. Yvaine being struck. Yvaine being cut. Bruises forming on her head, her cheeks, her arms. Her lips swelling. Her eyes swelling. Blood slipping down her skin.

      Pierre had thought it important Roland watched. He’d felt sick, then. Even knowing, impossible as it seemed, that Yvaine had led an attack against Stonewall, that she’d commanded a small army of fiends to attack his family and his city, he’d still not had the stomach to watch her suffer.

      Or, he had. But he’d wished he could be anywhere else.

      Now he understood. Now, with his breaths shallow and his pulse banging against his chest and in his neck, he knew what it was to want to harm a person because they’d harmed someone else.

      It helped that he didn’t know these guards. It helped that he hadn’t dined with them for years, considered them an odd extension of his family, a wicked, twisted part of his country’s rule. These men were simply arbiters of evil. The blood of one of their victims still felt wet on Roland’s hands. The scent of vomit from another still clung to his every pore.

      He climbed the inn’s steps. He walked down the hallway. He knocked loudly on the last door on the right.

      When Dar opened the door, Roland punched him in the face.

      The man fell back, clutching his nose. The other guard bolted up from his bed. Roland stepped inside, shutting the door behind him.

      He went for the shackles on the table. Before the guards could register what was happening, Roland clamped one shackle on Dar’s wrist, then called air, throwing the other guard back as he made to swing at Roland’s head.

      The guard flew across the room. He crashed into the wall. The paintings fell, just like when X’odia had accidentally lashed out.

      Roland kicked Dar between the legs to keep him on the ground, then, dragging him by his shackled wrist, brought him over to the other guard, and clamped the remaining shackle on him.

      Without the ability to call elements, and with one arm useless, the men didn’t stand a chance. Roland grabbed the chair at the table, banged it against the floor until it shattered, then took the leg he’d pried from it and sauntered back over to the men.

      He struck them, first in their faces, then their stomachs, then their knees. He didn’t want them able to walk. He didn’t want them able to shout for help, or feel comfortable sitting up. He wanted them weak, and pained, and limp on the floor, the same way they’d left the girl.

      Make sure they can still talk, he reminded himself. It was a logical thought. The voice seemed calm.

      He hit them again. And again.

      He knocked teeth out. Stepped on their hands. Broke fingers.

      They groaned. Begged. One bled from his ear.

      Roland’s hair slipped into his face, and he slicked it back, aware suddenly of his fatigue. Sweat dripped into his eyes, stinging. When he brushed it aside, he was rather certain he’d left a streak of blood, if the hot, sticky feel was any indication.

      Tossing the chair leg aside, he grabbed the rope Zuri had given him—he’d dropped it, though he didn’t remember when—and tied the men up.

      “Remember me?” he asked, nodding to Dar. He picked the leg back up and pointed it at the guard’s face.

      He flinched. Roland smiled.

      “I’m the one who found the woman you killed, just outside.” His tone was light. Conversational. He pointed the leg at the room’s window. “Remember? Your friend here slit her throat, and then I threw my knife at him.”

      At that, he nudged the other guard’s foot with his own.

      “What’s your name?” he asked.

      The guard took a few heavy breaths before answering, “Callum.”

      “Callum. Born in Mesidia?”

      “R-Riverdee.”

      “Lived here your whole life.”

      “Yes.”

      “Have you always been a killer?”

      At that, the man didn’t say anything. He answered by shaking his head.

      “No?” Roland pressed. “Have you always been violent? Did you hit your mother when she didn’t give you what you wanted? Did your father hit you? Or . . .” He crouched down, until he was level with the guard. “Is it that you saw him beat her, and rather than be better than him, you became a worse version?”

      The man started crying, and mumbling incoherently. Roland didn’t really care what he said. He only wanted to make sure the men were capable of talking before he started asking them the questions he really wanted answers to.

      “You,” he said, rising back up. “Dar Stone. Who are the Prianthian men you were speaking to earlier tonight?”

      Dar looked to have more bite in him. His lips, already swollen, were snarled, his expression ugly, made uglier still by the blood streaking down his face.

      “Redeemers,” he spat.

      “What was the leader’s name?”

      “Navar.”

      Roland tsked and thumped the leg against his open palm. “Not the leader of all of them. The leader of the group you met with.”

      Dar looked up at him. His eyes were nearly sealed shut from the force of the blows he’d taken and the blood dripping into them. He still managed disdain as he answered, “Navar.”

      The door to the room burst open. Roland jumped back. The guards squinted as the light of the hall shone in.

      X’odia stood there, her wild hair wet from the rain, the Elite cloak she usually kept hung by their room’s door draped about her shoulders. Zuri stood behind her, attempting to hold her back. X’odia shrugged her off, then turned back to Roland, eyes taking in the scene.

      She saw the room, the broken paintings, the shattered glass, the knocked-out teeth. She saw the blood splattered on the carpet and down the faces of the guards. She saw them tied up and, standing above them, Roland holding a blunt weapon.

      “X’odia—” he started, rushing toward her, but she lifted her hand, and the air around him rippled. He stumbled back, eyes wide.

      Who was this woman before him? Where was the timid girl, legs held close to her chest, blankets pulled around her shoulders?

      “Explain.”

      It was not a request.

      Zuri shoved her way passed them. She crouched beside the guards and gave them the same tonic she’d given the girl, the one that caused sleep. They were bigger, and thus, it would likely take longer before they drifted off, but Roland recognized the act for what it was.

      A chance.

      He swallowed.

      “Please, X’odia,” he said, voice choked. “I know how this looks. I know how this . . . must look to you.”

      She flinched. “Spare me,” she said, voice cold. She didn’t bother stepping out from the hallway’s light. Either she’d forgotten to cover her swirling eyes or she no longer cared if Zuri saw.

      Given her sodden appearance, Roland gathered she no longer cared if anyone saw. She’d clearly gone outside.

      She’d clearly gone outside alone. Without anyone else.

      Without him.

      Why did that thought strike fear into him? Why did it terrify him, more than anything else had that night?

      When he didn’t say anything, X’odia lowered her hand and adjusted her shoulders. Water pooled at her feet as it slicked off her cloak.

      She lifted her chin, eyes narrowed, lips pinched, and said, “I don’t wish to be coddled. I wish to be informed. Do so, quickly, before I lose my patience.”

      “Let’s go back to your rooms,” Zuri said. The guards had already fallen unconscious. Roland glanced at them, then at Zuri, who gave him an apologetic glance.

      He could guess what’d happened. When they hadn’t returned, X’odia had gone to Zuri’s room, asked where he was. Zuri answered, but she told X’odia not to go.

      Who would’ve thought X’odia wouldn’t have listened? After seeing the recovering girl, why would X’odia have rushed into danger when she seemed so paralyzed by the pain she herself was still recovering from?

      “All right,” he finally answered. He nodded to Zuri, his way of telling her she hadn’t done anything wrong, then turned back to X’odia. Her swirling eyes looked brighter. Harsher.

      Menacing.

      Even after all the accounts he’d heard of her power, he hadn’t really truly believed them. He’d only known X’odia as the woman holding Dravian Valcor as he died, as the woman who couldn’t bare for someone to touch her, as the victim of Rellor Bordinsua’s viciousness.

      He believed the accounts now.

      “Fine,” she conceded, breaking her stare. She turned to Zuri. “I need dry clothes.”

      “You don’t have your own?”

      Roland and X’odia frowned at her.

      “Never mind,” Zuri said, scurrying out of the room. “I’ll see what I can find.”

      When she left, Roland closed the door behind him and followed X’odia down the hall. Even the tapping of her boots sounded authoritative. As she descended the stairwell, she seemed to glide, where his steps were heavy, and dreadfully tired.

      “Do you know for certain those were the men who did that to the girl?” she asked, once they’d reached their rooms.

      That confirmed Roland’s theory that she’d been to Zuri’s rooms first.

      “Yes,” he said. He leaned against the door. X’odia pulled off her cloak and tossed it to him. He caught it, hanging it on the hook next to his own, which was still dry, given he’d forgotten it earlier.

      “What else?” she said.

      He scratched at his beard. “What do you mean?”

      Her arms opened at her sides, then fell back, her eyes wide and expectant.

      “What do you mean what do I mean? You told me you were working late. Instead of working, I find you beating a pair of city guards.”

      “I don’t know,” he said helplessly, straightening. “I don’t know, X’odia. There’ve been murders throughout the city. I found out those guards might be a part of them, somehow. Zuri and I followed them, and we saw them meeting with some people, and then they left that girl out in a ditch.”

      X’odia’s chest heaved, as though she’d been the one confessing.

      “Why did you lie to me?”

      He held his hands up and shook his head, looking for an answer.

      “I didn’t think you should know.”

      “Why?”

      “Why?”

      “Yes, why?”

      He scoffed. “Because, X’odia. Because you can’t step outside this room. Because you can’t handle a person barely even touching you, or bumping into you.”

      He was raising his voice.

      The look on her face seemed pained.

      “Which is fine,” he added hastily. “It’s fine. I just didn’t want to tell you about the murders because I didn’t want you to know. I wanted you to be happy for a bit.”

      “Do you think I don’t know the pain your people cause?” she asked. “Do you think I’m not aware?”

      When he didn’t answer, she pointed a finger at him, tapping it in the air. “Trust me, Roland, your family and your soldiers made sure I knew.”

      A knock sounded at the door. Roland put his hands on his hips, and X’odia slowly lowered her finger before crossing her arms, her now-shaking hands slipping out of sight.

      Roland sighed. “Who is it?”

      When Zuri replied, he looked to X’odia. She nodded, and he opened the door.

      Zuri didn’t come in. She stood, holding the clothes, mouth open.

      “Roland?” she asked incredulously, clearly having overheard them. She looked to him, then to X’odia, then to him again.

      Understanding flashed across her eyes.

      “Prince Roland?”

      “Because this night can’t get any worse,” Roland said, then made his way to his bed, not bothering to deny it.

      “Is that a problem?” X’odia asked, stepping forward. She seemed protective of him now, her body a shield as she stood between him and Zuri. She still wasn’t bothering to hide her eyes. Her stance, the way she carried herself, the tilt of her head, seemed almost . . . threatening.

      “N-no,” Zuri said, still holding the clothes. She opened her mouth to speak again, but X’odia cut her off.

      “Good,” she said. “Keep the revelation quiet, will you?”

      She took the clothes from Zuri’s outstretched hands and headed into the bathing room to put them on. Unlike Zuri and Roland, she seemed keen to preserve her modesty, even if everything else about her seemed to have changed.

      “I-I brought you a new pair of clothes too,” Zuri said, handing another bundle to Roland. “On account of . . .”

      She gestured up and down in his general direction. He looked at his clothes, realizing then how much blood and sweat had stained them. He stood and slipped his shirt off, taking the new one Zuri offered, noting the way she seemed both eager to look away and completely unable to.

      “The rest of my family is indeed dead, if that’s what you’re wondering,” he said. “The king and queen of Mesidia aren’t going to reveal themselves. I’m the only one left.”

      “I wasn’t wondering that,” she said. Then, holding her arms to her chest, she added, “But I’m sorry, all the same. I didn’t know.”

      He found he smiled at that, and she did too, realizing how obvious the statement was.

      Truthfully, at least in that moment, he was relieved. He was glad someone else knew who he was. Loath as he was to admit it, it was nice to have someone aware of his family name, without the truth of it hanging over them.

      Given X’odia’s statement, he was rather certain it hung over them more than they cared to confess.

      “Roland,” X’odia said, returning. “I understand why you chose not to tell me of what’s been going on. I don’t need you to do that anymore, though, so kindly, don’t. Zuri, I imagine you and Roland are quite exhausted. I will watch over the girl tonight. Will the guards be asleep all night, or should I check on them as well?”

      Roland and Zuri both looked to each other, each unsure who should answer, or what the answer should be.

      Had it only been earlier that night that Roland had watched X’odia recoil when he’d crouched down in front of her?

      “They’ll be asleep for at least six hours,” Zuri answered. Her eyes still looked bewildered. “Perhaps you and Rory—Roland—Rory? Can question them more in the morning?”

      She laced her hands in front of her, a child giving an answer they hoped their tutor would deem acceptable.

      X’odia nodded. “Come back to your room if there’s anything you wish to give to the girl,” she said. “You can tell me what to give her, and how much, if you’d like, but I’m going up. I’d rather not leave her alone any longer.”

      X’odia left then. Roland watched her go. That same terror he felt before, when he realized she’d left on her own, jolted through him again, now that he actually watched her do it. When she shut the door behind her, the fear deepened, clinging to his ribs, clawing at his stomach.

      He was the one who was supposed to protect her. She was the one who watched him go and waited for him to come back.

      Why did the reversal of those roles feel so wrong?

      Zuri cleared her throat.

      “I think she’s all but kicked me out of my rooms,” she said with a chuckle. She swiped a stray curl behind her ear, not seeming sure where she should look, or what she should do.

      “It would seem so,” he agreed.

      An odd silence descended on them. Roland’s old shoulder injury began to flare up, the pain of it coming through, now that the anger and fright of everything had passed. He still wanted answers from the guards, still needed answers, but he needed rest too. Besides the pain in his shoulder, he also felt the weight of his eyelids, and the soreness of his muscles. He gave Zuri’s own shoulder a squeeze, then made for his bed.

      “Um,” she started, looking around. “Can I sleep in your bed with you?”

      When he raised a brow, she laughed nervously.

      “Trust me, not for anything like that. Not that I typically would object, I’m just not really feeling like that, after everything.”

      He continued to stare.

      “I don’t want to sleep alone,” she said. “Some of what we saw tonight reminded me of some things. I wouldn’t mind—I don’t know—the comfort of a friend. If that friend is willing.”

      Roland still didn’t say anything. He lay down in his bed, pulled his sheets over his shoulders, then held them up.

      She smiled. It looked less nervous now, and more like armor, a device to hold back that which she suppressed. Roland didn’t know much of Zuri’s past, but if his own life was any indication, and X’odia’s, he imagined that smile wasn’t easy, and her strength likely went unnoticed.

      “Thank you,” she said. He saw her throat bob as she made her way over and tucked herself beneath the blanket. He wrapped his arm around her. Her curls smelled like rain. Her body shook, despite the sheets and the warmth of him beside her.

      He kissed the back of her neck. “Of course. Goodnight Zuri.”

      “Goodnight . . . Roland.”
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      Voradeen, Xenith was alive.

      Despite the devastation it had faced over the last year, the city continued to press on. In some ways, it seemed to Natalia that Xenith’s capital persevered in defiance of its trials, as if to prove to the world it wasn’t as fragile or delicate as it might have first appeared.

      Rooted within the mountains, the city’s elevation and surrounding terrain made it near impossible to conquer. Where towns and villages in Mesidia erected stone walls to keep invaders out, Voradeen proudly encased its perimeter with natural rivers, forests, and the occasional gate or fence. It made the city feel endless, as though it simply cascaded forever out into the rolling hills to the south and east.

      The mountains and valleys outside its northern and western borders created a natural incline to the city, and with such incline came opportunity. It was as if the land presented a personal challenge to architects and builders, many of whom were eager to cement their legacy competing against nature itself.

      Though Natalia’s Mesidian pride made her reluctant to admit it, they had succeeded in such a task. The results of Voradeen’s Sculpted Age, as historians called it, were towering university halls, theaters, ballrooms, parlors, and high above them all, the Voradeen Palace.

      Not to be outdone by the views of the valleys beyond, the Sculpted Age architects made sure the buildings themselves caught the eye. Ornamental beams and planks decorated the sides and fronts of shops. Flowers bloomed most times of the year, given the more moderate climate, allowing for the inclusion of rooftop gardens and petal-adorned balconies. Occasionally, in the wealthiest areas, bridges crossed over not only waterways but higher levels of buildings. Students in the university district often crossed them, desperate to find the fastest routes to and from their classrooms. Many a lovesick youth would leave notes and poems between the bridges’ cobbles, more so out of serendipitous sentimentality than logic, though such sweetness had been the subject of many romantic plays.

      Cleverly, most of the music halls were accessible beneath such bridges, ensuring musicians—and, more importantly to them, their instruments—safe passage during rainy days.

      Natalia remembered reading the history of Voradeen’s construction the first time she’d come to the city. In her hand, treasured from years ago, was a small booklet Gerard had given her, detailing all the different eras of the city. The book had small paintings depicting what the upper districts would have looked like as they were being built.

      As Natalia flipped through the pages, she could flip through time.

      During Gerard’s reign, the art districts in particular had thrived. Queen Rose’s patronage, along with three decades of peace, allowed for more would-be soldiers to paint, to practice their violins, to shape clay and stone and marble. Flower and food stands encircled plazas. Fountains and benches lay cozily in district squares.

      Natalia recalled how much Gwenivere, Roland, and the al’Murtagh siblings had preferred visiting the work districts. They spoke endlessly about what it was like to hear the clanging of touched weapons being forged, to visit small shops, to gather a taste of what being a commoner was like.

      They were dipping their toes into a sea they would never have to navigate. Natalia, who had grown up outside palaces, could see in them what they could not: a desire to experience normalcy.

      She had no interest in such a life, even for a fleeting moment. Normalcy might come with less pressure, but it also came with basic needs unmet.

      When you lived in a palace, you didn’t think about from where your next meal came, how much the cooks labored to make it, or how expensive the ingredients were. If it was in season, and you craved it, you requested it. Your clothing was made from the finest of materials, and you were always granted heightened and hired protection.

      Natalia had often noticed that Gwenivere herself, when she’d gone on hunting quests, had worn the best garb, surrounded by knights, the best training at her disposal and the finest touched weapons at her sides. To her, such ventures outside her palace convinced her she could withstand the roughness of the wilds. She had no way of knowing she was merely glimpsing their surface.

      Nobles like her couldn’t comprehend what it was to go out into the forest because your family needed food. They couldn’t comprehend what it was like to be too poor to afford element-resistant garb, or better tools to hunt, or hired protection, because if you could afford all of that, you wouldn’t need to go out into the forest in the first place.

      No, Natalia didn’t need a taste of a commoner’s life. What she wanted, what she’d always wanted, was the security of wealth.

      For some reason, people who possessed such desires were always seen as villainous. Never was such a label applied to those who had wealth and only remembered, on occasion, that others didn’t have it. On the off chance they did remember those without, they might decide to help, to build a home or two, or, more likely, toss money at someone else to do such a deed. Those wealthy people could pat themselves on the back for being a good person, then continue living in the luxury their parents and their bloodlines had bought for them. All the while, the person whose home was built would be living within their means, making every coin count. They’d work more than they saw their families. They’d work so that hopefully their children could have something better than them. They’d be praised for being so hardworking, until they crossed a certain line, at which point they’d be told they were prioritizing work over their families.

      If that person whose home was built got sick, or if they needed to repair a leaky roof, they might not have any coin left for food. They might once, just once, steal a loaf of bread. They might buy an illegal herb that helped take away the pains of days and days of hard labor. They might show up a little late to work because the baby in the home next door was crying all night, and the rich do-gooder hadn’t built the house with walls thick enough to guarantee a restful night’s sleep.

      That oh-so-fortunate recipient of the wealthy do-gooder’s generosity might do any one of those things. If they did, or more likely, when they did, people would say, “Well they had an entire house built for them. How could they not do more with that?” The wealthy do-gooder would think, “I try and I try and I try, but still, some people just can’t seem to pull themselves up no matter how much you help them. Best if they learn hard work for themselves, rather than relying on the generosity of people like me.”

      Stories were never told in such a way, yet that was how Natalia saw them. She’d never understood why the person in the story who wanted a little corner of contentedness, rather than a life of work work work, was always seen as ungrateful.

      They weren’t ungrateful. They were tired. Some people would never understand until they experienced true fatigue, true fear of losing shelter, true fear of being hungry.

      Natalia wasn’t any of those things. Not anymore. She had her blanket of security.

      She’d done it.

      People can think of me as they will, she thought, closing her booklet. At least I won’t only remember those left in the trenches when it suits me.

      In front of her, where the art districts of Voradeen had proudly stood, was now rubble. The Behemoth that had breathed fire down on Voradeen had cared naught for the city’s splendor and its legacy. Anything caught in the flames had burned.

      Natalia had been there during the Attack of Fiends. She’d tried to do her part. She’d fought, not just for the city itself, but for her memories, for the flower Dorian had placed in her hair, for the cinnamon sticks and sugared candies her father had bought her, for the elaborate braids her mother had allowed her to have done. They’d been in the style of the women warriors in Mesidia’s legends, but still, they’d meant something.

      More than that, she’d fought for the memory of herself. A girl, from a foreign town in a foreign kingdom, who’d dared to dream of something more.

      Such a place couldn’t be destroyed. During the Attack of Fiends, despite having little combat training, it was her efforts that had kept parts of the city from being turned to ash. She remembered little, save that she’d felt something from the fiends, an awareness, of sorts, and that when she’d pressed on that awareness, something within the fiends . . . listened.

      It had likely been her own projected shock. She’d wanted them to stop, so her mind had conjured up some abstract feeling to cope with what she hadn’t been ready to accept.

      It hadn’t mattered in the end. When the Behemoth had come, she’d pressed out with air, water, ice—anything to combat the flames—but she’d been only one person, one untrained person, among poets and painters and students. She hadn’t been able to save them.

      She’d saved some, of course.

      Maybe.

      She’d never really wanted to know.

      Most of Voradeen’s knights had been concentrated in other areas of the city. It was someone else, then, who had witnessed her efforts, and it was their witness account that had earned her the city’s gratitude.

      She’d not repaired any of Xenith’s problems since then, however, which meant any respect she’d once had was all but gone. She was confident that, with time, she’d come to earn that respect again.

      Before she could repair that relationship, though, she had to first repair her relationship with someone else.

      Peter al’Murtagh.

      “Is this some sort of cautionary tale you’re trying to teach me?” he asked, looking at the rubble surrounding them. “If so, lesson learned. Can I go back to the palace now?”

      Natalia ignored him. She walked over to one of the few existing buildings nearby. From the sign outside its door, she gathered it’d once been a sheet music store. Most of the inside was soot and ash.

      She sighed, readjusting the scarf she’d tucked her hair into. Not wanting to be recognized, she’d decided to don the uncomfortable accessory, both to hide her white-gold hair and to keep in style with Xenith’s wealthier citizens. If she’d dressed in noble attire, people would’ve taken notice. If she’d dressed too plainly, people would’ve wondered why a poor woman had walked all the way to the destroyed parts of the art districts. They’d likely assume she was there to steal or loot from one of the closed shops.

      Best to be seen as a wealthy woman mourning the state of her city. The occasional passerby might say, “Shame, isn’t it?” But otherwise, she’d be left alone.

      Peter, at a distance, followed behind her. Despite his average and plain appearance, Natalia found it surprisingly difficult to make him fit in. It was almost odd, given how unnoteworthy he was. Like most everyone else currently in the city, Peter had a pale complexion, dull colored hair, and a propensity to burn if left out in sun too long. If he were in a painting, he’d be in a war scene, where every soldier was indistinguishable from the other.

      The problem, she gathered, was how he spoke, walked, and smelled. Without his sister around to clean him up, his hair stuck up at odd angles, and his chin always had a layer of boyish stubble. Natalia had ordered a fine cap and scarf for him before they’d gone out, partly to hide his messiness and partly to hide his face. He refused to wear a cloak or high-collared coat, insisting it was “too hot” for such attire, so the scarf and cap had to suffice. It was a fine enough ensemble, though when she walked a bit too close to him, she wished she’d requested him a bath. He smelled like cheap taverns and unwashed sheets.

      With hands in pockets, and a heavier swagger than a boy his age should have, Peter looked like he was cold, ready to brawl, or irritated by his clothes. Or maybe a combination of all three.

      “If this was a cautionary tale,” Natalia finally said, “what exactly have you learned from it?”

      Peter shrugged. “Violence is never the answer?”

      She turned from the shop and gave him a once over. “Trust me, that’s not a lesson anyone has to teach you.”

      “Maybe it’s some kind of threat,” he said, following behind her as she resumed her walk through the rubble. “Cross me and this’ll be you—is that it?”

      “No.”

      “No?” He sniffed and rolled his shoulders. “Yeah, I suppose not. I mean, there’s not much you could threaten to take anyway. My parents are dead. My auntie and uncle are dead. Elizabeth isn’t here. You could go after Will, but he spends his days sleeping or drinking, so he’s practically dead anyway.”

      “How is that different from how he spent his time before?”

      Peter, for all his bottled-up emotions, let his anger show at that. It was subtle, but she could see it in the little tick in his jaw, the pinching of his lips.

      He hated her.

      “I apologize,” she said. “For what it’s worth, I didn’t know what would happen to your family when you told me where my mother was. I know that isn’t enough, but it’s the truth.”

      Peter looked away but otherwise didn’t react.

      Natalia had never particularly enjoyed the boy’s company, but she had no desire to see him in pain. She didn’t derive joy from other people’s suffering.

      She wasn’t her mother.

      “You blamed Gwen.” He cleared his throat. “You said she ordered you to tell her where my family was, and then when you did, she sent the Sadiyan prince after them. Is that the truth?”

      “No.”

      “What?”

      “No,” she repeated. She stopped walking, less because of what she was saying, and more because there was no one currently within earshot. It was risky enough to have this conversation. She certainly couldn’t have a random stranger overhearing it.

      “I lied,” she admitted. “The Treaty of Five had agreed to recognize my family as Mesidia’s rightful heirs, and Gwenivere almost ruined that by keeping contact with Roland and convincing him to give up the Dagger.

      “As for what actually happened to your family? The truth is I don’t know. I have some leads, and I am looking into it, but I swear, Peter, on my family, on Xenith, and on Mesidia, I never intended harm on them.”

      It was mostly true. It was true enough. Anastasia Verkev was responsible for the al’Murtagh and Laighless murders, but while Natalia might be willing to give up some information to Peter, she certainly couldn’t tell him everything.

      “Did she kill Gerard?”

      “It appeared so.”

      Peter laughed, a hopeless sound, and repeated, “It appeared so,” in a quiet, disbelieving voice.

      “I brought you out here,” she continued, “because despite what happened to your family, and my father, other people need help.” She didn’t need to gesture to anything around them, because where they currently stood, everything was broken and destroyed. “You and I fought to protect this city. You could’ve stayed in the palace. You could’ve done nothing. But you came out here, because you’re not a bad person. You wanted to help.”

      Tall as she was, she realized in that moment she had to look up to meet Peter’s eyes. It seemed fitting, somehow.

      “Most people would say it’s because I’m a good person, you know that?” He squinted, finally pulling one of his hands out of its pockets to shield his eyes. He looked around the remnants of the district. “You said, ‘Because you’re not a bad person.’ Even if you’re being honest with me, you’re also manipulating me. You know I blame myself for telling you where your mother was. You know I blame myself for believing you really did just want to write her one last time.”

      “Actually, I said it because that’s what I tell myself. Or, what I used to tell myself.”

      Peter raised a brow. “Used to?”

      “I guess at some point I stopped caring. Whether people think I’m good or bad, it doesn’t really matter. People can think someone is good, but that doesn’t mean they are. My mother always told me I was useless. Dorian didn’t have kind things to say to me after I ended our betrothal. And your family.” She glanced up at him, noting the way he was studying her. “I know how your family spoke about me. How all of the Laighless followers spoke of me. I’d heard it since I was a girl.

      “I used to tell myself I wasn’t bad because I honestly don’t believe a child can be. I was pure, and I saw the world from pure eyes, so I needed a pure mantra to build myself up. I’m certainly not pure anymore, but whether I’m good or bad, I don’t really know, and I don’t really care. I have responsibilities beyond me now. I’ll handle them as best as I can.”

      They both fell silent. Peter eventually started walking, and Natalia, comfortably more than curiously, followed.

      It was the same path she’d been on during the attack. Sometimes, when she looked to a certain building, she saw a fiend atop it, or crashing into it. Other times, when she looked to the cobbled streets, she saw bodies. She wondered if Peter saw the same.

      “I think you’re a bad person,” he finally said. “I think some people come out of bad circumstances, and they’re bad, because they don’t know anything different. With you, though, I don’t think you know how to be good.”

      He turned around, evidently done with their conversation. Natalia wasn’t done, but as long as he was in this mood, she knew she couldn’t reason with him.

      She followed after him, giving him what she thought was an appropriate amount of distance. Tired of the rubble, or so she guessed, Peter turned down different streets.

      Parts of the upper districts had remained intact. Though they were more crowded than they’d once been and had more beggars on the corners, they were still mostly untouched. Peter’s way of walking quickly became the norm, while Natalia’s more straight-backed posture and quiet steps made her stand out. She quickly adopted her mother’s more forceful gait, having watched it for enough years to know how to easily emulate it.

      If Peter noticed, he didn’t comment. He took off his scarf and held it out for Natalia to carry, then he approached a vendor and ordered a turkey leg and a tankard of miner’s mead.

      “You’re paying,” he said. He thanked the vendor for the food, waited for Natalia to comply, then made his way over to a bench.

      Natalia looked around, trying to ascertain from their current whereabouts the quickest route back to the palace. The people here weren’t poor, but neither were they posh, and any with a keen enough eye would see that her attire was nicer than most.

      “The people here are young,” she said, joining Peter on the bench. From where it sat, nestled up against a metal railing, they had a good view of the goings on in a square below. The music there was loud and rhythmic, carried up to them with astounding clarity, and the dancing was a bit freer and more suggestive than what usually took place in the palace.

      “I’m guessing this is where the students from the universities like to come,” she continued. “They can’t afford much in the highest districts, but the working districts are probably too close to where their parents live, so they come here.”

      She held out her hand. “May I have a bite?”

      Peter gave the food over. It looked far too big to come from any turkey she’d ever seen, and the meat was a touch too salty for her taste, but it was serviceable. It reminded her of her childhood, of the kind of food she’d eaten when she’d accompanied her mother to Victorian camps, or when her father had felt like making dinner himself.

      “This would taste good in a stew,” she said, handing it back. She made it a point to rub her fingers on his scarf, pleased he returned the act with a chuckle.

      “You want a drink to wash it down?”

      “Please.”

      The miner’s mead was awful, but the meat had left her thirsty. She only took a sip before handing it back.

      “Terrible, isn’t it?”

      “Truly. Why do you drink that?”

      “It’s cheap. Seems to be a favorite for the men who come to places like these. As you not-so-subtly implied earlier, I don’t exactly look like much in the masculine department, so if I want to be accepted, I have to eat and drink like them.”

      “You’re usually drawing attention to yourself,” she said. “You’ve never really seemed like someone concerned with being accepted.”

      He took an unusually large bite, juices dripping down his chin. He took the scarf from her and wiped his face and neck with it, then handed it back.

      “Who do you think is smarter, me or Will?”

      “I don’t know. I guess I’ve never really thought of you two separately.”

      He opened up his free hand and poked the air. “Exactly.”

      “Exactly what?”

      “Everyone thinks of us together. Strange, right? Since you just said you always think I stand out?”

      Natalia blinked, already tired of this conversation. “Speak plainly, please.”

      “My brother . . .” He took another bite, this one normal sized, then washed it down, holding out the suspense. “Is an ass. He doesn’t seem to get when his jokes go too far. He’s like a kid trying to act like a man, except the man he’s trying to act like isn’t a good one. I don’t really know where he got it from. My father was never like that; neither was my mother. I think it came from always being second best to Roland. Not as good looking, not as smart. Not . . .” He cocked his head toward the square and buzzed his lips, suddenly seeming embarrassed. “Not as appealing to the girl he liked.”

      Natalia looked to where he motioned. It was nothing out of the ordinary for this part of the city: there was the slightly lewd dancing and adequate musicians, people laughing and drinking, the occasional couple fighting in a corner that wasn’t secluded at all.

      She glanced back at Peter. “What am I missing?”

      He folded his lips in, slouched into the bench, and said, “In that back area, where the tables are set up. People are gambling. See them? Now look at the man in the middle.”

      Natalia followed his instructions. There, seated with a red-headed woman she could only guess was a server trying to make some extra coin, was William.

      “Ah, I see,” was all she could think to say.

      It seemed wrong to point out the obvious, even if Peter had been hinting at it. She watched uncomfortably as William tickled the woman and pulled her onto his lap. While her hair wasn’t the exact red as Gwenivere’s—no one but those in the royal line possessed that color—William kept brushing it from the woman’s shoulder, smelling it, and wrapping it around his finger. The woman giggled, her manner playful, but even from such a distance, it was apparent to Natalia she was only trying to please her customer.

      “I’ll admit,” she said, turning away from the scene, “I’m a little disappointed I never noticed.”

      “Yeah, well.” Peter thumped his foot rapidly. “It’s hard to notice him being a dumb bastard when his little brother is making a fool of himself all the time.”

      “Do you get tired of it? Always pretending for his sake?”

      “Not really.” He held up his food and drink. “Want any more? I can’t finish it.”

      “No, I’m fine. Thank you.”

      “All right, hold on.”

      Peter took his scarf and walked over to a beggar sitting at the corner of an apothecary shop. The man looked like he hadn’t bathed or shaved in at least a month, maybe more, and his skin had clearly been marked by the sun. His clothes were threadbare and a few sizes too big, and when he sat up at Peter’s approach, Natalia noted a small, scrappy dog sleeping at his side.

      Peter handed the man what was left of his food and drink, wrapped the scarf around his neck, then took off his cap and plopped it on the man’s head.

      He gave the dog a pet before returning to the bench.

      “I think you’re supposed to return the tankard to the vendor,” Natalia said.

      “Ah well. He can get it back himself.”

      “If I’d known you were going to give that scarf away, I wouldn’t have dirtied it.”

      “I don’t think he cares much.”

      “No. I don’t suppose he doesn’t.”

      The silence that came after was strange, but not wholly unpleasant. Natalia watched the people around them, remembering when she and Dorian used to walk different cities together, poking fun at the couples around them, knowing full well people were doing the same to them.

      “Why did you bring me out here?” Peter asked. “I don’t think you care to talk to me much unless you want something. ‘Speak plainly,’ right? So go ahead, speak plainly.”

      Natalia looked around, making sure no one was in earshot.

      “After discussing it with King Aden, we’ve decided it would be wise to have a designated person or team speak on behalf of the palace. Sir Maximus has agreed to it, but it would go a long way if you would accept the role as well.”

      “You want me to lie to make you look good?”

      “No. You will be in attendance for any discussions or events you’re speaking on. If there are some you can’t be in attendance for, you are welcome to decline speaking on whatever topics are addressed during those times, but hopefully you will come to trust that we’re only asking you to convey information in the name of transparency. No one is asking you to be deceitful.”

      Peter bit at his lip, eyes narrowed. “And you want me because of the optics? I was related to Pierre, you hated Pierre, but now we’re working together?”

      “That’s part of it,” she admitted. “It also speaks volumes in relation to international politics. Xenith and Mesidia have always stood together. You haven’t gone through a formal baptism, and no one is asking you to, but that also means you’re working for the king of Xenith as a Mesidian. You’d be a bit like . . . a bit like an ambassador.”

      Laughing, Peter pointed at her, nudging her with his elbow. “Oh, that hesitation was priceless. Do I get the benefits a certain other ambassador got when you wanted something from him?”

      “Don’t you hate me?”

      “I don’t see how that matters.”

      Natalia shook her head and, much to her astonishment, laughed. “No, Peter, I’m afraid that’s not on the table.”

      “It doesn’t have to be a table. A bed works just fine.”

      “I thought you said your brother is the ass?”

      “I said he is an ass. I never said I wasn’t one too.”

      He nudged her again, as though to indicate the jest was through, then sat up and leaned forward, wringing his hands.

      “I am worried about him though. I think I can do that job, but I need William to get some help. I want to help him, but . . .”

      “But you know he blames you for what happened to your family?”

      “Well, he blames you more,” he said quickly. “But yeah, I know he blames me too. He hasn’t said as much, but I know he does. He doesn’t want to make me feel bad about it. I don’t know if that makes sense.”

      “I understand. William loves you, more than anything. He’s your brother. He wants to blame you, but he also doesn’t want to push you away, because you’re all he has left. And, on some level, as your older brother, he feels like what you did falls on him.

      “You forget, I’ve known your family for years. I know you all hate getting things out in the open. At this point, William would rather just drink and gamble and distract himself with women than confront the issue.”

      “Yeah. I know.”

      “And you feel like you can’t bring it up, because deep down, you’re hoping you’re wrong, and he doesn’t blame you at all. You’d rather continue not knowing then risk finding out the truth, because as long as you keep yourself ignorant, there’s still that possibility you’re wrong.”

      Peter scratched at his ear. “Something like that.”

      Natalia studied him. He looked around, eyes darting back and forth, foot still thumping. He took deep breaths sporadically, as though he forgot to breathe in an effort to hold in his emotions.

      Unsure what to do with herself, Natalia stood. She noted how much darker it was. She patted her head scarf, making sure her hair was still snugly hidden away, then nodded conclusively.

      “We should be getting back. If I give you my word that we’ll work something out for William, will you agree to be the palace’s representative?”

      “No.” He stood. He stretched his arms above his head a tad dramatically, yawned, then put his hands in his pockets. “Your word means nothing to me. I want Aden’s word, in writing, and I want to talk to Maximus about this. I want to make sure you didn’t influence Aden in any way.”

      “Thank you, Peter,” Natalia said. She didn’t really think she’d won him over—if anything, today’s conversation had revealed him to be a bit more calculating than she’d previously thought—but she’d take the victory. She gave him the tiniest of bows, the most she could do without drawing attention to them, and glanced one last time at William.

      “I’ll see your brother looked after. I promise.”
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      The walk back to the palace was uneventful. Peter seemed lost in thought, and Natalia kept replaying their exchanges, reanalyzing everything he’d said, picking apart the exact words he’d used, how he’d said them, how his body had responded.

      Had he agreed too readily?

      Why had he told her about William?

      Did he really want to help his brother, or did he have ulterior motives?

      Why had he opened up to her at all?

      Aside from her mother, Natalia knew she couldn’t trust anyone in the palace, especially the nephew of her former enemy. In truth, she didn’t even trust her mother fully. Everyone was looking out for themselves, and just because mothers were supposed to be sacrificing for their children, Natalia knew Yvaine Barie was anything but. She didn’t want Natalia dead, but that didn’t mean their goals always aligned. Truthfully, Natalia was grateful her mother hadn’t loved her unconditionally. If she had, she would’ve been unprepared for how the rest of the world would treat her.

      No! she thought defiantly. Those are her thoughts, her justifications, not mine.

      Natalia wrapped her arms around herself. Yvaine hadn’t been with her, or been a part of her conversations with Peter, yet Natalia had still found a way to let her in.

      When would she be free of that woman’s influence?

      As they approached the palace, she walked over to one of the knights manning the gates. She gave them the word only she and the head of the gate guard knew, one that changed daily, then removed her head scarf and showed him her hair.

      “Queen Regent,” the knight said, bowing his head. “I’ve been ordered by the king to inform you of the following: you have a newly scheduled meeting occurring at your earliest convenience. Shall I inform a runner that you’re ready now?”

      Natalia felt a shock of panic. Aden never ordered meetings. Given his age, he wasn’t expected to actually utilize his authority. Natalia and Vel ran most things for him, and when they were ready to follow through on an idea, to set in place a new law, a new tax code, a new trade plan, then they would confer with him. He always listened quietly to what they told him, and though it was impressive how much he was able to retain, he never really countered any of their plans. He’d ask for further explanation sometimes, or postpone certain campaigns, but he was, for now, only a figurehead. Getting his permission for things was a formality.

      He certainly never ordered meetings.

      Maybe Vel’s ordered the meeting but wants him present, Natalia thought.

      Or, maybe, they’ve figured out the deal I made with the Prianthians.

      Maybe the spy has been found out, and they’ve revealed everything.

      Natalia thanked the knight, reining in her paranoia. Logically, if she were to be arrested, they wouldn’t give her the option of collecting herself first. They’d have placed her in chains the moment she returned.

      “Tell the runner that Peter al’Murtagh will be joining,” she said. “Unless there are orders that I come alone?”

      “I was not told if he was granted permission, Queen Regent.”

      “Wait, wait, wait, wait, wait,” Peter said, holding his hands up. He gave the knight a head tilt of acknowledgment, then squeezed between him and Natalia, pointing a finger accusingly at her.

      “I wanted to speak with Aden first,” he whispered. “And without you there. I’m not going to whatever this is.”

      “I’ll stand outside the room if that’s what you need,” she said, losing patience. “But important things don’t happen when they’re convenient for you. If you don’t want to be handed a script when you speak on our behalf, then I suggest you go make yourself presentable for the king.”

      She was about to walk past him, but he shimmied in front of her, blocking her path. When he noticed her glare, he had the good sense to lower his hands.

      “Fine,” he said. “But I’m going to report exactly what I hear. I’m not going to twist anything around.”

      She shoved through him, knocking into his shoulder, then relayed to the knight that they’d be ready within the hour.
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      “Our northwestern border has collapsed,” Aden proclaimed. “It happened two nights ago. One of the soldiers on tower patrol sent word via hawk. At this time, it’s unclear whether the collapse occurred due to a natural disaster, or an enemy attack. Sir Charles is currently stationed there. We’re waiting for his full report. In the meantime, I thought it best to inform you all.”

      Everyone in the room sat frozen. Aden himself looked the least troubled, though Natalia supposed with how little ruling the boy did, he’d likely practiced over and over again how he’d deliver this news.

      She had to admire his regal presentation.

      It was clear he’d not just practiced his delivery. His ensemble, which was made up of a dark velvet jacket with ornamented shoulders, a red sash, and a simple gold crown, was very much in the style of a military commander. The crown might have slightly accentuated the fullness of his cheeks, but he kept his chin up and his hands relaxed, looking as mature and serious as a boy his age could.

      The room he’d picked for the meeting was small and narrow, the only windows located just behind his throne. The day’s remaining light silhouetted the extravagant seat, shrouding Aden in shadow. It should have made him appear small, but instead, with Sir Maximus standing at his side, and with the confident way Aden carried himself, Natalia found the sight a glimpse of the king he could be.

      Maximus could be the shape-shifter, she reminded herself, looking up at the knight. For a brief moment, she imagined the bear of a man pulling out a knife. She imagined him stabbing it into Aden’s throat.

      She imagined having—yet again—a dead king at her feet.

      She blinked, looking away. Hopefully, if Vel or her mother or Peter glanced at her then, they’d think she was simply disturbed by the news they’d just received.

      “Don’t be fooled,” Yvaine said, somewhat condescendingly. “Concord or Tiador did this. They’ve hated you lot ever since the War of Fire.”

      “I think we need more details before we can definitively say that,” Vel replied. She wrote something down, fulfilling her makeshift role as a counselor and scribe. It was the agreed upon position she’d take anytime she needed to be present for a meeting where some attendees weren’t aware of her real title.

      “My king,” Natalia started, turning back to Aden. “What exactly do you mean when you say it collapsed? Did the report give specifics?”

      “Some. The border is—used to be—an open valley.”

      He paused for a moment as Vel fetched a map from a satchel at her feet. She uncurled it and, taking a cue from her previous meeting with Natalia, placed books on each corner to keep it flat. Aden thanked her.

      “Here,” he said, tapping the map. “See where the valley is most narrow? That’s the official border between Xenith, Concord, and Tiador. The land there has geysers and steam coming up from the ground. Something caused an explosion, either an attack, or something natural, but it caused avalanches and rock slides. The border was completely cut off.”

      “I don’t believe there’s been a volcanic eruption in that region in the last few centuries, if ever,” Vel offered. “Not in all the time we’ve been keeping record of such things, anyway. But that region has always been strange, and the activity of the geysers makes me believe an eruption is very possible.”

      “It was an attack,” Yvaine repeated. “Trust me, Mesidians know how those rats fight. They make the land a weapon. Natalia knows; I’ve told her all about it. They place elemental metal that’s been filled near bursting into the ground. When they want to set it off, they launch a few flame-tipped arrows into the region, and then boom—explosion. I guarantee you that’s what they did. They just know you all can’t prove it, which means you can’t claim they’ve committed an act of war.”

      She tapped her forehead with a grin. Natalia wished she could apologize on behalf of her, but irritated as she was to admit it, the theory wasn’t completely outside the realm of possibility.

      “What would be the point of blocking off their access?” she asked. “And if they did plant metal into the ground, I’d think the arrows they’d used to set it off would’ve been seen.”

      “A distraction,” Yvaine answered. “They wanted to wipe out some of your forces, pretend it was an accident, and when you’re all looking over there, they come in through somewhere else.”

      “Where would they come in from?” Aden asked. His tone was respectful, and Natalia noted how he likely saw her mother: a rough, tough, battle-hardened general. Not that her mother had ever fought in a real war, or even a real battle, but she supposed it was more than any of the rest of them had done.

      Yvaine leaned over and studied the map, but it was Natalia who answered.

      “Mesidia,” she said. “You said that border is between us, them, and the Concordians, yes? Mesidia and Concord have remained allies since the War of Fire, correct? What if they’ve closed off the border to keep us from seeing them slip through into the north?”

      “What would be the point?” Vel asked skeptically. “Either we see them coming in from Mesidia, or we see them coming in from our border.”

      “Not really,” Yvaine countered. “I think Natalia might be on to something. Think about it: Elizabeth is missing, Dorian is gone, and I’m here. The Arctic and Theatia sent troops in to help the nobles I have in place currently, but maybe they aren’t after Xenith. Maybe they’re after us and ours.”

      She pointed to her and Natalia as she said it. Peter, who sat silent just beside her, wasn’t included in the motion.

      “Mesidia was as much an enemy to them as Xenith,” Natalia admitted.

      “Lady Vel,” Aden said, grabbing their attention. “Send a messenger hawk to our allies in the north. Tell them to keep an eye out for potential soldiers coming into Mesidia through the western regions.”

      “Yes, my king,” Vel said. She grabbed her quill and ink and excused herself. Nicolas, the only other person in the room, closed the door behind her.

      “I have a question.”

      It was Peter who’d spoken. He hadn’t said a word the whole meeting, nor taken down any notes, but he now seemed angry. He scratched the back of his neck, his breathing shallow.

      “Maybe it’s a stupid one,” he said, voice tight, “but did anyone live out there? Civilians? Did anybody die during all this?”

      I think you’re a bad person, Natalia remembered him saying. I think some people come out of bad circumstances, and they’re bad, because they don’t know anything different. I don’t think you know how to be good.

      Maybe he was right. She hadn’t even thought to ask about civilian casualties.

      A good person would’ve asked about that first.

      “Not many people lived there,” Aden answered. “But there were some.”

      “People visit,” Maximus added. He immediately blushed, embarrassed for having spoken at all, but at Aden’s prompting, he continued.

      “A lot of people, families usually, like visiting Geyser Valley. A lot of people like the hot springs too, especially the ones that are safe to swim in. Our universities lead a lot of expeditions out there, searching for any new kinds of elemental metals. Some people think the water in the hot springs has healing properties. A team was recently sent out to collect samples.”

      “How very specific,” Yvaine said, eyeing the knight. “You have a loved one out there, don’t you.”

      Maximus licked his lips, not meeting her eyes.

      “My brother,” he admitted.

      Peter shook his head and cursed. He stood up, which immediately prompted Nicolas and Maximus to reach for their swords. He sat back down, hands up placatingly, and angled his chair toward Maximus.

      “I’m sorry, friend,” he said. “I was just going to give you a hug.”

      Maximus and Nicolas both relaxed. Yvaine curled her lips and laughed, but thankfully said nothing.

      “Were there any casualty reports?” Natalia asked softly.

      Aden’s stoic calm finally cracked. His bottom lip trembled slightly.

      “The border,” he said, sounding much younger than he had before. He hung his head, his fingers rubbing absently at a chip in the table’s wood. “It was the whole area. All of it. I . . . I thought my wording was clear.”

      “I’m back!” Vel said cheerily, walking back into the room. “The message has been sent out, my king.” She grabbed her chair, sat down, and reached for an ink and quill. “Now, what did I miss?”

      “This one’s brother is probably dead,” Yvaine said, nodding to Maximus. “And if I’m understanding the king correctly, every civilian in that region is also dead.”
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      Night had come. Other meetings had been held. Solutions had been suggested. Nothing concrete had been settled on. Nothing of significance, anyway. Everyone needed to rest and to think through what they’d learned. A hasty decision would help no one. Best everyone retire to their chambers, look over the day’s notes, then reconvene on the morrow.

      Natalia sat at her desk. A candle flickered from its corner. She stared at it, marveling at the simplicity of the flame, of how singular its purpose was.

      If she was going to lead Xenith, and lead it well, she needed to narrow her scope. She couldn’t be split in a thousand different directions. She needed help.

      Yvaine had said Dorian was traveling to Sadie. If there was anyone who might be able to help her, it was him.

      She pulled her eyes from the flames and reached for a parchment. The letter would be a confession of everything she’d done. It would be the key to her cell, if Dorian chose to view it that way.

      Better she risk the cell than lose Xenith. She couldn’t let herself be more afraid for herself than for a nation.

      Let’s hope you still harbor some love for me, she thought. And that you aren’t the shape-shifter, as my mother predicted.

      She dipped her pen in ink and began writing.
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      The aftermath of the storm was devastating.

      Death littered the city. Those who’d been without homes, unable to find shelter in time, or who’d been refused shelter by those too callous or too afraid to open their doors, floated in the floodwaters. They blended in with the debris from destroyed buildings. Smashed rooftops, log benches that’d been pulled from the ground, sign posts too hastily erected—all drifted along, gently bobbing up and down where the water had stagnated.

      Birds whose wings had broken sat atop the water. Some were already dead. Others were still alive, though the damage to their wings was so great, passersby would wring their necks, simply to cease their pain.

      Another bit of wreckage. Another thing to add to the pile.

      Strays mostly managed to find shelter. Cats tucked themselves in high places. Dogs swam their way to safer streets. Humans often remembered the animals they gave food to, or who they stopped to pet before starting their workday. Some of them had carried the strays inside.

      Some.

      Most.

      Not all.

      The horses and goats and cows were rare. Usually those with such animals—farmers, or track owners, or stablemasters—had their dwellings on the outskirts of the city. There, the buildings were bigger, and less tucked against one another, allowing for the water to flow back down toward the sea without walls barring the path. It was easier in such places for the owners to fit the animals inside with them, lest they break their legs or be unable to traverse the unfamiliar waters.

      Others had tied their horses up at a post before enjoying a tankard of ale, or a bard’s songs and stories, or a friend’s company. They’d had their animals with them when the night had started. They’d wanted to bring them in when the storm came, but the buildings more centralized in the city could only fit so many. People came first. There wasn’t always room for anything else.

      Some had been lucky. Some had bags under their eyes, from calming their mare throughout the night. Others had left wherever they’d started the night, attempting to find a place big enough to house them and their companions.

      Sometimes they found it. Sometimes they didn’t.

      Sometimes the animals died alone. Sometimes, a horse and rider were found together.

      There were hidden deaths too. Not everyone who’d sought and found shelter had been safe. The flooded alleys were veins, the water the blood, the death the open wound. Unsafe buildings were tumors and cancers. A thing unseen. A thing to be searched, and prodded.

      Roofs had caved in. Windows hadn’t been boarded well enough. People had gotten stuck, trapped in their own homes, until the water rose up, or lightning struck, or a fire—a fire, of all things—started to blaze, and the smoke had filled their lungs.

      As X’odia walked the streets of Riverdee, she took in the death all around her. The bells tolled, a lower, more somber echo of the shrill warnings the night before. The pitch now was a funeral dirge. A requiem for those who’d soon ascend. A low moan. A magnified wailing of the crying all around her.

      The hood of X’odia’s cloak was raised, but she didn’t bother covering her eyes. They were wide open, absorbing the panic, the anguish, the heartache.

      She’d been a hero the night before. She’d saved people.

      This morning had brought the next chapter. The things that remained.

      The things that didn’t.

      The stories that had ended.

      She didn’t cry. She didn’t speak to anyone. She wandered the city. It was a slow march, compared to the triumphant one mere hours before.

      There was a sort of shock that came over her. She knew that’s what it was, though such a word didn’t seem right. Shock had always come across as a jolting thing, a feeling that buzzed through a person, made them feel alive. More aware. More attuned.

      There was another kind of shock, a rare kind, that kept a person moving, kept them seeing and hearing and eating and walking, but shorted something else. Something vital and necessary.

      Shock of this sort became a wall, a shield to protect that which must keep functioning but kept away and out everything else. X’odia could still see, but the beautiful colors of the sky after the storm meant nothing. She could hear, but the giggling of a child who didn’t understand what lay around them, or the birdsong rejoicing that the sun had returned, was only noise.

      She’d eaten something earlier. It’d tasted fine. She ambled through the city, but the freedom in doing so, the privilege of a body young and healthy and able, was difficult to feel gratitude for.

      There wasn’t even anger anymore. Anger required energy, and she didn’t have any.

      Physically she did. Physically, she almost always did.

      Emotionally, mentally, she was a well gone dry. Useless. Unable to quench that which thirsted.

      Why wasn’t it her? Why had she lived, and the animals, and the homeless, and the elderly, and all those drifting in the floodwaters, did not? Why was she left standing? Why was she upright, and cold, and tired, while they were facedown, or face up, or broken apart by the wrath of the wind and the sea?

      If she’d truly conquered the storm, it wouldn’t have been only a ship’s worth of sailors she’d saved.

      I’ve conquered nothing.

      “Go home,” she said. It wasn’t to anyone in particular. It wasn’t very loud. She wasn’t even sure why she’d stopped here, in this square, at this time, but she’d felt compelled to speak, so she did.

      Some people heard. They turned, and looked at her. They stopped for a moment, stopped trying to direct the floodwaters, stopped trying to fish out the things that could be salvaged.

      Then they continued on.

      She sighed. Her body was still fatigued from the night, but, as it was wont to do, it’d healed. Not fully, but enough.

      She called on her auroras and lifted the water from the square.

      People had already been wading through water nearly waste high. When she moved it, it drenched the rest of them, but it was no longer filling the square. She held it up, above them, between all the buildings, and slowly started to guide it into a sphere. She’d been careful not to lift anything but the water, allowing the bodies and items to rest on the newly dried cobblestones. The sphere was a dark orb of water, but nothing more.

      People watched her now with fixed gazes, enraptured. Confused. When she called fire, and turned the massive sphere into mist, they stood still, mouths agape, eyes unblinking.

      The floodwater, from this one square at least, was gone in a matter of minutes.

      “The water was contaminated by the dead,” X’odia said, uncomfortable now that everyone stared at her. “There was likely rotting food in it as well, and sewage. If you see mist like this anywhere else, try to avoid breathing it in.”

      She had no idea if that was true. It seemed likely, though, given the horrible stench the waters left behind.

      In truth, even with the possibility that the guidance was wise, she mostly wanted to avoid lingering eyes. A part of her relished the reverence she’d received when she’d saved the sailors.

      It felt wrong now. She’d lost nothing to the storm. None of the dead were hers. None of the damage affected her.

      To receive praise for helping, when so many had lost so much, just wasn’t something she wanted. A few people came up to her, but she dismissed them and went on her way.

      She continued her second trek in as many days through Riverdee. The ringing of bells sometimes aligned with her steps, in the areas where there was at least some water, and her pace slowed. Other times, where the barricades had done their job, or the natural decline toward the shore guided the waters, the bells were offbeat, a few steps for every ring. It made for an awkward waltz of footfalls and tolls.

      X’odia needed to see what the storm had done, awful as it was. She’d watched the drugged girl throughout the night, then left her under Roland and Zuri’s care as soon as they’d awoken.

      She’d told them she was going back out. To help. To lend a hand.

      Roland had protested.

      “It’s light out,” he’d said. “Aren’t you worried about your eyes? What if people see? People might be looting. They might try to pick your pockets. Is now really the best time? Why don’t you go when I can come with you?”

      She’d ignored all his questions. She’d asked one of her own. “Who is this girl?”

      Between him and Zuri, she’d gotten answers.

      Roland had become friendly with the Dusty Boot’s patrons. It had started with him trying to get information about various different topics: the Evean sailors X’odia had come to Abra’am with, Roland’s family, the trade ban, Gerard’s death, Gwenivere, if Gwenivere had been found, if Dietrich Haroldson had been found.

      Then he’d learned about people being murdered in Riverdee, first from the patrons, then from boards across the city, then from gossip in different taverns, then from whispers in the library.

      Zuri’s friends spoke of it, when she visited them. The shopkeepers always warned her to be careful.

      Then Roland had found one of the bodies. Then another. Then another.

      Zuri had seen one, coming back to the inn after having her hair braided.

      That first meeting, between X’odia and Zuri, when they’d heard a scream outside? That had been another one. Roland had almost made it in time.

      Almost.

      The woman had died. Her killer had escaped. Roland and Zuri had reason to suspect the city guards, and after following them the night before, and finding the girl left in a ditch, they’d known their suspicions to be true.

      “I’m going out,” X’odia had told them again, after she’d heard enough. “Get more information from Dar and Callum while I’m gone.”

      She wondered now, as she continued evaporating the floodwaters from square to square, plaza to plaza, house to house, if she was a coward.

      Do you think I don’t know the pain your people cause?

      Do you think I’m not aware?

      Pride had filled her the night before. Crossing the threshold of her room to the hallway, then making the descent down the stairs, then crossing into the outside—it’d all been a victory, one fueled by anger and crowned by conquest.

      Now the same steps, the same path, the same motions, seemed like a retreat. She was fleeing, leaving Roland to, once again, shoulder their burdens alone.

      Trust me, Roland, your family and your soldiers made sure I knew.

      She’d have been free from the Elite long before, had she possessed the courage to do harm. She could’ve turned her backs on those who’d been injured when the fiends had come again. If she’d forsaken Dravian and left him to his fate, she’d have not been put back in chains or returned to the shack. Markeem might still be alive. Rellor would’ve never found her in the woods. Odin might have stayed with the other forces and fended off Vahd’eel’s attack.

      She might never have needed to hold Dravian as he died.

      What she would give, to go back. To do it differently.

      What she would do to return to last night, to continue fighting the storm, so that the dead floating in the water might yet live.

      What she would give to take the words back she’d hurled at Roland.

      Her physical body was powerful. It made her tired and achy and internally sore, to call element after element, to pull the water from Riverdee’s streets, to help up those who were still alive but trapped, to lift beams and boards and stones that could still be used, if only someone could hold them while they were hammered back, repositioned, or pressed and pushed in place.

      Such acts did not fatigue her spirit. They didn’t weigh on her soul or her conscience. The thank-yous she received were uncomfortable, but kind. The praise told her she was useful. The grateful repetition of the Light bless you that was whispered, prayerlike and admiring, was restorative.

      Roland would be the one to swing his fists against the guards for answers. He’d be the one to bloody his knuckles and sweat through his clothes. He’d told her that morning he’d not drink anymore. That was good. That was a start. But a new kind of sickness was going to start leaking into his veins—a violence he’d known his father capable of—and one he’d been determined never to emulate.

      Each time his blows landed, he’d be killing the spirit in him, the goodness he’d tried to preserve, and he’d bear it, silently, as he always did. He wouldn’t have the bottom of tankards anymore. He wouldn’t have the temporary numbness and the lifted spirits that came with consumption. X’odia would try to be there for him and encourage him to talk.

      She knew he wouldn’t.

      She knew he was damning himself.

      And she was a coward, for not taking on the burden herself.
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      It hadn’t taken many hits for Callum to start talking.

      Roland was glad. His shoulder was screaming at him. His fists ached. He knew how to throw a punch, but one of them—or many—had gotten away from him, and his pointer finger was swollen. It wasn’t broken, thankfully, but it did hurt, and he could hardly move it.

      “Why were you told to leave Cara?” he asked. The girl had revealed her name that morning, before fading back to sleep.

      He would use it. It felt important to humanize her. To give Callum’s victim a name. To watch the man flinch.

      “Navar wanted people to find the bodies,” he answered tiredly.

      “Why?”

      “Because he wants people to live in his safe houses.”

      Roland leaned against his seat’s back. Zuri had brought one in from an empty room, given the other had been smashed to pieces the night prior. She stood behind him now, arms crossed, fingers tapping.

      “That’s what they were talking about in the great room,” she said, not to Callum, but to Roland. “I mentioned it last night. I’d overheard them talking about buying empty buildings throughout the city.”

      “Why?” Roland said, directing his question to Callum. Dar, the smaller and lighter of the two, was still unconscious from the sleeping draught Zuri had given them.

      “He’s trying to build his wealth,” the guard answered. “He and the Redeemers stole elixirs, cures, all sorts of contraband. King Abaddon had ordered some of his goods to come through the Dividing Wall in spite of the ban. Navar caught wind of it and took it himself. He’s been selling it in the Dividing Wall’s towns, throughout Xenith, and here.”

      “What’s that have to do with safe houses?”

      “I was getting to that part.”

      Zuri put her foot on the broken chair leg, rolling it along the floor. It warbled against the wood. Callum looked at her, then at Roland, then coughed and spat. It was an undignified gesture, made more so by the fact that he was still bound and cuffed. His spit landed only a few inches away.

      “How do you make people reliant on you?” he asked. “Take their fears away. Give them their basic needs. Be there for them when no one else is.

      “Riverdee’s council hasn’t done shit for the city since the Attack of Fiends. Odin’s men over-patrolled when they were here, and they left a mess when they abandoned us. The trade ban’s got people missing the cures they need.

      “The Redeemers saw an opening. They started selling people illegal cures, and paying us to look the other way. We thought that seemed fair. We weren’t going to arrest someone for supplying what people need to live.”

      But you’ll stab people in alleys and leave girls to drown, Roland thought.

      He didn’t say that. Callum was talking, and he wanted answers.

      “We started getting a little more than coin. Sometimes he’d pay us in other things. Drugs, mostly. Good stuff. Stuff you can’t get here. If our houses were rundown, he’d get us new ones. Better ones. If something happened to our children, he’d help us track people down.”

      “Us being the city guard?” Zuri asked. “You’re all in on this?”

      “Mostly,” Callum answered. “Some people don’t partake, but they don’t stop us. They can’t really. Navar’s in too many of our pockets.”

      “I thought he hated us,” Roland said. He winced internally, realizing that the us united him and Callum, and excluded Zuri. “Westerners,” he clarified. “Why would he be dealing with Westerners?”

      “Because it didn’t stay as help,” Callum said. “When Redeemers are coming to your home to make deals with you, they figure out who you live with. They know about your wife, your family. If you refuse them, or turn your back on them, you’re condemning everyone you love. He only had to give a few demonstrations for us to see that.”

      Zuri cursed under her breath.

      Roland wanted to punch Callum again. Not because he was still angry at the man, but because Navar wasn’t there, and the Redeemers weren’t there, and Callum was.

      He stretched out his fingers. The one could still hardly bend or straighten.

      “Most of his requests were small, at first,” Callum continued. “It wasn’t a big deal to just do what he asked. He started telling us to give him our prisoners. We had too many after Odin Iceborne’s men were here, so we were happy to hand them over. Typically, when we have too many, we send them to the Arctic, but this time of year, with winter, the trek up takes too long and results in too many deaths, so we wait until spring. When he asked for them, it seemed like a blessing.”

      “Where are they?” Roland asked, wondering if he’d finally be able to puzzle out for X’odia where the Evean sailors were. He deflated when Callum shrugged.

      “Xenith, mostly. In different places, I think, but the main one he calls the Sanctuary. I know it’s in Xenith, near Sarabai, but where exactly, I don’t know.”

      “What’s the Sanctuary?”

      Another shrug. “A place to start making his own elixirs, on this side of the Dividing Wall. He uses the prisoners as workers. That’s my guess, anyway. I’ve only caught bits and pieces.”

      “You’ve been supplying him with slave labor?” Zuri hissed. She stopped rolling the chair leg.

      “It’s random prisoners or my daughter,” Callum said. “You can judge me all you want. You can hit me again. I know I deserve it.”

      Roland glanced back at Zuri. If she did want to hit him, he wouldn’t stop her.

      She didn’t meet Roland’s eyes. Her own seemed glassy, the grey light coming in from the window illuminating the dark hazel-brown, the red around the edges, the darkness beneath the lashes. Her throat bobbed as she swallowed.

      “I’m going to check on Cara,” she said, and left.

      Roland wanted to go after her. He wanted to hold her again, as he had the night before. She’d cried then, silently, not the racking of sobs, but the stillness of hidden tears. It was obvious she’d not wanted him to know, but he had known, and he’d wanted to make her feel better, so he’d wrapped his arms around her, and when she’d turned into him, and her tears had dampened his shirt, he’d said nothing. He’d spoken only with the tightening of his embrace and the quiet of unspoken words.

      He thought now, as the door slammed shut behind her, that she seemed on the verge of tears again. Her past was one he had fragments of, small things that’d tumbled out of her the few times she’d joined him in drink. She had nieces and nephews she felt partially responsible for. She had a brother in the Arctic’s prisons. He didn’t know why she placed some blame for those things on herself, or what actions had led to such fates, but it was clear the events in Riverdee were causing her to draw parallels.

      Whether they were logical or not didn’t matter. Pain was surfacing, and Roland wished he could carry it for her.

      “Still haven’t gotten an answer about the safe houses,” Roland said, looking back to Callum. He stood and turned his chair around so he could lean forward and rest his arms on its back. The angle helped the pain in his shoulder.

      “He wants to do to the city what he’s done to its guards,” Callum answered. “After last night’s storm, and after the other storms we’ll get this season, people will need places to stay. He’s going to offer them shelter. They’ll be grateful to him. They’ll respect him. When they get back on their feet, and he asks them little favors—can you take this item to a friend of mine? Can you let me borrow a few horses from your stable? Can I join you for dinner tomorrow?—what do you think they’ll say? Yes, yes, and yes again. Of course, good sir. Whatever I can do to repay you.

      “How much worse do you think it’ll be when he also starts giving out cures on a wider scale? When people are sick, or their children are sick, and he’s the one who makes it better, they won’t just feel indebted to him. They’ll feel like they owe him their lives. He’ll be their savior. People won’t thank the Light for their blessings—they’ll thank Navar. Praise Navar. May Navar bless you. Thank Navar you’re all right.

      “If they really knew, they’d curse him. They’d know he already had these shelters available. He could’ve opened the doors last night, when the bells started ringing. He could’ve given people shelter a month ago, when the cold season first started coming. Instead, he waited until after disaster struck. He’ll offer his hand when people are already down and then lift them up. They’ll be too relieved to realize he could’ve helped them from ever falling in the first place.”

      A chill ran down Roland’s spine. “And Cara? And the others mentioned to you last night?”

      Callum laughed. It was a dark trill over the sounding of the bells outside.

      “Storms don’t usually lead to all that many deaths,” he said. “He needs the city to think the situation is truly dire. He wants people to see him as this grand hero. I promise you, after today, even people who don’t need shelter will be going to his safe houses to make donations, to ask him how they can help. You’ll see.”

      “Cara was just . . . to make things look worse?”

      “Yes.”

      “And the other murdered people? The one in the alley, over a month ago, and all the others? What were they for?”

      A tear fell from Callum’s eye. His lips pursed, and his jaw clenched. Roland had thought him heartless before, an illustration that there truly was evil incarnate in the world.

      He hadn’t wanted to think Callum had been asked to trade a stranger’s life for his daughter’s.

      “Some of the prisoners aren’t of any use to him,” the guard answered. “Not as labor, at least. He tests our loyalty with them, and he makes the city more afraid. Win-win. He proves to us we’re dogs on a leash.”

      “He’s manufacturing fear,” Roland muttered.

      Another tear spilled down Callum’s check. It dripped down onto his jaw, where a fresh bruise lay.

      “I want to go back to sleep,” he said, clearing his throat. “Your friend . . . do you think she could give me more? I’ll do anything for it. Please.”

      The last word was a whimper. The guard was a big man, tall, broad shouldered, square faced. He reminded Roland of the men back in Stonewall, of guards who’d nodded hello to him when he’d passed, or Elite, who’d always bowed quickly and respectively.

      Those people had been carved from stone. They’d been well forged. Hardened. Strong.

      Callum should’ve been too.

      In a different world, in a different place, he would be.

      It seemed wrong to hear such a pathetic sound come from his lips. He was a wolf, baring his stomach to the hunter. A bear, asking a badger for aid.

      Roland grimaced as he shifted his weight. He’d been told by Zuri how much of the sleeping draught to use. Eventually they’d need to go back downstairs and start their shifts. Their lives couldn’t completely stop because of these men. They still needed coin, and the inn would need all its workers, especially after the storm. They’d need Dar and Callum quiet, then, lest they shout for help or try to break free of their bonds.

      Pulling the tonic from a pouch Zuri had left, Roland made his way over to Callum and lifted the bottle to the man’s lips. He drank it, thanked Roland, then slowly faded into unconsciousness. Roland watched him all the while, listening to his labored breaths, his whispers of gratitude, his prayers.

      “Please let me get back to her, please, please let me get out of this, please . . .”

      Roland would ask of the man’s daughter when next they spoke. He’d see if he could find her and keep her safe before the Redeemers took her. He had no idea how old she was. Had she been alone for the storm? Was there anyone to watch her? Was her mother in danger too?

      Light, he wanted a drink.

      He pushed the questions aside and looked at the destruction of the room. It only just dawned on him that Cillian would be expecting the guards to continuing paying for their stay. If they hadn’t paid for a number of nights up front, then Roland and Zuri—and X’odia, he supposed—would have to find a way to come up with the coin.

      They’d need to repair the room as well. If the Redeemers had as tight a hold on Riverdee’s guards as it seemed, then Navar would come looking for them when they didn’t show. The state of the room made it rather clear someone had found them and learned the truth of Navar’s plans. Men like him would not take a slight like this lightly.

      Roland crossed the room to the guards’ packs. There might be more information in them, or something he could use to help him find out more. Callum seemed willing to tell whatever he needed to, but there would be things neither he nor Dar would know, things Roland wanted more answers to. Where were these safe houses? How many were there? Where was their drug supply in the city? If they didn’t know where this Sanctuary place was, would any of the other guards?

      In the packs, he found some coin, though not enough to keep them in the inn for very long, if they hadn’t already paid for an extended stay. There were also more element shackles, and touched weapons. At the bottom, tucked away, was the small pouch the Redeemers had given to them the night before.

      It was shaped like a coin purse, with a small string keeping the top closed. The weight and lack of noise when Roland grabbed it made it clear there weren’t coins inside.

      Using his good fingers, he undid the string, and sifted through.

      It didn’t seem like anything at first. Just some clumps of dirt.

      No, not dirt.

      Root.

      The drug Cara had been given.

      Roland pocketed the pouch. He didn’t want to sell it, but in case they needed the coin, it was best he have the option.

      It was probably best Zuri and X’odia didn’t find out about it. They already had so much to deal with.

      He forced more of the sleeping draught down Dar’s throat, knowing the smaller guard would be awake soon.

      Best he didn’t see what Roland had taken either.

      He locked the door as he left, then hurried back down to his own rooms. X’odia still wasn’t back. He hated the idea of her out, of her witnessing the destruction of the storm alone, but he supposed, for that brief moment at least, it was good she wasn’t there.

      Slipping the pouch beneath his pillow, he washed his face, changed his clothes, and headed back down to the great room.

      Before reaching the foot of the stairs, he turned around. He didn’t like the idea of leaving the pouch in his rooms. Zuri might want to stay with him again, and she might notice the odd lump beneath his pillow.

      Best he have it on him. Safe, in his pocket. Somewhere he knew it was.

      “Rory!” Cillian said. “Bad night to feel sick, eh?”

      It took a moment for Roland to remember the lie he’d told the innkeeper.

      “Ah, I know,” he said, scratching the back of his neck. “I’m sorry. I’m feeling better though. I thought I’d come down early and see if you needed some help.”

      “Aye, all the help I can get!”

      Cillian disappeared into the kitchens, then hurried back with a cup of ale.

      “Start whenever you’re done with that,” he said, handing it over.

      Roland shook his head. The drink smelled divine, and the thought of going about his day without it seemed a dreadful thing, but he held up his hand, refusing.

      “I think I need a clear head,” he said. “Thank you though.”

      Cillian shrugged and drank the ale himself. He gave Roland a hearty pat on the back, then listed off everything they’d need to accomplish for the day. Roland offered to do the jobs he thought he’d do well, given the state of his hands and the fatigue coiled around him. Then he set off to get the tasks done.

      He tried not to think of the fight between him and X’odia. He tried not to think about her out and about without him to look after her. He tried to forget the two guards tied up in their room, bloody and bruised, and that his sore fists were the cause of it.

      He tried not to think of the half dead girl sleeping in Zuri’s bed.

      Thoughts of Zuri herself, in his arms, asking for him to be there for her, were welcome. Then he remembered that Zuri now knew who he was, and what that meant.

      He didn’t want those thoughts either. He didn’t want the memories that came with them, the memories of his parents, and his aunt and uncle. He hated being reminded that Dorian and Elizabeth had chosen the Victorians over the Laighlesses. They’d picked politics and security over loyalty and family.

      Did they wonder where he was? Did they think him still alive?

      Did they care?

      Roland wished he’d had the ale. It would help with the constant swirling of thoughts.

      He could go without it. He didn’t need it. He wasn’t so weak that he needed to rely on a drink to quell the pain in his head. He could batter it down. Beat it into submission. Make the thoughts grow quiet.

      He wished X’odia would come back. He’d feel better if he knew where she was. There was a lot the ale would’ve helped with, but as soon as he saw she was back, and she was returning to their rooms, he’d feel better.

      He’d feel better then.

      He’d feel better when she was back inside, and he could look out for her.

      She’ll be back soon, he thought. She’ll be back soon.

      She’ll be back soon.

      Every time the door opened, Roland peeked around the corner, checking if it was her. When at last he saw the familiar blue cloak and the wild mane of curls, he let out a sigh of relief.

      Her eyes met his from across the room. Her face looked grim. She acknowledged his presence with a small wave, and the dip of her head, then headed through the stone archways and made her way up the stairs.

      As soon as he finished all of his tasks, Roland would run back up to their rooms and check in on her. If he could, he’d try to convince her to stay inside, at least for the rest of today.

      It took a moment to realize that, for the first time that morning, he was smiling. That seemed odd, but thinking about it logically, it made sense. Who wouldn’t be happy to know their friend was safe? And that’s what he was: happy his friend was safe.

      He didn’t have much to smile about these days. He certainly didn’t have much to smile about after everything that’d happened last night.

      He’d take the victories where he could.

      Best not to overthink the one thing that put his mind at ease.
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      Abaddon was not going mad.

      Dietrich supposed that was debatable. If a man claimed a fiend was compelling him to do things, most would question his sanity. Rightly so. Dietrich would’ve done the same thing.

      Not anymore.

      What’d happened in the Dividing Wall’s towns had changed something between him and Seera. He could sense her remorse, even now, after having opened up the conversation. He’d already felt a rage emitting from her after Redeemers had killed Zoran and Savine. Similarly, she’d felt guilt oozing out of his every pore, since it’d been his enemies that’d come for her family, rather than her own.

      He’d have given anything to go back and change the path that’d led to that moment.

      Seera had felt that desperation. She’d wanted revenge. She’d wanted someone to pay.

      And Dietrich, as he always did, gave into her wrath.

      I will repeat my mistakes, he thought, kicking his foot over the edge of the roof he sat on. I will repeat my mistakes—if I don’t ever look at the reasons that I make the decisions I do.

      The root of his tendencies lay in his youth. Despite Dietrich being the eldest son, Harold had been right in naming Abaddon heir. Dietrich had always respected the way his brother would do anything for the greater good. Kings made decisions that incurred hatred. Sometimes it wasn’t until years later, studying texts of previous rulers, that one could begin to understand the sacrifices kings made. They’d tarnish their reputations if it meant forging a path to progress. They’d become martyrs for their beliefs, if only they could save their countries.

      The good ones, anyway. And that’s what Abaddon had always done. Dietrich had watched the way his brother could see people around him, and truly see people—plural, multifaceted, complex. He saw them as a collective. He made decisions on the collective’s behalf. He rarely thought solely of himself, or individuals.

      Dietrich couldn’t do that. The moment he met someone, he felt linked to them. He wanted to help them, protect them, find ways to make their lives better. When he stumbled into other people’s lives, he hoped that, when he was inevitably called away, he’d have left them better than they’d been before.

      It was why he hadn’t been able resist his father’s plan for him, to protect their family as he did, alone, always apart, just outside of reach. It was why, when Abaddon had made his mad plot to get the Dagger, Dietrich had agreed. He’d known it was absurd and that it probably wouldn’t work, but much of Sadie’s spirit lay in taking chances. Doing outlandish things. Dreaming impossible dreams.

      If those dreams meant convincing foreign nobles to give up a magical dagger to save his mother, and thus, preserve his father’s well-being and extend Sadie’s well-being? Why, but of course. Dietrich was just mad enough himself to agree to such a quest.

      Unsurprisingly, when that quest had started, he’d not been able to keep to himself. When he’d met Brelain, he’d allowed a little dalliance. When he’d met Zain, he’d made sure the boy’s stablemaster wouldn’t hurt him again. When he’d met Seera, Savine, and Zoran, he’d chopped wood for the old man, helped him around his home, kept him company.

      He’d been pressed on time. Very pressed on time. But he’d sat with Zoran regardless, because he’d seemed a lonely man, and if Deitrich’s company made him a bit happier, then sure, he could stay for a bit.

      Then there was Gwenivere Verigrad. Light, Gwenivere Verigrad. That woman seemed like she lived life similar to him, though she was somehow brighter, louder, and maybe secretly a bit more mischievous. From everything he’d heard, she was always kept on a string, one her father controlled, and one her father only supplied the tiniest amount of slack for.

      Dietrich hadn’t thought he’d first find her disguised as a commoner. He hadn’t imagined she’d be traipsing about her city, awed by street performers and musicians. He’d not expected her to meet him in her rooms, alone, without giving warning to anyone else.

      He’d certainly not predicted she’d fight so valiantly for her city, having never fought in a battle before.

      When the Attack of Fiends had started, he’d not been able to sit back and allow people to be torn apart without trying to help. Voradeen wasn’t his city, but he’d done what he could to help it. It wasn’t his home, but it was Gwenivere’s, and even without knowing her, he couldn’t fathom what would become of her and her people if Voradeen had been left to wither and burn.

      The formal ascending procession that’d followed had, in its own way, been more harrowing than the battle itself. He’d seen people’s auroras emerge after death before, but always in rooms, alleys, or street corners. He’d never seen drifting on such a grand scale.

      Watching so many people ascend had carved something out of him. Seeing the people around him, people who’d known those who’d died, and who’d have to find a future without them, had left him empty.

      She was there too. Gwenivere had led the march. She’d rushed into the waters, and found a woman she’d recognized, not from years of life lived together, but from a fleeting exchange on her secret trek about the city. She’d defied convention by wading through the waters. She’d not cared, even for a moment, that the woman had been someone she’d never been close to, and that their stations in life would’ve always kept them apart. All she’d seen was a person whose life had ended too soon, and she had mourned.

      Dietrich had sensed it then. A thread. The fire of a kindred spirt. Someone else who loved like him, who was swept away by others.

      Who only ever wanted to help.

      When she’d suggested an alliance between them, Dietrich couldn’t accept. It would’ve put a target on her back, her father’s, and her brother’s. How, after everything she’d been through during the attack, after all she’d seen and lost, could he put her in such a position? The Redeemers were his enemies, not hers. He would help his family as best he could, and he’d do it without involving her.

      How might things have changed, if he’d accepted her proposal? He wished he could go back now and let go his chivalrous notions. He wished he’d chosen her path, rather than his own. Not because he loved her, for he’d only known her a few moments, and love was rarely a thing shared between nobles, but because if he’d trusted in another person, rather than always trying to do everything for everyone else, maybe he’d not have found himself where he was, on another rooftop, plotting another foolish plot, all so he could try and help keep his country alive.

      He hoped she was faring better than he. Both Sadie and Xenith believed them involved in the Laighless deaths, and it was that shared misconception that assured him she did not stand guilty of all she’d been accused of. It was inconceivable, after how she’d fought to protect her family, that she’d have turned around and killed her father. Given her love of the Laighless family, and how much he was certain he himself hadn’t been involved in that, Dietrich knew Gwenivere hadn’t lifted a finger to orchestrate their fates.

      With their shared propensity to protect, he had a feeling Gwenivere Verigrad had yet to fade into obscurity. Just as he’d be revealing himself soon, she too would rise up again.

      When she did, he had a feeling he’d be hearing about it.

      Fate, meanwhile, had placed him back in Sovereignty, Sadie. As much as he’d tried to accomplish the mad quest for the Dagger whilst leaving others unscathed, he’d not done so.

      Seera had lost everything.

      And just a few months ago her anguish, the depths of her suffering, had become his own.

      He reflected back on those weeks in the Dividing Wall. He didn’t want to think through them, loath as he was to reopen those doors, but he had to. If he was to truly believe his brother was possibly being compelled, he had to peer into his own darkest hours and relive the feelings those nights had brought.

      Look at who you were during that time, he told himself. Understand why you were so susceptible to Seera’s grief.

      If he was being honest with himself, he’d never been methodical. He might always seem a step ahead, but in truth, his life had been one foolhardy stumble after the next. It was a culmination of aid offered, and aid accepted, and he was beginning to understand that he didn’t think he had value if he failed to provide hope and help to others. Worse, he was sinful if he became the reason for another’s suffering.

      What choice had he had, then, after Zoran and Savine had died, but to go after everyone who’d caused them harm? He couldn’t bring the old man and the dragon back, but he could ensure those who’d led to their deaths never took another breath.

      Usually, he questioned those he fought. Usually, he offered them opportunities to speak, to explain, to paint the picture of their story.

      Usually, when that picture showed few other choices, a misunderstanding, a naivete of all that was at stake, Dietrich showed mercy.

      Usually.

      Usually usually usually.

      He’d not thought at the time to question why that situation had been different. What had there been to question? He’d been vicious, and only blood could quench his thirst. He’d wanted justice. He’d not needed to know his victims’ reasons. He’d not needed to be judge and jury. He’d only needed to be executioner, and he’d have done his job.

      It wasn’t until Brelain’s blood had spilled onto his skin, and her hands had gone to her stomach, that he’d realized the trance he’d been under.

      The thrill of it all had snapped. There’d only been sickness left, an unyielding What have I done? What have I done? What have I done? pulsing through his head.

      Immediately, Seera had retreated. As soon as she’d realized the one person she had left had been irrevocably hurt, and by her bloodlust, she’d pulled away.

      Dietrich hadn’t been able to heal Brelain. He’d tried. Light, how he’d tried. He’d searched for her cures, her impossible cures, the ones that’d allowed her to heal him after the battle with the serpent. That’d allowed him to heal the knight in Xenith. That’d allowed Gwenivere to heal him after the battle with the Behemoth.

      He’d found them. They hadn’t worked. The wound had closed, the skin had fused, but she’d lost too much blood.

      Now, when Dietrich blinked, he saw her body, limp and scarred and sticky with blood. He saw the way it tried to repair itself, but couldn’t, not fully, because of that one clean slice across her throat. He didn’t know if the child in her womb was his, but he understood that the baby would’ve been a new life, an innocent one, and he had taken a mother before she could ever hear her baby’s cries, or watch the child take a first breath.

      He wondered, after that, if Seera had taught him how to finally block her from his thoughts as much for her sake as his own.

      When Abaddon had found and stabbed him, it’d been a betrayal, but an earned one, after what Dietrich had done to Brelain. It’d been fitting, to be one with the dirt and the sand. He’d been borne of it, after all. Best he return to it.

      It had been Seera who’d saved him. She’d already lost so much and couldn’t bear to lose him too. She had reminded him of the cures he’d taken from Brelain. He’d meant to give them to Abaddon to research what’d been put in them so they might be able to recreate them and sell them across Abra’am.

      He’d not had the chance to do so. An odd blessing that’d been. If he’d have told his brother about the cures first, and handed them over, he might not be alive now.

      Forever Dietrich would be reminded of that day, and of how broken everything in his life had become. His parents were dead. His brother had left him for dead. He’d killed people he shouldn’t have, because his dragon wanted people dead.

      He hadn’t wanted to live, but Seera, stubborn, headstrong, infuriating Seera, wouldn’t allow it. No longer was the debt to be paid to her by way of blood. Now, if he really wanted to atone, he had to pick up his feet, step forward, and continue on.

      She had pushed him to do horrible things through their bond, Dietrich knew, truly allowing that thought to settle into his bones. She hadn’t meant to, but she had. She’d used him like a puppet.

      What must it be like for Abaddon, if the fiend compelling him has done so with actual intent?

      Whenever Dietrich wished to quit, or go back, or return to that ditch to give up and die, he need only unbutton his shirt, and glance down at his scars. For there were scars—black ones, twisted, dark things—that marked him changed. His value was now not only in his successes, but in his failures too. If he was to keep going, he would do so an imperfect man. For his country. For his brother. Regret would always plague him, but it would not stop him from standing tall and taking the next step.

      Whatever that step may be.

      Currently, that step was a very lofty one: absolve Sadie of its involvement with the Laighless family’s deaths, free Abaddon from the compulsion he was under, and place blame where it rightfully belonged.

      The Redeemers.

      Dietrich knew his plan would work. It was killing him a little, having to wait, but it was important Dorian Cliffborne was present to witness it. He was a respected ambassador in the West and, more importantly, an integral part of the Treaty of Five. If Theatia, the Arctic, Yendor, and Xenith would open trade with them again, Dietrich would consider the job done. He wasn’t holding his breath on Prianthia. If his country’s former captors never wished to deal with them again, it wouldn’t matter to him in the slightest.

      In the meantime, Dietrich had a smaller mission, one that would solidify his brother hadn’t actually betrayed him.

      Seera still seemed to think he was holding onto foolish optimism. She could admit there was some likelihood of Abaddon’s plight being true, but she had a great deal of bias toward him, given he’d been the one who’d nearly taken Dietrich’s life, and thus, her inclination was to hate him until his innocence was proven.

      The assassination plan was her idea. Perhaps not formally, but after she’d muttered something to the effect of You should kill that bastard brother of yours enough times, the idea had started to take shape.

      Who, after all, could blame Sadie for the Mesidians if Deitrich showed he wasn’t allied with his home country?

      It would destroy any good left in his reputation, but what would that matter? He aimed to please, after all. The inclination was still there. Just because he’d come to realize his self-destructive nature didn’t mean it’d completely gone away.

      Besides, he wasn’t actually sacrificing much. Everyone already blamed him. Why not make something useful of that?

      Seera liked the assassination part of the plan. She didn’t much care for the tarnished image bit. Reluctant as she was to admit it, she’d come to love him. He annoyed her, but, like many, she liked his charm, his upbeat nature, and his incessant need to smile and jest. She didn’t want the world to see him as a wild, wicked, murderous thing.

      She did, however, like the idea that once this was all said and done, they could live out their days in the mountains. Sunlight, fresh air, and solitude seemed the only reasons she was agreeing to go along with the plan.

      While they waited for all the pieces to come together, Dietrich had a few things to take care of.

      He’d not spoken to Abaddon since he’d come to the hospital. It pained Dietrich a little, as he so badly wanted to restore what was shattered between them, but just as Abaddon always did what he had to for the greater good, Dietrich would too. It would be too risky to visit with him again, and besides, restoring their relationship wasn’t important for the rest of Sadie. As long as they were both on board with the plan, that was all that mattered.

      Curiosity, however, made Dietrich immensely motivated to discover more on Paenah.

      He’d gathered his things from the hospital: his notes, drawings, observations, a few different editions of Fire and Fiends.

      He checked the fiend hunter boards throughout Sadie. There, to his surprise, were details of a fiend that fit the description Seera had given him.

      Panther-like. Horns. Tentacle-like whiskers.

      More surprising was that when Dietrich searched his satchel, he found he’d drawn almost the exact same fiend months before.

      The description had sounded familiar to him when Seera had given it. As he checked his logs, he remembered why.

      Zain, the boy he’d met in one of the Dividing Wall’s towns, had asked him if the fiend he’d fought had been panther-like. Dietrich had been more fascinated by the seven-tailed serpent at the time, but he’d made sure to document what Zain had told him.

      He flipped through his book, Fire and Fiends, to see if he could find anything else.

      Evidently, he’d ripped the page out with a drawing of the beast. Disappointingly, there wasn’t much known about it, as the only bit of text provided was, This is no ordinary fiend. If seen, warn everyone in nearby towns and villages.

      That wasn’t particularly helpful, but it was a start.

      It was enough to give fellow fiend hunters.

      Dietrich packed his belongings into his satchel and sat back. It was dusk, his favorite time of day. He was on one of his favorite rooftops, one that granted him a small cubby to keep cool from the sun but still give enough light to see by, both for whatever he was reading through and for the goings on with the people on the terraces and balconies and streets below. It also obscured him, as the multicolored cloths hanging from one roof to the other blocked people’s view. He could hide in plain sight, with no one the wiser.

      He sighed, thinking through his notes. There was startlingly little on Paenah, but the fiend had existed for long enough to be documented in one of Fire and Fiends first editions, and clearly there’d been sightings of it around the Dividing Wall. The posts in Sovereignty also solidified its presence in the desert, and if the dates listed on the posts were anything to go by, it’d been near the city for a large portion of Abaddon’s life, with no one ever claiming to have hunted it.

      Yeltaire Veen might’ve been Dietrich’s fiend hunter alias, but it’d also been his profession, and something that had given him access to all kinds of people and places throughout the city. Some fiend hunters were well-off merchants, ones who’d acquired enough wealth to hire others to run their businesses while they galivanted through the desert, eager to rid themselves of the boredom success had bought. Given how they’d accumulated their wealth, they were often familiar with paths through the desert, knowing well which would be the most plagued by fiends, which had the best spots to seek respite from the heat, and which had small villages to rest in and restock.

      Other fiend hunters were thrill seekers. They weren’t particularly wealthy, nor were they so desperate for coin that they needed to risk their lives. They simply couldn’t fathom how to exist if they weren’t putting themselves in danger. A life standing still, filled with restful mornings and pleasant nights, seemed far more frightening than teeth and claws and elements.

      There of course were those hired by the hospital, like Dietrich, as well as those who were following in the footsteps of older siblings, trying to establish some kind of business, and a bit of wealth to pass on to other generations.

      Sometimes those people were the kinds desperate for coin. Sometimes they weren’t.

      The thing they all shared, the thing that united them all, was a desire to hunt fiends, and a familiarity with the name Yeltaire Veen.

      Dietrich looked down at the alley below him, and when no one was in sight, he hopped from where he stood, landed on a balcony across the way, climbed down the side of a building, grabbed one of the tarps, lowered himself a few feet, and let go.

      In a matter of seconds, he was on the ground. No one had borne witness to his adventurous descent.

      No one save a few stray cats, who flicked their tales, unimpressed.

      After straightening his clothes and tightening the straps of his satchel, he made his way onto busier streets. Sadiyans had an effortless way of traversing their cities, the constant flow of motion keeping everything light, the breeze of the evenings making colorful robes and cloaks lift and swell. It seemed synchronized, as though everyone was a dancer flicking their wrists, or tilting their hips. The veils running between their stomachs and wrists and feet seem to all flow together.

      Dietrich had long ago learned the rhythms of Sadie. If you moved too slow, people grew irritated and shoved past you. If you walked too fast, you risked bumping into someone or stepping on their veils and robes. When you moved in time with everyone, but someone brushed your shoulder or bumped your side, you would know someone stole something from you.

      It hadn’t taken much during Dietrich’s first few weeks living on the streets to figure out that any hasty sorry spoken by those who’d collided into him meant he’d lost his coin purse, daggers, or food.

      He'd learned how to pickpocket after that. Then, feeling guilty, he’d learned how to keep his own pockets from being picked.

      When he started earning money as a fiend hunter, he figured out who was going to pick pockets and bought them a meal or tossed them coins freely, to keep them from picking pockets at all.

      As he sauntered through his city now, he stopped and bought a few youths some bread rolls and cinnamon sticks. When a little girl asked him if he could help her find her cat, he handed her a few high marks and asked her if that would be enough for the men who’d sent her to trap him.

      Not all of the city had such deceit. Dietrich simply gravitated toward the areas where people’s needs went unmet. He didn’t understand why the wealthy always wanted to avoid those parts of town. They claimed they didn’t want to get robbed, but that made little sense to him. They weren’t robbed of their livelihoods, family members, or comforts and privileges. When they went home, they’d still have food. After they left the poorer parts of the city, their wealth would still exist. Light forbid a small bit of coins in their fortune were taken by someone else, someone who wouldn’t have to take at all if the wealthy would be willing to part with a piece of their hoard.

      The people who should be afraid of such places were the very people who lived in them. If you had little to start with, losing a few coins affected your whole world.

      The great irony, of course, was that if you had little to start with, then you couldn’t live anywhere else. You couldn’t go to the places where people wouldn’t take from you, because such places only wanted those who already possessed wealth.

      Dietrich was glad for people like Deladrine, who his brother clearly loved, regardless of what he claimed.

      Once he’d noticed her enough times, Deitrich had taken it upon himself to learn about the woman, to find out if she was a spy, or if she had connections to the Redeemers.

      She didn’t.

      Everything he’d learned about her, usually from other priests and priestesses, or from the people she’d helped, told him she was as pure and as sweet as she seemed. Abaddon had needed her to be thought of as dead, for reasons unknown to Dietrich, so whenever he did ask about her, or looked into her, he always did so as a friend who was wondering if she was around, or a wayward soul, looking for guidance from the oracle who’d been so helpful to him before.

      No one had seen her in months, and when someone was thought missing or dead, people had a tendency to speak very freely. It should’ve resulted in her darkest secrets coming forth, in the reasons why she acted so pure. What was she trying to hide or atone for that made her feel the need to be so gentle and kind?

      Nothing. There was nothing. Abaddon—aggravating, intelligent, lost in the clouds and the elixirs of his lab—had fallen in love with someone whose feet were firmly planted on the ground, who bore her heart on her sleeve, and felt and saw and heard the world more deeply than anyone Dietrich had ever known.

      Rather than such strong attunement leading her to hide for fear of hurting, she allowed herself to feel others’ pain and help them soothe it. Offerings given to her in the temples were used to feed those who were hungry. When parents had to work late, and older children were tasked with caring for their younger siblings, she’d set up games for them to play, in quieter areas of the city, where they wouldn’t get in the way of heavy foot traffic. She’d even found time to feed stray animals, so much so that when Dietrich passed the place she used to live, he still found the occasional dog or cat, waiting for her to return.

      He'd taken it upon himself to feed them. It was evident some of them were either too dim-witted to figure out she wasn’t coming back, or they were so in love with her, in only the way animals could be, that they couldn’t bear leaving the place where she’d brought them comfort.

      Dietrich hadn’t been able to let them go hungry. He’d tried to lead them to other places, hoping they’d eventually mosey on over to better spots, and while a few of them did, most didn’t.

      He’d spent far too much of his time back in Sovereignty feeding them.

      Occasionally, he bathed them.

      Sometimes he scratched behind their ears.

      Sometimes he rubbed their bellies.

      It was a very burdensome task.

      Passing her old home now, he stopped to take on the burden again. It was a bit out of his way, but the animals needed some company, and he wasn’t in a hurry.

      Once he’d thoroughly emphasized what good boys and good girls they all were, refilled their bowls, and gave them new toys he’d kept in his satchel, he trekked across a few more hours of the city until he found what he was looking for.

      Madam Oasis.

      It was a gambling den, a place for fiend hunters to meet, a tavern, a brothel, a place to inhale Soldier’s Smoke, and a place to make deals.

      Years of training how to fight before ever leaving the palace had left eighteen-year-old Dietrich with a great deal of confidence. Too much. He’d thought he’d had more knowledge than those who lived outside the royal family. No one knew as much as him, not in the healing arts, or in fiend studies, or in the dangers facing their country.

      It had taken one beautiful woman to make him realize how big of a fool he’d been.

      He’d been indulging in a little drink, sitting alone in a booth with a bit of Smoke. He’d fancied himself a vigilante savior. He’d had a big head, and a big complex.

      He’d also fancied himself very mysterious and very interesting, and when a pretty woman wearing sheer robes and a pleasant smile told him as much, he’d thought she was genuinely interested in him. He’d certainly been interested in her. He’d figured this was the height of life. Maybe living outside the palace wasn’t so bad, if it meant following women like her back to their rooms.

      It should’ve dawned on him that it was odd for the woman to have a room in the place she worked. It should’ve rung as peculiar to hear how pleasantly she talked and how covered in expensive jewels she was, when they were in a seedier part of the city, and many of the patrons were far more rugged and intriguing than he was.

      He hadn’t thought of any of that. He’d simply walked to her room with her, stayed the night, and woken up to a very large bill.

      He’d not been able to pay it, of course. Madam Oasis, the owner of the den, and a woman who refused to admit that was not her real name, told him he could make the money back that he owed if he protected her workers. He had the look of someone who could fight, and the woman he’d spent the night with attested that he possessed a great deal of stamina.

      He’d never been so embarrassed in his life. He wasn’t one to leave debts unpaid, though, so he’d accepted the job.

      Protecting his coin became a little more important to him after that.

      Rather than become more reserved, the people of the den helped him loosen up, be freer with his dignity. Use his head a little more. Embrace his charm.

      He had grown to love the place. He had grown to love the people too.

      He hadn’t slept with any more of the women, though.

      Not until Daensla.

      “Hello, Madam,” Dietrich said now, voice honeyed as he greeted his second mother. She was an old woman, though she refused to abide by any expectations that came with her age. Coal lined her eyes, her hair still hung loose down her back, and her clothing was just as revealing as those worn by her workers.

      She cursed when she saw Dietrich, then hurried off to fetch him a meal.

      It was the hello he’d expected. If she smiled at you and asked what you wanted, she either didn’t know you, or didn’t like you. She only showed love through food and disdain.

      There were no windows in the main hall, just large, open archways adorned with dark curtains. It made you feel as though you were never really inside or outside, but within some other dimension just between.

      While booths were tucked into various corners, most of the great room’s center held large, plush cushions. The name Madame Oasis was a promise, one it fulfilled with the strange drinks it served and the relaxation it granted. Dietrich had already taken in enough breaths to feel his muscles relaxing as he stood at the edge of the kitchen’s counter.

      “Why are you here?” the madam asked as she handed him a plate. “I thought I got rid of you years ago.”

      “Ah, there’s no ridding yourself of me.”

      “They have names for things like that: children and infections.”

      “Aren’t children supposed to be a blessing?”

      She snorted. “None of mine were.”

      “What about me? Don’t you love me like a son?”

      “If I loved you like a son, I don’t think you’d still come visit me.”

      Dietrich smiled. It might’ve been a sad statement, coming from anyone else, but Madam Oasis had no children. The origin of her life changed with the day, her mood, and how busy the den was. Nobody actually knew anything about her, other than you didn’t want to cross her, and you didn’t want to leave your tab unpaid.

      “The food is as horrible as ever,” he said, taking a bite of the stew. It was quite delicious, but she hated compliments. The only people, according to her, who gave out compliments, were liars, beggars, and scammers.

      “People don’t come here to eat that,” she said. “You’d know better than anyone.”

      “I hardly think I’d know better than anyone. I only partook in the one night.”

      “You only paid for the one night,” she countered. “But you had more business than most of my workers. You were just kind enough not to charge for it.”

      She gave him a few taps on the cheek. It might’ve been maternal, if the conversation were different.

      “After Daensla died, I thought I wouldn’t be seeing you again.”

      She took her hand back when he grimaced.

      “I know,” she continued. “I heard you were with her when she drifted. I’d hoped, when she stopped showing up, that you two had finally decided to marry and left the rest of us to rot, but Erez said he saw you with her, at the hospital.” She took out a drink, seemingly from nowhere, and handed it over.

      “I’m sorry, Veen. I know how much you loved her.”

      Dietrich hadn’t come to talk about Daensla. He hadn’t really expected the madam to bring her up. She wasn’t the sentimental type, and he wasn’t in the habit of sharing anything of value. She didn’t ask questions. She didn’t care where he came from. She only cared about getting her money’s worth from him, and he made sure, after that first night, never to leave a job undone.

      “You found anyone else yet?” she asked. “I’d rather you stopped sticking that hideous face of yours in my den.”

      “Oh, the usual,” he said, between bites of stew. “I spent a few nights with a Redeemer healer. Got offered a marriage proposal from the princess of Xenith.”

      “Didn’t work out?”

      “The healer is dead. The princess . . .” He shrugged, and took a swig of whatever drink she’d brought him. It was blue and bitter, but sour in a way he liked. “I might revisit that.”

      “Isn’t she the one who killed her father?”

      “That’s what they say. You tell me.”

      Dietrich gave her a smirk as he finished his food, and she busied herself cleaning a few glasses and serving other patrons. She, like him, had no way of knowing when he was lying and when he was telling the truth. Somewhere in the middle of both their stories existed their true selves.

      “Rumors say she was last seen near Sarabai,” she whispered when she came back over.

      It wasn’t a secret; Dietrich had heard similar rumors across the city, but Madam Oasis had a knack for pinpointing fact from fiction. If she was giving you information, it was accurate.

      She used to ask Dietrich why he wanted to know the things he did. She used to question him when he brought up Redeemers, or specific merchants, or some of the patrons her workers were seeing. She used to make him pay for her information.

      After a few different times of him saving her and her den from patrons who didn’t want to pay or people who’d indulged too much or the Redeemers themselves, she’d stopped pressing. If he wanted to know something, and she had answers, she gave them freely.

      “Sarabai?” He dabbed his mouth. “The clock city?”

      “The clock city,” she confirmed. “Don’t know why. There’s a vigilante type spotted near there, someone who’s making a stir. They’ve been dealing with the Redeemer dogs that side of the Dividing Wall, and the nobles who take their coin.”

      “You think she wants to take this person out?”

      “I think she’s involved with them somehow.”

      “And her killing her father?”

      “I don’t think she did it. But you’re the one betrothed to her.”

      Dietrich held up a finger. “Not betrothed. She offered the betrothal. I refused, if you must know.” He tilted his head and pushed his clean plate back. “I’m just wondering if I should reconsider. It’s hard to know, with all these patricide accusations.”

      “Don’t know why that accusation surprises anyone. I’d have killed my father too, if he beat me.”

      Dietrich was about to take another sip of his drink. He slowly set his cup down. “Beat her?”

      “Unofficially. Just like how he unofficially knew Sadie was enslaved when he made deals with Prianthia during the War of Fire.” She took his plate and handed it off to another server. “If you want my advice, I’d say give the girl another go. We both know you have a soft spot for the wild types.”

      “We do, huh?”

      The madam didn’t reply. She left him with his drinks, and tended to her other tasks. With night approaching, she liked the curtains more open, so she pulled them back, letting the building’s noise and billows of smoke waft out to curious passersby. Greetings were given to those who came in. When someone plucky and young entered, she looked to one of her workers, indicating that the patron would likely enjoy company.

      A few of the women Dietrich had escorted on errands came and sat with him. They didn’t bring up Daensla. Madam Oasis could speak her name because she had a way of burying any emotions, but for the other women—ones Dietrich had gotten to know well and considered friends—they’d not been able to. They’d thought of Daensla as a sister. It was just as difficult for them to bring her up as it was for him.

      A few men joined him too. He’d never had older brothers, but these had been his, save the blood in their veins. They’d drank with him, gambled with him, taught him what he could never ask anyone else regarding women and children and relationships. They’d teased him about how he’d first come to work for the madam. When they’d learned he didn’t have anyone else in his life, they’d taken him under their wing.

      Dietrich, in turn, had protected them with his life. The Oasis had shaped him. The atmosphere. The workers. The madam. It was his third home: first the palace, then the hospital, then the den. He’d thought, in time, somewhere with Daensla would become his true home. His final home.

      They’d all thought that too. They’d been happy when Dietrich had told them he’d wanted to ask her for her hand. Miraculously, they’d managed to keep that from her, and, being unable to resist asking her what she saw in her future, they’d confirmed she saw him in it.

      He’d told his brother. Daensla had been the one piece of this place, of this life, that he’d shared with Abaddon. He’d had to. If he’d married her, devoted himself to her, it would’ve meant leaving his role as assassin behind. He’d become Yeltaire Veen fully. He’d make his money honestly. Risking Daensla’s life wasn’t going to be an option.

      Abaddon had seemed conflicted, understandably. It was a heavy weight Dietrich would be passing on. It was selfish too.

      When Daensla was found dead, it seemed a punishment of sorts. Dietrich had always been unsure whether he believed in the Creator, but it seemed spiteful that just as he was beginning to consider abandoning his role, the woman he loved, his muse, his catalyst for change, was taken from him.

      There’d not been anything keeping him from agreeing to Abaddon’s plan, then. Why not risk his life on a reckless mission? Why not thrust himself back into being Sadie’s protector? It’s what he did best, after all. It’s what he’d been trained for.

      It was his purpose.

      Dietrich forced aside thoughts of the past as he spoke with his friends.

      Madam Oasis found another bit of time to come back over to him. He’d been speaking with Erez when she approached, the man who’d visited him in the hospital with Daensla, but when the madam came over and gave him a look that said he shouldn’t be wasting time on Dietrich, he went back to work, heading to a patron he’d noticed eyeing him.

      Dietrich preferred their conversation end that way. He didn’t like goodbyes. They left too big of a chance for disappointment, and he hated disappointing people. Better to let the chatter of the night slip away. Better to leave them all wondering when he’d next stop in.

      “Is Daensla’s grandmother being cared for?” he asked.

      “She died too,” the madam said. “Don’t be sad though. She was quite old, and she lived a full life. It was a peaceful death.”

      “All the coin I left her⁠—”

      “It’s still here. None of us has spent it.”

      Dietrich felt his heart plummet. He’d liked Daensla’s grandmother. She had a disease from her time enslaved, one that required her to take cures indefinitely, to ward off the symptoms. Most had compromised immunity after the disease took hold, but she’d lived a long life, thanks to Daensla, who spent all the money she made keeping her grandmother healthy.

      He’d done what he could too. After Daensla had died, before he’d left Sadie, he’d asked Madam Oasis to give whatever he had to her. With the amount of wealth he’d accumulated fulfilling hunts, and working with Abaddon, he hadn’t needed the coin he’d made at the den. The madam had still insisted on paying him, though, so they’d come to an agreement: he’d still make coin, and she’d hold it in an account for him, until he requested a sum taken out.

      “I’m glad it was a peaceful end,” he said. The words sounded hollow, but he meant them, generic as they were. “As for the money, I have a favor to ask.”

      “Why am I not surprised?”

      He gave her a smirk, then leaned in, not wanting anyone nearby to overhear.

      “Tell every hunter that comes through that Yeltaire Veen is in need of a certain fiend captured.”

      Taking the various notes and drawing he had on Paenah, he slid the information over. The madam took them discreetly, the papers disappearing in the layers of her robes.

      “How much are you willing to pay them?”

      “Half of it.

      “Half of it?”

      “Yes.”

      She put her hand on her hip, eyes narrowing. “Boy, do you have any idea how much is left in that account?”

      “I can imagine.” It was a lie, but that money had been for Daensla. He’d stopped thinking of it as his years ago.

      “What about the other half?”

      He waved his fingers, beckoning her closer. She leaned in, coal-lined eyes sharp.

      “I want every writer and bard who can stomach executions at the next one. They don’t need to make up any stories. They just need to report what they see and share it. Understood?”

      The madam retreated, taking his now-empty cups with her and shaking her head.

      “I’m not an idiot,” she scolded, catching the coin he flipped to her. “Now get out of my den. You’re taking up valuable space.”
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      Looking at a map of Abra’am, there was one question people from the West always asked Abaddon.

      Why did your father rebuild in Sovereignty?

      It was a fair question. The Dividing Wall was the more obvious choice. The mines held an abundance of wealth. The sun wasn’t as severe. Farming was easier. No one would have to trek across the golden sand sea to trade.

      If any of those people could visit Sovereignty’s temple district, they’re questions would be silenced.

      Abaddon had never, in all his travels, found a place that rivaled the district’s beauty. Other cities were undeniably stunning, Voradeen with its exquisite architecture, Stonewall with its wildness, Yelavan with its statues, but none of them compared. It would be like arguing the moon was just as bright as the sun.

      He could admit he likely held bias. Sovereignty was his home, after all. His fondest memories were here. His people were here.

      He still didn’t think it made a difference.

      Many people wished to pay their thanks weekly, to speak with oracles and priests and priestesses, and because not all could travel so far northeast, smaller temples had been built outside the district. They were scattered throughout the city and more accessible to the faithful. Sovereignty was as large as some nations, and visiting the temple district, for those who didn’t live close, was an event. You had to raise money to stay at nearby inns. If you worked, you had to find time to take off, and raise money again, for the work you’d be missing. The elevation was high too, meaning even the physical body needed preparation.

      It was worth it though.

      Light, it was worth it.

      As Abaddon approached the temple district, he felt the corners of his mouth tug. The source of Sovereignty’s water started here. The mountains to the north and east of the district held ancient glaciers, things most people couldn’t believe existed in Sadie when they first heard, but give any place enough height and distance from the sand of the desert, and snow and ice would settle.

      Prianthia was Sadie’s neighbor, and it was known for its cold.

      That cold had to start somewhere.

      The sunlight was enough to steadily melt the snow, leaving a turquoise river in its wake. The waters glistened to the point of sparkling. They cut through rock, a slim rapier against stone. After centuries, millennia, even, the river had created a canyon, and, walking up to its edge, Abaddon could see history in the layers of the red-brown rock. Those who studied the ancient world had found fossils, and primitive tools, and gemstones fixed into the walls.

      Each side of the canyon were pages of a book. They held thousands of stories, bound by the steady waters of a turquoise spine. The location alone was a marvel, and Abaddon thought, if his mind wasn’t so ensorcelled by cures and elixirs, he might’ve found a home among the archeologists and cave divers.

      The weather so far north was cooler, yet the sun still spilled onto the skin. The air smelled always of the flowers that grew nearby, of dust settled, and the openness of blue skies. Who wouldn’t want to research here, without the limitations of rooms and doors? Who wouldn’t want to get lost in the lines of history etched into the canyon’s walls?

      If there was an afterlife, Abaddon thought it here. He need only make the long walk across the bridges spanning across the canyon, and he’d have arrived.

      Standing a moment, he let the breeze kiss his lashes.

      Flexed his ungloved fingers.

      Let the air tickle his skin.

      The temples across the way looked like spires borne of the mountains. They matched in color, and texture, though they were smoothed down. By what, or by whom, Abaddon didn’t know. They reached up to the clouds, rocky tendrils wishing to unite the earth and sky. Atop some lay golden domes, though the gold had faded over time, likely gleaming once, when they’d first been made, but now blending further into surrounding landscape.

      Further still lay the mountain range known as the Equinox Cliffs, a name that came from pagan legends of gods fighting for balance, summer clashing with winter, and forging seasons between. The river that formed from their snowmelt was the Dragonfly, after the iridescence of wings.

      The waters were said to be holy. Many born near them, like Deladrine herself, attributed their strange magic to its power.

      Abaddon had planned this trip for himself, intending to try and truly find the Creator within the temple walls, to beg for forgiveness and make attempts at atonement. As he stole a look at Deladrine, though, black hair spilling from her braid, eyes lined with dark coal, jewels running across her brow, he knew a part of him had done this for her.

      Her eyes were alight at the sight of her solace. Her mood was radiant. When she laughed, it was the one piece of beauty missing, finally locking into place.

      Abaddon hadn’t seen Dietrich since their meeting, but his comments about the oracle and Abaddon’s feelings for her still echoed in his mind. Plenty of other things had continued to haunt him and motivate him from their clandestine chat, but in this, with her, he believed his brother was right.

      Just behind them stood three of his watchmen, Zelhada, Sehan, and Culter. All were in more ordinary garb as the trip was meant to be taken in secret, and only the lightest of armor and weapons lined their sides. Surrounding all of them were the animals—the pack of animals—that Deladrine had picked out, the day Dietrich and Abaddon had met.

      Zelhada and Sehan had thought it best to leave them behind, but Culter and Deladrine had argued it best to bring them. That’d left Abaddon with the final word, and given the love he had for Culter—and how he was, evidently, in love with Deladrine—he’d sided with them.

      The result was a family of vixenhund pattering about. The animals were thought to be some mix of wolves and foxes. They’d been bred in places with colder climates, then escaped into the wild, adapting to the deserts of Sadie. Unlike their ancestors, their fur was generally lighter in color, usually shades of tan or cream or white, and their bodies lither. It should’ve made them look half-starved, like hungry coyotes, or foxes without their winter coats. Instead, there was an elegance to their movements. A lethality. Their eyes, large and shrewd, were bewitching.

      They were fiercely loyal, when they finally came around to humans. Abaddon wasn’t sure, given their immediate attachment to Deladrine and Culter, that he could’ve kept them from coming along, even if he had sided with Zelhada and Sehan. As soon as Deladrine had bought them—for a fair price, Culter assured—and taken them in, and stayed up all night with their pups, and played with them and walked them and slept on the cool tile floors of the palace with them, they’d been inseparable. The pups, cute things, with eyes too big for their faces, and ears they desperately needed to grow into, yipped at anyone who came too close, and chewed on the hems of trousers and robes, though when they tried to do so to Deladrine, their parents quickly growled them into submission. The mother, a faded shade of white, was the prettiest of them. Her features were long and narrow, and her eyes were calculating. Their father was black, a rare shade for the animal, one Abaddon hadn’t even realized they could be, and the color, along with his massive size, made him look more wolf than vixen. Abaddon didn’t even have to crouch, bend, or lean over if he wanted to pet his ears.

      Not that the beast would let him. The only person he seemed to tolerate was Deladrine.

      “Do you like it here, Eclipse?” she asked, as it surveyed the cliff edge and the Dragonfly below.

      “I still think that’s a bit obvious of a name,” Zelhada said, shaking one of the pups from his leg. There were seven of them. They seemed to favor his legs most.

      “I think it’s perfect,” Culter said jovially. His face was red from years in the sun, made redder still by the grandfatherly way he smiled. Crouching down, he swatted playfully with the pups, one falling over. As soon as its belly was up, two of the others quickly pounced.

      “They cost a great deal,” Sehan said, squinting either from the sunlight, or from his perpetual state of slightly perturbed.

      “I bargained well,” Culter insisted. “Unless you think you could’ve done better?”

      “The purchase price was fine.” Sehan crossed his arms. “It’s the elemental metal I’m talking about.”

      “They’re as much my watchmen as you,” Abaddon said, smiling as Elara, the mother of the pack, sat quietly beside him, accepting the dried meat he offered. Her bushy tale flicked back and forth, kicking up dust, the only indication she was pleased by his gift.

      Zelhada, still trying to get the pups to stop chewing on his legs, mumbled, “Oh yes, so heroic.”

      Deladrine ordered the vixens to stop, and, unsurprisingly, they obeyed. She picked up the runt of the pack, which usually hid somewhere between her feet and her robes, and clutched it close to her chest, whispering into its too-large ears, cradling its head between her hands.

      “Can you make them stop whenever you choose?” Abaddon asked conspiratorially, leaning in.

      She pulled the veil covering her mouth down, smiled up at him, and whispered, “What would be the fun in that?”

      Abaddon smiled back, though without pulling down his own face covering, it was only his eyes she could see. He reached up hesitantly to pet the red-coated runt, who—much to Zelhada’s point—was named Goji, after the small berries grown in Yendor. He waited, unsure, but Deladrine stepped up to him, gently holding the pup out.

      “I think Sehan is just jealous,” he said, petting the soft fur between the pup’s ears. His collar was made of element metal, as were the plates fastened around his parents’ backs and snouts. Given their protectiveness, many a traveling merchant or tonics dealer had taken to raising the vixenhunds as companions. To further protect them, they’d started commissioning forgers to make element-resistant metal specifically for their size and shape.

      Abaddon hadn’t been sure Eclipse and Elara would let Deladrine put them on when the armor pieces had first arrived. It was obvious by the scars around Eclipse’s neck that he’d been used for fighting pits, and he’d been chained and abused when he hadn’t been making his former owner coin. Thankfully, with hardly any of Deladrine’s coaxing, he’d accepted the plate.

      Only if she placed it on, though. He bit anyone else who tried.

      “What do you think he’s jealous of?” she asked, glancing back toward Sehan, who was still arguing with Culter over the practicality of the metal.

      “I think he’s used to being fawned over,” Abaddon said, referencing his watchman’s comeliness. “Eclipse outdoes him a bit now, don’t you think?”

      Deladrine laughed, then set Goji down. The pup quickly disappeared beneath her robes.

      After a bit more grumbling from Sehan, the party made their way across the massive bridges. Despite being at least a hundred feet across, Culter still seemed terrified that one of the pups would stumble off. He snatched four of them up, holding them tightly against his bearlike chest. They squirmed and yelped and fidgeted, but after enough of his soothing and gentle kisses and whispers, they settled into something resembling calm.

      “What a fine watchman you make,” Zelhada said, leaning in close so passersby wouldn’t hear. “How mighty you appear.”

      “Very formidable,” Sehan added.

      Culter clucked his tongue. “Don’t be daft. My job is to protect, and that is what I’m doing.” He nestled the pups closer to him, continuing to give them kisses. “Unlike the both of you.”

      He eyed the remaining two pups, whose names escaped Abaddon. Zelhada rolled his own eyes and Sehan shook his head, but when Culter gave them a flat stare, they sighed and picked up the remaining pups.

      Culter was the head of the watchman.

      If he gave an order, it had to be obeyed.

      Zelhada carried his pup low and a little away from his body, while Sehan carried his against his side and beneath his arm, as though it were a pillow or a small barrel. Goji eventually appeared from beneath Deladrine’s skirts, his small legs causing him to run to keep stride. Abaddon lifted the pup up, earning a grin from Deladrine, another disappointed sigh and head shake from Zelhada and Sehan, and an approving nod from Culter.

      The only person absent a pup was, ironically, Deladrine.

      “When they say kings should humble themselves,” Zelhada started, “I’m not sure they meant like this.”

      “I’m not cleaning its vomit or shit, Zel.”

      “Sure, but I don’t see her carrying one of them.”

      Deladrine, without turning, answered, “If your arms are growing tired, I’d be happy to be of assistance.”

      Culter guffawed. He had a soft spot for Deladrine, so she could’ve said, “It’s a nice day to be carrying pups,” and he probably would’ve reacted the same.

      “Are they even allowed in?” Sehan asked. “I’ve never been to the district.”

      “They guard many of the temples, actually,” Deladrine said. Abaddon could hear the smile in her voice, even if he could no longer see it.

      “Maybe guard isn’t the right word,” she continued. “They don’t belong to anyone. My brothers and sisters of the temples leave water and food out for them, and in return, they keep anything from being stolen, take care of any rats, protect us when we travel down to the river. They also keep us company when we’re praying.”

      Abaddon felt a pang of sadness at Deladrine’s explanation, as though this was still her life, and she was welcoming them all into it.

      I’ll have to plan more trips to the district, he thought, absently scratching Goji’s ears. He let out a small grunt of appreciation.

      “Will, uh, this one give us any trouble?”

      Zelhada cocked his head toward Eclipse. They all knew what he meant. The beast snarled at anything that came near his pups, or his mate. Given his fighting past, that protectiveness was likely heightened around other animals.

      “No,” Deladrine said. She didn’t touch Eclipse, but there was a warmth in her voice as she looked at him. “He’ll behave.”

      They fell into easy conversation after that. Abaddon rarely partook, instead relishing the sound of his watchmen’s voices. In the palace, with meetings to attend and letters to write and crises to solve, he rarely got to relax. In the hospital, surrounded by death and suffering, he couldn’t relax, because if he did, people would die.

      It was an unburdening on his soul to be a part of something so calm. Even if, simple as it was, it would only last a few moments.

      The length of the bridges was obvious, given they had to stretch across the canyon, but the width of them always surprised Abaddon. They were bigger than most of the alleys and streets in the city. The openness was alarming to Sehan, who, after a great deal of prodding, admitted to being afraid of heights.

      “You’ve been to high places before,” Culter said, brows drawn.

      “That was different.” He looked out toward the Dragonfly. “The drop wasn’t so . . . far.”

      “Are you afraid of splattering?”

      “Stop.”

      “These planks seem rather old. Wouldn’t want one of them to break, would we?

      “Stop.”

      “When was the last time these were fortified?”

      Culter and Zel proceeded to tell stories involving people plummeting to their deaths, being executed, or slipping and falling, because of course they couldn’t hear of Sehan’s fear without digging into it. Abaddon chimed in as well, telling a tale about people who thought they could fly after taking certain drugs. Even Deladrine joined in, though her story involved immortal beings with wings who tragically lost them and whose auroras still flowed within the waters, making them glow at night.

      The story was sweeping and lush, even in the short time Deladrine told it. Abaddon had been fascinated by the twinkling luminosity of the Dragonfly as a boy, so he’d heard the story before, but it sounded better coming from her. She was borne of this place. The story was a piece of her soul, a gift she gave when she became the orator and breathed it into existence.

      Sehan, who’d grown rigid with each bit of teasing, settled into his usual swagger as he listened. Even with the sad end and the way in which the immortals died, he didn’t seem occupied with his own demise any more. The pups had quieted too, all having fallen asleep in their respective watchman’s arms.

      Abaddon noticed Sehan still let out an audible sigh of relief when they stepped off the bridge. Zelhada, having sneezed a number of times making the trek, set his pup down and wiped his nose. Culter seemed reluctant to release the four he carried, but with words Abaddon couldn’t discern, he eventually crouched down and let them go, grunting as he stood back up.

      “You tired, old man?” Zelhada asked.

      “You crying, little boy?”

      Zelhada held back another sneeze. “It’s their fur. I’m allergic.”

      “I think you just liked Drine’s story.”

      “No!” Then, hastily, turning to Deladrine, “I mean, I liked the story, I just wasn’t crying.”

      “Was it not moving?” she asked, eyes widening. “Did I not tell it well enough?”

      She held a hand to her chest and hunched into herself. Abaddon smiled, knowing Deladrine’s teasing for what it was, but the tall watchman continued to apologize profusely.

      “For Light’s sake, Zel,” Sehan said. “She’s just pulling your cloak.”

      Culter, faced scrunched, shook his head. “No cursing in the district!”

      Sehan held up his hands, then folded them over his chest, taking the temple in.

      Abaddon beamed as Sehan’s mouth fell open. Having been to the district himself a number of times, Abaddon would’ve thought the first few steps in wouldn’t have impressed him so much.

      He was wrong.

      The district was a city unto itself. It was hard to know if where you stood was some ancient, hollowed out structure, formed like the canyon by the whims of nature or carved out by mortal hands. The ceiling was open in many places, letting in tunnels of light. There were no windows, save the ones inserted on the first floors, where small houses and inns had nestled into the walls. The glass was usually stained to match those of a dragonfly’s wings, shimmery and vibrant, a homage to the river below.

      Most of the inns were on the other side of the bridge, but for those who had wealth, they could wake up to the echoing of the towers, the bustling of bodies, the shared awe of people like Sehan, who were experiencing such wonder for the first time.

      The river was too far beneath them to hear, but wind chimes and strange instruments played along the breeze, their songs amplified by the stones of the cave-like spires. Abaddon smiled as Zelhada and Culter playfully bickered about something, and Sehan pretended he wasn’t amazed by the splendor around him.

      Memories flooded Abaddon then. They existed all around him.

      If he tilted his head, and squinted his eyes, he could see his father standing beside a younger Culter. The big men were shedding tears, their mouths thin lines as they took in the ancestral home they’d returned to.

      Abaddon could see Dietrich too, smiling beside them. He seemed less taken aback by the structure, as his wonder came more from seeing his father, normally so stoic, overcome with emotion.

      Sehan and Zelhada disappeared. In their place, Lenore stood, elegant and young and healthy, her face seeming as perfectly carved as the stones around them. Her beauty begged passersby to wonder if she was a thing of nature or something crafted by gods.

      Her dark hair was twisted atop her head, a golden crown buried within it. She wore a simple white dress, with a gold clasp on one shoulder, and another cinching the dress at her waist. Her arm stretched out and down to Abaddon, who held her hand tightly, enjoying her warmth in this place that was so much colder than his palace and his rooms.

      She began walking, this ethereal version of his mother. Abaddon’s eyes followed her and the younger version of himself as they made their way over to the edge of the cliff. When you were this high up and so close to the ledge, little grew, but Lenore pointed out to him the oases and told him how they bloomed better here because of the shade the temple’s towers gave for parts of the day.

      Sometimes, when we pray, the Creator is so sad by our suffering that tears fall. See these little flowers here? Go on. Pluck a few.

      They’re soft, aren’t they?

      Don’t they smell nice?

      Abaddon shadowed the mirage, watching as he fit into his younger self, and his mother faded away.

      If you ever feel like you can’t cry, little one, you can always come here and let the Creator cry for you. Look for these petals, and you’ll know you’ve been heard.

      Beneath his feet sprawled hundreds of little blue blooms, the smell wafting up to him. He crouched down, picking a few of the flowers and bringing them to his nose. He closed his eyes and took in the clean scent.

      He startled when something nudged his shoulder. It was Elara, the mother vixen, leaning against him.

      “Thank you, girl,” he said softly, petting her ears. He reached around her plate to get the spot she liked, her head pressing against his side once he’d managed to dig his fingers into the right place.

      This moment, this fragment of his past and his present fusing, was the most at peace he’d felt in years. He’d managed to keep the strange voice from his head ever since speaking with Dietrich, though a part of him still questioned, a part of him still wondered, Am I insane?

      Have I ruined the world?

      At night, when he fell into sleep’s embrace, the voice sometimes reached him. They were dreams, though, and as all dreams were, they were strange, comforting, and disturbing. A door into something untouched. A path to things unwelcome.

      He wanted to tell himself that as he slept and put distance between himself and Deladrine—the one person who seemed to keep the voice at bay when he didn’t have his mental shield up—the darkness that seeped in was proof that something haunted him. But dreams were fickle things. They weren’t to be trusted. Whether a voice was in his head or not, he still lived with the memories of what he’d done. He’d give anything to change his past, but he couldn’t, and with the immortality his Dagger granted him, he had to find a way to live with himself. He wouldn’t bend the knee and surrender to his sins. He’d rise above them, as best he could, and forge a new path forward.

      Giving Elara one last scratch, Abaddon lifted himself up, and walked back to his friends. He was a king, and he knew it unwise to think of his subjects as such, but today was a day of reckoning, of truths to be accepted, and the truth was, these four people, the constants in his life, his protectors and advisors and the holders of his heart, were his friends. He smiled again as he watched them bicker.

      “I love those,” Deladrine said, approaching him. He realized she was looking at the flowers he still held. He’d meant to pocket them and bring them back to the hospital, but with her eyes softening, he offered them to her.

      “Oh, I couldn’t,” she said. “I know you use them to help children take their cures.”

      “Take them,” he said gently. “I have plenty.”

      She stood still for a moment, then reached out, not to take the flowers, but to grab his hand.

      “Thank you,” she said. Her fingers were cool against his. He could see by the way she lingered, by how long she stared at their fingers entwined, that she savored the simple touch.

      What must the temples be like for her? Before, Abaddon had thought her powers only worked through touch, but she’d revealed that crowds tended to give off surges. He imagined the constant barrage of feelings in the city were overbearing enough, then. To be in a place like this, where mourning and regret and hope all collected? It must have been stifling.

      “Does this help?” he asked. “I imagine it’s not easy, being flooded with so many heavy emotions.”

      She looked away from their hands and into his eyes. “It does. But I shouldn’t burden you with such a thing, I⁠—”

      Abaddon took the flowers with his free hand, tucked them into his pocket, and laced his fingers firmly through hers.

      “It is no burden,” he said. “I’m happy to walk with you like this. Unless . . . unless you would not like the old man—and fool one and fool two—to notice?”

      Deladrine laughed. “I don’t mind.”

      He gave her a reassuring nod, then led her back to his watchmen. Zelhada and Sehan didn’t say anything at their joined approach, nor did they give any noticeable expressions, but where there was absence, Culter filled it. His eyes nearly twinkled.

      “They’re holding hands, not getting married,” Sehan said, smacking Culter. “Don’t become that old man who only talks about wanting grandchildren.”

      “I’m smiling at the pups.”

      “And I’m happy to be here,” Zel said, still scratching his nose. “Now if we’re all done being dishonest in a holy place, can we get on with this? There’s a twisted cinnamon stick seller I want to visit.”

      Culter perked up. “Cinnamon sticks?”

      “Yes, old man, cinnamon sticks.”

      Abaddon squeezed Deladrine’s hand, then headed toward the prayer hall.

      They cut through a number of squares and towers, all of which had their own unique beauty, all of which bounced voices off walls in different ways, and harbored different plants and scents and spectacles.

      As boys, Dietrich had always loved the Tree of Light most. It wasn’t actually a tree, just another tower, but it was almost perfectly circular, and, though they’d never seen such things in the desert, it resembled the mighty coastal trees in the Forest of Fiends. They’d read stories of boys like them, young and eager for adventure, running away to live in the wild, making their homes from the hollowed-out spaces throughout the woods.

      The Tree of Light took its name from such places, the resemblance furthered by the darker color of its rocks and the green shades of chipped stone on its outer edges. Without a top, light shone down unimpeded, as though the Creator were looking down, a spyglass to its children below.

      Even with how perfectly circular the tower was, the stones themselves held hundreds of hand- and foot-sized cubbies, allowing daring climbers to test their strength and see if they could reach the Light above. It was seen as a form of prayer, of worship, for those granted gifts of athleticism, though when Dietrich bested it, he’d done it for the challenge.

      There was a board in the Tree of Light, naming everyone who’d ever managed to make it to the top. Dietrich’s name was listed. If Abaddon sauntered over, he’d find it near the top, since he’d been one of the first to accomplish the feat, once Sovereignty had been reclaimed, and the priesthood had started keeping track.

      As they passed through, Deladrine told them most of the people who made the climb were priests and priestesses.

      Zelhada told Sehan he should give the climb a try.

      “They have ropes,” he said, pointing to a few people making the attempt. “Even if you fall, they’d catch you.”

      “That one looks no older than ten summers,” Culter added, cocking his head toward a young girl.

      Sehan locked his jaw and pointedly ignored them.

      The further north they walked, the more the cliffside rocks gave way to flowers and blooms. At one time in his life, Abaddon could name all the different kinds of plants, though now, having found little time to visit, he only knew the properties of each plant and how they related to cures and poisons, rather than what they looked like. Botanists he’d hired specialized in the retrieval of his elixirs’ ingredients, which meant that, in this moment, he could enjoy the plants as he had in boyhood, filled with curiosity and whimsy.

      As Deladrine had said, more vixenhunds were present, some running around playfully, others lying like small garden statures among the plants. Children would rush over to pet them, but worried parents would swoop them up, scolding them for not being careful, and complaining that the beasts shouldn’t be allowed to roam so freely. Others who frequented the temples, who seemed to know the vixens were nothing to worry about, made faces at one another when clueless visitors passed.

      They stopped to rest a few times. Abaddon suggested they get Zelhada’s and Culter’s cinnamon sticks before, rather than after, he went to the prayer hall.

      Nobody argued.

      They ate the sweets—which, according to Zel, were as crispy and filling as he remembered—then paid for rooms near the cart where the sticks were sold. Culter pointed out that it would be about equidistance from the prayer hall and the bridges. They didn’t have to trek too far back that evening, and they didn’t have to trek too far out in the morning.

      They all knew what he was really saying: let’s eat more sticks tonight, and maybe in the morning too.

      Each time they stopped, and Deladrine and Abaddon parted, he expected her to finally stay apart from him. Each time, as they continued on their way, she returned, lacing her fingers back through his.

      He always gave her hand a squeeze. She always returned it with crinkled eyes, the only part of her smile he could see.

      Once they arrived in the prayer hall, all their chatter, banter, and jibes ceased. The place was not as ornamented or grand as the towers and domes they’d passed through. It wasn’t even particularly impressive. It was simple, more cave-like and less altered, with a quiet waterfall on its farthest wall, and a river disappearing into a dark crevice across the way. Moss grew along the stones, and small flowers and mushrooms sprouted up from the ground. The air was noticeably colder. Abaddon heard Sehan whisper a question to Zelhada about if they were in the mountains now, and the other watchman nodded yes.

      “Hard to believe we walked that far, isn’t it?”

      “Yes,” Sehan said, looking around. “It is.”

      People knelt beside the small river. They dipped their hands in the water and bowed their head in reverence, a narrow crack in the hall’s ceiling casting down the weak light of dusk.

      Abaddon patted Deladrine’s hand before releasing it. He walked to the river’s edge, side by side with strangers to his left and right, and submerged his hands in the water.

      It was freezing. Without unhindered sunlight to warm it, it remained the frigid temperatures expected of snowmelt. Abaddon swore the auroras in his mind swelled at its touch, as though some strange magic called to them.

      The first time Lenore had brought him here, he’d been sure the feeling was proof the Creator existed and that the Light was more present in this place. How could it not be, with that tingling in his spine? How could there not be something divine about the way his heart began to slow and his breathing calmed, in spite of, or in defiance to, the disbelief and adoration he felt?

      If the voice in his head was real, and Abaddon had been compelled to obey its will, he’d be relieved. He’d still be haunted by the images in his mind, the memories of the blood he’d spilled, and the plots he’d crafted, but he could forgive himself, as a child did when they did something wrong but didn’t understand why.

      It would also mean emptiness. What was Abaddon without his faith? What guided him if not some holy power? He was aware of his intelligence, and he knew he worked hard, but he wasn’t an arrogant man. He’d never been haughty or entitled. Dietrich looked at the world in hard facts. In simple truths. When something didn’t make sense, or something was unknown, he either learned everything he could about it, or accepted some mysteries were left unsolved. He didn’t need prayer to answer questions for him. He didn’t need something powerful to ask for guidance or help. His footsteps carried him forward, his heart pulsed blood into his veins, and his mind determined his path.

      Abaddon had envied his brother for how confidently he navigated the world. He’d tried to be like him, to be more assertive, to listen to himself more, but it’d always felt wrong to him, like a coat put on inside out, or shoes placed on the wrong feet. He didn’t know how to fit in the world if he couldn’t relinquish his doubts.

      For many at the temple, mere inches and feet away from him, the Holy Book gave answers. Prayers were meant to give direction. A life lived faithfully was a life lived securely.

      Abaddon loved his faith, because he loved the surrender of it. He loved knowing he didn’t know everything. He loved the contradiction. In a world that didn’t make sense, that had rocks unturned, and violence and war and famine and heartbreak, he liked that he could accept not understanding why those things occurred.

      Maybe there was a plan for them all, and it was one he could never understand, because he would never live long enough or be able to go back far enough or see enough to even begin to comprehend.

      Or maybe there was nothing. Maybe when auroras emerged from the dead, it was no different than a leaf falling from a tree. Maybe the clouds harbored pieces of their souls. Maybe the rivers did. Maybe the story Deladrine had told had been true, and the Dragonfly held the spirit of a god.

      Abaddon didn’t know. And he didn’t care that he didn’t know. What mattered—and why faith meant so much to him—was the idea that something knew. Some force, some being, some god. Something benevolent and powerful and wise. It knew. It knew as a parent knew. It understood the horrors and complexity of life, the love and passion, the sadness and depression. If the difference between a child’s knowledge and a parent’s was vast, then the difference between humanity and the Creator was infinitely more so.

      With faith, Abaddon gained the confidence of naivete.

      Without that confidence, without believing a hand was nudging him, helping him, holding him, he felt unmoored.

      Unanchored.

      Unseen.

      You can always come here, and let the Creator cry for you.

      Look for these petals, and you’ll know you’ve been heard.

      Abaddon pulled his hands from the water and felt for the flowers. If there was no Creator, and it was something sinister and real pushing him on, then he could be absolved of his guilt, yet he’d be reborn into a far scarier world. If the Creator wasn’t real, then this life was all he had, and he’d already wasted so much of it, doing what he’d thought was right out of a need for there to be something else out there.

      If there was a Creator, and Abaddon had done its will, then his Creator had asked too much of him. He couldn’t keep going like this. He couldn’t obey something that wanted him to do more of what he’d already done.

      His prayer, then, was for something in between. Let there be a malevolent being manipulating him. But let there be a pure one too, that hurt when he hurt, and laughed when he laughed, and cried when he cried.

      Abaddon squeezed the flowers in his hands.

      Let me still have a chance.

      “Friend,” a voice whispered. It was Deladrine, her hand resting on his shoulder. She knew not to call him my king in this place, or Abaddon, given the secrecy of their trip.

      Abaddon unfolded his bent body, releasing the flowers. He didn’t know how long he’d been kneeling, but different people stood on either side of him now, and his back and neck ached.

      His eyes felt almost sleepy as he faced Deladrine.

      Her voice was quiet, but as he took her in, veil down, brows drawn, lips pursed, he realized what else it was.

      Urgent.

      “What is it?” he whispered.

      Her eyes darted. Her fingers clutched him tightly.

      “Redeemers!”

      And then the hall went black.
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      Abaddon grabbed Deladrine’s arm. Smoke billowed around them. The quiet worshippers ceased their prayers.

      Confused whispers sounded all around them.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Do you know what’s happening?”

      “What’s all this smoke for?”

      Abaddon and Deladrine stumbled to their feet. The crack in the cave’s ceilings gave them some light. They used it to step around those still lost in prayer.

      Waving the smoke away, they clung to each other, searching for the watchmen.

      Sehan emerged immediately. He’d not strayed far from Abaddon. Culter was beside them in an instant, having also spent some time praying.

      Zelhada burst forward. The vixen pups were on his heels. Eclipse and Elara came too, herding them all toward a cave wall. Whatever the Redeemers had been planning, they’d meant to take their sight away, to disorient them.

      They hadn’t counted on the vixens’ keen sight.

      “Follow Elara!” Deladrine said, running after her beast. Culter took Abaddon’s place holding the oracle’s arm, with Abaddon himself in the middle, and Zelhada and Sehan at the rear.

      Then the screaming started.

      The smoke was clearing. Redeemers, wrapped in black, weapons drawn, shoved people aside. Those who didn’t move or who realized what was happening and tried to intervene were struck down. Not killed. Redeemers avoided killing innocent Sadiyans. But they had no issue causing them harm.

      The flowers Abaddon had left on the floor were trampled. People rushed to flee, frantic. Swords cut through flesh.

      Blood pooled on the hall’s floor.

      There was nowhere to run. Elara had found a wall for them to keep their backs closed off from threats, but they’d have to fight. To make their stand.

      Three watchmen.

      An immortal king.

      An oracle.

      Her pack.

      Sweat fell from Abaddon’s brow. His pulse was heavy in his head, chest, neck, ears. The screaming stopped. There was no one between them and the Redeemers now.

      They waited. Called their elements. Readied themselves.

      Eclipse growled.

      Time stilled. The cave quieted.

      The shadows took form.

      Four men. Seven. Twelve.

      Twenty.

      Abaddon pulled the Dagger from its sheath.

      “If anything happens,” he said, handing it to Deladrine. “Use it.”

      He didn’t give her a chance to respond. He called a spear to his hand, his watchmen doing the same. They stood ready. Elara beckoned her pups to her. Eclipse stood at the front, snarling at the approaching assassins.

      Beside them, another man emerged, covered in black. He stood between the Redeemers and Abaddon with knives strapped across his legs. His arms. His back. He pulled out three with blinding speed and threw them.

      Three men down.

      Seventeen to go.

      The Redeemers froze. Abaddon and his party stiffened.

      The stranger cocked his head toward them, lowering his hood.

      He grinned.

      “Can’t seem to stay out of trouble, can you?”

      Abaddon smiled back.

      The tides had already turned.

      Dietrich was with them.
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      “Since we’re in a place of worship,” Dietrich said, unsheathing another knife. He tossed it, caught it, tilted his head, and pointed it in the Redeemers’ direction. “I’ll give you one chance to repent.”

      The Redeemers didn’t move. They lifted their weapons back up, a little more hesitantly this time, now that three of their brothers lay with knives protruding from their necks.

      “No?” Dietrich balanced the knife on his finger. The black vixenhund stepped up beside him, baring his teeth. Dietrich snatched his knife back into his grip and relaxed his stance.

      He’d not expected a fight, but if he was honest with himself, something inside him stirred. Perhaps it was his boredom remedied. There hadn’t been much to do in Sadie. He’d tied up all the loose ends in his life. He was ready to leave, once the plan took place.

      The plan wouldn’t be happening for a bit, though. He’d needed something to do while he waited.

      He’d sent out word to other fiend hunters. There weren’t any leads on Paenah yet. He’d bribed old friends, called on old favors owed, made salacious deals.

      Nothing.

      There was nothing.

      He’d never been good at doing nothing, though.

      Eager to make himself useful, he’d decided to do what he did best. What he’d done best for years. What thrilled him. What terrified him. What made him feel alive.

      He hunted down Redeemers.

      He just hadn’t expected they’d lead him right back to his brother.

      “Let’s get on with this,” he said.

      He and the vixen attacked.
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      Abaddon

      

      Abaddon had never seen his brother fight. He’d seen the aftermath. The bruises. The broken bones. The scars. The pain.

      He’d known he must be good if he’d managed to stay alive so long. The injuries just always gave him the impression Dietrich was a little careless. A little reckless. Skilled, but not shrewd. Strong, but not fast.

      He’d been wrong.

      His brother was a blur.

      A slice you heard, but didn’t see.

      The wind you felt, but couldn’t catch.

      He was a predator, and the Redeemers were his prey.

      And they were not prepared.

      They looked like children, playing with swords. Their blades rose, but always late. Their shields shattered under Dietrich’s might. When they called elements, Dietrich’s own overpowered them. Fire melted ice. Air cast earth back toward them. Lightning struck, but too slow, always catching the element-resistant bands on Dietrich’s arms.

      Foregoing elements, the Redeemers turned to weapons. They tried throwing their own knives, but the throws missed, or their arms were struck aside before the blades left their hands. In seconds, touched blades littered the floor, clanging loudly each time they fell.

      Seventeen turned to fourteen.

      Fourteen turned to eleven.

      One Redeemer made to strike Dietrich from behind. Abaddon shouted. Threw his own knife. The man lifted his shield, the knife sinking in, but he followed through with his blow. Eclipse caught his leg, distracting him. It was only a second, but with Abaddon’s throw, and the vixen’s teeth, it was just long enough for Dietrich to spin around, call a sword, and slice off the man’s arm.

      Before the man could move, Culter sprung forward and pushed his spear through the man’s chest.

      Dietrich met his eyes. Culter stepped back, stunned.

      Both were panting. Both were silent.

      Culter had been the one to train Dietrich. When they sprang back into action, it was like watching two halves of a whole, separated by time.

      Ten Redeemers remained. They circled around them, inching forward. They seemed to realize with Dietrich’s height, reach, speed, and mastery of elements and weapons, they had a better chance closing the distance.

      They were too close now for Sehan and Zelhada to stay still. The younger watchmen joined the fight, spears piercing into shields as they lunged forward.

      Two Redeemers, one lithe, one short, slipped through the quartet and closed in on Abaddon and Deladrine. In response, Deladrine released a cyclone of fire. The heat filled the cave. The Redeemers—women, Abaddon realized, as they hurried around the flames—rushed toward him, curved swords and spear lifted to strike.

      Abaddon wasn’t a master like Dietrich, but he was still their father’s son. He wove between the women, dodging their strikes. They came at him in sync, one getting behind him, the other in front. Their attacks switched between together and apart. A duet. A downbeat. A call and response.

      He stayed light on his feet. Ducked when they thrust. Parried when they attacked.

      Kicked when they came close.

      Headbutted when their weapons locked.

      A cut sliced his arm. Abaddon winced, cursing, then dove down, avoiding the blade coming for his head. The strike missed him, but cut the head off the spear from the woman behind him.

      She dropped the shaft and drew a knife from her side. The other woman lunged forward.

      Abaddon rolled to the side. The blades missed him, but a third made its mark.

      Deladrine’s. She’d picked up the fallen spear head, and slammed it into the Redeemer’s shoulder. The woman cried out. Her blade fell from her hand. Her comrade went for Deladrine, but Elara was there, jumping up, catching the woman’s neck in her teeth.

      Blood erupted from her throat. Elara continued her attack, pulling muscle and sinew and from the woman’s neck. Her pups rushed to her, eager to join.

      The remaining woman stood motionless. Her face was covered save her eyes. They were wide with horror.

      Then they narrowed, and looked directly to Abaddon.

      He expected her to strike. Anticipated her next throw. Her next thrust.

      He hadn’t expected it’d be at Deladrine.

      “No!” he shouted, rushing forward. The woman had turned her blade around and stabbed Deladrine’s stomach. She pushed it in deeper, looking at Abaddon all the while.

      You killed someone I cared about, her eyes seemed to say. Now I’ve done the same.

      It was a stupid strike. It cost her precious seconds, and in those precious seconds, Elara had ripped out her throat too. Abaddon ran over, catching Deladrine before she fell. The blade was small, but thrust deep. Red spilled onto her teal robes.

      “I’ve got you, I’ve got you, I’ve got you.” He lowered her to the ground, eyes still catching the clashing bodies from his periphery, nose still catching the scent of death and blood, ears still hearing the ringing of metal on metal.

      “The Dagger,” he said, hands shaking as her blood spilled onto him. “Deladrine, listen to me, use the Dagger.”

      She stared at her stomach, at the dark stain growing. A groan escaped her lips.

      The pups and Elara hurried over, mouths bloody as they licked her arms.

      “Please,” he said, cradling her face. “Please, Deladrine, use the Dagger.”
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      Dietrich

      

      Dietrich enjoyed fighting. He loved the challenge of it, the quick thinking, the physicality. He loved dominating his opponent. He loved letting loose his rage, his power, his wrath.

      He wished it didn’t come at the cost of other people’s lives.

      He wished it didn’t leave blood on his clothes, shoes, and hands.

      But he’d given them a chance to leave. If they weren’t going to take it, then he wasn’t going to show them mercy. He wasn’t going to feel remorse.

      He was going to get lost in the thrill of the moment.

      And Light, he was going to enjoy it.

      There was no guilt in defense. He didn’t writhe internally when a single blow was enough to cut his enemies down. When he perfectly parried the blows coming for him, the world felt like his to conquer. When the parries left openings, he took them. When his knives found the places between pieces of armor, he became a god, and they the stones he walked on.

      It was made all the better when he shoved someone off of him, or to his right, or to the ground, and Culter was there, delivering the finishing blow.

      “You’ve gotten cocky,” his old mentor said, pulling his spear from a body. Dietrich made his way behind him, defending his back, and shoved a blade of ice through a Redeemer’s stomach.

      “And you’ve gotten slow,” Dietrich countered, letting loose a knife.

      “You have a name?” Zelhada shouted, struggling with three men. Culter called a crossbow, taking out two of the Redeemers. Sehan, with two efficient thrusts, finished off the others.

      “Dietrich Haroldson,” Dietrich said, rushing to line up with them. “A pleasure.”

      The watchmen traded quick stares. Then a blaze of fire tore through the cave, pulling them apart.

      Dietrich sought the fire’s origin. He spotted it: the oracle, defending his brother.

      Her element was strong, and Abaddon was fast, but the two Redeemers fighting them were clever. They fought in tandem. They kept Abaddon on the defense.

      The vixenhund and Deladrine aided him. Killed one of the attackers. Left the other one injured, but not dead.

      Dietrich knew what came next. He knew the look in the remaining woman’s eyes as she stared down at his brother. He knew she felt the presence of the oracle behind her, and the despair that left her uncaring if she lived.

      Finish her off! he thought to Abaddon as he sprinted toward them.

      He tried to get to them before the blade struck.

      The hall was too large. The Redeemers had fought poorly, but they’d managed to push him from his brother.

      His brother, and the now bleeding oracle dying in his arms.

      For the second time, Dietrich had a chance to give Abaddon Brelain’s cure. He still had vials of it on his person. He still brought it with him wherever he went. He’d hoped to give them to his brother on more peaceful terms, but this would do.

      As he approached, he heard Abaddon begging Deladrine to use the Dagger. Standing over them, he handed his brother a vial, assuring him she didn’t have to.

      There were still several Redeemers left. He didn’t have time to see if the cure worked. He needed to join the watchmen and finish the fight.

      He took a few steps forward when he felt it.

      The wrongness in the air.

      The drooping of the Redeemers’ shoulders.

      The accepting of fate.

      Dietrich’s heart plummeted. He recognized this feeling. He’d learned it years before. He knew the stance of men and women ready to die, but not ready to lose.

      The Redeemers weren’t going to leave here alive. They’d hoped to, certainly. They’d had twenty fighters to three watchmen. The odds had been in their favor. Surprise had aided them. Fervor and fanaticism had left them emboldened.

      But if they’d failed to win, they’d at least succeed in their mission.

      They’d kill the king of Sadie, even if it meant killing themselves.

      The remaining Redeemers backed away from Dietrich and the watchmen and shot forth earth elements. They didn’t hit any of the people in the room. Not Dietrich, Culter, Sehan, or Zelhada. They didn’t aim for Deladrine or Abaddon.

      Instead, they went for several spheres they tossed toward the ceiling.

      During the War of Fire, Tiadorians had buried those spheres into the ground. Metal that was near bursting. Metal that would soon erupt.

      Slaves had feared them. Prianthians had hung them up in mines. If any slaves thought of revolting, they need only be reminded of the devastation looming above them, and they’d step back into place.

      Dietrich knew of such spheres. He knew well what came when metal erupted. His own armor had done so when he’d fought the Behemoth.

      He’d nearly died then.

      They were all going to die now.

      “The river!” he heard Deladrine say. He didn’t have time to react. He tried to change the direction of the Redeemers’ shots, but was too late.

      The spheres erupted, and the ceiling began to fall.
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      The cave collapsed around them. Dietrich called air one last time, pushing with everything he had. Rocks and stones fell in a circle at his back, his sides, his front, but the air acted as a shield of sorts, a dome, the ceiling folding over its sides.

      Dietrich shouted. The impact of each rock on his element weakened his resolve, but he had to hold on. Had to. If he didn’t, the only family he had left would be crushed. Maybe Abaddon would make it, if the Dagger could heal him swiftly, but not Culter. He wasn’t Dietrich’s blood, but he was family all the same, and they’d only just reunited.

      Keep going, he told himself. Keep going!

      It wouldn’t last. Small stones were starting to slip through cracks in his shield. He was fatigued from the fight. Wounds he hadn’t realized he’d incurred were starting to sting.

      His muscles were screaming for release. Beneath him, his knees began to buckle.

      “I’m here, brother,” someone said. Dietrich stole a glance, expecting to see Abaddon. Instead, barely visible in the dark, was the watchman Sehan.

      The man was sweating and panting, and a large cut ran across his chest, but he pushed through it and cast out sheets of ice, first up, then out, then all around them.

      With each piece Sehan formed, Dietrich could let go, until his element was traded for another, and they stood standing beneath a frozen shelter.

      “Thank you,” he said, hands pressed to his knees. The watchman clapped him on the back.

      “Same to you.”

      They stood for a moment, Dietrich catching his breath, Sehan standing in place, lips pulled tight. The crack that’d existed in the prayer hall’s ceiling before had become a tiny dot far above the ice and rubble.

      The cave was dark, darker than it’d been before, but Dietrich and Sehan didn’t dare call fire, for fear of melting their only defense against the rocks.

      “Sehan?” a voice called. “Culter?”

      “Zel?” Sehan said, rushing toward the voice. “Zel, keep talking. I’ll find you.”

      Dietrich rose, following close behind.

      Unwilling as he was to admit it, he was rather frightened of the tight space they’d been trapped in. He’d never liked being confined, and he certainly wasn’t keen on being crushed to death. Already, fissures formed in the ice, tiny cracks branching out like tree roots or webs of lightning.

      It made an eerie sound as they ran below it. He wondered if the glaciers along the Equinox Cliffs made such sounds if one traveled beneath those.

      “Zel!”

      Sehan darted toward his comrade, who was draped along the floor, his body pinned beneath a large stone. Dietrich held up a small spark of lightning to survey the damage, nervous to look. But he knew if the man was pinned by something too large and it pressed down on his organs, these moments might be his last.

      “You’re all right, friend,” Dietrich said soothingly, as much to the watchman as to himself.

      To his relief, it was only the man’s leg pinned. There didn’t seem to be any blood around him, but at least a few bones had likely broken.

      “Where’s Deladrine?” the watchman asked. “The king? Culter?”

      “I don’t know,” Sehan said, crouching down. “We’re going to get you out, then we’ll look together.”

      There was no way Zelhada would be helping them, but Dietrich kept quiet. They might’ve survived the fight, and the Redeemers’ trap, but they weren’t to safety just yet. Best they take whatever encouragement they could get.

      Vanishing his lightning, Dietrich joined Sehan in pulling the stones off Zel. A few were relatively small, but the largest of them took a collective one, two, three—both men pushing to roll the stone away. Zelhada lay flat on his back once freed. He cursed as he tried moving his leg.

      “Hey, hey, hey, don’t move, don’t move,” Dietrich said gently. “Let me take a look.”

      Zel stared at Dietrich, face contorted in pain, and from his periphery, Dietrich could see Sehan watching them both.

      After a suspended silence, Zel nodded.

      There were no bones protruding from the skin, but the right leg was obviously broken, or at least sprained. The watchman wouldn’t be able to walk for a while, but, more than likely, he would walk again, once they got out of this.

      If they got out of this.

      “How’re you feeling?” Dietrich asked. Zel’s breaths were short and rapid, his eyes wide but unfocused.

      “Faint,” he said. “I feel faint.”

      His voice was pained, his words clipped. Dietrich squeezed the man’s hand, then grabbed some of the stones they’d pushed off him and pressed them together.

      “I’m going to elevate the leg,” he said. “Sehan, may I use your cloak?”

      The other watchman quickly unclasped his cloak and handed it over. Dietrich balled the fabric up until it resembled a cushion, set it atop the stones, then gently—as gently as he could—lifted Zel’s leg onto them.

      The man groaned but didn’t say anything.

      “Deep breaths,” Dietrich urged. “Deep breaths.”

      I need to help him with the pain.

      Cooling the leg would help, but he didn’t want to apply any ice directly to the skin. With how fatigued he was, Dietrich doubted he’d be able to command elements with precision anyway, and if he wasn’t careful, he’d freeze the bones.

      Eager to keep the watchman from passing out, Dietrich pulled knives and vials from his vest, placing some in his trouser pockets, others beside him on the floor, then he pulled off his shirt. He called ice, coating one side of the shirt until it was almost painful to touch, then placed his vest atop both Zel’s leg, and the freezing shirt over it.

      “This will help with the pain,” he said. “The swelling too. I’m going to undo your cloak and set it under your head, so you’re more comfortable.”

      Zel’s throat bobbed and his jaw tensed, but he gave a small, quick nod and let himself be tended to.

      Seera, Dietrich called, opening up his mind. Seera, I need you!

      Given her adversity to the cold, and her attempts to stay hidden from the people of Sovereignty, the dragon had chosen not to accompany Dietrich to the temple district. She could go without food, he discovered, and she only needed the occasional stretch to feel satisfied, so he’d parted ways with her in the southern parts of the city where she could easily stay hidden atop the domes of Sovereignty’s highest roofs.

      With such distance between them, it took a moment before his plea reached her. He felt the moment it did, when her awareness opened, and her alarm spiked.

      What’s happened? she asked, and though he knew the words were internal, he swore he could hear the opening of her wings.

      I’ve been caved in, he answered. Redeemers have trapped me and some others in the temple district. I don’t know how long our buffer will hold. You might need to dig us out.

      She didn’t say anything after that, but from the panic and determination he felt through their bond, he knew she was coming.

      Even if she came at breakneck speed, it might be hours before she’d reach the Equinox Cliffs. Dietrich had no way of knowing from the inside of the mountain exactly where he was, but he hoped their bond was strong enough for her to fish him out.

      “You’re going to be fine,” he said to Zel, refocusing his attention. “I know you’re in pain, but as long as we keep you off of that leg, it should heal nicely.”

      He was only partially trained in healing arts, so he hoped his words were true. They were what Zelhada needed though, clearly, as the man’s breathing finally began to steady, and his face’s features smoothed.

      “We need to find the others,” Sehan said, when Dietrich stood. He kept his voice low, and as his eyes flicked upward, Dietrich wondered if he too feared the wall of ice cracking.

      “Stay with Zel,” Dietrich commanded. “I’ll look for them.”

      The young watchman stiffened. “I don’t take orders from you.”

      “Fine. Leave your friend alone. If your pride is more important than him, then by all means, follow at my heels.”

      “It’s not a matter of pride. Two sets of eyes are better than one.”

      “Ah, yes, that’s why you brought that point up second.”

      Sehan flinched, but didn’t reply. Zel claimed he was fine, that he didn’t need looking after, but, either in defiance of Dietrich, or through the begrudging trust earned in the fight, Sehan relented.

      “I’m really fine,” Zel insisted.

      Sehan sat on the floor and crossed his legs, shaking his head.

      “Shut up Zel. I’m staying.”

      Dietrich barely heard those last words, having already started walking away.

      He didn’t think Zel needed looking after either, but his desire to search alone wasn’t about that.

      It was about Culter, and his brother, and the despair that would come if they were found dead.

      He didn’t know how he’d react. What he’d do. He just knew he didn’t want an audience.

      Please be alive, he thought, calling back lightning.

      Please.

      He found Culter first. The older man was seated on the ground, legs pulled to his chest, arms wrapped around his head. He was trembling. He rocked forward and back, as though he were trying to comfort a crying child. The black vixen lay curled up beside him.

      “Culter?” Dietrich called. He hurried over, but at the sound of his feet kicking up stones, Culter recoiled.

      “It’s just me,” Dietrich said, lowering his voice. “It’s okay, Uncle, it’s just me.”

      The vixen sensed the fear in Culter, or at least Dietrich surmised, as the fur on its back went up. Culter, with shaking hands, reached out to the animal, his fingers clutching to it tightly.

      Dietrich’s heart constricted. He’d only ever seen Culter like this a handful of times, usually when severe storms blew through the city. Most often, the walls of Sovereignty kept the sand out, but when the winds raged, and the thunder came, it looked as though the world was ending. Mountains of gold swept across the desert and over the city, plummeting everything into darkness. The wind howled. Anything left on the streets was pulled up and thrashed about. If you dared to go outside, your eyes filled with dust, your breathing became short, and the risk of falling, both from the wind, and the inability to see where you walked, became deadly.

      Rare as they were, when such storms came, Culter reverted. He went from being the head of the watchmen, the brave and joyful mentor, the protective uncle, the loyal Sadiyan, to the property of Prianthians. His shackles were gone, but they still held to him, still lay clamped around his soul. The booming of the thunder transfixed his heart. His mind, despite being removed from his years of suffering, once again knew the whips, chains, and mines.

      “I’m here, Uncle,” Dietrich whispered again. “It’s just me. I’ve come back.”

      He didn’t reach out to Culter. He knew from times past not to touch him, unless Culter was aware enough to grant him permission. He kept reassuring him, though, kept speaking low and soft.

      Ground him, he thought. Remind him where he is.

      “It’s just a flashback,” he said. “You’re not in the mines anymore. Zel and Sehan are here. They’re fine. You aren’t alone. No one’s drifting.”

      Dietrich kept his distance, but carefully, and slowly, and without letting himself get any closer, he lowered himself to the ground. The vixen watched him but kept still, letting Culter continue to cling to him.

      “Breathe, Uncle,” Dietrich ordered. “Breathe. Smell that? It’s the vixenhund. You’re not in the mines; you’re in the prayer hall. See that spot of light above us, over the ice? That’s the sky, overhead. Help is coming. You won’t be here for long. You’re not trapped in the mines anymore.”

      Dietrich continued talking. Culter continued shaking. Eventually, he released the vixen and lifted his head, his eyes bloodshot. With the little light Dietrich had from his element, and the bit slipping through the cave’s ceiling, he could see Culter’s cheeks, normally so round from smiling, gleaming from tears.

      “Dietrich?” the watchman said, reaching out. “Are you really here?”

      “I’m here,” Dietrich said, rushing over and grabbing his hand. “I’m here.”

      Culter folded into Dietrich’s arms. His body heaved with sobs, and if they weren’t already on the floor, Dietrich knew the older man would’ve collapsed into him with the force of his embrace.

      When Harold had ordered Dietrich be taught to fight, it was Culter who’d handed him his first blade. Dietrich climbed well, and threw well, and laughed through pain, and smiled through heartbreak, because Culter had shown him how.

      The watchman had sung songs with lascivious lyrics. He’d taught games of cards. He’d slapped Dietrich heartily on the back when he’d done well and just as heartily when he’d failed.

      He’d cried when Abaddon had been born. He’d kissed Dietrich’s brow and told him, Oh, the blessing, my boy, to be a brother!

      He'd shown Dietrich that love could be on the surface. Joy could exist through pain. A smile could lift spirits.

      When he’d fallen, Culter’s hand had lifted him up. When he’d left, Culter’s hand had waved goodbye. It was only in the songs Dietrich sung, the knives he carried, and the walls he climbed that he let himself think of his watchman.

      A barrier of fear had taken shape for Dietrich. A void between them had formed: a chasm, of sorts, far reaching in its depths, vast, cold, and disconcerting. Years apart had filled the void with wonder.

      Where was he now? Was he happy? Was he safe?

      Let him be safe.

      Dietrich had never thought he’d be near his watchman again. He’d not thought he’d be so close to him, fighting for him and beside him, holding him as he trembled and wept.

      Dietrich knew this moment for what it was. A dam breaking. A wall crumbling.

      Long withheld emotions poured out as he repeated a few simple words.

      “I’m here, Culter.

      “I’m here.

      “I’m here.”
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      They couldn’t find Abaddon.

      He and his oracle, as well as the rest of her vixenhund pack, were not under the ice dome. Either they were crushed by the cave in or they’d gotten away.

      Culter, Sehan, and Zel had thought it best to search for him. Dietrich wanted to—Light, he wanted to—but he knew doing so wasn’t wise.

      “You already look ill from holding onto the ice,” he said, cocking his head to Sehan. “If we start dismantling pieces of it, you’ll only grow weaker, and at a faster pace. Help is on the way. We just need to wait, and then we can search. I’m sure Abaddon is fine.”

      He didn’t feel like Abaddon was fine. He felt like Abaddon was pressed beneath rocks, his muscles and organs and bones crushed, his body healing, over and over and over again, leaving him in a never-ending loop of excruciating pain.

      If that was true—if Abaddon was suffering such a fate—getting the watchmen smashed to pieces alongside him wouldn’t help. Someone needed to stay alive to search for him, and with Seera on the way, Dietrich knew that someone needed to be him.

      “You keep saying help is coming,” Zel said, angling his neck toward where Dietrich stood. “How do you know? Redeemers might be blocking off the entrance to the hall.”

      “It’s coming,” Dietrich said again. His head hurt, and the bruises and slashes he’d gained in the fight were beginning to ache. He had more of Brelain’s cures on his person, but given how few he had left, and how badly he needed to give what remained to Abaddon, he couldn’t be wasteful.

      His cuts were fine. He’d heal.

      He just hoped he still had a brother to give the cures to.

      “Are you always so optimistic?” Sehan asked. There was a bitterness in his tone, as if the very thought of optimism sickened him.

      “No more than him.”

      Dietrich dipped his head toward Culter. The older man was sewing Sehan’s wounds shut, now that his episode lapsed and his hands stopped trembling.

      Given the size of the ice dome, there was no way Zel and Sehan hadn’t heard their commander’s sobs. Neither had said anything. They seemed to possess an easy air, a camaraderie that Culter had, no doubt, fostered. But bits of teasing and near-relentless banter seemed reserved for minor topics. Vulnerable truths, wounds, and emotions laid bare—those seemed too sacred to mock.

      Dietrich felt a spike of envy listening to them. In a different world, one without Redeemers and magical artifacts and parents dead too soon, he might’ve found himself employed among such men. Sehan and Zelhada wouldn’t be names he’d known secondhand, from stolen nights drinking and working alongside Abaddon. He’d know them as friends. As comrades. As brothers in arms.

      He’d fit in beside them, rather than always looking in.

      He wondered too if these men were as much Culter’s as he’d once been. Maybe they weren’t just his—maybe they mattered more than Dietrich ever had. There was a difference, after all, from connections that came when one knew their mentors during adulthood, rather than solely during their youths. When you matured, you began to understand all the sacrifices made. You could see everything that’d been done, said, or kept hidden, in a way you could never properly and fully comprehend as a child.

      Dietrich had been barely more than a boy when he’d last spoken to Culter. The kind of relationship Sehan and Zelhada had with him now was one he’d never experienced, and likely never would.

      He ran his tongue over his teeth, eyeing the three watchmen. They were comfortable and respectful. Sardonic and mischievous.

      Loving.

      They’re good men, he thought. I needn’t be resentful toward them.

      “The last thing we need is another cheery hummingbird,” Sehan said, thumping his fingers on his thighs. He winced as Culter again thread the needle through his skin.

      “You’re just upset because they outnumber you now,” Zel chided. He stretched his neck, looking back at Dietrich. “I’d much rather listen to two hopeful people than two people who bemoan the state of the world every moment of every day.”

      Sehan stared ahead, jaw twitching. “It’s not every moment.”

      “But it is every day.”

      “Everyone complains daily.”

      “No, Sehan, they don’t.”

      Culter made a show of turning his body, then his head. He shook it and shrugged, as if to say, Do you see what I have to deal with? before returning to his ministrations.

      “How’d you come by those scars?” Zelhada asked, tossing a stone up in the air and catching it. He looked like a bored adolescent rather than a wounded watchmen worried for his king.

      “Which ones?” Dietrich asked, though he already knew. Even in the shallow light, it was obvious which ones the watchman meant.

      “The black ones, on your stomach. Or are those ink markings?”

      “They’re scars. Abaddon gave them to me, when you came to the Dividing Wall.”

      Zel caught his stone and held it. He shared a very obvious look with Sehan, neither bothering to hide their suspicions.

      “Seems rather forgiving of you, swooping in to save us after being stabbed by your brother.” Zel scratched his nose, then resumed his stone toss. “Not sure I’d be all that concerned with what happened to my brother if he did that to me.”

      Dietrich didn’t say anything. He wasn’t exactly sure what to say. His and Abaddon’s theories regarding their past, and the potential of Paenah’s influence, were still too new and underdeveloped for him to share. For all he knew, Abaddon hadn’t been manipulated by anything, and his mind had been completely his own when he’d left Dietrich for dead.

      It didn’t matter. Abaddon was Sadie’s king, and it was important his watchmen respected him. Dismantle that respect, and they might be less inclined to risk their lives.

      “It has to do with the Dagger, I presume?” Culter said. “I’ve seen the way Abaddon’s veins go black, when he uses it.”

      “What do you mean ‘uses it?’”

      “When he tests it. He used to do it all the time. He’d cut himself, then watch the wounds seal shut.”

      Dietrich shifted his weight. He knew Abaddon was thorough. If he found a cure he thought worked, he’d test it on himself, then he’d alter himself or the circumstances, just to see if anything changed.

      He’d record his research. Write everything down in detail.

      Retest.

      Retry.

      Rediscover.

      Dietrich knew that better than anyone. He’d seen how Abaddon had used his own body to test theories out, the way he’d abused it, made himself ill, nearly killed himself.

      It shouldn’t discomfort him to know he’d done similar experiments with the Dagger. It was meant to grant immortality, but the specifics of that were unknown. Did he age? If he did, was his body constantly healing? Was he immune to illness? Could he die? Could he be injured? If he healed from injuries, how long would healing take?

      Dietrich understood Abaddon’s mind well enough to know all those questions—and hundreds of others—had plagued him. Of course he’d seek answers. Of course he’d conduct trials.

      A more concerned part of him wondered if he was bringing himself pain as punishment.

      Dietrich had seen him do that before too. When Abaddon’s patients died, especially from things he felt he should’ve caught, he’d leave marks on his skin. Cuts, to discipline himself. Scars, to remind himself of his failures.

      Now no one would see his scars. His body wouldn’t keep the toll. He could punish himself endlessly, and no one would be any the wiser.

      Come back to me, brother, Dietrich thought, rubbing his arms against the cold of the dome.

      His prayer wasn’t only for that moment. He wanted Abaddon back, the way he’d been as a boy. Tender. Curious. Brilliant.

      Come back to me, he thought again, wishing he could claw his way through the ice, then the stones, then the world, just to embrace his brother again and be the family he knew he needed.

      Come back to me.

      It became his mantra, standing there in their makeshift shelter. As Sehan and Zelhada and Culter took their conversation elsewhere, Dietrich repeated the words. He folded his arms across his chest, attempting to keep his heart rate down and his panic from swelling.

      After everything he’d lived through, after everything he’d endured, he couldn’t let the Redeemers win. They couldn’t take his brother. They couldn’t.

      Come back to me.

      Dietrich felt a weight against his leg. He looked down, smiling at the black vixenhund beside him.

      “Hello, friend,” he said quietly, rubbing its head. The beast was massive, bigger than any he’d seen before, with wicked scars across his neck and yellow eyes that seemed too cold for something so beautiful.

      “I suppose your family is gone too, isn’t it?” he whispered, crouching down. The vixen stepped back and bared its teeth. Evidently, it did not appreciate Dietrich’s face so close to his own.

      “All right, boy, all right,” he soothed, rising back up. “I understand.”

      He continued his mantra, this time including the vixen’s family in the pleas, and Deladrine. Given she’d been the first one Zelhada had thought to ask about, it was obvious she meant a great deal to all of them.

      Come back to us, Dietrich amended, absently stroking the vixen’s ears. Come back to us.

      The cave ice began to crack. Culter sprang up, Sehan began summoning more ice, and Zel sat up, wincing as he attempted to keep his leg still.

      Dietrich tensed, but when his prayer was met with a reply, he smiled.

      I heard you the first time, Seera said.

      Then the ice shattered.

      “I told you,” Dietrich said triumphantly, watching as his dragon’s head poked through the newly widened opening. He stepped toward her and held out his hand. “See? Help.”

      Sehan collapsed into Culter. He’d pushed himself too hard those few hours they’d been in the cave, and though he’d insisted the cold of the mountains helped him tap into his element, the amount of time he’d held it was still a feat. Seera allowed him his release, her own control over elements keeping the shards of ice—and the rest of the cave—from falling.

      “The rumors are true, then?” Culter said in disbelief. When Dietrich met his gaze, he saw sadness there, and his leaping heart plummeted.

      He understood why seeing Seera would raise doubt in Culter, but it still hurt, knowing the watchman thought him capable of assassinating foreign kings.

      Dietrich swallowed.

      “I didn’t kill the Mesidians,” he said. “I know the rumors, and I know you have little reason to believe me, but I didn’t kill them. I wouldn’t have done that.”

      Seera pulled her head back. She pounded at the opening in the ceiling until it became wide enough for her to fit through, then dropped down onto the cave floor.

      The vixen growled. Culter and Sehan stood motionless, and Zel leaned on his elbows, inching away.

      “Fear naught,” Dietrich said, trying to sound encouraging. “I wouldn’t have fought beside you just to kill you now.”

      “You control it then?” Zel asked. “You control fiends?”

      Control? Seera thought angrily. Tell him to apologize, or I’ll leave him to be crushed in this cave.

      “No,” he said, rubbing heat into Seera’s scales. “I don’t control her. No more than you control that vixen.”

      Seera wasn’t fond of that comparison, but Dietrich shut her out, determined to keep his expression neutral.

      “Zel first,” Sehan said, nudging off of Culter. He took a deep breath, struggling to stand upright, but resolute in his effort to meet Seera with deference. “If she agrees to that.”

      I’m not a horse to be saddled, she told Dietrich irritably. This one shows proper respect though . . . I suppose I shall carry you all out in turns.

      “That’s agreeable,” Dietrich said. “You can’t tell anyone this is how you escaped, though. I can’t have the rest of Sovereignty knowing I aided you.”

      “Why?” Culter asked, stepping forward. “Dietrich, we can recount your heroics to the people. Between us and Abaddon⁠—”

      “No.” Dietrich gathered his shirt and vest back from Zel’s leg, then returned the vials and knives to their rightful places.

      “When you leave here, tell people you were never trapped, that you’d found another way out and didn’t notify anyone until you’d reached safety for fear you’d be attacked again. Or something else. It doesn’t matter. What matters is that you can’t try and restore my name. You can’t. Abaddon will explain why.

      “Seera can only hold the ceiling for so long, and you need to make sure that the remaining Redeemers who were in the hall—if they’re still alive—are captured.”

      He thought to say more, but left it at that.

      Culter, from the way his brows drew upward, and his mouth pulled down, seemed to understand this moment for the goodbye it was.

      Dietrich had thought he’d tied off all his loose threads. He thought he’d made peace with what he was going to do to his reputation. He hadn’t expected to open this door, to return to his past and become envious of a life he knew he couldn’t have.

      “Please,” was all he said, and, finally able to see the resolve it was taking for him to say such a thing, Culter sprang into motion.

      They lifted Zelhada up first. Dietrich held him in place while Seera flew them over the bridges and back to the southern side of the Dragonfly. Culter assured them he could keep the ceiling from caving in during the time it took to make the short flight, but even knowing that was true, Dietrich let out a sigh of relief upon returning and seeing the dome shelter held in place.

      Leaving no room for argument, Dietrich had Sehan and Culter go next. Strong as Culter was, Dietrich saw how it stole something from him to be stuck in the cave. He didn’t want his former mentor confined any longer than necessary.

      That left the vixen. The animal wouldn’t allow himself to be lifted, let alone flown across a river. Remorsefully, Dietrich placed one of his needles in the beast’s neck and waited for him to fall unconscious.

      “When you wake,” he said, petting the vixen’s chest, “you’ll be with your family again. Trust me, boy. You’ll be happy soon.”

      When Seera returned, Dietrich carried the beast to her back and lifted it and himself up. He took a breath, looking around at the former prayer hall. He embedded all that’d happened there—the fight, the fear, the embrace—into the back of his mind, then nudged Seera with his knees.

      “Let’s go.”

      As they flew out, they released the elements that’d been keeping the cave in place. The sounds of stones crashing, ice breaking, and a piece of history toppling followed him as he joined the watchmen on the canyon’s southern cliff.

      “If anyone mentions seeing Seera,” he said, handing the sleeping vixen over, “tell them I was with the Redeemers.”

      “No,” Culter argued, shaking his head. “My boy, why would you let anyone think such a thing?”

      Dietrich stepped back, not allowing the hug he knew Culter wished to give.

      “Goodbye, Uncle. When you see me next . . . know I’m doing what I must for Sadie.”

      “Dietrich—”

      He didn’t wait for whatever else Culter wished to say. He pulled the needle back out from the vixenhund’s neck, jumped onto Seera’s back, and welcomed the wind of flight.
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      To Natalia,

      I have arrived in Sadie. King Abaddon has just gone missing—an attack by the Redeemers, I’m told. Crews are working to try and find his body, or, hopefully, him, in the flesh, alive and well.

      It is in this time waiting that I have received your letter.

      If not for the chaos that would ensue, I would have your crimes unveiled. Know that your letter will be kept, and that when Xenith and the continent of Abra’am are no longer hanging on to peace by a thread, I will submit this as evidence to have you imprisoned.

      As I am always determined to discuss that which brings harmony to our people, I will—for now—assist you in investigating the Prianthians, and specifically, Anastasia’s ties to the Redeemers. Know that the accusations you have leveled at them are tremendous, and your word is compromised, having already lied regarding Gwenivere’s innocence. I cannot in good faith act against Anastasia without looking into her further, but I will investigate, if only to determine if your word on this account can be trusted, and, more importantly, if she is indeed responsible for my family’s deaths, I will do everything in my power to see her punished for her crimes.

      Your claims about the shape-shifter would be dismissed if you’d come to another, but in this, you’ve done right asking for my input. Yendor straddles the line between East and West, and often, it is those with the most impartiality who have the ability to see truth in stories. I remember many tales being told of such beings when I was a boy, before I’d found myself living in Mesidia. To this day I do not believe them to be true, but I’ve met enough respectable people who do believe in them and have substantial evidence backing their claims that I at least am willing to admit the possibility of their existence.

      I will see from the Sadiyans what their thoughts are on the matter, but in the meantime, I will say that you should look to the common people for answers. Shape-shifters, to them, are no different than fiends, or wildlife—they are simply a part of nature. I remember one specific belief that farmers would “employ” shape-shifters in the night to scare off wolves that would prey on their livestock, fiends, or thieves. They never saw the shape-shifters, but they would give their blood to the scarecrows they erected around their property. The belief was that the scarecrows would come to life when the farmer was asleep and patrol the land in the farmer’s stead.

      I’ve always thought such things to be rooted in tradition and superstition, but it is something you could investigate further. Many farmers are just outside of Voradeen. See that you speak to them for more information, but do so in disguise. People are more likely to talk if they think you are one of them, rather than a noble poking at the beliefs of the common folk.

      Though my heart hardens toward you at discovering the actions you’ve taken this last year, I will end this letter by saying I am glad you admitted your wrongdoings. I will heed your warning about my safety, and I will say a version of what you’ve said to me: be careful.

      

      Dorian

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      For as much as Xenith appreciated art, it was unfortunate they wouldn’t get to see how gifted Natalia was at it.

      Of course, if they did, that would mean she wasn’t as skilled as she’d thought, because today was the day Peter al’Murtagh was to inform the public of the western border collapse. And Natalia, with brown hair, almond eyes, and sun-burned looking skin, was going to be attending.

      It had been agreed upon unanimously that Aden should not be in attendance during the conference. Though only a small group of writers were allowed in, it was still deemed too dangerous to have the boy-king present. If anyone was hoping to make an attempt on his life, a small, intimate meeting in the confined space of the former chamber orchestra hall would be the perfect place. A single individual willing to end their own life could easily blow up the hall, ending Aden’s reign.

      They could also end the lives of everyone else in attendance, which was why Vel had made the suggestion that no one of the ruling court should go. Peter had looked ashen when they’d informed him of this, but Vel had ignored his reaction and thanked him for the great service he was providing the country.

      He likely regrets agreeing to do this, Natalia thought, remembering the way his face had lost all color when the decision was made. She had to give him credit, however: he’d said he thought they should be transparent, and he was following through with that principle. He understood perfectly well how dangerous it was for Aden or Natalia to be present at the meeting, and thus, he couldn’t fault them for being absent.

      That didn’t mean he was joyous, though.

      I want the best wine you have as payment, he’d demanded of Natalia the night before. He’d sounded a little drunk as he’d said it, but she’d assured him that could be arranged.

      In truth, Natalia was doing far more than just contributing to his less respectable habits. She was going to go to the conference. Or, at least, Leadrin Snow, Yvaine Barie’s ambassador regent and Natalia’s false identity, was going. It was vital that someone besides Vel’s spies could report back on the day’s events. Natalia didn’t trust anyone’s eyes or ears but her own.

      Perfecting the art of disguise was something she had mastered years before. In her adolescence, Natalia had possessed the build and height of a woman, but the face of a child. She’d used powders and creams to accentuate the heaviness of her lids, the crow’s feet around her eyes, the hollowness of her cheeks, giving her the appearance of someone much older, granting her access to places and events that came with a mature face.

      As she’d grown into adulthood, no longer needing to age herself, she’d mastered the ability to transform into someone else entirely.

      People always marveled at the way a painter could breathe life into a white canvas. Natalia saw her own face no differently.

      She began with a blank slate, evening out her skin until she looked like a corpse on the verge of drifting. With pins, she pulled the hair just above her ears, her eyes lifting, her skin tightening. A temporary dye colored her hair, and with a mix of powders, she managed to make her face look weathered from the sun. A few grey-brown shades let her reshape her nose and eyes.

      When she was satisfied she looked sufficiently different, she parted her hair just so, making sure the pins were hidden. At her vanity, she surveyed her reflection from different angles, blending out any areas that were too notably false.

      “What say you, Sir Nicolas?” she asked, turning to face her knight. “Would you recognize me, if you didn’t already know it was me?”

      The knight, who looked as though it took all his effort to stay awake, squinted at her, furrowed his brow, squinted again, then nodded.

      “The only thing is your eyes,” he said. “The color is . . . still hard to miss.”

      “I can’t really do much about that,” she said, turning back to her mirror. He wasn’t wrong; her eyes were indeed still notable, especially with the darker hair contrasting against them, but she’d have to hope that with all the mostly blue-eyed people that would be in the conference room, no one would take much notice of her own gaze.

      “If I may, Lady Regent,” Nicolas said. Natalia picked up a small brush and tried dabbing the slightest amount of green shadow beneath her eyes, hopeful the color would make her eyes less cool toned.

      It did the job well enough.

      “Go on.”

      “Why did you wake so early for this, if you’re already done? Won’t some of that ware off by the time the conference starts?”

      Natalia smiled lightly. “Sir Nicolas, is this your way of complaining about the hour?”

      “It’s still dark outside, Lady Regent.”

      “That it is.”

      She rose from her vanity and headed to her wardrobe. In her family’s keep, Natalia’s wardrobe had been a small piece of furniture she stuffed her clothing into. It’d been old and made her clothes smell, but the shape was pleasant to the eye, and the craftsmanship fine, which had made it serviceable. She hadn’t thought to question it until her first time attending a royal event, where the size of some women’s dresses had been larger than what her wardrobe could hold. When she’d returned home, she’d decided she no longer needed the blankets and stuffed toys her father had given her, not with how much space they took up in the chest at the foot of her bed. She had needed more room so that she too could someday own fine dresses.

      From the outside, Natalia’s family home had looked like a castle. Mainly because, at one time, it had been a castle. Her father never hosted balls or feasts, which meant no one had ever truly seen the state of its interior. It had been mostly uninhabitable, a place for her childhood self to explore when she’d been feeling adventurous and fear when the stones beneath her feet crumbled. She still had nightmares of the old dungeon she’d fallen into one morning, and the broken ankle that had kept her trapped there for nearly a day.

      The keep, though, had held. The long-past bloody and violent coup that led to the rest of the castle’s ruin had not affected that side of their home, and with too much pride to abandon it, the Barie line had continued living within its walls.

      Natalia took a moment, as she always did, to appreciate the new wardrobe she stood in now. It wasn’t actually new at this point, having formally become hers after being elevated by Gerard, but it still felt too big, too foreign, as though she was a small girl trying to walk around in her mother’s shoes. The dresses and cloaks and riding clothes were in any color she could think of, all sewn by the finest seamstresses, all with the most effective and absorbent of elemental threads. She ran the back of her hand along the soft fabrics, not wanting to dirty them with the natural oils of her hands or the powders and creams she’d been using before. Grateful Nicolas still stood outside the room, she inhaled deeply, enjoying the smell of clothing that wasn’t damp or muddied. Not once did she have to fear there were moths eating away at her favorite pieces or rats nestling in their warmth.

      People had always assumed the slim silhouettes she’d become known for were simply out of a desire to be seen, a desire to be desired. There was some truth in that, as any good negotiator had to know the art of manipulation, and a wonderfully accentuated form was a tried-and-true method.

      Any good negotiator also knew when such clothing wasn’t the right choice, and how much value there was in a well-chosen outfit. Natalia’s old wardrobe had simply not been able to accommodate such a collection. Thin fabrics had been scandalous, and often cold, but they had taken up far less space.

      I don’t have to worry about that now, she thought. I have everything I need.

      With as much false color she’d applied to her skin, she decided it best to pick clothing she didn’t mind getting a bit dirty. Duller, more muted tones would help her blend in, and a modest, looser cut would help keep her from being noticed. Arrogant as it might be, Natalia knew that on most occasions, she was the most beautiful person people would ever see. Such an appearance was generally admired and coveted, but on days like today, she would do anything she could to make herself appear unnoteworthy.

      Before the conference, she’d be making her way out of the city, which meant she also needed something she could ride in. Settling on a brown coat and trousers, a large shirt she was rather certain had originally been shaped for a man, and a sturdy pair of boots, Natalia took off her sleeping gown, carefully hung it up, and slipped the clothes on.

      “You’ll need to change out of your armor,” she said, emerging from the wardrobe. The sun still hadn’t risen, leaving the rest of her ornate chambers lit only by the candles she’d begun burning hours before. Despite the near darkness, she still noticed the bolt of movement on Nicolas’s face when she’d spoken. The knight had, it seemed, fallen asleep standing.

      “Why are you so tired?” she asked. “Did you not get enough sleep?”

      “No, Lady Regent,” he said. “I’ve been spending most of my off time with Sir Maximus, when he isn’t guarding the king.”

      “I see,” Natalia murmured. The news of the border collapse and the likely death of his brother had left the other man a shell of himself. He still performed his tasks well enough, and he still protected the king with a brotherly fervor, he just now did so with an air about him, a sullenness, that was impossible to ignore.

      He’d held out hope when Aden had first given them the news, but after a full report had confirmed the entire western border town destroyed, his hope had vanished.

      Being next to him was suffocating.

      “It is good, that you are there for him,” Natalia said. “It is important for people to have support when they are grieving.”

      Nicolas watched as she sat at her vanity and laced her boots together.

      “Who did you have, when you found out your father was dead?”

      Natalia’s fingers looped the laces too far, undoing the knot she’d been making. She ground her teeth and redid it before switching to the next boot.

      “No one, I suppose,” she said, annoyed at how pathetic that sounded. “Though my mother prepared me for such things. And I had a new home, at least, to soften the blow.”

      “Lady Regent, may I speak bluntly?”

      “When we’re alone? Yes. You don’t need to ask.” Natalia began tidying her vanity, making sure the space was as pristine as it had been when she’d first awoken.

      “Your mother is a cruel woman,” he said. “I might not have had much as a boy, but I always felt loved. I’m sorry you didn’t have that.”

      Natalia blew out the candle beside her mirror. “All that love, and you still fell to pieces when Gerard died.” When she rose up from the candle, she expected to see Nicolas wincing in her mirror’s reflection, but instead, his lip curled to the side, as though it were she who’d been the target of the words.

      He feels sorry for me, she thought, annoyed. To him, I’m something to be pitied. Poor Natalia, with her cruel mother. Poor Natalia, with her dead father.

      “Is the secret of our lie easier to keep because your mother and father love you?” She pivoted the glass bowl holding her cosmetic brushes until it lined up with the bowl beside it. Content, she turned around, leaning against her vanity.

      “I am a knight of Xenith,” he said. “There are a great many things I expected to hear from my superiors that I would not be able to convey to others.”

      “You’ve nearly conveyed it, what with how much you’ve openly despaired these last few months.”

      He took a breath, meeting her eyes. “I despaired because the king I loved is dead. Would it have been less suspicious if I’d appeared in good spirits?”

      “I suppose not,” she admitted. She could tell by the slight rise of one brow that he hadn’t expected that. “What? The woman with a fiend for a mother isn’t capable of understanding simple logic? You’re right, Sir Nicolas. I’m wrong. I was projecting my own fear of being found out onto you. You had every right to mourn Gerard. I just . . . perhaps I was envious that you could.”

      It was the right thing to say. Nicolas softened, an invisible yet perceivable yoke upon his soul lifting ever so lightly. Natalia was glad for it. She’d known for a while she needed to pull the knight to her side, to secure his allegiance to her, despite the lie she’d forced him into. This was the perfect way to do that. He needed to see her vulnerable. He needed to see her as a broken down, unloved, completely solitary figure, a shackled person bearing all the years of fighting through life hated and alone.

      “About your loving mother and father,” Natalia said, straightening. “You said they have a farm, yes? Well I’d like to make my way out to that area before the conference this afternoon. I have some things I need to look into.”
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      Without his armor, Nicolas seemed taller.

      He rode atop his mare with the familiarity of a pianist who’d been away from their instrument too long. Being a knight during peacetime, he hadn’t needed to run cavalry drills or ride horseback during his watch, so having the ability to ride well was clearly something his body remembered from a life abandoned.

      Natalia wondered what similar skill she might fall back into, if given the chance. Her desire to build came to mind, the tiny tools and pieces it took to make something work efficiently. For a summer, her father had encouraged her, told her to try making sturdier wheels for the supply carts that came through, or artificial limbs for the soldiers who had lost parts of themselves during the War of Fire.

      The wheels had been easy enough; it was less about shoddy workmanship, as merchants often accused repairman of, and more about which roads were being used. It wasn’t the fault of the cart’s wheels, but the fault of the merchant, who often took their carts on the paths meant more for traversing travelers. Attempting to be like Xenith, Mesidia had tried implementing more cobbled streets throughout its towns, but if there was one thing to learn from wartime, it was that such paths were fine for feet, but terrible for wheels. After researching how goods were transported during the war, Natalia found that most often unpaved roads were still good for carts as it improved the longevity of each piece.

      Usually, merchants didn’t believe her. They took such comments as insults to their intelligence, deciding a young child couldn’t know more about the tools of their trade then they did. Natalia had countered that they were welcome to keep yelling at their carts’ broken axles, which had earned her a range of scornful and colorful reactions.

      Her father decided to start relaying the news himself, rather than having her do it. He said it with confidence, often passing on the advice with arms crossed over his rounded stomach. The new batches of merchants, instead of taking it personally like the ones she’d spoken to, had thanked him.

      “You know what you did wrong?” he’d asked her. Then, without waiting for her to answer, he’d said, “You spoke to someone who sees you as something to have, something to claim. You might as well be a dog telling its master how to hunt.”

      These expeditions had always been done without anyone knowing who she was. If they had, her father assured her, they’d still not have listened to her, but they’d at least have been more respectful in how they dismissed her. He didn’t want her relying on her station for respect, though. He wanted her to learn how to communicate with a commanding presence.

      “Your father is a fool,” Yvaine had told her when she’d relayed the advice to her mother. “He is always content to tell women how they’re supposed to behave to earn the respect of men. If you act like them, talk like them, speak with authority like them, they’ll respect you—that’s his grand advice.

      “The world would be a better place if those men had simply heard the information you were giving them, rather than being so stuck on who was giving it, and in what tone of voice. And you know who could model such behavior for them? Their duke. He has the power to influence this nation, and does he? No. He’s lazy. And stupid. He’d have been killed years ago if it wasn’t for my cunning.”

      Natalia distinctly remembered her mother had been looking in a mirror as she’d given the impassioned speech, her fingers deftly braiding long locks of her silver-gold hair. She’d been putting on perfume then too—a lilac scent. Natalia could still smell it. She’d been the one who’d made it for her.

      “Here’s what you do, if you want the nation to succeed,” she’d continued. “Give the merchants the advice. Let them do with it what they will. The smart ones will listen, and they’ll do well, because they won’t be constantly spending their earnings on their carts, or wheels—whatever it was you said. The others won’t listen, and they’ll make less, and eventually, over years and years and years, that small difference will become a large one, and the smart merchants will surpass the ones who wouldn’t listen.

      “You don’t need to coddle men, as your father implied. The only time you need to do anything of the sort is if they have something you need.”

      That night, a man well-liked among the Victorians had been poisoned. He’d invited Natalia, her parents, and an array of other notable individuals to his estate for a feast. Natalia remembered seeing her mother and him alone, smiling, laughing, touching, in a hallway before the feast began. She remembered him vomiting after the first course of the feast had been brought out. She remembered him collapsing out of his chair, convulsing, until he lay dead in his own sick.

      That man had been planning to overthrow her father, her mother had later informed her. She’d been leading him to believe she’d been interested in aiding him, though in truth, all she’d wanted was access to the men and women who’d respected him. His death had been pinned on the Laighless family, and when Yvaine had promised she and Bernard would get to the bottom of the murder, it instantly brought the would-be usurpers to their side. Never mind that Natalia had picked up a hint of lilac on the man’s body as they’d carried it away. No one thought to question Yvaine Barie.

      And she still has an iron grip on the Victorians, she thought.

      She’d let her mind drift as she’d ridden outside of the city, but she refocused now, squinting as the sun peeked over the hills. The light seemed brighter here, where it was carried through the fog of morning with the dew drops sliding down blades of yellow grass. The grass wasn’t as tall in this area as the wheat grass that covered the hills of southern Mesidia, the part Natalia called home, but it reminded her of it all the same. It gave her a pang of homesickness.

      “You grew up here?” she asked, breaking the silence between her and her knight.

      “Aye,” he answered. He avoided formalities at her request, in the event early risers began tending the land and overheard them. Looking around them, she could make out a few farmers, all of whom were wearing hats, despite the sun only just emerging.

      “Do you know any of them?” she asked, cocking her head.

      “All of them. Why?”

      “Who among them is the most superstitious?”

      He narrowed his eyes at the question, but stroked his jaw, thinking it through.

      “He’s still a bit away, but there’s a man we called Old Man Otto—he was always a bit odd.”

      “Odd how?”

      Nicolas clucked his tongue, shrugging.

      “He believed in a lot of the folktales. I thought he was trying to scare me, when I was a boy, but it wasn’t ’til I got older that I realized he really thought all those things were true.”

      Natalia nodded. She felt a thrill run across her skin. Her body was barely able to contain her excitement. There was nothing better than when pieces fell into place, when you had a problem you were puzzling through, hour after hour, day after day, month after month, and you finally, finally, had hope of solving it.

      She couldn’t share any of that excitement with Nicolas, of course. It wasn’t a problem she could share with anyone in Xenith.

      “Take me to him.”

      Like his riding, Nicolas’s sense of who lived where had not been forgotten. Otto’s farm took another hour or so to get to, leading them far out into the fields. The fog had dissipated, the grass now bathed in a honey light, small pink blossoms poking through the blades. More flowers emerged in boxes beneath the windows of Otto’s home. The small wooden house was more cottage than farm, though the land surrounding it was vast, with rows of crops keeping it far removed from anyone else. An apple tree sat so close to the home that one could reach out the window and pluck the fruit straight from the branches. Natalia wondered if any paintings adorned the palace’s walls depicting it, or, at the very least, something akin to it.

      It was all very quaint, save the disturbing scarecrows placed throughout the surrounding fields. Quickly glancing between them, Natalia gathered each one was equidistant to the house, creating an invisible, circular barrier.

      The thrill danced through her again.

      “How far is your family from here?” Natalia asked.

      “Not far,” Nicolas answered. “Maybe about two hours . . . mmm, no, less than that, on horse.”

      “Visit them,” she said. It was not a question.

      “Queen Regent?”

      “Visit them,” she repeated. “And don’t feel the need to return here to retrieve me. You are dismissed for the day. You may return to the palace tonight or tomorrow, whichever you prefer.”

      It was obvious the knight wasn’t sure what to do with himself. He looked around, his eyes seeming to search for someone to provide him with an explanation. Natalia gave him a warm grin.

      “Unless you think this Old Man Otto is an extreme danger to me, then I really don’t require your presence.”

      “He’s been old for as long as I’ve known him,” Nicolas said. “He’s strange, but not dangerous. Still . . . ”

      She tilted her head toward him, reaching down to pet her mare. “Is it so unbelievable that I might grant you this kindness?”

      The quick aversion of his eyes belied the shake of his head. She laughed.

      “You’re a terrible liar. But truly, go on, visit your loving parents. I’m sure you’ll enjoy yourself.”

      The knight sat there, still. His horse snorted, looking very interested in the nearby apple tree.

      “I shouldn’t leave your side,” he finally said. “Even if there isn’t likely a threat.”

      “Nicolas,” she said. “Nicolas, look at me. I’m safe. I won’t come into danger. I can’t have you accompany me to the conference later, as that would defeat the whole purpose of this.” She gestured to her newly made-up self. “At some point today, we’ll have to part ways. I thought this would be a welcome reprieve for you. And, if I’m being honest, Maximus isn’t the only one who needs support. It’s good that you’re there for him, but there hasn’t been anyone you could go to in order to forget . . . what you know.”

      She let that sink in for a bit. She needed him softened, and she needed him gone.

      “I know you’ll never be able to forget entirely, but like it or not, you’re my accomplice. This lie will follow you until you drift. If you don’t learn how to live with it, you won’t live for very long. I’ve realized that recently. It’s not a weakness that it’s eating at you, but it is a liability, and I can’t fix it for you. You need to fix it yourself.

      “Now go, spend time with you family. Remember why you became a knight in the first place. Please.”

      Nicolas stared out across the fields, likely in the direction of his parent’s home. After a time, he relented.

      “Thank you,” he said softly. “I . . . I will see you on the morrow.”

      Natalia waited until he’d guided his horse past her before letting out a relieved breath. What she’d said wasn’t entirely untrue, but it was only part of the truth. He was indeed a liability, his guilt written across his every movement, his every sigh, his every silence. Gerard’s death had been a hit to all of them, but when the rest of them had picked up their feet and carried on, it became all the more suspicious that he didn’t seem to be doing the same. The difference, of course, between him and everyone else, was his proximity to her and his proximity to Gerard when he’d taken his last, labored breath.

      More than that, though, Natalia couldn’t trust Nicolas to overhear the questions she planned to ask the farmer. She could listen to Vel and Peter and Aden and Maximus on every other topic; she could give and take their guidance on things related to the rebuilding of the capital, the threats on the western border, the country’s economy, the tension in Mesidia.

      She could not, however, have them know her efforts to uncover more about shape-shifters. Not when the shape-shifter could be any one of them.

      Let us hope you prove useful, she thought, finding the old farmer in the field behind his house. Nicolas had already ventured far enough away that she needn’t fret being overheard when she asked her questions. And, if all the research she’d done thus far was any indication, she was rather sure she was about to get some answers.
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      The inside of the house was as charming as the outside, minus the collection of old books. While a few were well known collections of poems or tales popularized in what Natalia figured had been Otto’s youth, most were obscure religious texts, conspiratorial accounts of the Xenith’s royal families, and spell books that had been widely scrutinized over the last several centuries.

      In other words, it was exactly what Natalia was looking for.

      “You came to the right place,” the man said, setting down a tray of biscuits and a glass of juice atop the old wooden table they sat at. Natalia thanked him, taking a sip of the bright purple liquid, surprised at how it seemed both tart and sweet.

      “People ’round here, they never listen to Old Man Otto,” he said, smacking his lips and patting his knee. “But I tell you, dear, I never had any problem with thieves. Not a single one. Have they had problems with thieves?”

      “Plenty!” she answered emphatically.

      “Plenty,” he repeated, nodding at her with approval. He had a singsong way of talking and a twist on the accent she was accustomed to from Xens. If she had to guess, she’d wager he was from the eastern most parts of the country, closer to both the Dividing Wall and the Forest of Fiends. The exact recipe she needed.

      “Well my family, we’re at our wit’s end,” she said, adopting a rural Mesidian accent. It wasn’t one she thought he’d be familiar with, but it had the same sort of lilt as his. She hoped it would ingratiate him to her. People often trusted those they felt shared similar life experiences. Accents had a way of predicating that trust, without the other person realizing it.

      “We’ve tried everything,” she continued. “But no matter what we do, we keep having thieves come through and take what’s ours. Funny thing is,” she grabbed a biscuit, mirroring him as she let crumbs drop directly onto his table, “we’d give these people food if they’d just ask. We know these are tough times, what with the fiends that attacked the city and the wars going on all the time. All those nobles say they’re doing something about it, but they aren’t doing nothing. Not nothing but lining their pockets! They think we don’t know, but we do. How else do they keep staying rich, living up in their castles and their palaces, while the rest of us is out here barely scraping by, patching up our roofs and working our fields? And then they have the nerve to make us pay?

      “Anyways, what I’m saying is I know times is tough. I know! Which is why us folk have to stick together. And that’s why it’s so funny, because we’d invite these hungry folk in, give ’em something to eat, like you done here for me.” She waved at the biscuits, and Otto smiled, his skin so weathered it appeared to crack open with each expression he made. “But the problem is they don’t. They’re too scared. They think we’re going to get ’em sent to the Arctic’s prisons or something, I don’t know. But when they steal from us, it hurts us too, and we’re good folk—we don’t steal. We have no way of making back what we lost.”

      “Trust me,” Otto said, brushing his hands together before sitting back. He gulped down his drink and wiped his palms against the rough fabric of his workwear. “I know the rumors about me, I know everyone thinks my ways are just old tales, but they work. Everyone around here has had the exact thing happen that you and yours is going through. Everyone except me.” He pointed a thumb proudly at his chest. “Now you have to really be ready to listen, otherwise, you’re not going to learn a thing. Understand?”

      “Completely,” she answered, taking a swig of juice.

      “All right. First, you need to make your scarecrows. You got scarecrows already?”

      “Of course.”

      “Good. Next, you need to give the scarecrows some of your blood. I know, I know, it sounds right odd.” He held up his hand in supplication, though Natalia couldn’t help noticing the lines across them. Not wrinkles, she realized—scars. She wondered if Otto even realized the irony of his gesture. “The reason the blood is so important, is because that’s where our memories are, our personalities, all the things that make us who and what we are. And the S’cahl need that to help you.”

      Natalia held back a smile. S’cahl was the term used most often for shape-shifters in folklore and children’s parables, usually when discussing some important reason a child should listen to their parents or be kind to others.

      Her muscles tingled in anticipation.

      “How often do they need our blood?” she asked. She’d almost forgotten to continue her accent, thrilled as she was to finally be getting the information she needed. “And how much of it do they need?”

      “The more you can give them, the better,” he said. “It’ll give them more of your memories, let’s them figure out how to make themselves look like you.”

      “I see, I see.”

      “You want to put the scarecrows out just like I had ’em, so they know where to patrol. Plus, you need scarecrows anyway, to keep the damn birds from getting your seed.”

      “And this’ll keep the thieves away?”

      Otto ran his tongue across what remained of his teeth and nodded. “I’ve never had a problem with them. Not once. Thieves like to wait until your asleep, see, and with me living alone, I can’t be up all hours of the day and night. I either have to risk going to sleep and having what’s mine taking, or hiring someone, which I’m not about to do. That’d cost more than whatever they might take. Besides, I’m not spending money for some lazy tyke to lounge about and sit all night.”

      Otto picked up his glass again, about to take a swig, then held it between his legs in disappointment upon realizing it was all gone. Natalia felt the urge to pass her cup over and let him have the rest of hers, but she refrained. It was his farm. She was sure he could get himself more juice if he wanted.

      “I understand,” she said. “No one wants to work anymore. My cousin used to help us on our farm, but everyone knew she was smart—always inventing things, charting the stars, learning instruments. We scraped up some money to have her go to the academies, and when she came back for a season, she wanted to get paid for working, but she didn’t want to work. How does that make sense? I swear, those schools are ruining this generation.”

      Though it wasn’t exactly her opinion, Natalia had always found the wealthy of Xenith to be rather like the “cousin” she described. And, growing up in the poorer parts of Mesidia, she’d heard some variation of her statement from one old person or the other more times than she could count. She was rather certain even Peter’s father had said something of the sort.

      Otto, unsurprisingly, nodded along in complete and total agreement.

      “The world would be a better place if more youth were like you. And you know what? You respect us elderly folk. I can’t tell you how nice it is to know there’s someone out there who’s willing to listen to a wrinkly old badger like me.”

      Natalia smiled, genuinely. “I find it funny, honestly, that with all the libraries in Voradeen, not a single one has taught me as much on this topic as you have.”

      That was, in fact, the truth. She’d studied every text she could get her hands on in the city. Hardly any had information on shape-shifters—the S’cahl—like Otto did.

      “Here,” he said, standing up from the table and walking to his books. He leaned against them, slowly bending down to look at the lower shelves, wincing the whole way. When he found the one he was looking for, he repeated the wincing, clutching his left knee, then hobbled back over to the table, placing the book next to the biscuits.

      “This has been in my family for generations. I don’t have any kids, so it seems it’s only right it goes to you. Besides, I got the whole thing memorized anyway.” He plopped back down in his chair and pointed at his head proudly.

      Natalia pulled the book over to her, opening it delicately. The spine was nonexistent, replaced by leather ties holding the pages together. Inside were what appeared to be entirely handwritten notes, though the penmanship looked different from one page to the next.

      When Otto said it’d been in his family, she thought it had been written long before, and passed down, but now she wondered if each generation had added to it. It would have been easy enough to do. A simple untying and retying of the knots and you’d have a fresh entry.

      She flipped to the very back, surmising that the oldest entries would be there. Though the ink had long ago faded and smeared, she could make out drawings of women, all of whom were drawn with large stomachs. She flipped forward a few pages, hoping there would be some kind of text she could decipher, but she couldn’t understand any of it.

      “What’s this?” she asked. She held up the page to him, and when he leaned forward and squinted, she put the book back down and slid it over to him.

      “Don’t know exactly,” he said. “Some parts are about the origin of the S’cahl. Those parts never really interested me. I can’t make one anyway, not by myself.”

      Large stomachs.

      No, not large stomachs. Pregnant women.

      Were the S’cahl born of human women? Were they human? Were they something else entirely, something not quite human, animal, or fiend? Or were they some kind of hybrid of those things?

      Natalia accepted the book back, flipping to more recent entries. She found the parts Otto referred to, parts that explained that the S’cahl needed only the blood of their allies to assist them. In more sinister hands, such a thing could lead to catastrophe, to kings and queens being assassinated, to murders being committed in someone else’s name, to spies learning each country’s most confidential information. In the hands of a farmer, it was simply an exchange, a symbiotic relationship between human and potential non-human. The human could go to sleep at night, knowing the S’cahl would take on their likeness and patrol their fields, and the S’cahl could have . . .

      That was a question she couldn’t answer. Perhaps they simply liked having blood. Perhaps they fed on it, craved it, needed it to survive. Maybe they enjoyed the taste, the same way humans enjoyed a well-cooked meal or a delicately crafted pastry. Whatever the case, Otto’s accounts had proven fruitful—literally, in his case, as something had helped keep his farm safe his whole life. And it wasn’t the only story like this. Each time she found a text mentioning the S’cahl—a text that wasn’t simply to scare children into being good—it was about someone who wanted something simple, like the ability to escape their home when they knew a tax collector was coming, or when they wanted someone to scare off any would-be thieves who might otherwise feel safe taking what wasn’t theirs. Stories that primarily effected the poor.

      The scholars of Voradeen had long ago deemed such stories as just that: stories. That didn’t surprise Natalia. Often when the wisdom of the world was being bestowed by the less fortunate, the poor, the peasants, the people who tended the land, the people who knew best how to care for it, the people who had been conquered and told what they were supposed to be, how to behave, what to wear and how to talk and what to eat if they wanted to be granted any dignity—when the wisdom was being bestowed by those people, it was all too often discarded. For if they were truly wise, wouldn’t it be them conquering and ruling and acquiring wealth?

      Natalia knew better than to hold such beliefs. If the information provided to her was helpful, it was helpful. Only fools cared about whose lips the information originated from.

      “Thank you, Otto,” Natalia said. “Truly. I hope to repay you someday for your kindness.”

      Otto scooted the plate with the three remaining biscuits closer to her. “No need, dear. Your company and your willing ear were payment enough.”
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      Otto sent her on her way with satchels filled with apples, potatoes, seeds, and other such things she had little use for. She had tried to discern if there was something the old man longed for, some monetary way she could repay him, but it was clear he was the kind of soul who felt fulfillment in using his hands, bathing his skin in sunlight, and watching things grow. She wondered if she’d have been content with her station growing up if she’d not had the political realm to navigate—if she’d not been pressured by her mother to attach herself to Dorian.

      She’d had such a dream once. There was a meadow in the woods outside the city, one that somehow stayed in bloom all year, only with different blooms, each with different colors and scents and sizes. It wasn’t well known and was almost entirely untouched, but Natalia used to go there sometimes, with her father—never her mother—and pick out her favorite flowers. She’d put them in a vase when she returned to their castle, happy to provide some color to the damp grey walls of her stony room.

      Her father would entertain the idea of her owning a flower shop when she grew into adulthood. He told her she’d never want for anything, because he’d tell every fancy noble he interacted with that he knew the best flower shop in all of Mesidia, and surely if princes and princesses and kings and queens were buying her shop’s flowers, then everyone else would buy them too. She could make perfumes too, and with the money she made from the shop, she could buy all the puzzles, clocks, and elemental metals she wanted. When she sold out of that season’s flowers, she could transition to selling whatever inventions she’d come up with.

      She’d completely forgotten that dream. Strange how her mind wandered so frantically once she’d attained, at last, some answers to the problems at hand.

      The S’cahl, she thought, reorienting herself. She ran through her conversation with Otto again and again, and, when it didn’t make her queasy to do so, she read through more of the book from her mare’s back. She’d be cutting it close, barely returning to the city in time for the conference, so it was best to soak in as much knowledge as she could before she evidently had to dedicate all of her energy toward Xenith’s other problems.

      From what she could tell studying the book, blood seemed to be the main thing that allowed the S’cahl to shape-shift into whomever the blood came from. Without blood, there was no way for the S’cahl to analyze the makeup of the person they wished to shape-shift into.

      The amount of blood, and how fresh it needed to be, was up for debate. Some of Otto’s descendants apparently provided their blood daily, pricking their fingers and dabbing it onto their scarecrows, while others did it only from time to time, but in great amounts. Otto looked to be somewhere between those two extremes, given the scars running across his palms. But still, blood was the thing that linked all of them.

      He'd also mentioned memories. That sparked an old rhyme she’d come across: They’ll steal your heart, they’ll steal your mind, then they’ll steal whatever they find. It wasn’t a particularly graceful or sophisticated rhyme, but it did line up with what Otto had said. If the S’cahl had your heart—your blood—then they’d know what was in your mind as well and would then be able to find out whatever else they wanted to know about you.

      It wasn’t the best evidence, but currently, it was all she had.

      It also made the threat of a shape-shifter all the more terrifying.

      Before, she’d thought maybe the S’cahl had been watching their potential muses for great lengths of time, determining everything they could about them before shifting into their likeness. Now, apparently, all they needed was blood, and then they’d know everything the person had known.

      Or something to that effect.

      If that was the case, she could never trick one of the people she spoke to on a regular basis into revealing themselves. She wouldn’t be able to determine if Vel acted differently than she had before Natalia had known her; she wouldn’t be able to figure out if Maximus was less gentle and loving toward Aden than he’d been before. The possibilities of who the person could be, and how well they could dupe her, seemed insurmountable.

      No. Not insurmountable. Like all great things, this was made up by smaller parts. She need only disassemble them and fit them back together to understand the whole.

      You’ve disassembled about as much as you can already, she thought. Now to fit the pieces together.

      The S’cahl was employed by Anastasia Verkev. If Natalia ended the trade ban with Sadie, Anastasia would retaliate. That would mean Anastasia had to have employed the shape-shifter once Natalia had been granted some power within Xen politics.

      No, that wasn’t right. The threat had already existed. Alanna Verkev had tried warning them all during the Peace Gathering that a shape-shifter was among them, unaware of her sister’s involvement with the creature. That had been just before the Attack of Fiends. Would the shape-shifter have taken the form of someone during the chaos of the attack?

      It would’ve provided them with the perfect distraction. With all the threats coming from outside the palace, no one would’ve thought to look for the threat from within.

      Who, then, would’ve been the likeliest of victims?

      Maximus had been spotted near death by several people during the attack. Then, miraculously, he’d been brought back from the brink of death. Wounds that should’ve taken him weeks to heal from were gone, and he was seen back on his feet protecting Aden that very evening.

      It seemed a likely solution. It also seemed too easy. If a shape-shifter really could do all the folklore said they could, would they really be so obvious? Wouldn’t they try to be more subtle?

      Natalia wouldn’t rule the possibility of it being Maximus out simply because it seemed the likeliest solution. Sometimes the best solutions were the easiest ones. It also would be the perfect person to be in a threatening position. The knight with the most access to the future king of Xenith? That wasn’t terrifying only for Natalia; that would’ve been terrifying for Gerard and Gwenivere too.

      Natalia tried not to let her nerves get the best of her, but the thought of an assassin being right beside Aden for every conversation, meal, and lesson made her skin crawl. More than that, it made her feel helpless. She hated feeling helpless. Her instincts told her to kick her mare into a gallop and rush back to the palace, demand Maximus reveal himself, and order him executed on the spot. They would never follow through with that order, nor had Maximus done anything that would warrant such an order, but that didn’t change her instincts.

      Calm yourself, she chided. Panicking helps no one.

      The next best candidate was Vel. The Mistress of Birds had access to Aden regularly, as well as a wealth of information, some of which even Natalia wasn’t privy to. If there was someone to be in a good position to relay information back to the nobility of another country, it was her.

      That made sense for motive and practicality, but it didn’t line up with the how. Blood needed to be in the equation somehow, and as far as Natalia knew, Vel hadn’t been at all injured during the Attack of Fiends. She did, however, disappear from the palace a great deal. Natalia assumed she’d venture off to speak to her spies, some of whom likely never actually spoke to the Vel who Natalia spoke to, much in the same way the woman Otto spoke to wasn’t quite Natalia.

      It wasn’t until now that Natalia realized how little she knew of the Verigrad spy. She needed to gather more information on the woman before she could rule her out.

      Next was Nicolas. It was surprisingly painful to think of her knight as a possibility, but Nicolas would be the obvious choice if Natalia was the one who would be targeted during any form of retaliation.

      Somehow, though, she’d never gotten the impression she would come to harm. She was too valuable in the position she was in, as a political pawn, to eliminate her entirely, so Nicolas wouldn’t make a whole lot of sense.

      He could, however, have been placed there long before she entered the Xen political realm. He’d had direct access to Gerard—he’d even known about his illness and his cures. Was it possible that Nicolas had only gone along with Natalia’s lie about Gwenivere killing Gerard because it hadn’t been Nicolas at all, and the lie had been the perfect way to help crumble the reputation of the Verigrads?

      Was it possible that Gerard hadn’t been sick at all, but had slowly been poisoned by a shape-shifter pretending to be Nicolas?

      The knight hadn’t seemed too eager to return to his parents earlier that morning. Was it because the shape-shifter didn’t want to be apart from Natalia, the target he was supposed to keep his eyes on? Was it possible the shape-shifter didn’t want to include Nicolas’s family in all of this?

      The more Natalia thought about it, the more the puzzle pieces for him fit. It might explain why the knight always seemed so morose. A S’cahl might know a person’s memories, but it didn’t mean they had to react to everything the way the victim had. And didn’t everyone, herself included, note how different Nicolas seemed now than he had before? Was it possible the shape-shifter hadn’t wanted to be tied to Gerard’s death, but had been ordered to, and now lived with immense regret?

      Stop! Natalia thought. She grabbed one of the apples Otto had given her and took a bite, not caring that she smudged her carefully applied lip stain all over its skin. She needed something to occupy the muscles of her face, something physical. It wasn’t enough to sit atop her horse, surrounded by fields of quiet farmland.

      She’d told herself before that she had to let herself trust someone. It might be foolish, but if she didn’t have one person she could put at least a sliver of faith into, she wasn’t sure she could keep going.

      No, it wasn’t that such a thought might be foolish, it was foolish. Like it or not, she had to consider all the possibilities, and currently, he was at the top of the list.

      The easiest way to remove him from suspicion would be to find out more regarding Gerard’s illness. If it seemed completely natural and not the result of something external, then that would help alleviate some of her suspicions.

      He also did eventually go to his parents, she thought. A part of her imagined she was completely empty headed and that he’d never left—that he was only a few strides behind her, but a quick glance around confirmed he was not, in fact, following her.

      She also didn’t recall him being injured during the Attack of Fiends and didn’t think there’d been a time when he’d been known to have sustained an injury during his time serving as a palace knight.

      Breathing a little easier, Natalia lowered Nicolas on the list of threats. She didn’t completely remove him, but she did feel a little better knowing there were ways she could prove his innocence, or at least, increase the chances of it.

      Another risk? Sir Charles. The elderly man was one of the oldest knights in Xenith and had served Gerard the longest. It was likely he’d known about the illness, given how close he’d been to the late king.

      That meant the same defense of finding out more regarding Gerard’s cause of death that somewhat absolved Nicolas would also absolve Charles.

      He does have a lot of control over our military, Natalia realized. And he does make a great deal of decisions regarding our border. . . .

      Anastasia’s potential future retaliation could come in the form of poor military leadership through a false Sir Charles. It would be the most impactful way to enact vengeance; if Natalia ended the trade ban, and that helped Xenith’s economy, then an attack from the west would not only eliminate any gain through the trade ban ending but it would also make things significantly worse for Xenith’s people and its economy.

      Like Nicolas and Vel, Charles might have been notably injured at some point over the last year or so, but she had no knowledge of such a thing occurring. Another thing to determine.

      She thought over other S’cahl candidates for the rest of her trek back into the city, including chambermaids, cooks, other knights, Peter, William, Aden himself—all of whom could very well be the shape-shifter but who concurrently seemed less practical than the others. Chambermaids and cooks, while having obvious access to things that were frequently touched or consumed, were easily replaced. Natalia would request they all be put on new rotations, just to be safe, and then she could cross them off the list.

      Aden would make no sense at all. If he ordered something done that was unfounded and lacked sense, she and Vel and other advisers would simply not obey it. She was Queen Regent for a reason. No one actually expected a boy to have the capabilities to rule.

      Other knights? Sure, possible, but they were rotated frequently, so it would be impractical on many levels. Plus, while they were present in many situations, one single knight wouldn’t have access to enough important conversations or opportunities to attack as Nicolas, Maximus, or Charles.

      As for Peter and William? Maybe. Natalia didn’t think they had the political sway that her enemies would want. She’d also seen them during the Attack of Fiends and didn’t recall either of them sustaining any great injuries.

      Guiding her mare back into Voradeen, Natalia felt more confident than she had in months. More confident and more afraid. Sometimes knowledge acquired did that to a person. She was glad she had something to work with, something to provide her with a jumping-off point, even if it did put her a little more on edge. Maybe it was all ludicrous, and maybe she would spend far too much time searching for the answers to the questions she’d posed for herself, but at least she had the beginnings of a plan. It was better than being completely in the dark.

      Once the familiar sights and smells and sounds of the city settled into her, she started toward the old chamber music hall. The conference Peter was hosting would be starting soon, and she had to ensure she knew exactly how he delivered the information, the faces of those who’d been invited to attend, and what queries, if any, they’d asked of Peter after he’d debriefed them. And, possibly the most important thing: If Peter did answer questions, how off script from his briefing would he go?

      Natalia could practically feel more wrinkles forming and her hair greying as she forced down the bubble of stress making its way up her throat. Tired of riding in the saddle, she dismounted from her mare, guided her gently by the reins, and made her way to the hall.
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      Like everything else in the upper districts of Voradeen, the chamber music hall was ostentatious.

      It didn’t quite rival the palace in terms of grandeur, but not for lack of trying. If it had the cliffs and nearby valley as its foundation, and the sheer size the palace had, it might’ve stood a chance. Without those things, though, it was a small sibling to its towering neighbor, a child’s replica model.

      Having little knowledge of music, Natalia wasn’t quite sure the acoustics needed of such a space, but she at least understood that the way the space was crafted, the sort of materials used in the building, and the shape of the architecture itself played a role in how the sounds bounced off the surroundings. Had the chamber still been used for music, she imagined she would sit in the comfortable seat she was in now, hands folded neatly in her lap, enjoying the evanescent tones pulled out of strings by bow or finger. Notes would reach her, despite the secluded corner she’d chosen for want of inconspicuousness, and they’d do so by easing off the large tiles at her feet, or subtly reaching up to the heavens, only to hit the towering ceiling and sink back to the listeners below. Some sound would slip through the archways on either side of the hall, but the music would be muted there, a teasing melody to those just out of reach. They’d beckon the bystanders to sit and join in the listening, to be one of the lucky few who could bask in the majesty of the hall and absorb the beautiful sounds.

      Sadly, such a stunning place would only provide Natalia with sounds of whiny writers asking pointed questions and a frantic Peter doing his best to answer them. It wasn’t that any of them had altogether hideous voices, but it would be a far cry from the serenity the hall was meant to display. The voices would also carry, unfortunately, which meant the obnoxious writers from places like the Scholars would have their stupid queries amplified.

      Natalia took out a notebook and pretended she was one of them. She would do as they did. She was eager and ready to write down whatever came out of Peter’s mouth that made the palace and ruling nobles look horrible and conveniently leave out any redeeming statements he might’ve had at the beginning of certain topics. Any clarifications on points would be considered, depending on if they made her angles better or worse.

      She was in disguise. Incriminating Peter was her aim.

      Time to see what the poor boy had to say.

      He shuffled in with notes at his side. Where musicians would normally walk out and be met with polite applause, he was met with dying whispers, and a suddenly vacant-sounding hall. The pariahs who faced him all turned from their colleagues and faced forward, each with their own notes ready.

      Natalia was glad her disguise for the day doubled as both a farmer looking for answers to thieves and a writer, though in truth, it shouldn’t have. The two professions were drastically different, yet most of those around her evidently fancied themselves laborers. It was a ploy, she knew, to ingratiate themselves to those who read their articles. If they could make themselves look like Otto, and others like him, then they were more likely to seem trustworthy. It ensured that when someone was looking for information, they’d come back, again and again and again, to the source that looked like them, talked like them, and, most importantly, thought like them. What was the point of so many different printings, after all, but to provide a means of finding the one that told you what you most wanted to hear?

      There were a few writers, of course, who considered themselves more reputable. It was evident in the way they dressed more like the nobility and kept up with current Voradeen fashion. Such attire was generally made up of corsets and vests, most in the warm colors of the fading fall, as if they were matching the shifting of the seasons present in the flowers and parks throughout the upper districts. It was interesting to Natalia to see the way they held their arms over their notes, as if to keep their lesser counterparts from seeing what questions they meant to ask of Peter, or what stories they were going to reveal. They hid such things often with billowy sleeves, or fans, which were obviously not at all to cool themselves with, given the cold of the hall. The lower districts’ writers tended to use simple handkerchiefs atop their notes, or wool scarves—things that might appear as everyday accessories but were thinly veiled hiding tools.

      How any of these people considered themselves clever, or at the very least, clever enough to dissect the inner workings of the city’s and the country’s politics, was beyond Natalia.

      Still, she was in disguise. She made sure to cover the parchments on her lap with a shawl.

      “Hello,” Peter said, walking up to the podium in front of the small gathering. He made eye contact with the handful of writers in the room, nodding to each of them. Surprisingly, he even added a personalization to his acknowledging head nods, saying some of the writers’ names as he greeted them. Granted, many of them had badges hanging around their necks, a security precaution to make sure only those thoroughly investigated were allowed into the space, a list Natalia had made sure to tamper with and add Leadrin to, but still, there was no way Peter could read each badge from where he stood. It wasn’t all that far, as the hall was rather small in width and length, but a clear distinction existed between the side of the room where the writers sat and his side, alone save his podium, and the silent knights surrounding him, who might as well have been statues for how well their gleaming armor blended into the glass and tiles at Peter’s back.

      When he’d made sure to give each of them his welcome, he took out his notes, placed them on his podium, and began to speak in a clear voice.

      “Thank you all for attending this briefing today,” he started. He rested his hands on either side of the podium, a gesture Natalia thought might be to steady his nerves, if he didn’t have such a relaxed stance.

      He let his words settle for the perfect amount of time, not too short, not too long. He didn’t fidget, or lick his lips, or tap his foot. His clothing was simple but well-fitted, and he wore it dashingly, standing tall and dignified and with a polished air.

      Was there a chance that, without William around, Peter was actually . . . distinguished?

      “This is the first meeting conducted in such a fashion,” he continued. “Before beginning, I’d like to personally acknowledge how touched I am to be bestowed this position—how honored I am, that I would be welcomed into this beautiful country, and this beautiful city, and be entrusted to act on behalf of your rulers, to deliver upon you with nothing but sincerity and a desire for truth the events that concern each and every one of us.”

      Light above, Natalia thought. He’s actually articulate.

      Around her, some of the writers responded to Peter’s introduction with smiles and nods. A few sat unmoving, reserving judgment, but it was a better first impression than Natalia could’ve hoped for.

      She wanted to believe she’d seen potential in Peter all along and that his proficiency was something she’d always known was there, but in truth, she was shocked. So shocked, in fact, that she eagerly wanted to hear what he had to say next, despite having already gone over everything ahead of time that he’d be discussing.

      “I respect your time,” he said. “Thus, I will be not delay any further with formalities. It saddens me greatly that as my first announcement, I must tell you all that the rumors you have heard regarding the western border are true.

      “We received word from the esteemed Sir Charles, as well as several other individuals stationed among the border towers, that the town at the border has collapsed. Accounts confirm that plumes of smoke came about after some sort of landslide, but whether the landslide was an unfortunate natural disaster or caused by human interference in nature we cannot say. I ask that you not make any accusations toward any of Xenith’s neighbors as to do so would be baseless. Speculations and opinions are welcome, but those are not facts, and they should not be mistaken as such.”

      Already, the silence granted to Peter was shattered. Writers immediately started asking questions, some lifting up their hands as though they were academy youth waiting to be called on, while others verbally attacked Peter. For good measure, Natalia chimed in, loudly asking what a Mesidian would know about Xen affairs. Her query was largely swallowed by the others being projected Peter’s way, but it was rather enjoyable. These were the very people who picked apart who she was, how she dressed, where she was from. Launching their accusations at someone else, all to appear more like them, left her with a mischievous sense of satisfaction.

      Peter held up a hand, his expression neutral yet unyielding, until the hall quieted.

      “I understand your anger,” he said. “I understand that many of you remember, or have heard the stories from your relatives, what attacks looked like during the War of Fire. My father was a veteran of that war. I’ve heard the stories too. I know the type of tactics employed in that time. I know how easy it was for people to pretend they’d done nothing because of the way they planted elemental metal in the land. As I said, speculation and opinion are welcome. Light, you can even draw comparisons to stories documented at that time. However, I beg of you to separate your own conclusions from definitive truth. At this time, definitive truth is not available to us. The palace felt it necessary to inform you as soon as possible of this tragedy, but to do so, it couldn’t wait until we complete the investigation.”

      “How long will the investigation take?” someone asked. Thankfully, the query didn’t break a dam. It seemed the answer to that question was one everyone was eager for.

      “It’s difficult to say,” Peter answered. “I can’t give you a specific timeline, but I can say with certainty that everything is being done to find out what caused this. The most pressing concern for the soldiers stationed there was to find bodies within the rubble before auroras started drifting. That way, anyone with a loved one in that area would know with certainty if said loved one had died during the catastrophe. Those reports are being handled now, and once everything has been completed on that front, all resources available in that area can be dedicated to the investigation.

      “As for the details of how the investigation is being conducted, metal specialists are joining the efforts. There are pieces of metal still present within the land from decades before, but never used, and some of it wasn’t planted at all and just happens to exist in that area, waiting to be excavated. The specialists are able to determine these differences, and they’ll be able to figure out if what caused this tragedy was human or nature. Tiador and Concord have not taken credit.

      “That is all I can tell you of this event currently. I will answer any questions as best I can with the knowledge I have, and then we will move on to other topics.”

      Natalia wrote things down as the other writers did, then sat back and listened to the questions—and accusations—posed. She kept expecting Peter’s bravado to ebb or dissipate completely, yet he answered each person with maturity and dignity, even when they pestered him, or spoke with condescension. A couple of times the questions or accusations launched his way were so ludicrous that even other writers shook their heads, disappointed in their fellows, but a bit of Peter’s typical boyish charm and sass snuck through, which was met with chuckles and approval.

      All in all, Natalia was impressed. More than impressed. He didn’t have the complete mastery of such skills like Dorian, nor did he command a room with his very presence the way Gerard had, and he certainly wasn’t the stampede her mother was, but Peter found a way to approach the situation with grace. Natalia had only expected him to hang on. She hadn’t anticipated he’d tame the wild.

      She made a note to compliment him later, only to realize she couldn’t. She wasn’t supposed to be there. She’d have to reveal she’d tampered with the guest list and watched him like an overbearing parent.

      That thought saddened her somehow.

      How odd.

      She crossed her leg atop the other, wrote a few things down, then switched legs.

      “I think it best we broach other topics,” Peter announced. “I will do my best to ensure each topic is discussed thoroughly, but if you could, please ask your most pressing questions first, in the event our time expires. Adra, why don’t you go first?”

      The writer Peter called on sat up. “Yes, thank you. My question is about the squire program.”

      “The squire program!” Peter rubbed his hands together with enthusiasm. “I’ve seen the king himself training on the very grounds our new squires train on. It’s a wholesome sight. It makes me miss training alongside my father and cousins.”

      There was brilliance in such a statement, brilliance the people around Natalia couldn’t ever appreciate. Not the guilt-eliciting attention given to Peter’s dead family—that part was a little heavy handed for her taste and bordered even on being too depressing, though she could see the merit in reminding everyone that Peter was a person who’d lost just as much, if not more, than many of the people around them.

      No, what caught her attention was Peter’s wording regarding Aden. She knew for a fact that Aden did indeed train on the very grounds the squires trained on, but he didn’t train on said grounds at the same time. Peters wording, and how quickly he’d made his statement, made it seem as though the king trained with them, which, of course, the writers would never know the difference because their direct line to the palace was Peter himself.

      I might have to rethink every conversation we’ve ever had, she thought.

      She decided to write that in her notes.

      “Yes, well,” Adra said, pushing locks of hair behind her ear. “It’s lovely for you and the king to be benefitting from such wholesome events, but some of the squires, specifically the Sadiyan ones, aren’t faring as well.”

      Peter leaned forward. He returned his hands to where they’d rested at the beginning of the briefing, placing them on either side of the podium, but his grip seemed a bit less relaxed than it was before.

      “I assure you, as I have seen it with my own eyes: The squires are all treated and trained with respect, regardless of where they or their families are from.”

      “It’s not the training I’m referring to,” Adra said. “It’s what happens when they aren’t being trained.”

      Peter tilted his head, then lowered his voice. “Whatever you’re implying, I’d ask that you be clear. I want to be as transparent with you as possible, but I can’t do that if I don’t know what you’re referencing.”

      The other writers all waited with bated breaths, or, more accurately, with eager fingers. Whatever this reveal was, it would make a fantastic story. The rumors about the border would be forgotten once whatever this was got out.

      “I don’t know the details,” the woman admitted. “I’ve just heard from a source in the palace that some of the squires have been treated differently. Some of them are given better treatment if they partake in certain acts.”

      “Who is your source?” Peter asked.

      The woman lifted her chin. “I’m not at liberty to say.”

      “The squire program is providing our youth with safety,” Peter insisted. His tone was firmer than it’d been before, but, after releasing a breath, the tension that’d begun to build in his shoulders eased. “I believe I gather what you’re implying, and while I’ve not seen or heard anything along those lines, I will look into the matter. Rest assured, though, safety for our youth, a place of shelter and a path toward opportunity, is the goal of this program. The palace has not created some elaborate scheme to prey on young people.”

      Natalia fought back a wince. His answer was fine up until his last statement. She wished she could pull at the threads of time and go back a few moments, if only to allow Peter the chance to determine a better way to answer Adra’s questions, but such magic wasn’t possible, and she’d have to make due with the hit the squire program would take.

      Stupid woman, Natalia thought, sending an invisible sneer Adra’s direction. Does she not see that creating such fiction will only hurt the very children we’re trying to help?

      Natalia knew the answer to that, though. Of course Adra knew. The fact of the matter was that some people didn’t care what rumors they started, what chaos they spun, so long as they could profit from it.

      “Speaking of issues regarding people from the East,” another writer said, raising his hand. He was one of the people dressed in finer clothes, and if Natalia remembered who’d been invited accurately, he was from the Scholars.

      “Go on, Hugo,” Peter said, encouraging the man. “What’s your query?”

      “Thank you,” the man said, pulling at the edge of his vest. “I have here some statements coming out of the East I was hoping you could elaborate on. A few sources claim that the Verkev family of Prianthia fabricated the story of an assassin killing one of the heirs.”

      Good work, Mother, Natalia thought, fighting back a grin. She’d not been sure Yvaine’s plan to plant rumors regarding Anastasia would work, but, evidently, she’d gotten her rumors through. How very like her too, to have the rumor planted within the most well-respected printing, and the one responsible for the most cutting rhetoric surrounding Natalia as Queen Regent. Chances were, Yvaine took such slights against her daughter personally. If you insult my family, you’re insulting me—that sort of thing. Efficient, then, to conduct her plan as she had.

      “I assure you,” Peter said, “one of the Prianthians was indeed killed by an assassin. I suppose I can’t give you a firsthand account of that, but the effects of that assassination are still being felt by the Verkevs.”

      “I apologize,” Hugo said hurriedly. “I didn’t mean the assassination didn’t happen. I meant that the story around it is false.”

      Peter’s lips curled in. “Explain your meaning.”

      “Well . . .” Hugo scratched his neck. “Some sources are claiming it was one of the other heirs who was responsible for the assassination.”

      Perfect. If there was any good to come out of this briefing, it was the frantic scratching on parchment that was made directly following Hugo’s statement. It wasn’t likely going to be as big of a story as the other topics, but it would certainly be the biggest international story. Now all Natalia had to do was see that Dorian heard these rumors, and maybe even the rest of the Treaty of Five, and then the rumor would become reputation, and then Alanna, the daughter-heir of Prianthia, would be forced to look into them.

      It maybe wasn’t the best method, but it was a start. It was better than doing nothing.

      Peter started to give his answer as another writer near the back of the hall stood up from his seat. He looked to be Sadiyan, and if Natalia had a moment to think, she was rather certain she could remember his name from the list of attendees.

      His name wasn’t important in that moment. What mattered was that he wasn’t just standing, but walking, and his destination appeared to be behind where all the other writers sat.

      Natalia stood involuntarily. She walked through one of the arches and down the hallway parallel to the room as the man continued.

      He was far enough back that no one else had noticed him yet, but Natalia could see him pluck out a sphere from a satchel at his side. By the time he’d walked far enough forward to attract anyone’s attention, he’d slipped the sphere from his hand and rolled it down the tiled floor.

      Peter stopped abruptly as the sound of the rolling sphere reverberated through the hall. The knights closed in around Peter. The man took a step back. Called fire. Sent the fire toward the sphere.

      Natalia ran forward.

      As the trail of flames shot out, she kicked the sphere back toward the man. He didn’t have time to vanish his element before it made contact with the sphere.

      The rolling stopped.

      The sphere sucked in the fire.

      Everything was silent.

      And then the sphere erupted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

          

          
            NATALIA

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Flames. Screaming. Panic.

      Like a coward, Natalia lay curled in the corner. She couldn’t hear anything other than the ringing in her ears, the shouts and bustle of bodies only discernible through her blurred vision. She tried to calm herself and take steady breaths. Like a fish lay gaping on the shore, she opened her mouth, desperate to pull air in, but air wouldn’t come.

      Someone came into her periphery. They helped her sit up, shouted at someone else. They turned their attention back to her, saying something in a calming voice. They checked the back of her head.

      They found blood there, no doubt. She could feel it wetting her hair. She felt it dripping down her shoulder and arm.

      The person beside her was saying something, though the ringing hadn’t yet subsided. She squinted, trying to read his lips. He was asking something. Attempting to comfort. Nodding a lot, moving slowly, reaching toward her.

      She batted his hands away when he pulled a knife on her. He held his hands up in surrender before she finally caught, “It’ll help you breathe!”

      She couldn’t have fought him off anyway, even if he had intended to harm her. She relaxed, letting him cut the vest she wore.

      He put a hand to her shoulder.

      Air finally returned to her.

      It was then, when the desperation to breathe was quelled, that the heat and the pain came through. It brought a clarity to her mind and senses. She batted the man away again—a knight, she realized now, though she didn’t know him—and looked to the podium for Peter.

      He’d been escorted out. A few people lay injured around the hall, but otherwise, the only person who’d truly come to harm was the attacker. The man was still alive, a few knights who’d been standing guard around the room now fastening element shackles to his wrists.

      They’d bring him in for questioning.

      They’d call on her to be there.

      They can’t know I was here, she thought, scrambling to the hall’s exit. No one can know I was here.

      The knight who’d helped her shouted that she needed to stay down. She ignored him. The attacker, while still alive, was bleeding badly from several wounds, his face and arms burned. He’d be questioned immediately to ensure they gathered as much information from him as possible before he lost consciousness, or worse, died from his wounds. She only had a small amount of time to return to the palace, rid herself of her disguise, and answer to whatever summons was put out for her by Vel or Aden.

      If anyone discovered she’d been in attendance at the hall, the already precarious situation would turn grave. The whole point in having Peter deliver the briefing was to show the writers at all the printings that there was a non-biased party delivering information to them. They’d mistrust everything Peter said if they found out Natalia had been in attendance.

      If they found out she’d been present and someone had attacked them? Natalia had no idea the kinds of stories they’d print then. She didn’t even want to think about it.

      The ringing in her ears continued as she hurried back to the post she’d tied her horse to. A crowd had formed around the hall. People bumped into her, some asking her if she was all right, others asking what’d happened. She pushed past them as she had the knight. The ringing drowned out some of their queries, but it also upset her balance, causing her to frequently stumble.

      She grew faint from the heat of the flames and the press of bodies. Or was that from the head wound?

      When she finally escaped the crowd and made it to her mare—who was remaining remarkably calm, thank the Light—she rustled through the satchel at its side. It’d been too warm for a cloak when she’d been riding back from the fields, but now she needed the hood to cover her.

      Pain shot through her shoulder as she hastily fastened the cloak. Her fingers were shaking, blood dripping down her left arm as she pulled the hood over her still-dark hair. She hoped none of the blood had made the temporary dye leak out. She couldn’t have anyone noticing her silver-gold locks beneath the dark.

      She breathed heavily, watching the crowd continue to grow. An emergency task unit had already arrived on the scene. A few members rushed into the hall to help retrieve the injured, the rest split between pushing the crowd back and funneling water elements toward the flames. The units had existed in the city long before Natalia had come to Voradeen, but she’d insisted more funding be provided to increase their ranks. It’d seemed the least of the city’s concerns at the time, and she’d had to fight Vel on the decision, but looting in the lower districts in the weeks directly after Gerard’s death had been high. With the devastation Voradeen had faced after the Attack of Fiends, the last thing it had needed was for its own citizens to set it ablaze.

      She was glad she’d fought so hard for the funding. If she hadn’t, the now nearly quashed blaze might instead be burning its way toward the palace.

      With her breath returning, Natalia took advantage of the mayhem and snuck away. When she reached the palace’s front gates, she delivered the chosen word for the day to the guards, the one only known to her, the king, a select few knights, and the men standing before her now. She held her cloak tight over her garb, not wanting them to see her injured, or dressed in such unusually bland attire. Remembering what Nicolas had told her that morning, that her eyes were still discernably hers, she made sure to stare intently at the guard before her as she delivered the code. She laced her voice with as much authority as she could.

      “Quickly now, I need to make sure no similar threat has been launched at King Aden!” She cocked her head in the direction of the hall’s smoke. The guard motioned for the gate to be opened, and Natalia wasted no time climbing the steps toward the palace entrance.

      She’d only said the words to hurry the guard along, but now she wondered if such a threat might truly have come for Aden as well. The fear was immediately dismissed. If Aden had been attacked in a similar fashion, there’d be a fire burning through the palace, and smoke curling out its windows.

      The king was fine. He had to be. It was she who needed tending.

      Now that the adrenaline of the moment was fading, the pain in Natalia’s shoulder became nearly unbearable. If it wasn’t broken, it was at least dislocated. It was the left one, her non-dominant one, so she could hide the injury from Vel until it healed. It would be difficult, and that pain would be distracting, but that was a problem for the future. Right now, she needed to get cleaned up, and fast.

      The knights who’d arrested the attacker had gotten to the palace before her. They’d be locking the man up in the below ground dungeons, ensuring he wasn’t only held back by the element shackles but by entire cell bars and walls laced with elemental metal. There were guards stationed there who would simultaneously question him and tend to his wounds, hoping to gain information from him in the event their ministrations proved futile. Natalia had only gotten a brief, blurry, shock-filled look at him, but she’d surmised his wounds were near-fatal.

      You’re not going to move quickly alone, she thought, leaning against one of the palace’s halls. She was grateful again for the cloak, knowing without it, she’d be leaving a streak of blood where she rested. She’d leave a streak anyway, if she leaned for too long.

      Knowing she couldn’t be seen, Natalia abandoned the idea of going to her own rooms, instead finding the entrance to the old servants’ halls. They weren’t used by servants anymore, but the narrow maze of corridors still existed to help nobility make quick escapes during crises. Similar to the newly changing codes, only a select few knew of the halls, which—thankfully—included Natalia herself.

      She winced as she rose from the place she leaned, her good hand cradling her injured shoulder, and pressed aside a large battle painting. It was one of the only pieces that was never rotated out.

      Once inside, Natalia carefully pulled the painting back, then hurried through the corridors. She had to use what little strength and concentration she had to illuminate the dark paths. Her element held true, surprisingly, but with so much blood spilling from the gash in her head, she found an ache immediately pressing against the back of her eyes.

      Over the last few months, Natalia had made sure to walk the corridors as often as she could. Even if she didn’t have them lit, she still would’ve known exactly how many steps it took to arrive at her first turn, then her second, then her third. She’d have known when the first set of stairs would come, how many steps they contained, which ones creaked, and which ones had splinters that would snag her dress’s hems.

      She’d have known exactly how much time, at the pace she was going, it would’ve taken to get to her chambers.

      She didn’t go to her chambers, though. She vanished her flame, pushed through another depiction of the battle the first painting had shown, pressed it back into place, then knocked on the door of the rooms now in front of her.

      “Natalia?” Yvaine said, opening her door wide. “What⁠—”

      “Will you help me?” she gasped. It was all she could get out before she collapsed into her mother’s arms.

      Yvaine wasted no time hurling Natalia in and slamming the door shut. She made to lift Natalia’s arm over her shoulders, but at the involuntary cry that escaped her, she thought better of it. She half walked, half dragged Natalia to a chair in the chamber’s sitting room, the same one Natalia had confessed everything to her from only a short time ago.

      Maybe it was her finally being able to rest, or maybe it was the shock finally catching up with her, but Natalia found herself suddenly very cold. Her heart seemed to exist everywhere, pounding relentlessly against her chest, neck, legs, skull. Though her breathing had deepened after the knight had cut open her vest, it seemed to grow quick and shallow once more.

      Yvaine covered her with a blanket. She pressed her fingers to the side of her throat. Her brows drew heavy as she surveyed Natalia’s wounds.

      “What happened?” she asked. Her tone was clear, empty, but Natalia knew the rage that state of clarity and calm was hiding.

      “The briefing,” she managed. Her mother motioned for her to take deep breaths, lifting her palm up, then lowering her palm toward the floor. She did this a few times, Natalia following her lead until her breathing steadied.

      “The briefing,” she repeated. “I was in attendance, to make sure I knew what was being asked, how Peter delivered everything. I went like this”—she motioned toward herself—“so they wouldn’t know I was in attendance. They can’t know I was in attendance. No one can know. If someone finds out, and it gets back to the public, they won’t trust me. I need them to trust me⁠—”

      “Your injuries,” Yvaine cut in. “Who did this to you?”

      Natalia could’ve sworn she’d already explained that.

      “Someone attacked,” she said irritably. “They used some kind of explosive device, like what was used during the War of Fire. I managed to kick it back toward them, but I couldn’t get complete cover before it went off.”

      “I’ll kill them,” Yvaine snarled.

      “No!” Natalia sat up, her head swimming at the motion. “No, they need to be questioned. I need to be there. They’ll call for me soon. I have to get dressed.”

      “You can’t go anywhere like this.”

      “I have to.” Natalia took another deep breath. She hoped it looked convincing, that the black spots in her vision would fade if she just straightened her spine and spoke with confidence. “I simply need you to assist me in making myself presentable. And quickly. They’ll be wondering where I am.”

      Yvaine sprang into action. Her boots thumped heavily across the floor as she made her way to the bathing chamber and began drawing a bath. She found a dress that would be suitable for Natalia’s size, laid it across the sitting room’s sofa, then tossed a pair of slippers on the rug just beneath it. She returned to Natalia’s side seconds later, helping her out of the seat, making sure to lift her by her uninjured arm.

      Once in the bathing chamber, Yvaine slapped Natalia’s hands away as she made to undo the clasp of her cloak and the ties of her clothing, quietly insisting she let her do it instead.

      The steam in the room was making her faint and sleepy, but a quick snap, snap, snap of her mother’s fingers in her face brought her back to attention.

      Stripping off her clothes, Yvaine helped Natalia into the large tub. Nakedness was not odd for Natalia, not in front of Yvaine. Her mother had never trusted anyone else around her for much of her youth, and thus, it had been she who’d helped Natalia dress for important occasions. The act of helping her now, despite the agony and panic, was oddly comforting. It made her feel like a child again, a girl who’d not yet discovered just how cruel and unjust the world was.

      The water in the bath was warm. Natalia shook anyway. She wasn’t sure if it was her own body temperature, or if it was an effect of everything the last half hour had brought. She clamped her teeth and made to wash herself, watching as the bath’s water went from clear to rusty brown.

      Yvaine forced her to swallow something, then inhale smoke from something else. The pain in her shoulder, and the ache in her head, immediately lessened. She felt light and heavy all at once. Her senses dulled and her eyelids drooped. She stopped trying to clean herself. She didn’t protest as Yvaine took up the task. She obeyed when her mother commanded her to dunk her head, her long fingers scrubbing the temporary dye from Natalia’s hair.

      Numb, Natalia barely registered as Yvaine added more to the tub. The water had gone from clear to colorful to black as it ran over Natalia. Yvaine did this twice more before the water finally stopped pulling at the dye. When she patted Natalia’s hair with a towel, only a small amount of brown transferred to the cloth.

      There was some awareness, in the back of Natalia’s mind, that she was operating at a glacial pace. If she were a clock, her gears would be slowing, the current metal releasing its stored-up energy at too low a rate. The clock’s hands would still tick, but they’d be a little behind.

      For some reason, that struck Natalia as funny. She wondered how many clocks also thought it funny when they didn’t quite work. How many people would be late for things before they realized something was wrong?

      Yvaine spoke. Natalia caught bits and pieces.

      “Your head wound wasn’t deep.”

      “You shouldn’t need stitching.”

      “The dress I gave you should hide the cuts on your arms, but you have to make sure you don’t roll up your sleeves.”

      “Sit here. Sit still. I’m going to use an air element to dry your hair faster.”

      “Twist it into a knot.”

      “Tie a ribbon around it to hide the gash.”

      “I’m going to pop your shoulder back into place.”

      “The potion and herb I gave you will make it hurt less, but it’ll still hurt.”

      “I’ll count to three. One. Two. Three.”

      Natalia nearly passed out from the pain. She’d repeated the numbers her mother said to her, and she’d registered what she’d said, she’d just not realized their meaning.

      Now she did. Now the words caught up to her.

      She wasn’t finding this funny anymore.

      Yvaine gave something else to her. She swallowed it. It was bitter. Seconds later, she felt a tingling in her fingers. The dullness was wearing off, and with it, the blessed numbness of whatever her mother had given her before. Now the pain of her shoulder, and her head, and the number of cuts across her arms and back, and the burns, were all stinging and aching and itching.

      “What’ve you given me?” she asked, groggy.

      “A few things. Illegal things.”

      “They’re . . . strong.”

      “Soldier’s Smoke. I’ll give you more later, if you need it, but best if you don’t inhale too much.”

      Yvaine lifted Natalia’s sleeves and rubbed a salve on her burns. It didn’t have a scent, thankfully, otherwise she couldn’t wear it around others without arousing suspicion.

      “The other two?” she asked. “What were they for?”

      “Root, which is known to be addictive. It was illegal even before the ban, but it helps with pain. I’m not giving you any more of that.”

      Natalia nodded.

      “Night Thrill was the last one. It’s an energy booster. Small amounts are often taken by soldiers or guards assigned to long night shifts, but the amount I gave you is . . . dangerous. You’ll start sweating soon, and you’ll notice your heart rate go up again, if it hasn’t started to already.” Yvaine’s jaw twitched as she propped Natalia’s chin up. She applied various creams and powders to hide the clamminess of Natalia’s skin, then put color back into her cheeks and lips using a stain she dabbed onto the tips of her fingers.

      The stain she used was a faded vermillion—Yvaine had always been one for daring shades—and the scent of it, a hint of rose, a hint of berry, brought back memories. Almost reluctantly, Natalia recalled helping pick the flowers and the fruits to make the stain. She recalled grinding everything together using a small stone tool, mixing what remained with oils, then heating it over a fire, leaving it to cool, and transferring it to a tiny glass jar.

      You can put some on your cheeks, but none on your lips. You’re too young right now. I won’t have my daughter of barely nine winters looking like a whore. There’s time for that later.

      Natalia almost laughed again. Why did she crave closeness from this woman? Why did she cling so desperately to her, when her softest moments still came with thorns?

      “Thank you,” she said, schooling her features. She swallowed, patting at the sweat already forming at her brow.

      “You’ve always needed me,” Yvaine answered. She went from tilting Natalia’s chin to moving it rather aggressively, surveying her work. Natalia bore it, though she realized then that even her neck was aching.

      “You’ll return here tonight.” She released Natalia, screwing the lid back onto the stain’s jar. “You’re thin, so the amount of smoke and potions I gave you will have a stronger effect. You’ll likely be vomiting tonight, and you’ll have the chills. It’d be a shame if my only daughter managed to survive an attack only to die choking on her own vomit.”

      Natalia stepped back, finding the bathing chamber’s mirror and surveying her reflection. There was more powder on her skin than she usually preferred, but even without asking, she knew it was to hide the fatigue beneath her eyes and any bruising surfacing on her brow. At least her hair had returned to its natural color. She’d never have been able to scrub out the dye so quickly in her current state.

      Before she could do anymore, a knock sounded. She shared a look with her mother. Are you sure? Yvaine seemed to ask. When Natalia nodded, the two made their way back into the sitting room.

      As expected, the knock came from a runner, asking if Natalia was present. They requested that she immediately accompany them to a meeting with King Aden, and when she crossed the threshold of the chamber, her mother, never one for sentimentality, gave her a curt, encouraging nod. To anyone else, the motion would’ve looked meaningless, but Natalia knew all the unsaid things spoken within the gesture.

      She inhaled deeply, gathered her strength, and followed the runner down to the palace halls.
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      There was a room just before the entrance to the dungeons that the runner led Natalia to. Vel and Peter were there, as were Aden and Maximus. No additional knights were in the room, but many lined the hall just outside it, more than Natalia’s barely sobered mind cared to count. She recognized a few of them. They’d been in attendance at the briefing.

      “What happened to you?” Vel asked. Her perfectly painted face looked horrified as Natalia entered. Clearly the woman wasn’t entirely convinced by Yvaine’s hasty efforts.

      “What happened?” Peter asked, incredulous. “Give her some credit. The runners are shit at giving anyone the full story. I’d look worse than that if I heard there was an attack again—especially in this city.”

      “Yes,” Natalia cut in, smoothing her skirts. The fabric was no different than what her own dresses were usually made from, but the feel of them seemed distinct. It was as if this was the first time she’d ever really felt a dress before.

      The potions, she thought, releasing her skirts and sitting down at the table in the room’s center. The room looked identical to many of the others throughout the palace. There would be small differences, if Natalia cared to look.

      She didn’t.

      Just sit down and make it through this meeting. Just sit down and make it through this meeting. Just sit down and make it through this m⁠—

      “Yes what?” Vel said. The woman had, Natalia realized, been staring at her, waiting for her to say more.

      “Shock,” Natalia said. “I’m a little shocked. I thought we were facing another attack.”

      “We did face another attack.”

      “From fiends. I thought we faced another attack from fiends.”

      Had that made sense? Her tongue felt heavy, and Light above, this room was smoldering.

      Maximus set a glass of water in front of her. She took it, drinking it in small sips, then belatedly remembered to thank him.

      She felt everyone’s eyes on her as they joined her at the table. She didn’t meet any of them. The whites of her own eyes had looked red when she’d glanced in the mirror in her mother’s chambers, but she’d thought nothing of it at the time. Now she wondered if that was an effect of the potions and if Vel or Maximus or, more realistically, Peter, would be able to tell. She kept her gaze focused on her water, continuing to take slow, steady sips.

      “I was asleep, in my mother’s chambers. Fatigued. I hurried when I got the news. I’m indecent.”

      “Were you drinking?” Vel pressed.

      “Who wouldn’t, in this place?” Peter joked. He cocked his head toward Aden. “Well, not you, Your Majesty. Bet you wish you could though, eh?”

      Natalia finally looked up. Just moving the angle of her eyes hurt her head. Her shoulder was still screaming, and the burns on her arms seemed only slightly alleviated by the salve her mother had applied.

      The pain reminded her that Peter had been in the same room as her during the explosion. She took the time to look at him, really look, to see if he’d sustained any injuries himself.

      Aside from a bruise on his forearm, and a small cut on his temple, he appeared fine. He was talking loudly, likely from the same ringing still going off in her ears, and his movements were a bit manic, but that wasn’t all too different from how he normally behaved. At least, how he behaved outside the briefing. Natalia wasn’t sure anymore if the poised Peter was the real one or the imbecilic one.

      “Where’s Sir Nicolas?” Maximus asked, cutting off whatever Peter had been saying.

      “Out,” Natalia said hurriedly. “I’d relieved him of services earlier today. He should be returning tomorrow.”

      “That’s suspicious,” Vel clucked. “As soon as Nicolas is gone, there’s an assassination attempt on one of us? I advise that knights search and retrieve him and that he be brought in for questioning.”

      “That’s absurd!” Peter slammed his own cup of water down onto the table. Natalia flinched at the noise.

      Would she be doing that from now on? Jumping when a stack of books fell or a door slammed too hard?

      Calm yourself, she scolded, taking another sip of water. Calm yourself.

      “It’s not absurd,” Vel replied, voice strained. “We need to consider all potential accomplices and suspects. Queen Regent, where was it Nicolas said he’d be spending his time off? Sir Maximus, are there spots he frequents when he isn’t on duty?”

      “He didn’t say,” Natalia answered. She was quick to give her reply, not wanting Maximus to reveal Nicolas might be with his family. The two men were close, from what she’d gathered. It was only that morning that Nicolas mentioned he spent most of his off time with the bigger knight, making sure the grieving man wasn’t alone in mourning the loss of his brother. She didn’t want Maximus put in a position where he’d have to give any details on his friend. The man was intimidating in stature, but soft of heart. Best not to put him through any more strife.

      Didn’t you wonder if he was the shape-shifter? she asked herself. Why should you care about his feelings, when he might be a spy for Anastasia Verkev?

      Peter and Vel argued through the merits of searching for and potentially arresting Nicolas. From their snide and clipped tones, it occurred to Natalia that the two had been arguing before she’d arrived. She tuned them out for a moment, trying to reclaim her composure. It was imperative she take control of the situation.

      “I need a full debriefing of what’s transpired,” she said, voice firm. “If the two of you would stop squabbling like old goats, perhaps you could take a moment to inform me of what’s happened.”

      Peter sat back in his chair, head shaking. Vel, opposite him, laced her fingers atop the table. She licked her lips, pulling them in tight, then directed her full attention to Natalia.

      “Near the end of the briefing, a man made an attempt on Peter’s life. He used something that looked to be of Concordian or Tiadorian design. It was like what Lady Yvaine brought up a few meetings ago, the elemental metals that are filled to near bursting. A woman saw the attacker and managed to kick the device back toward him before it went off. He took most of the damage. From what our knights and the task units have reported, no one died from the attack.”

      “Thank the Light,” Peter said. “If it wasn’t for that one person risking their life for the rest of us, I’d probably be in several pieces right now.”

      Peter nodded at his comment, his eyes regarding Natalia.

      He knows, she realized. He knows I was there.

      “What do we know of the attacker?” she asked, fighting down the spike of panic climbing up her throat. “Is he being questioned?”

      “He’s currently unconscious. We’re to be notified the moment he comes to. The only information we’ve received thus far is that he was an employee of one of our city’s less reputable papers: The Vines of Voradeen.”

      Another terrible name, Natalia thought, rubbing her forehead. It took her a moment to realize she’d spoken the words aloud.

      “Yes, well,” Vel continued. “Terrible name or no, he’d been employed with the paper for the last year. He was on our list of verified writers to attend the briefing. He’s never had any prior issues with the law. The Vines said his being from Sadie gave him a “fresh perspective” on Voradeen’s politics.” Vel rolled her eyes. “What they really mean is they found the one Sadiyan in all of Xenith who doesn’t appreciate that we helped them out of slavery. Papers like theirs do this all the time. They’re just looking to rile people up, and if the person delivering the information is the least likely candidate to be doing so? Even better. They think that makes them more credible.”

      “I can’t imagine people are going to take them too seriously after this,” Peter said. He chuckled to himself. No one else joined him.

      “Anyway,” he said, clearing his throat. “If the paper is known to print such bad stories, why’d you let one of their writers attend?”

      “We couldn’t have anyone thinking we were showing favoritism,” Natalia answered. “If we only gave invitations to the printings that are less harsh on us, it would’ve looked like we had something to hide.”

      She took another sip of water, her eyes meeting Peter’s over the glass.

      We do have something to hide, she tried to convey. You can’t let them know I was there.

      Setting her cup down, Natalia let Vel carry on. She was relaying to Peter and Aden how the individuals in the briefing had been chosen. She assured them that herself, Natalia, and her aids—or, more likely, her spies—had come up with the list of attendees, as well as the security measures that’d been taken to ensure something like this didn’t occur. She assured Peter they’d done everything they could to protect him.

      “Clearly,” he said.

      Vel asked him if he was alive, or if she was currently speaking with some corporeal form of him, and he gave a very dignified grunt in reply.

      Natalia had known the list of attendees. She’d studied it over and over again. She’d made sure to hand over a sketch that’d been submitted of each writer who’d confirmed they’d be there, including one of herself. That’d been easy enough to falsify, as Elizabeth, years ago, had done one of her. Natalia needed only to color in the darker hair, and modify a few of the features, and it was enough to pass as the version of her who’d gone to the briefing.

      The credentials she’d provided had been easy enough too, when she’d thought no one would have a reason to care who was in attendance. Vel had confirmed the list with her, and before it had been given out to the knights who’d monitor the event, Natalia had added herself to the list. She’d had the foresight to write independent writer to cover anyone pointing out that a woman who matched her description had worked for them, but even still, people might start asking questions about the mystery woman who’d saved them.

      They’d be too curious asking them how this could’ve happened, and who the would-be assassin was, Natalia assured herself.

      She rubbed her head again.

      “Sir Maximus,” she asked, cutting off whatever Vel was saying. “When you were injured during the Attack of Fiends, you made a swift recovery. How was it you did that again?”

      Everyone stared at her with this seemingly off-topic query. She quickly added, “I’m wondering if we can apply the same elixir used on you to heal our assassin. The sooner we can get answers, the better.”

      She wasn’t only asking for that reason. With her head slowly clearing from the Soldier’s Smoke and Root, she was remembering just how much was at stake with the potential S’cahl among them. What better time to ask this question, when she could pass it off as a related line of questioning to their current crisis?

      “The Sadiyan prince, Queen Regent,” Maximus said. He glanced at Peter apologetically. Peter held up his hand, as if to say, My parents are already dead. What can you do?

      Maximus carried on.

      “After notifying the former princess of the fiends, I don’t remember much. I was at the foot of her throne, in the Assembly Hall. There were . . . there were a lot of people, rushing to the exits. I suppose most of them already thought I was dead, so they passed me by. The Sadiyan prince came up to me, though. He put something on my wounds. It was very painful, but I was healed almost instantly. I didn’t see him after that.”

      Natalia fought back a sigh. That was more or less what he’d reported before. If he was the S’cahl, she hadn’t accomplished much in the way of exposing him.

      “I don’t know what elixir it was he used, Queen Regent,” he added, seeming to sense, and misinterpret, her disappointment. “My apologies.”

      She waved her good hand at him. “No apologies needed. It was just a thought.”

      “What kinds of stories does this Vines print, anyway?” Peter asked, finally tipping his chair back to its four legs. He slouched back against it, arms lifted casually to cushion the back of his head.

      Natalia could see a few cuts on his forearms and elbows. The blood there dripped into his rolled-up sleeves.

      “They print nonsense,” Vel said venomously. “As for specifics, let’s just say certain stories are perhaps not fit for inexperienced ears.”

      Natalia understood instantly.

      They reported, and likely made up, sexual scandals.

      There was some irony there. Aden was too young in Vel’s eyes to hear of adulterous goings on, when he was also, simultaneously, old enough to hear of devasting acts of violence along their borders, within their briefings, and between his own sister and father.

      Vel had a promiscuous reputation, though, one Natalia recalled her not wanting Gwenivere to share. The former heir had been almost painfully prude in all the times Natalia had known her, the extent of her physical relationship with Roland being the occasional bit of hand holding or stolen kisses. Even those, by Natalia’s estimation, weren’t much to elicit any excitement. She was rather certain if she’d been kissed in such a way, she’d have wondered if a butterfly had grazed her cheek. Her own reflection granted her more arousal.

      Even still, with Vel being older than her cousins and with Queen Rose gone, Natalia could see the woman taking on a maternal role with them. Though it had taken many years before Natalia had come to this realization. She supposed not everyone’s guardians spoke to them about the happenings between lovers as openly and frequently as Yvaine had with her.

      “I see,” Peter said, squinting in understanding. “They print stories for older folks, feed into their superstitions and such. Understood.”

      Vel, sharing a glance with Natalia, replied with a drawn out, “That’s it exactly, yes.”

      It wasn’t, obviously. Except, in actuality, there was some truth there. The Vines was one of the few printings Natalia had noticed at Otto’s home earlier that day. If there were any reports coming out of Voradeen that the old farmer would gravitate toward, it would be the one that spoke poorly of the wealthy and ruling class.

      Peter doesn’t actually believe that, though, Natalia realized. She recalled the way he all but confessed he played the part of fool, so as to distract people from his brother’s intellectual shortcomings. William might not have been present, but Aden was, and Peter had likely gathered the young king wanted to inquire further into what kinds of stories the Vines printed. By associating it with the elderly, rather than with scandals, Peter took away all of what might’ve made it interesting to the young king.

      Clever. More than clever. Peter had managed to trick even Vel, who always seemed to read people. How had Natalia never noticed Peter’s cunning before? If he hadn’t mentioned his intellect to her, would she have continued falling for his dimwit persona?

      “Other members of the Vines are also being brought in for questioning, I assume?” Natalia asked, refocusing the conversation. “Surely someone there would have noticed something suspicious?”

      “They’re all being questioned, yes, though in a more accommodating setting than their colleague—whose name is Azar, by the way. Immediate reports I received before you arrived are that he’s nothing but devoted to his profession.”

      “How can you trust anyone’s judgment that works there?” Peter asked. “It doesn’t sound like integrity is something they look for when hiring.”

      “Integrity or not, I don’t know that many of them would’ve suspected a Sadiyan man to sympathize with Concord and Tiador. Not to this degree at least.”

      “Have you looked at the stories he’s written? That might clue you in to how his head works. Maybe he did sympathize with them.”

      “We looked through hundreds of writers before granting anyone access to the briefing. That included their work. We’re not idiots.”

      “Sure, of course not. That’s why it took a random woman to save everyone there.”

      Vel didn’t bother entertaining that with a response. A good thing too, as he chose that moment to wink at Natalia.

      Yes, he absolutely knew she’d been there.

      “He wasn’t a sympathizer with the Far West,” she said, doing her best to ignore him. “He was critical of the trade ban, though. I didn’t think anything of it before, since the ban is a popular topic for all of the publications right now, but if it’s his stories I’m thinking of, he worded his concerns differently than a lot of the other writers. He seemed less worried about Xenith’s citizens not having the cures needed for when winter arrives and more worried about Sadie’s economy. He said the East—not Sadie specifically, but the East—was always carrying the burdens of the West.”

      Realization dawned on her. She took one last sip of water, making sure the puzzle pieces fit.

      “I don’t think he was after you Peter. I don’t think he was an assassin from Concord or Tiador either. I think he only wanted us to think that, so that we’d blame them for the attack.”

      Natalia exhaled, putting her hand back on the table. Though she made sure to keep her sleeves down, even the light pressure of resting her arm made her burns sting.

      “Azar isn’t the one Sadiyan who isn’t grateful to us, Vel. He’s one of the hundreds. He’s from the same group that’s been plaguing the Dividing Wall with illegal trade. Sadie’s princes and the Prianthian heirs have been telling us of them for years. We’ve never bothered to listen because they’ve never been a threat to us before this.”

      It spoke volumes that, even laying it all out, Vel still seemed perplexed at Natalia’s line of thinking. How sure of their own righteousness were Xens that they couldn’t imagine their history as anything less than pure? The Vines of Voradeen, though indeed profiting off mostly lies and exaggerations, was one of the few papers that insisted Xenith knew of Prianthia’s enslavement of Sadie during the War of Fire. They’d criticized King Gerard and his trade dealings with the East, adamant that he’d not only turned a blind eye to the horrible treatment of Sadiyans but that he’d been complicit in it. They’d found it preposterous to think it had been only after he’d successfully defeated Concord and Tiador that he’d suddenly discovered the shackles he’d profited from.

      “Redeemers, Vel,” Natalia finally said. Vel gave her a blank stare for a moment, then placed a contemplative finger to her nose, thinking. Natalia could see the moment it all clicked into place for her. The older woman closed her eyes, almost grimacing, and, for the first time in all of their meetings, she looked completely at a loss for words.

      “See,” Peter said, motioning to his empty water glass. “Drinks. In this place. We all could use ’em.”

      “Yes,” Vel replied dryly. “How very helpful.”

      For the second time that day, an expectant knock came at the door.

      The attacker regained consciousness. He was ready for questioning.
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      It occurred to Natalia that in the minutes they’d spent reviewing what’d happened, none of them established who would start the questioning. The most suitable person for the role was Vel, given that the woman’s entire trade came by way of information.

      Natalia saw how the news of Azar’s waking made the Mistress of Birds perk up. Her back straightened. Her eyes alighted. What could be gained, not just through explanation of the man’s motives, but by further pressing him on the Redeemers? How might that affect Vel’s international connections? How might she be able to twist the information gleaned in a way that would help ease tensions between the East and West?

      Those possibilities were what Vel thrived on. Natalia had seen it. Vel flourished when power and opportunity were within reach. It was why she loved showing Natalia the printings each day, why she insisted on being present for meeting after meeting after meeting. She was the palace’s eyes and ears, and despite the crown and title a ruler possessed, it was Vel who could sit back, prideful when she succeeded, yet hidden when she failed.

      No wonder she was giddy all the time. She could afford to be wrong. It would never be her name the people were cursing.

      It was oddly satisfying, then, for Natalia to watch Vel rise from the table, only to realize that with Peter present, she couldn’t be the first person to question the attacker. If she did, it would compromise her position, and Natalia knew full well Vel couldn’t risk that. Maybe she’d consider it, if the person wasn’t a notoriously loud-mouthed, reckless fool.

      For once, Natalia found herself grateful to be sharing a room with Peter al’Murtagh.

      “Your Majesty,” Natalia said, voice honey-sweet. “I assume it is I who shall be questioning the attacker first?”

      Aden, who might as well have been a painting on the wall for all he’d contributed to the discussion, gave her a wide-eyed nod.

      “I will report back as soon as I have gained anything of use.” Natalia bowed her head, then steadily rose from the table, careful not to rise too quickly, lest her still-pounding head decide it couldn’t discern up from down.

      To Vel, Natalia dipped her chin. “I can see how anxious you are. Do not fret, Lady Vel. The attacker won’t come for anyone else.”

      Vel gave a convincing performance, twisting her glee at the prospect of gaining intel into the credible out Natalia had given her. She sat back down and laced trembling hands together, then pulled them apart, choosing then to reach for her glass of water and lift it shakily to her lips.

      Somewhere not all that deep inside, Natalia’s soul warmed. It was satisfying watching Vel relinquish control. It was even more satisfying knowing she had to do it because she’d not thought far enough ahead to this moment, and who would be present for it.

      Taking a breath, Natalia nodded to the knight who’d delivered the message, then followed him down to the dungeons.
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      Nothing had prepared Natalia for her first steps into the dungeon.

      She’d worn element shackles before. Her mother, throughout Natalia’s childhood, forced her to put them on, reasoning that if she was ever captured, she’d need to know how to escape without the use of her auroras.

      It had been an unpleasant feeling, certainly—almost painful—similar to the descriptions Natalia had heard from soldiers who’d lost limbs but swore they could still feel them. She knew her auroras were there. She knew they were just within reach, but without being able to call on them, they might as well not be. It was strange, how rarely she found she ever needed them, but once she had the shackles on, it had taken an enormous effort to ignore their absence.

      Natalia merely mastering the sensation didn’t satisfy her mother, though. If she was reciting back information, she’d do so with the shackles on, to ensure she could recall information while distracted. Yvaine would, from time to time, test her navigation and tracking, blindfold her, drag her into the center of mazes, old ruins, or caves, then tell her to figure out her escape.

      Testing her mental fortitude had been her goal. It wasn’t sufficient to simply bear the shackles. Natalia needed to overcome them. Conquer them.

      None of that had been enough. The dungeon she descended into now was unlike anything she’d ever felt. Even without it directly clamped around her wrists, the metal that lined every spot she stepped and every cell bar surrounding her made her feel as though she’d died and drifted into the darkness.

      Fitting, she thought to herself. Maybe I should get used to this. I can’t imagine the Light would welcome me anyway.

      It wasn’t a surprise to the knights on either side of her when the overwhelming sensation caused her to stumble. They each grabbed one of her arms, and she remembered just in time to bite back a yelp of pain. She couldn’t let the knights know about her injured shoulder.

      “Apologies, Queen Regent,” one of them said. When they were sure she was steady, they released her. “It is disorientating in the dungeons. It wasn’t this bad before, but after Lady Gwenivere’s escape, much of the place was reinforced with pure elemental metal. We should have warned you.”

      “Yes,” she said, irritated. She wasn’t sure if these two knights didn’t much care for her and thus purposefully didn’t tell her, or if the apology was genuine, and they truly didn’t think to say anything, having grown so accustomed to the dungeons themselves.

      If they don’t care for you, do what you can to change it, she thought. And if they made a mistake, forgive them. You need the knights on your side.

      “Forgive me,” she said, voice warm. “I am not upset with you. I was meant to have a rest day today, for the first time in months. Suffice it to say, this is not exactly how I meant to spend my recovery time.”

      The knights both chuckled. It was the short, shallow chuckle that came when a real emotion broke through stress and fear. They found what she said amusing, but they were self-conscious, wondering whether such a reaction was appropriate, given the terror of the day’s events.

      They didn’t hate her then. Good.

      “I suppose you both can relate,” she continued. “I’m sure the moment you have a rest day, catastrophe occurs.”

      “The Attack of Fiends,” one of them replied. “I was visiting my sister that day. First day I’d had in over a month. Then that happens. Had to rush back here. I didn’t have to, but that’s what my instincts told me to do. I’m a protector, through and through. Comes with being the oldest of six siblings.”

      Natalia had only wanted to ingratiate herself to these men, not hear their life stories. Charismatically, though, she answered, “Serendipity at its finest.”

      “Indeed, Queen Regent. Serendipity indeed.”

      She began walking forward, not wanting the other one to chime in with his great tale of ruined rest.

      The dungeon’s cells were swept at the end of each cycle, resulting in the worst criminals being executed or sent to the Arctic’s prisons, while the others who’d been convicted of lesser offenses were sent to smaller prisons on the outskirts of the city. Occasionally prisoners of war or other high-level individuals caused the prisons to be swept again, as was the case when Gwenivere had been imprisoned. It ensured no one else heard the information passed between the prisoner and the gaoler.

      Such was the case now. Natalia was glad not to have an audience as she went through the various knight-clad hallways.

      Upon arrival, the head knight informed Natalia of Azar’s condition, assuring her it was safe for her to enter and offering to accompany her inside if his services were needed. She thanked him but dismissed him and his team.

      It wouldn’t do to have any of them hear what she planned to ask.

      After they cleared out, she took the key they’d given her, turned the lock, and stepped inside.

      It smelled. That was the first thing she noticed. She’d not been all that annoyed when they’d forgotten to warn her about the elemental metal, but now she was properly incensed. How difficult was it to hand the Queen Regent a cloth for her nose? It wouldn’t get rid of the smell, but it might help. She knew, with absolute certainty, the knights were not accustomed to whatever they’d slathered all over Azar’s burns.

      She lowered her hand that was raised to her nose. Surveying Azar, she saw the chains they’d wrapped around him, two connecting his ankles to the chair they’d put him in, two for his hands, and one connecting his neck to the back of the chair.

      If she remembered the details correctly that she’d read about him leading up to the conference, his age was somewhere between his fourth and fifth decade. That meant he’d warn chains like this before, as a child. She imagined he likely had scars on his back too, scars he was probably glad he couldn’t see every day.

      “Azar,” Natalia said, pressing her back to the cell door. “Rhymes with Navar. Is that who ordered you to make this attack?”

      Azar breathed heavily, not saying anything. Half his head and neck were covered in burns, his hair gone, his skin an angry red. The healer who’d kept him alive had left behind the lantern they’d used to work. The light it gave off dimmed, but bright enough to show shiny and wet burns. It made Natalia want to gag, but she kept her expression blank.

      That was almost her. Beauty gone. Excruciating pain.

      Better this man than her.

      “No,” he finally answered. He licked his lips, groaned—an involuntary noise, no doubt—and attempted to sit up.

      “I see,” she said slowly. “Who was it, then, who told you to do this?”

      Another long pause. More pained noises. “Anastasia,” he whispered.

      Natalia had no way of knowing if he was telling the truth, but the answer didn’t surprise her. She’d had a feeling, once she’d puzzled out it wasn’t an attack from Concord or Tiador that the Prianthian noble had been involved.

      “Because of what was said about her? Because of the questions people asked, about her involvement with the assassination attempt on her sister’s life?”

      Azar, with the chain around his neck, managed the barest of nods.

      That confirmed it then. Someone in the palace was a spy. No one knew Natalia was planning to feed that rumor to the public, no one save her mother, who’d been the one to suggest the idea. Enough people had known when the conference was going to take place, though, and any number of them could have tipped Anastasia off.

      It was likely the woman had wanted someone planted in among the other writers in the event something was revealed about the trade ban or her hand in the deaths of the al’Murtaghs and the Laighlesses. Especially, Natalia realized, with it being Peter speaking on behalf of the palace. She’d thought appointing him a decent decision at the time, but she’d completely neglected to see how her appointment might be viewed by Anastasia, who’d likely surmised a tenuous allegiance had formed. It was logical, then, that she’d want to ensure her reputation wasn’t tarnished within the Voradeen conference. It was, after all, a gathering of the people most capable of spreading information efficiently.

      The details of Anastasia’s suspicions were likely wrong, as it wasn’t the Mesidians’ deaths brought up at the conference, but her suspicions were still well-founded.

      If I’m ever going to outmaneuver her, I need to figure out who’s serving her.

      “Who is her spy?” she asked.

      He tried to shake his head, then answered, “I don’t know.”

      “Is her spy someone in the palace?”

      “Yes.”

      “A man or a woman?”

      “A man.”

      “And can that man turn into a woman, if he pleases?”

      Azar’s face wasn’t capable of many expressions, but it was evident by the sudden ceasing of his loud breaths that he’d not expected her to know that.

      “Yes,” he answered.

      Natalia nodded, thinking.

      She couldn’t have any of this information get to any of the others. Knowing there was a spy reassured her that she was right to be paranoid and right to investigate the matter further, but it didn’t bode well for her that she still was no closer to finding out who the spy actually was.

      If Azar readily offered this information to any of the rest of them, there was a chance the spy could kill him, to keep him from saying anything else.

      “What is the spy’s name?” she asked.

      A long pause. “Victor.”

      “Victor? It’s the same spy who started killing people as Dietrich Haroldson?”

      “Yes.”

      “How does Victor shape-shift?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Natalia, feeling faint, either from the rush of adrenaline at the potential of answers, or from the potions her mother had given her, grabbed the stool that had been left for her, lifted it with her good arm, and placed it directly in front of Azar. She lowered herself to it, her body stiff, her muscles protesting. The disconnect between her auroras and her mind, and the strange pressure that came with knowing you were underground, were starting to weigh on her.

      “I was there,” she said, leaning toward Azar. The stench was even worse up close, but she fought to keep her nostrils from flaring. “I was in the chamber hall. I’m the one who kept you from killing everyone.”

      She let that information settle, let him stare blankly at her until recognition came. His green eyes looked like they belonged on someone already dead.

      “I’m telling you this, because I need you to understand that I have every reason to want to kill you right now, and yet I’m sitting here, having a pleasant conversation with you. Do you understand that?”

      He swallowed. “Yes.”

      “Good. I won’t threaten to hurt you. You’ve hurt yourself plenty, and I’m sure some of the others will provide plenty of pain to you later.

      “What I’m going to offer you are rewards. For every answer you give me, I’m going to ensure that one of your fingers cannot be cut off when the others interrogate you. I’ll even put it in writing, and bring knights in to carry the letter off, if you’d like. Then, if you give me more than ten useful answers, I’ll take your shackles off. You’re in no condition to fight me, and the cell itself will do a perfectly fine job keeping me safe from elements. There’s really no reason to remind you of what I’m sure was not an altogether pleasant part of your childhood. Are we agreed in this?”

      Azar closed his eyes. Natalia panicked for a moment, wondering if he was about to die, if she’d wasted precious seconds.

      Blessedly, after a few more strained breaths, Azar agreed.

      “How does Victor shape-shift?” she repeated.

      She saw Azar look down, saw his fingers twitch.

      “I . . . don’t know,” he said again. “I don’t know how he does it.”

      “Not useful,” Natalia said. “That means it doesn’t count. Understand?”

      He nodded.

      “Does he need blood to shape-shift?”

      “Yes.”

      “Better,” she said. “One finger secured. When he shape-shifts, how much does he know about the individual he’s impersonating?”

      “I-I don’t know the exact amount. It has to do with the amount of blood.”

      “So the more blood, the more he knows?”

      A nod.

      “Another finger. How about your dominant hand’s thumb and pointer? You’re a writer, after all. It’d be cruel to take those away.”

      Azar’s expression stayed vacant, but something in the way he looked at her revealed his fury. He knew he was never leaving this cell, that he’d never write again. He thought she was mocking him, and he hated it.

      This is how he’s always envisioned us, she thought. He believes in the Redeemers, in their message. They’ve convinced him that we all think ourselves above him.

      “You are here because you tried to kill a great deal of people,” she said. “You are not here because I’m a Westerner and you’re an Easterner. Though I’m not sure you’re capable of understanding that, if your head was truly so empty as to be filled by the drivel the Redeemers preach.”

      That grated on him too. This time, she could tell by the way the muscles in his neck strained.

      “How long has Victor been here?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Was Victor the one who killed the Mesidian nobles?”

      “Yes.”

      “So he couldn’t have been here before that?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Was he the one who tried to kill Alanna Verkev, Anastasia’s sister?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did he do that on Anastasia’s command?”

      “Yes.”

      “How many of the Redeemers know this?”

      “I don’t know. Not many.”

      “How do you know?”

      “My sister.”

      “Who was your sister?”

      “Brelain.”

      “Where is Brelain?”

      “Dead.”

      “Who killed her?”

      A pause. “Dietrich Haroldson.”

      Well, that made a twisted kind of sense. If Natalia had to guess, the former Sadiyan prince had likely been hunting down this shape-shifter longer than she had.

      “Why did Anastasia order Victor to kill the Mesidian nobles?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Yes, you do, she thought. You know full well it was because I wanted my mother freed. He couldn’t say that to her face, of course, but he’d likely never needed to learn how to lie convincingly. Given what he’d been willing to do at the conference, it was safe to assume he’d thought he’d die, should his cause ask that of him. He’d not ever thought he’d wind up strapped to a chair, answering questions from the very people he despised most.

      Natalia couldn’t risk him revealing any of this. It was imperative, if she was going to continue keeping her role in Pierre’s death a secret, that this man’s story change.

      She thought about killing him. She doubted anyone would be surprised if he died, given the extent of his wounds. It wasn’t unheard of, certainly, for people who’d sustained such injuries to pass away, even after having been treated. Sometimes people were simply beyond saving. The healer who’d tended to him would be the only person who might be able to contest that, but Natalia was rather certain she could dispose of them, through force or through coercion, if the need arose.

      There’d be risks. It could ring alarm bells, to have this man die on her watch. Gwenivere wasn’t here to take the blame this time, and Nicolas wouldn’t be there to corroborate her story through his silence. It’d be her word, and her word alone. She wasn’t sure her word meant much to Vel and Aden and Peter. Not enough that they’d be convinced of it after she was the only person allowed the role of interrogator.

      Peter might begin to wonder if she’d been in on the attack. Maybe he’d think she’d changed her mind last minute and decided she didn’t want the attack to be successful. Or maybe he’d think she’d known about it but hadn’t warned him ahead of time. That would be a less damning theory, but it certainly wouldn’t help their relationship.

      No, she needed to leave Azar alive, at least long enough for a few others to question him. Plus, he had valuable information about shape-shifters—about Victor specifically. She didn’t think he was lying when he said he didn’t know who Victor was currently impersonating, but maybe she’d be able to piece it together herself.

      I should consult the book Otto gave me, she thought. Perhaps I’m not asking the right questions.

      As much as she wished she could do that now, the sweating and the nausea her mother had warned her of were starting to become overbearing. That, mixed with the horrid smell and the never-ending dread the pure elemental metal surrounding her pulled out of her veins and heart and skull, were nearly enough to make her vomit. She needed to leave, and she needed to leave soon.

      “No more questions,” she said. “I’ll let you rest. You’ve done well, answering me. I’ll ask the guards to give you some time alone for a while, and I’ll order them to release you from these chains. I just need one more thing from you, before I go.”

      Azar didn’t give her a reply, but his rapt attention was enough to reveal he did, indeed, hate being in chains.

      “You cannot reveal anything about the shape-shifter, Anastasia, or me to anyone else who questions you. I’m going to give you a different story, and that’s the one you have to tell anyone else who questions you. I’ll meet with them after to ensure you followed these directions. Is that clear?”

      Azar agreed. She smiled at him reassuringly. Then, with the little concentration she could muster, she provided him a very thorough, very believable story, left him to his cell, and made her way out of the dungeon.

      She gasped once she ascended the steps. The knights were there, offering her a cloth—a little late, though it helped with the sweat—some water, and, to her surprise, a warm loaf of bread. The moonlight coming in from the palace windows gave her some semblance of calm. She hadn’t realized how much of her discomfort was in knowing she’d been underground.

      “I have to debrief the king,” she told them. “No one is to enter until he commands it. And you”—she pointed to the head knight she’d spoken to before—“see that the chains are taken off the prisoner. He was cooperative throughout his questioning. I would see that he be made comfortable and in a position less stressful. I won’t have him die before all answers Aden asks for have been discovered. See to it that the healer help inform you of how best to provide treatment, until the next round of interrogation.”

      The knight nodded, then began relaying her orders to others. She was on her way back to Aden when Vel came running down the hall, parchment in hand, eyes frantic.

      “Queen Regent,” she called, panting. “Nearest meeting room. Now.”

      Suddenly on alert, she followed behind Vel to a room a few corridors away. Once inside, Vel shut the door behind them, chest heaving.

      “Another attack?” Natalia asked, sitting down in a chair.

      “Witnesses were quick to identify Azar,” Vel said between breaths. “They already printed the story. Not a full printing, but enough.”

      She tossed the parchment to Natalia. Plopping down in the seat across from her, she pulled out a small fan, waving it frantically.

      “That’s it?” Natalia asked. “It was quick, certainly, but I don’t think this was exactly worthy of a private room.”

      “The printing revealed he was Sadiyan,” Vel said. She took a few more beats to steady her breathing, her fan blowing stray pieces of curls about her face.

      “Apparently, after the Attack of Fiends, some of our Sadiyan allies had sent healers here, to help treat those who’d been wounded and to teach our healers here about their practices. Naturally, given the work they were doing, and them being among Sadie’s best, Gerard had made sure to provide them with nice places to live. Places that used to belong to some wealthy Xens who were more than happy to accommodate them, back when it granted them favor with the king.

      “After Gerard died, the men who’d lent their homes to the healers wanted them out. The healers insisted they’d been given the homes as permanent residences. Instead of coming to us to resolve this, the Xens have been harassing the healers to the point that they’ve stopped working and are all but holed up in their homes.

      “Remember that story in the printing discussing our crisis with housing? It mentioned that ‘Eastern foreigners’ were driving people out of their homes. That’s who they were talking about. And with the story being read by practically everyone in the city, including people who have been homeless for months now, it provided a lot of people a . . . direction, to channel their anger.”

      Natalia no longer wanted to hear the rest. She was from a country that thought of people as us against them, Laighless against Victorian, usurpers to the throne against those originally blessed by the Dagger. When animosity brewed with such intensity, it only took a spark to light the flames.

      “What’s happened to the healers?” Natalia asked quietly. She and Vel shared a somber understanding, before the Mistress of Birds sighed, sat back, and finally stopped her incessant fanning.

      “After that printing went out, people tried to break into one of the houses. When the healers wouldn’t come out, they set the house on fire. The smoke—or the heat, I don’t really know—made them finally come out.

      “They were beaten to death and strung up. Someone painted the words kill the serpents on the ground beneath them.

      “A few similar incidents happened around the city, but since the lower districts tend to have more guards and none of them were called away from their posts to deal with the explosion, no one else was killed. The bodies of the healers were taken down and the words were removed, but I’m sure some of the writers and artists who weren’t at the conference got to the scene before the city guard did.”

      “This will be in tomorrow’s full printing, then?” Natalia said absently.

      “This will be in tomorrow’s full printing.”

      The two women sat in silence. Natalia was desperate for some water. She couldn’t tell any longer if the pounding in her head was an effect of the potions, the interrogation, what Vel had revealed, or a combination of the three.

      She didn’t know if it really mattered.

      “Most of the city doesn’t stand for this,” Natalia said. “I didn’t really like Xenith for most of my life, but even I could admire how welcoming it had been to Sadiyans who chose to live here after they gained their freedom. It was one of the only things I was envious of, truthfully.”

      “I might’ve agreed, before,” Vel said. “But I fear I’ve neglected to pick up on how tense things had become with situations like these. I hadn’t ever thought my people were capable of such blind hatred.”

      “You said it yourself. They were looking for someone to channel their anger toward.”

      “I know. I just thought they’d picked you for that.”

      Natalia licked her lips, then gestured to herself. “I look too much like them. Sometimes, that’s all a person needs to be innocent.”

      “Well . . . we have to address this, regardless.”

      “Agreed.”

      “We need to be vague, in our remorse, for at least a few days. We need to see how the city reacts to the news. If most people are horrified, then we need to vehemently condemn what’s happened and show that we’re doing everything we can to protect our Sadiyan citizens. If this incident with Azar leads people to feel hatred for Sadiyans more than the incident with the healers leads them to feel compassion for them, then we need to more firmly stand our ground on the trade ban, talk about how Xenith has and always will be a country of principles and morals, how the Creator has always blessed us—those sorts of things. Stoke the country’s devotion to itself. I’m sure Yvaine has employed similar tactics with Victorian rebels . . .”

      Vel made to keep going, but fell silent when she saw the glare Natalia was giving her.

      “Absolutely not,” she spat. “Light, have you lost your soul, or have you never had one? We do not wait and see how people feel. We do not offer vague remorse. What happened to those healers was unacceptable. That is the stance of this palace.”

      “I’m not saying I don’t agree with you,” Vel said. She spoke slowly, with her hands held up, as though she were trying to calm a rabid dog.

      Natalia wanted to slap her.

      “Personally,” Vel continued, “I think what happened was abhorrent. Personally, I’m disgusted. Personally, I’m ashamed. But our personal thoughts are not what we put out. If they were, we’d just all sit around and read our journals to one another. When the Attack of Fiends happened, some of the people who died were people I loathed. I hated them. They were bastards. I was happy they were dead. And I’m sure this country would’ve hated them as much as me, if they’d known them, but they didn’t know them, so we had to act sad when their bodies floated by in the river and keep our happy thoughts to ourselves.”

      When Natalia only sat there, fuming, Vel added, “When you speak of Gwenivere, do you not have your own feelings about her, that you keep to yourself? When you talk about how tragic it was that Peter’s parents were killed, and Pierre and Rosalie, aren’t you lying through your teeth?”

      “Yes,” Natalia answered. “Of course I don’t care that Pierre is dead. That’s not the point you think it is.”

      “I fail to see how it’s not.”

      “I hated Pierre. But I’m a human being—I have the luxury of being flawed. Nations do not have that luxury. Nations must strive to be better. Nations do not bend to the whims of the ignorant. We do not become violent because of collected folly. We do not allow principles and morals to be forgotten.”

      “Not forgotten,” Vel said. “We still strive for those things. But those principles and morals—petty as you are for trying to turn my own words against me—are things decided on as a nation. That is what you forget.”

      “This nation is stupid,” Natalia hissed. “It is stupid, and it is spoiled, and right now it is throwing a tantrum. Parents do not ask themselves if there is legitimacy to their child’s tantrum. They understand that their child is underdeveloped, overwhelmed, and shits itself every day, and needs an adult to shape it, calm it down, and clean it up.”

      “What a lovely analogy, dear. I’m sure that came from all your years being a parent.”

      “Don’t,” Natalia said, shaking her head. “Don’t dear me right now. You know I’m right. Are you saying if you were a mother, you’d sit and discuss with your infant the merits of soiling itself?”

      “I am a mother, and no, but eventually, if we’re continuing with this poor analogy, I would have to rationalize with them when they are old enough⁠—”

      “You’re a mother?”

      Vel furrowed her brows, caught off guard by the interruption.

      “To Aden,” she said, waving her hand. “Obviously I’m not Aden’s real mother. I think of myself as such, though, with how much I was with him, after Rose died.”

      She’s lying, Natalia thought. There were no physical indications she was lying, no unfamiliar laugh, no stammering, no awkward movements or erratic eye contact. Yet still, Natalia knew it. She knew it. Vel had a reputation. Everyone knew of her reputation. Yet no one seemed to know any actual details of her life. When she listened to everything being said—when she was the eyes and the ears—what reason was there to believe she wasn’t the mouth? Why could it not be her, sometimes, fabricating rumors, feeding information to people?

      Yvaine mentioned something about Vel being married into the family, when they’d first met in the palace. She might know more.

      “I did not realize you were so close with the king,” Natalia said, softening. She was still furious at Vel’s callousness, but she didn’t want the woman realizing just how strongly Natalia was beginning to mistrust her.

      Best to play along.

      “Him and Gwenivere both,” Vel replied. “I used to spend as much time with Gwenivere as I could, until I questioned Gerard about a few of the bruises I found on her. I saw her a lot less after that.”

      “I always thought they were from sparring with Garron,” Natalia said.

      “There were plenty of those too,” Vel admitted. “But Garron’s fingers never found Gwenivere’s wrists. Makes me wonder if that’s why she killed him.”

      Natalia kept her breathing even. Or, with the potions still coursing through her system, as even as she could manage. She couldn’t let Vel pull anything out of her.

      She’s trying to distract you.

      “Having just come out of that dungeon, it’s possible she went insane,” Natalia said. “Have you ventured down there? It’s dreadful.”

      “Oh, yes,” Vel said, an odd glint in her eye. “Many times.”

      “How delightfully sinister.”

      “Yes, that seems an apt description of me.” Vel smiled, then scooted her chair closer to the table, palms up, hands open.

      “You misunderstood me, before. I don’t intend to allow what was done to the healers to go unpunished. I don’t intend to condone any of the behavior that led to that savagery. I’m merely emphasizing the significance of monitoring the reactions to this, so that we may reply in the most mindful way.

      “If we do not, there is a high probability of our city revolting. I cannot risk Aden’s safety. Or yours, for that matter. And like it or not, I’ve already advised the king on this, and he has agreed. Rest assured, the faith you had in Xenith’s ability to coexist was not unfounded. We’ll rise against this.”

      “I didn’t misunderstand,” Natalia said. “You just weren’t very clear.”

      She offered Vel a smile, and, thankfully, the woman matched it with her own.

      “This does bring something else up, though,” Vel said, lacing her fingers together. “Do you recall, before Yvaine had arrived, there’d been something I had wanted to bring up to you?”

      “No,” Natalia admitted. “But my mother does occupy an unfortunate amount of space in my mind.”

      “In all of our minds. But the point—and today’s events prove this—is that we need to give the people something to rally behind. Something to unite them.”

      “And?”

      “And currently, the main thing everyone seems to almost unanimously agree on is how terrible it was that Gwenivere committed patricide.”

      “I’m sure she’s on her way here now to turn herself in.”

      “Yes, I’m fully aware that we haven’t found her yet. Trust me, as someone who deals in information, it’s very frustrating that we still don’t know where she is. However, part of why it’s been so difficult to find her is because of how few people know what she looks like. Aside from the Verigrad hair, there really isn’t any other key feature to identify her, and it’s possible for her to change her hair color, so even that doesn’t provide much help.”

      “Your point, Vel. Get to it.”

      “My point, dear, is that we don’t need to actually deliver Gwenivere to the people. We merely need to find someone who could suitably pass as her.”

      Fighting the initial instinct to argue, Natalia sat back, assessing the plan. Whomever they found, she’d have to “turn herself in” or “be captured” willingly. Otherwise, all she’d have to say if questioned on trial was that she wasn’t Gwenivere and anyone who knew her could verify. Willingly, though—perhaps through bribery, perhaps through fear—the plan might work. Aden would have to be for it, and given the boy didn’t seem to believe his sister killed Gerard, Natalia could imagine it wouldn’t take much to convince him. All they’d have to say was that the chosen woman was perfectly happy to do it and that it meant they could call off the search on Gwenivere.

      Aden would accept the plan in a heartbeat.

      The only other obstacle would be keeping the woman far away from any palace knights who had regular contact with her. Natalia supposed Nicolas and Maximus would need to know, but beyond that, the smaller the web of people who knew the truth, the better.

      “It could work,” Natalia said. “It would need to be meticulously planned, but I suppose you’ve had time to think about this, given when you first wished to approach me about it.”

      “Indeed,” Vel said, a bit of her usual cheer returning. “The first step would be finding the right person to pass off as Gwenivere.”

      “I don’t know if that’s the first step, but it’s a step, certainly.”

      “Yes, well, it is a step I think I’ve already taken care of, if Aden approves of the plan, and if the girl agrees to it.”

      “You already found someone?”

      “It wasn’t difficult. People always mistook her for Gwenivere before. She works in the palace, actually. She was your chambermaid, for a time.”

      When Natalia’s brow rose, Vel asked, “Does the name Becca ring any bells?”
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      Abaddon woke up . . . somewhere else.

      There was no other way to describe it. The land beneath him steamed. Far beyond, vibrant red veins cut across the ground. He squinted before realizing it was lava. That was odd. The rest of the peaks nearby were covered in snow.

      A land of ice and flames, he thought blearily. Then, mind focusing:

      Am I dreaming?

      He tried to sit up, to get a proper look at what lay around him, but he couldn’t move.

      He tried turning his neck. Lifting his arms. Stretching his legs.

      Turning his ankles. Curling his toes.

      Nothing.

      He swallowed.

      Don’t panic, he told himself, taking deep breaths. Don’t panic.

      His eyes were at least capable of seeing, so he looked around again, trying to assess his surroundings.

      The wind was calm, but with an undercurrent of strength. It seemed aware of the power it wielded but chose, in that moment at least, to hold back. A shore sat to his right, the water a dark teal that deposited small crystals of ice onto a black shore.

      Black sand. How peculiar. Abaddon had only ever known sand to be gold.

      The lava far beyond didn’t seem threatening. He’d never experienced erupting volcanoes, but he’d read about them, and he didn’t think this one could even be considered erupting. The lava spilled too lazily out of the ground, slower even than the tides along the shore. Before it climbed very far, it seemed to cool, harden, and blacken, until more lava stacked on top of it and did the same.

      “Abaddon,” a voice called. “Can you hear me?”

      It was Deladrine.

      If this was a dream, it wasn’t strange that Deladrine would be in it. In life, where he thought himself too wicked and broken to love her, his subconscious could at least allow him the courage to close his fingers around hers, kiss the top of her hand, take in the scent of her hair, the warmth of her embrace, the tickle of her breath against his neck.

      Instead, it seemed to punish him, keep him unmoving and incapable. His eyes tracked her as she came into view, her veil removed, her clothes soaked through.

      Soaked? Had she gone into the water?

      The river! he remembered her shouting. That had been just after . . .

      Just after . . .

      He looked to her again. From where he lay, it was difficult to see anything beyond where his neck was angled, but, straining his eyes, he saw the stain of blood against her teal robes.

      The attack. They’d been attacked.

      It flooded back to him in a torrent. The Redeemers surrounding them. Trapping them. Dietrich appearing. Dietrich fighting. The Redeemers closing in, coming for him, stabbing at him.

      Deladrine protecting him. Deladrine bleeding.

      Deladrine dying.

      Abaddon let out a groan. He didn’t know if it was from relief or fear. He just knew his heart pounded with an array of emotions.

      He noticed too, besides the bloodstain, a thick web of light emitting from her stomach. He squinted, deciding this must in fact be a dream. That, or he’d died, and this was some far-off corner of the Land of Light.

      Then he started to feel again.

      No. More than feel.

      Hurt.

      Something in his neck snapped. Something in his back. He cried out. Pain rushed through him. From his jaw to his chest to his feet, all he knew was pain. White hot, blinding, agonizing pain.

      Deladrine reached out. This time, he could feel her. The moment her skin brushed against his, he clung to it, anchoring himself to her touch, the feeling of her, the knowledge that whether he was alive or dead, or lost somewhere in between, she was here, and he was here, and he needed to wake up.

      As quick as it’d come, the pain faded. Small cuts and bruises faded. He hardly noticed them. He breathed heavily, in, out, in, out, and leaned into Deladrine. She wrapped her arms protectively around him.

      Sitting up, his eyes caught sight of his own stomach. Like Deladrine’s, something was being pulled from it, some tangle of threads, but unlike her colorful ones, his were black. He made to touch them, to determine what and where he was, but Deladrine’s hand shot out, dragging his fingers away.

      “I’ll explain,” she said. “But first, rest.”

      “I don’t need rest.” He pulled away from her, gently, so she wouldn’t think him angry or distressed. As he met her eyes, he saw her throat bob. There was a trickle of blood spilling down from a line beneath her ear, but she either didn’t notice it or paid it no mind.

      “Where are we?” he asked. He looked around again, grateful he could now do so with the aid of a healthy body, twisting torso, and flexible neck. Deladrine, who’d been crouched on her feet, sat down beside him, pulling her legs to her chest. The strange threads of light still seeped through where her knees were tucked against her.

      “In places where elements clash, doors open.” She looked out at the darkly beautiful land around them. Her eyes were tired and sad.

      “The stories of the Dividing Wall,” she continued. “From my knowledge, they are partly true. The metal there, in the mines, are products of this world slipping into ours. It disrupts the relationship the land has with auroras. It’s why so much elemental metal is found there, but so little is found anywhere else.”

      She let out a breath. In it, Abaddon heard years of sorrow, and mysteries untold.

      “If we are close enough, it disrupts our connections too,” she continued. “My magic, or perception—whatever you want to call it—is a result of this place. Other oracles too, who were born near the Dragonfly or the Equinox Cliffs or who spent too much time here.”

      She looked down to the threads at her stomach. Their light seemed as though they should illuminate her face, but they only pulsed and dissipated, as if even they didn’t quite exist in this place.

      “I was born here. My mother gave birth to me near the door.” She gestured behind them, to a small stone structure. It didn’t look man-made, but rather, it seemed a product of high tides carving away rock and forming shallow coves. Abaddon couldn’t see the door she mentioned, but he gathered that if he followed the path leading to it, he’d find it.

      “I’ve had my magic since I was born. I don’t know if my mother knew what she’d placed on me, but I spent much of my childhood here. It’s as much my home as Sadie is.”

      Resting her chin on her knees, Deladrine pulled her legs closer. Abaddon had a thousand questions, a million, but he kept quiet, letting her take her solace. Hesitant, he lifted his arm, which was sore from whatever it’d healed from, and wrapped it around her shoulder.

      They stayed that way for a time, neither speaking, neither moving. The wind picked up, blowing dry Abaddon’s short hair and slightly drying Deladrine’s braid. Pieces that’d slipped from it whipped around her face and against his. He had to squeeze his eyes shut from time to time, lest they be scratched by damp strands.

      “You say it’s where elements clash?” he asked, rubbing his hand against her arm. He chose to focus on the more abstract parts of her admittance, rather than the personal ones, as she didn’t seem ready just yet to speak on them further.

      “Yes,” she answered, unmoving. “I don’t know how many there are, but there are more.”

      “Is it the heat meeting the cold?” he asked. “Where the desert meets the glaciers?”

      Deladrine sniffled. “Yes.”

      “And the heightened perception,” he continued. “I met a soldier in Mesidia once—an Elite. Everyone boasted he had an extra sense, that he could tell when people were lying. Whenever they took prisoners, he always seemed to know if they were guilty or innocent, even before any evidence was presented.

      “I’d thought at the time it was just a Westerner tendency toward the dramatic. They seemed a people fond of sagas and stories. I wonder now if it was something else.”

      “The eyes,” Deladrine said. “There tends to be something different about them.”

      “Different how?”

      She shrugged.

      “Just different.”

      Abaddon thought back to his memories of the Elite soldier, recalling the disarming air of him and the coldness of his gaze.

      His eyes were grey, he remembered, noting when he’d finally met the man face-to-face. Dravian was his name. He’d met him after a long evening hearing nothing but tales.

      He thought of Deladrine’s eyes, how they always seemed ethereal, something not made of their world. They weren’t the exact shade of most Sadiyan’s eyes, but they were close enough that he’d never thought them altered or enhanced. Dravian’s eyes had been grey, where most in Mesidia were blue. He’d not thought anything of them either, other than the notion grey was an unusual color for one’s eyes.

      It dawned on him that he should be alarmed. He was in a different world than his own, or at least a different version of it. He’d just been told doors existed that linked different realms together. He’d healed from wounds he realized now had either killed him or left him paralyzed.

      Yet, in that moment, all he wanted was to puzzle out the details of this place, the magic of it. He wanted to capture the allure and dissect it, break it apart, understand it, until it was no longer allure that drew him to it but triumph, a thing he’d once known nothing about, a mystery now solved.

      It was no different than diseases, he decided, or wounds. They start tangled, something to end one’s life, to plague a person, until you slowly pulled them apart, grappled with them, and then reassembled them into something that could be endured.

      “Our people,” he started, pulling her focus back to him. “They were in the Dividing Wall’s mines for years. Are our eyes different?”

      “I don’t know how they used to be,” she said. “But do we not reach for green auroras, when we wish to call earth?”

      She shifted, repositioning herself, and Abaddon lowered his hand, waiting for her to get comfortable.

      “I imagine the color is so vivid because of how trapped in the earth our people were. Prianthians weren’t nearly so affected, because only a few were ever in the mines with us. I’d imagine, for the ones that were, they’d have signs of the altering, though usually such a change takes lifetimes, or generations. For eyes to be different in one’s youth, their mother had to bear them in or near such places.”

      “Like you?”

      She sighed. “Like me.”

      He squeezed her arm, reassuring her. Of what, he wasn’t sure. He simply thought she needed comfort, and he wished to give it.

      “And the heightened perception?” he asked. “Should the enslaved not all have possessed it?”

      “That seems specific to only some of the doors. Wherever that soldier was born was likely similar to this place. The Dividing Wall doesn’t seem to have produced such abilities though. Otherwise, most of our population would be as similarly perceptive as me.”

      “Proximity matters too, I imagine.”

      “Yes.” She sounded sad now, her legs folding beneath her as her fingers hovered absently over the odd threads. “Even living near this place . . . being born to it will still grant more. Or curse one further. It depends on how you see it.”

      Abaddon licked his lips, then allowed silence to take them again. He wanted to press, to have every question that came to his mind answered and answered quickly.

      He had to restrain himself for her sake. It was clear this place haunted her.

      He wanted answers for that too, but he could wait. If she chose to tell him, he would listen. If she didn’t, he’d respect the memories she didn’t wish to unearth.

      He put his hand to her neck, rubbing the tension from it, and held in a smile as her shoulders seemed to ease and the memories that were afflicting her seemed to slip away.

      “I didn’t know you always had your powers,” he said. “Other oracles almost always came by theirs after dedicating themselves, so I assumed you’d gotten yours later too.” He cleared his throat, then pulled his hand back. “Was it challenging? Always picking up on people’s feelings?”

      “Yes,” she answered. “More so than it is now. I was more sensitive as a child. Not that my magic was sharper. I mean I was more sensitive the way all children are. We soak up everything of the world when we’re young. Most of our adult lives are spent unraveling the hurt caused to us. For me, I had to unwind my own hurt, and everyone else’s.”

      Her features grew still, and if it weren’t for the tension in her voice, Abaddon might’ve thought her unfeeling when she said, “Your father didn’t take his own life, did he?”

      She turned, so they were no longer side by side. Now she faced him, head on, and Abaddon wondered how he ever thought her eyes normal, now that they bore into him and he understood their magic.

      “No,” he said. He forced down the need for air. “He didn’t.”

      “You took his life, because he was suffering?”

      He didn’t look away. “Yes.”

      This was the end, then. In this strange land, the woman he’d grown captivated by, had maybe even grown to love, would take his life, and bring justice on behalf of those he’d slain. It needn’t matter that his own father would’ve ended his life if Abaddon hadn’t. It wouldn’t matter that he’d never intended for his mother to die, and that Daensla, Dietrich’s precious, bewitching, charming Daensla, had died partly, or entirely, because Abaddon’s mind had not been his own when he’d gone to her home, smiled politely, and asked if he could speak to his brother’s betrothed.

      He’d never know if what he’d done was due to an evil plaguing him. He wouldn’t know if that evil was borne of his own heart or if it was a seed that’d buried itself, taken root, and sprouted its influence over him.

      “Your mother?” Deladrine asked. Her expression was still calm as she asked it.

      “An accident,” he whispered. He fought the urge to look away, wishing to confront his sins head on. “I made her appear ill so Dietrich would agree to get the Dagger. I’d hoped he’d come back and use it.” He swallowed, releasing the breath he’d been holding. “I’d never intended for her to die.”

      “I killed my parents too,” Deladrine said. “I killed my mother because she tried to kill me. I killed my father because he deserved it.”

      Abaddon sat still.

      This wasn’t a day of reckoning. Not for him, at least.

      Not only for him.

      “She was the protector of this place,” Deladrine said. “She was its guardian. The guardian before her had entrusted her with its location, and she lived most of her life here. She was alone, more often than she was with other people. She hardly spoke. She didn’t know how to live comfortably among others.

      “I never really knew my father. He knew I was his, but he never claimed me. My mother didn’t know how to put into words whatever had happened between them, but he was a priest, a well-liked one, and I don’t think that even if she’d formed the words, anyone would’ve believed her.

      “I sensed it, though. The few times she brought me to the temples, I could feel her fear. She always squeezed my hand a little tighter. Whenever men smiled at me, she seemed to step between us, like she thought they might take me away.

      “Whenever he came around . . . I don’t think I even needed my powers to understand how afraid he made her. People think the worst kinds of monsters are the ones with talons, and teeth, and a violence they wear on their sleeves.”

      Her lips quivered, though Abaddon suspected by the tension in her shoulders, her jaw, and between her brows, that they quivered with anger.

      “The worst kinds of monsters are the beautiful ones. The ones no one ever expects are capable of harm. The ones who keep the violence for the dark and the helpless and the vulnerable. The ones who know how to charm and deceive.”

      She pulled her legs down and extended them, holding her hands over the threads of light at her core.

      “If you pull on these,” she said, “they show you paths your life can take. You see your future in flashes. If you take the first step in this thread, then come back, most of the other threads will change, save the ones that required that same first step.

      “My mother wanted a normal life. She didn’t want to live in the dark anymore, but she couldn’t bear to live in a world where my father could still find her and take her again. She came here, and she searched through her threads. She looked, again and again and again, trying to find one where she could tell someone of what he’d done and they’d believe her.

      “It became her obsession. Time moves differently here, and she lost track of it. She stopped eating. Stopped sleeping. She was dying, just a little bit, every single day, but she didn’t stop searching.”

      Deladrine crossed her legs again and folded her arms around herself. Abaddon watched, enraptured, as she looked out to the black sandy shore.

      “She never found one. Can you imagine that, Abaddon? Can you imagine being harmed, and thinking that surely, surely, there must be someone who would hear you? There must be a future where you could say everything right, look how you’re supposed to look, act as you’re supposed to act, and someone would hear you. Someone would see the truth for what it was.”

      “No,” Abaddon whispered, voice barely audible. “I can’t.”

      She closed her eyes. Her hands reached for the rocks beneath them.

      “She couldn’t keep going. I never asked her, but I imagine it was a great weight on her soul, to know how alone she was.

      “She wanted to take her own life, but she was a priestess, and she’d been told by generations before her that to do such a thing would be to turn her back on the Light. It would be the ultimate act of defiance. Your faith was gone, if you dared commit such a thing.

      “I imagine a part of you believes that as well. It’s why you asked me what you did about your father, when we were heading to the Dividing Wall. I didn’t need perception to know you’d killed him yourself. I recognized in you what I’d asked for years: did I help my mother, when I took her life? Or was I ruined now, for falling victim to the idea that suffering ended was a thing to be judged?

      “Sometimes, I think I should’ve just let her kill me. I knew, even as she pulled the knife on me, that she didn’t want to hurt me. She only wanted me afraid enough to turn the knife back onto her.” Deladrine opened her eyes and looked down, her gaze lost in the threads of fate. “But she said thank you when she died. After all her pain, a part of me was glad I’d done it, even if it meant I was alone in the world, and I’d likely damned myself.”

      “No,” Abaddon said, surprising himself with the word. He took her hands, and shook his head, emphatic in his defiance. “You eased her pain, Deladrine. You helped her. There is no shame in that.”

      The corners of her mouth lifted, but it seemed a forced thing, an effort to placate.

      “And my father?” she said. “When I told him of the door between worlds? When I brought him here, and pushed him off a cliff, and waited for his body to come ashore?”

      “The other side of the coin,” Abaddon insisted. “It wasn’t only peace you offered your mother. She likely saw that you’d finally bring her justice.”

      Deladrine shook her head. “The threads don’t show us life after our death. She wouldn’t have known he was going to die.”

      Silent, Abaddon tightened his hold on her hands. A part of him hated that her mother’s death had come so shortly before her father’s. It seemed cruel, for her to finally live a life free of him, only for him to pass too.

      Dietrich had often spoken of such moral quandaries. What peace was there, really, when the person who haunted you in life followed you into death? Why would anyone ever consider the Land of Light a welcome eternity, if it meant sharing it with someone who’d bestowed you such anguish?

      I can’t believe those who would only do harm should be able to rest, he’d said.

      You can believe in darkness, Abaddon had argued. A place where that which is righteous can finally triumph.

      If such a place exists, it is not a place of justice, but a concept. People will live this life in fear, because someone has made them believe they will suffer eternally if they don’t act in accordance with someone else’s will. Your Creator may be pure, but humans are not. They will only ever use faith to beat others into submission.

      Abaddon had spent many a night in such philosophical disputes. He’d quoted passages from the Holy Book, told parables, cited ancient texts. Dietrich had never been persuaded.

      I feel an urgency in believing this life is the only one, he’d said. You can tell people they’ll know peace in death, but I will not make people wait to feel safe. I will fight now and damn myself if that’s what it takes for others to know what joy and security in this life feels like.

      Such debates had always seemed distant things. They could speak of people who only knew pain as an abstract, because everyone they’d ever met had faced hardship, yet those people had known love too. They knew the elation of being married. The pride of a job well done. The unexplainable happiness of having a child.

      Sadness came with joy. Dark came with light. A person could not have a shadow if the sun didn’t shine on them.

      This woman, though, Deladrine’s unnamed mother, had known a life he could never fathom. She’d had no protectors. No friends. Likely, Deladrine’s mother had finally let herself become close to another person, the priest who’d fathered Deladrine, and he’d repaid her with a life of confusion, silence, and dread. To not even have hope, to know that your dread would never end, no matter what you did, or which path you took, was a life Abaddon couldn’t imagine. He’d always had his mother’s kindness, his father’s guidance, his brother’s protection. He didn’t know how to reconcile how someone could have nothing, when the Light was supposed to grant at least some sliver of peace.

      “I think you died,” Deladrine stated, changing the subject. “When the ceiling started to cave in, you covered my body with yours. I think the impact crushed your spine.”

      “I suppose it’s what I deserve,” he said, attempting a laugh. When it was met with silence, he scratched the back of his head, unsure what else to say.

      “How did we escape?”

      “I started calling ice as the rocks fell. I managed to keep most of them from falling on us, but a few slipped through. I pulled you from the rocks and swam through the hall’s river. There’s another cave on the other side of the door. It’s how we’ll get back out of the mountain.”

      “I see.”

      “Elara and the pups are off behind that hill there. They all survived. I don’t know what happens to animals that are brought to this place, but I couldn’t leave them behind. As I said, time moves differently here. Slower, so when we leave, more time will have passed outside. I had food stores in the cave, but I didn’t know how long we’d be trapped, and I didn’t want the pups to starve. Them living is the only blessing that’s come from today.”

      Abaddon’s mind conjured more questions—how much time will have passed? Is it the same amount each time? Is it random?—but all he said for now was, “That’s good.”

      “It is. I don’t know about your brother, though. Or the watchmen. I can’t imagine they had an easy time escaping the cave in.”

      Abaddon grimaced. She’d put it as politely as she could, but he knew what she was actually saying.

      I couldn’t save them. I think they died too.

      “I’m sure they’re fine,” he said, with forced bravado. “My brother has a knack for staying alive.”

      “As you have a knack for getting into trouble?” she said, quoting Dietrich.

      Abaddon smiled. “Yes. I think we share that.”

      She smiled back, and Abaddon thought that, if his world had tilted, and his understanding of elements, faith, and realms had twisted, at least this one thing was right. At least Deladrine could still smile.

      She’s always been able to smile, he realized. For as long as he’d known her, she’d been plagued with the fiends of her past, yet she’d maintained her compassion, her faith in others.

      Her courage was baffling.

      Her strength, so quiet, so hidden, transfixed him.

      “I think I understand how the Dagger works,” she said, holding it out to him. He forgot that he’d handed it to her before the fight. There was a wrongness in his gut, at seeing her hold it. Despite wanting desperately for her to call on its powers and to be safe from wounds like the one she’d sustained, he disliked how ominous it felt against her kindness.

      “You do?” he asked, taking it back. “How so?”

      “I wasn’t sure you were going to heal,” she said. “When I brought you in here, I was hoping to look through my own threads, to see if I could find a way to bring you back. Then you opened your eyes, and I saw the blackness of yours.”

      She looked down to his stomach, where the strange web pierced through him.

      “As you healed, I saw threads break apart and . . . snap. I’ve never seen that before. I think the Dagger feeds off other possible versions of you. Whenever you heal, you destroy one of the paths.”

      Abaddon held the Dagger up. He remembered the way his veins had turned black, all the times he’d cut himself and watched his skin seal shut. For each of those cuts, had he killed a part of himself? A form he could’ve taken? A path he could’ve followed?

      If that was true, he was locking in a certain fate not just for himself, but for those around him. He was stealing free will from himself and condemning people to whichever thread held taut.

      He watched the threads, studying their flow. Some were bigger than others, likely representing futures he was more likely to pursue, if he had to guess. As he looked closely, he could see a smoky connection between them and the Dagger, a new kind of thread, wraithlike and without shape. If he severed, would the blackness turn to color?

      The Amulet, he realized, remembering what ancient texts said. It was meant to undo that which had been done. Reverse the effects of the other Artifacts. If that was true, then Abaddon was forever bound to the fates that the Dagger left for him, unless Gwenivere Verigrad could be found.

      Was that what he wanted? If he was careful, and avoided getting hurt, did he still not have a near-infinite number of options? Surely he was not injured so often, or so in need of healing, that he limited himself greatly. The threads that’d snapped were likely weak ones, paths he’d never truly considered walking. What did it really matter, if a few more broke away?

      And as you age? he challenged. Does your body not heal itself daily, fighting off the weight of gravity, and years lived? You are free of illness. You won’t ever become diseased. Does that not also mean the Dagger is stripping away your futures, for all those seconds it’s in use?

      Looking closer still, Abaddon searched for signs of continual tear. Theories meant nothing if there was no evidence to study. He had to know if, in calling the Dagger, he’d made it so that for every moment that passed, future versions of himself were murdered.

      Like strands in need of cutting, he saw the way some threads frayed and unraveled. It was a subtle thing, something he’d not have noticed if he’d not thought to look. Though it was different from the snapping Deladrine described, he could gather why that was the case: bringing him back from the brink of death had accelerated the destruction. Small healing, the day to day fending off of death, was not nearly so pressing.

      At least not while he was young. Would that become worse the longer he lived?

      “An interesting theory,” was all he could say as he pulled his eyes from the threads. He was burdened with a new guilt, one that foretold a destruction of worlds, but he couldn’t let that consume him. Calling the Dagger was perhaps a mistake. Perhaps it wasn’t. Regardless, letting himself be dragged to the depths of despair would help no one. It would simply make him slower in his efforts to put things right.

      “Do you see me differently now?” Deladrine asked, nudging her foot against his. Her lips were folded in.

      “Not different, exactly,” he answered, caught off guard by the query. He was still enchanted by this realm, whatever it was. He supposed that for her, though, it was familiar. She wasn’t having to wrestle with the very fabric of reality ripping apart and burning away. She only wondered if her confessions would take away one of the few people she’d allowed herself to grow close to.

      “I see more of you now,” he continued, wanting to reassure her. “I suppose that means I see you differently, but . . . that waterfall over there? The biggest one, coming off that cliff? It’s beautiful. I’ve never seen anything like that. I don’t know how so much water can continuously fall. If I hiked to the edge of that cliff, I’d have a different view of the fall, and I’d see the source of it, but it wouldn’t make it any less beautiful to me. I’d understand it a bit more is all.”

      When Deladrine didn’t say anything, he felt his cheeks flush. He’d meant for his analogy to be comforting, but he’d all but admitted his attraction toward her, with his frequent use of beautiful.

      “And me?” he said, waving to himself. “Do you think differently of me now?”

      “No,” she said simply. “But I’d had my doubts about your father’s suicide long before now. I had a lot longer to accept what you’d done. Selfishly, I assumed you wouldn’t judge me. I think perhaps you should. But I’m glad you don’t. I’m glad someone knows of my sins, and still accepts me.”

      “And me mine. Though our sins are not comparable. You must see that.”

      “Perhaps this once, my perception is clouded.”

      She smiled at him and rose from where they sat, the threads of fate rising with her. Abaddon followed suit, brushing off the small pebbles clinging to his still-damp clothes. He gestured for Deladrine to lead the way, wherever that way was, then extended his arm, allowing her to take it as they made their way through the rocky terrain.

      The spinal injury had healed, but it seemed there were still effects of it lingering. Each step got a little easier, but each left him tingling too. It might’ve only been a few hours since the cave in, but Abaddon felt as though he’d not walked in years.

      When they reached the pathway back, Deladrine helped him over to a rock wall and said she’d return in a moment. She disappeared around the corner of the strange structure, calling out for Elara and the pups.

      Abaddon took the chance to survey the door. If he could find anything peculiar about it—anything more peculiar than this entire place was—he might be able to look for more doors during his travels. If he employed scholars, he could have them look for specific words within old texts, signs of where other pathways might exist, or where folklore indicated more than just tales.

      That would require him to see something of note, though, and as he looked into the shadowy cave just before him, he couldn’t think of much he’d consider out of the ordinary.

      The rocks of the cave on this side looked like teeth, crooked and overpacked ones, each crowding the other for space. It reminded Abaddon of ancient shark jaws he’d seen.

      The ground was stony and wet, likely from the mist off the ocean’s waves. Perhaps the tides came in this far, but looking at the distance between the cave and the sea, Abaddon didn’t think so.

      Looking a bit closer, and standing from the wall he leaned on, Abaddon counted the amount of points each rock contained. They were hexagonal. He’d never seen such rocks in person, but he’d heard of them, and paintings from places like the Five Isles on the westernmost points of Abra’am’s maps had depicted similar types of stones. They came from lava cooling, he’d read.

      That made sense. This place seemed volcanic in nature. Perhaps it wasn’t so strange after all, but it only seemed that way because Abaddon was accustomed to his home. If he were to request more paintings be sent over from the Five Isles⁠—

      Nothing would be sent over. The trade ban would keep everything out.

      I want nothing more than to study this place, Abaddon thought, holding his stomach as a cramp settled in, but the plights of my people must come first.

      He looked into the cave again, wishing some epiphany would strike him, but nothing came. Deladrine, followed by the vixenhund, returned, and again extended her arm out for him to take.

      “Ready?”

      Abaddon looked back out—at the threads, at the black sand, at the far-off lava and the crystals along the shore—and nodded.

      “Ready.”
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      There was no way to know how many days had gone by when Deladrine and Abaddon returned to the Equinox Cliffs.

      He expected to feel something click, or a sensation to run through his body, as they made their way back. All that happened was the hexagonal stones were traded for dark ones, the smell of the ocean was replaced by the dank smell of settled moisture, and the grey light of the cloud-covered sky was overpowered by the darkness of a cave without sunlight.

      Deladrine called a small crackle of fire to light their path. Abaddon looked behind him, hoping his world’s door would be easier to see, but just as it’d been on the other side, he saw nothing. He couldn’t imagine how the first discoverers of the other realm had ever found it, or that its finding had been intentional. Likely someone had wandered off or gotten lost, then stumbled into an empty world and hurriedly come back out. If you didn’t know any better, you might’ve even thought you’d walked into something dead, a place for wayward souls, or the discarded attempts the Creator had at making Abra’am. Much as artists sometimes kept incomplete sketches, it seemed a higher power hadn’t bothered to get rid of its first efforts to craft the world.

      Abaddon followed Deladrine and the pups out to the river. He didn’t remember being dragged through it, but it was clear by the blood dotting its edge that Deladrine had pulled him from it. When everything had caved in and blocked the river from its source, the flow of the current had ceased. It made the dark space feel frozen, or like the world had paused its rotation.

      It came as a surprise then, as they crossed back through the small river and carried the pups and Elara over, to find a small living space. Abaddon supposed he should’ve pieced together that it would be here after everything Deladrine had shared, but it still seemed out of place. A small bed, just barely big enough for two people, sat tucked into a corner. It was hardly a bed, but rather a series of stones that’d been burned down and smoothed out until it resembled a bed frame. Atop it lay what he supposed were pillows and blankets. It didn’t seem comfortable, but his body was so tired that he’d have sunk into anything if it even remotely appeared bed shaped.

      “My mother and I lived here a lot,” Deladrine said, expanding her element. The additional light showed other items—a small toy, a trunk, a large barrel—things Abaddon could imagine were held by a smaller Deladrine or used to store what little she had or dipped in to wash clothing and blankets and skin. A few torches on the wall also became visible as Deladrine lit them. It took a moment for her fire to catch, for the transfer of her heat to become independent of her and exist without her calling, but once the flames formed, she released her element, and took a breath.

      Abaddon observed as she held her stomach. She looked at the space with a strange expression, one he’d never seen her wear. It seemed a mix of things, a sadness and a longing, a desire to return here, and a disgust at all the pain it’d caused. Abaddon wondered if it was the same expression he’d had when they’d first walked across the bridge to the temples, and he’d remembered his mother beside him, his father and Culter crying, and his brother watching.

      Did Deladrine see her mother sitting on the bed, sewing the eyes onto the ragged rabbit toy? Did she smell the scent of oases that her mother ran through her hair as she bathed her? Were there books in the trunk her mother would pull out and read to her beneath the light of the torches?

      Abaddon walked over and slid his hand through hers. She jolted, at first, then softened and leaned against his shoulder.

      “There should be some food stores in the trunk if you’d like to eat.”

      “If you’re hungry, I’ll join you, but I’m fine to just rest too. It’s been a long day.”

      Abaddon felt her nod, then followed her as she settled onto the stone bed.

      “I will need to clean these,” she noted, grabbing the pillows and blankets. “Usually we filled that with scalding water, put in some cleaning liquids, and dipped them in. To cool them, we’d pull them out with these odd tongs my mother made, then dunk them in the river. She always claimed river water purified them. I don’t know if she actually believed that, but that’s what she told me.”

      “I’ll help you, then,” Abaddon said, grabbing some of the blankets. “Or I can do it myself, if you need some time off your feet. The healing has probably made me a little more energized.”

      She muttered a thank you and took him up on the offer. He followed the instructions she gave, fishing out the cleaning liquids from the trunk, then using a fire element to light some sticks that sat beneath the barrel. He’d not noticed them initially and had expected them to be too damp to take fire, but Deladrine assured him they’d been coated with a special mixture to ward off the dankness of the cave. Sure enough, after a couple tries, the fire took, and the barrel—which, upon closer inspection, was more of a cauldron—began to heat.

      Abaddon had expected the cauldron to be empty, but when he looked down into it, there was already a pool of water inside. When a droplet dipped down, he glanced up, realizing the cauldron had been specifically made in this spot to pick up the water of the stalactites above.

      Deladrine was quiet. Abaddon looked from the ceiling to her, noticing she curled into herself in an attempt to keep warm. Maybe it was the numbness he experienced or the renewal of the Dagger’s healing, but Abaddon hadn’t noticed how cold the cave was until that moment. There’d been so much to take in and so much he’d been processing that he’d not realized Deladrine was shivering.

      Of course she was shivering. The mountains and elevation this far north were already cold. Mix in a plunge through a river, wet clothes, and a cold cavern and there was little reason she wouldn’t be freezing.

      Abaddon, not wanting to wait for the cauldron water to grow hot, called his fire back. He kept calling it until the water was boiling. Only then did he finally mix in the cleaning liquids and dip the blankets in. Tired as Deladrine was, he imagined she wouldn’t be falling asleep until her shivering stopped.

      He looked back to her as he worked, concerned the wound she’d taken—healed as it was—might’ve also weakened her. He was grateful when he saw Elara and the pups hopped onto the stone bed beside her, curling up against her as if she too were one of them.

      She did the same with the pups when they first came to the palace, Abaddon thought. Now they’re repaying her the kindness.

      He caught the glint of torchlight reflecting off Elara’s eyes. Wordlessly, Abaddon nodded to her, even knowing she was only an animal and couldn’t understand the thanks he was giving. She perked up, and for a moment he worried she’d come over, expecting more of the treats he usually gave her, but she was only bending down to grab Goji by the scruff and lift him up. The runt had, evidently, been too small to make the hop onto the bed.

      Abaddon stirred the blankets for what he hoped was an adequate amount of time, then pulled them out with the oversized tongs and brought them over to the river. He dreaded this part, feeling as though all the heat that now lay in the blankets would fade as soon as they made contact with the river, but he reminded himself the blankets would need to dry anyway, so it didn’t really matter.

      After pulling them back out, he began the tedious process of calling wind to dry them. He remembered Sehan earlier claiming he thought air was easier to call up in the mountains, and though Abaddon hadn’t given much credence in the past to the theory that the land played a role in the difficulty of calling, he wondered now if there was some truth to it, as the air did seem to appear in his mind more notably than it had in the past. Perhaps it was only a product of the other realm being so close.

      I still can’t believe that place is real, he thought, feeling for any spots on the blankets that were still wet.

      I can’t believe this is how Deladrine grew up.

      Satisfied the blankets were sufficiently dry, Abaddon ran his hands over them one last time with a fire element, not enough to set them aflame, but just enough to warm them. He brought them over to Deladrine and the vixens, who were all so huddled together, it was hard to know where person ended and pup began. Not wanting to bother them, he placed the blankets over the whole pile.

      “Thank you,” Deladrine said. She swallowed and reached a hand out from beneath the bundle. He took it, thinking to kiss it reassuringly, then thought better of it when he caught the scent of fur. He settled for a squeezing it, then giving it a gentle tap.

      “I’ll do the same for the pillows,” he said. “Though those might take longer, given how dense they are. If you’d like to take your robes off beneath the blankets and hand them over, I can clean and dry those too. I’d like to do the same for my clothes if . . . if you don’t mind not looking.”

      He gave her an embarrassed smile before quickly letting go of her hand. She shimmied slightly, pulling her hand back beneath the blankets, and it took him a moment to realize she was attempting to pull off her clothes. One of the pups grunted in annoyance.

      “There are a series of secret caves out of here,” she said, voice strained as she peeled off the wet robes. Abaddon turned to give her privacy.

      “It’s how my mother and I would leave,” she continued. “We couldn’t go back up the river and risk people seeing us in the hall. Once I’ve rested, we’ll see if the routes are still preserved.”

      With his back to her, he mumbled a distracted “sounds like a plan,” and accepted the garments she placed onto his shoulders. He’d be lying to himself if he didn’t admit he’d had wayward thoughts of Deladrine unclothed and in bed, but—with her bone tired, him still reeling from so many new revelations, and a small pack of vixenhund making them smell—the whole situation was so strange, he found himself chuckling. Deladrine started laughing too as she placed more and more clothes onto him. The stack seemed unusually large when she finally finished.

      “Are you sure you didn’t just hand me the blankets back?” he asked. “There’s no way this is only your clothes.”

      She snorted. He looked back at her, noting the deep red that lined her cheeks, and the embarrassed way she covered her face.

      They both started laughing.

      Nothing was particularly funny. For all they knew, everyone assumed they’d died in the cave in, and no one was bothering to search for them. If that was the case, then they were a pair of idiots, potentially sitting in their death place trying to ward off the cold and the giggles.

      Somehow, that made things funnier.

      When enough of the pups had been unsettled by their laughter, Abaddon scratched a few of their ears and returned to his work. It took some time to dry the clothes, as they were a thinner, more delicate material, and thus they needed to be treated with more care than the blankets, but they were wearable quickly enough. Once Abaddon was through with them and had handed them back to Deladrine, he stripped off his own clothes, and began working on them.

      Light above, he thought. Please make sure Deladrine keeps her word. A cold and poorly lit cave is not exactly the best place to be viewed nude.

      He was far less careful with his own clothes. The element resistance in the vest he’d worn made it difficult to dry, so he didn’t bother with that. Instead, he focused all his attention on his pants, which he burned a few holes in with his haste, but he felt a lot better when he’d finished and put them back on.

      There were definitely a few spots that weren’t completely dry. He didn’t mind. He was just grateful to no longer be exposed.

      As he finished up on his shirt and began the slow process all over again with the pillows, Elara perked up. Her large ears stood straight; her eyes focused on where the source of cave’s river had been cut off. Abaddon froze, fearing the ceiling might crumble around them or a fiend might be lurking in the dark.

      Deladrine sat up beside the vixen, followed by each of the pups. Abaddon grabbed the Dagger of Eve and quickly began strapping on the small knives he’d taken off with his clothes.

      “Abaddon,” Deladrine said, throwing the blankets off. “We’re being rescued!”

      As soon as the words left her lips, the heavy boulders barring their return upriver were blasted away, and a welcoming light spilled into the cave.
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      According to the search party, Abaddon, Deladrine, and the vixens had been gone for weeks.

      The temple district had been in a suspended state of mourning. The prayer hall had been destroyed by the Redeemers’ attack, the king was thought dead, and there’d been no signs of the pack’s remains.

      Day after day, people prayed. Some of the prayers were led by Culter. Some were led by healers who’d personally worked with Abaddon, including a young, bespectacled man named Sam, who’d long annoyed Abaddon with his inability to ever say anything concisely but whose talent and dedication to helping others had earned him the hospital’s respect.

      Upon learning of the healer’s devotion, Abaddon decided that the next time Sam took a century to get a thought out, he’d stoke the fires of patience a bit harder.

      While Abaddon’s trip to the district had been a secret one, his disappearance had become very public.

      “We needed all hands on deck to try and find you,” Culter explained. “I know you didn’t want more people knowing you were here, but I thought this the more prudent choice.”

      “It was,” Abaddon said, reassuring his watchman. He and Deladrine had been brought to the closest of the district’s inns and wrapped in thick blankets. They’d been given new clothes too, which made Abaddon feel a bit foolish for having spent so much time warming theirs, but the new fabrics were completely dry, and of the softest materials, so he didn’t feel foolish for long.

      The vixens had been reunited with Eclipse in the room next to theirs. Occasionally, Abaddon could hear them happily yapping.

      His own room seemed bathed in light, though Abaddon imagined his eyes were just unaccustomed to the orange glow of the lamps after being in almost complete darkness. There was a Holy Book on a nightstand beside the bed he and Deladrine sat on, and Culter and Sehan stood facing them, as if they were children who’d done something bad and their parents were scolding them.

      Sehan was doing his best to school his features, and Culter had wept when they’d been reunited, but still, they felt parental.

      It didn’t help that the room was small and also made Abaddon feel like a child. The furniture had a homey look to it; everything was lace and wood and warmth. It brought to mind the image of an old seamstress, or a place elderly couples stayed when they’d finally saved up enough to visit the district. Abaddon was accustomed to light curtains, tiles, and open spaces. This room was the equivalent of being stuffed into an oversized wardrobe.

      I think discovering that other realm has made me see everything as a portal, he thought, wrapping himself tighter in his blanket.

      Sehan handed them warm cups of something called coffee, which tasted bitter but smelled like the Land of Light had been wrapped up in a small ceramic mug. He also brought them cinnamon sticks, courtesy of Zelhada, who’d apparently been eating the things every day since the attack.

      “He stress eats,” Sehan said. “He was worried about you.”

      “Where is he?”

      “Oh, right, I guess you wouldn’t know.” Sehan scratched his head, then looked to Culter, as if silently asking the older man who should explain.

      “Zel was injured in the attack,” he said. “Your brother saw to his wounds, but he’s not started walking just yet. Sam says he’ll recover soon, though.”

      “Ah, I’ll have to make my way to see him, then.”

      Deladrine reached for a small parchment that sat atop a nightstand to her left. Whenever Abaddon held meetings, Deladrine acted as his scribe. It was a way to explain her presence in the room without anyone growing suspicious, while simultaneously granting her the ability to search for traitors. It also kept her up to date on the goings on within the kingdom, and, though it was the least important factor, it did help Abaddon keep his schedule straight. Even though she needn’t bother now, he assumed she was doing it more out of habit than necessity.

      This time, however, Sehan snatched up the parchment before she could start writing.

      “I’d like an explanation,” he said, crumpling up the paper and crossing his arms. “I’d like a few explanations, actually.

      “I want to understand how the two of you survived these last few weeks. I want to know why you didn’t seem surprised at all when I just told you Dietrich patched Zel’s leg up. I want to know why he seems keen on helping us but not letting anyone else know he’s doing it.” Sehan held up a finger with each point, but before the last one, he lowered his hand, running it through his hair. “I want to know if you really found him at the Dividing Wall. You told us he wasn’t there when you went searching for him. You said he just left the Dagger but that he was gone.”

      Abaddon stared at his watchmen. It was clear his answers would be a test, a determination, of whether he was worthy to keep serving.

      It was difficult to not steal a glance at Deladrine. After everything they’d endured, it felt like a betrayal to admit he’d lied about Dietrich.

      Worse, it was a betrayal to Culter. The man had practically raised Dietrich after the first assassination attempt on their family. He’d been more of a father to Dietrich than Harold had been, at least in some ways. His loyalty was endless. Unyielding.

      That would make what Abaddon was about to say all the more hurtful.

      “I lied.” He sat up straight, looking between Sehan and Culter. He wouldn’t look away from them. Not now. He would not cower beneath his guilt.

      “When we went to the Dividing Wall, Dietrich was supposed to meet me there. He’d left Sadie months before in hopes of obtaining the Dagger as a means to heal our mother. When he returned, he didn’t just leave the Dagger for me. He was there too. It’s how I’ve known these last few months that his killing the Laighless family wasn’t possible.

      “I lied about my father’s death too. He told me either I kill him, to ease his suffering, or he’d kill himself. I didn’t want him to take his own life, so I did it. When I told Deitrich that, I thought he was going to attack me. I stabbed him with the Dagger, but looking back, I don’t think Dietrich was going to hurt me. Maybe he was. I . . . I don’t know.”

      The admittance sounded pitiful. It’d been easier when Deladrine had asked him. She’d already known about his father, not only that he’d done it, but what it had felt like, when faced with such an impossible decision. Sometimes ending pain seemed like the right choice. Perhaps it wasn’t. It didn’t feel like it now, with the weight of Culter and Sehan’s eyes on him.

      “Harold was going to kill me.”

      Everyone turned to Deladrine, the words, and the fact that she’d spoken at all, startling.

      “He’d asked me to visit Queen Lenore when she was ill,” she explained. “He’d wanted me to see if I could determine what was causing her coma. Afterward, for fear of me revealing her illness to the Redeemers, he ordered me killed. He assigned Abaddon with this task, but Abaddon refused. Think what you will of your late king—your feelings are your own, and I’d not ask that you change them—but at least acknowledge that when it came to his family, he was loving to a fault. Understand that when Abaddon speaks of that choice Harold left him, it wasn’t really a choice at all. He lived for his wife. He died to be with her again. You cannot really find that so shocking if you were quick before to believe he took his own life.”

      “And Dietrich?” Sehan said, visibly grinding his teeth.

      Beside him, Culter looked withdrawn.

      “Dietrich’s been a hero to this country for years,” Sehan continued. “He’s the only reason Abaddon is alive, and we’re all supposed to let his name be smeared for . . . for what?

      “And you stabbed him because he seemed mad? Of course he was mad! You didn’t just tell him his father was dead; you told him his father was dead, and you were the one to kill him.”

      He let out a loud breath and swiped both hands through his hair, then continued the tirade.

      “I’m mad—do I seem like I’m going to attack you?”

      “A little,” Abaddon admitted.

      “Really? Really? Well maybe you should take that stupid magical dagger and stab me with it. Not just once, mind you. Once would only be enough to subdue me. Make sure you get me several times. Don’t give me any benefit of the doubt. Don’t ask yourself if you made a mistake. Stab me over and over again, then leave me for dead.”

      Abaddon was tempted to look away, but forced his eyes to stay on Sehan.

      “He told you that, did he?”

      Sehan laughed. The sound was biting.

      “Actually, I saw the scars when he was helping us. Zel asked him about it, and he said you did it when we went to the Dividing Wall. He said it like it was a joke. Zel and I have been trying to puzzle that out ever since.”

      The room quieted, but the tension increased. Abaddon couldn’t help visualizing the threads from the other realm, but this time, rather than just emerging from his stomach, he saw them like a web, tangling them all together. The blackness of his overpowered everyone else’s, ensnaring them all, but it was pulled taut, as though the tension itself were a tangible thing.

      “I don’t know why I thought he was going to kill me,” Abaddon said. “It seems something allows Dietrich and I to communicate with fiends. Dietrich has spoken to me since that day, believe it or not. Our theory is that I was compelled to do it. After I used the Dagger, I could hear a voice in my head. I used to think it was my own thoughts, or . . .” He cleared his throat, embarrassed. “Or the Creator, guiding me. The Dagger made the voice distinct, though. It sounded like another person.

      “He and I have been trying to determine what could be causing this. He believes me. Somehow. He’s a better man than me, so if that’s what you’re waiting for, Sehan, there it is. Dietrich should be your king. He’s a better man than me, and he’s always been the best man I know, but for some reason our father thought it better I take the throne. Probably because of what Deladrine said—he loved us to a fault. If Harold had to decide which role was more important, the one that would mean leading this nation, or the one that would mean protecting his family, then it makes sense he would give the latter to him.

      “Regardless, the rumors about Dietrich and the dragon are true. He talks to her. I don’t know how, and before you ask, I’ve never actively spoken to a fiend before, but maybe it was something he learned how to do all those years fiend hunting.”

      At the furrowed brows, he realized the error of his explanation.

      “Dietrich’s occupation since leaving the palace was fiend hunter. It’s also how I’ve maintained contact with him. He’s one of my employees at the hospital.”

      “I suppose there’s nothing that boy can’t do,” Culter said with a chuckle. Abaddon gave an acknowledging nod, though it felt incredibly off-putting to do so, given the tone of the conversation.

      It wasn’t that Culter was being purposefully sweet. He wasn’t trying to manipulate the anger and treachery permeating the room. It was simply that Culter was doing what he always did—wearing his joy and pride on his sleeve and suppressing that which brought him pain.

      I wonder how much of what he’s heard today will stay buried in his mind, Abaddon wondered sadly. I hope I haven’t broken all that remains between us.

      Sehan returned to his usual stance of arms across his chest, though his hands seemed more tucked down than usual, as though he were fighting the urge to once again release his fury. He so rarely got truly upset that, when the fury did come out, it was often a blizzard. Zel had told him if he didn’t let it build so much, then each time it released, it would simply be a bit of snow.

      You bring down avalanches when you rage, friend, he’d said.

      Abaddon couldn’t decide if he was relieved or disappointed the other watchman wasn’t around. He was the missing pieces of Sehan and might’ve served to keep him soothed, but it would’ve also meant a third person feeling betrayed.

      Or, potentially, a fourth. Abaddon wasn’t sure how all of this was affecting Deladrine.

      “We saw the dragon,” Sehan admitted. “It did seem like he could talk to it.”

      “You believe me, then?”

      “I don’t know, Abaddon. I believe you’re a lot weaker than I once thought.”

      “A weak man doesn’t do as he’s done,” Deladrine said, defensive. “If he thought his father would take his own life, then it was strength that led him to ease the pain. Most could not do it. If you had to, would you kill those you loved to end their suffering? Or would you pray the Creator did it for you and hope they weren’t in such agony that they really would do it themselves?”

      It was the most passionate Abaddon had ever seen her. Her voice broke slightly as she spoke, and her eyes glistened with withheld tears, but she held her chin up and her shoulders back.

      Knowing now what he did, he heard what she was actually saying: If Abaddon is weak for what he did, then am I?

      No, he thought resolutely. You’re strong, Deladrine.

      I wish you could see that.

      I wish my watchmen weren’t here, so I could tell you.

      “No,” Sehan finally said. “No Deladrine, I don’t know that I could. That doesn’t change what he did to Dietrich, or the fact that he lied about it. He’s weak if he allowed something to control him, and he’s weak for not telling the truth about it sooner.”

      “So you think yourself free to pass judgment?” she countered. “You, with all the superior morality you possess, are free to condemn and ridicule that which you don’t understand? Tell me, when did the Creator bestow upon you this role? Was it before or after your parents told the Prianthians where Harold and Culter were hiding during the slave revolts?”

      Sehan blanched. “How do you know about that?”

      “Is it that you’re better than your current king?” she pressed, ignoring his query. “Or that you can’t find it in yourself to judge your father and mother for what they did, because then you admit maybe cowardice is passed down, and you can’t face that, but what you can do, what you’re comfortable doing, is placing the shame you feel toward them onto your king?”

      The watchman didn’t say anything. He didn’t even seem angry anymore.

      Abaddon didn’t think he’d ever seen someone cut down so completely.

      “To answer your questions, Sehan, my task is to protect the king and those loyal to him,” Deladrine said. “I’ve done much to learn about those he surrounds himself with.

      “As for how we survived these last few weeks, I’m familiar with the caves. Reports will tell you there was a small dwelling where we were found. That dwelling belonged to my late mother. We were able to stay alive because of the provisions she’d stored away.”

      “In the caves?” Culter asked. Abaddon, even knowing Culter wouldn’t want to address the harder truths of the day, was still surprised at just how fully he could pretend Abaddon and Sehan hadn’t spent the better part of the evening torn apart and dragged.

      “She spent much of her time there,” Deladrine confessed. “I was primarily raised in the caves, actually.”

      “Amazing,” Culter said. “I’d never have thought you were that resilient. Well, not in that way at least. Ah, forget it. I meant to pay you a compliment, but I only seem to be insulting you.”

      Deladrine offered a smile. “I am often in fine robes and soft slippers. I know perfectly well what you meant.”

      Culter beamed. Abaddon looked to Sehan, who, surprisingly, looked at him with a shared sense of confusion. It seemed as though the head watchman and the oracle were having a completely different experience in that room than Sehan and Abaddon.

      The strangeness of it all seemed to strike them both, as the corner of Sehan’s mouth quirked, and Abaddon brought his mug of coffee up to hide his smile. It didn’t change the horrible things that’d been said and admitted or that wounds had formed that might take years to mend, but it did indicate a path toward such mending would be traveled together.

      He hadn’t lost them. Not entirely. And, though it’d been weeks for them, it’d only been a day for Abaddon since he’d sat back and admired the small family his watchmen and oracle had become to him.

      I love Dietrich, he thought. But Dietrich and I will part ways soon. When he’s gone, this is the only family I’ll have left.

      That thought saddened him. Not just for the loss he’d feel, once Dietrich left Sadie, but for the fact that while Abaddon might have people to lean on, Dietrich would have no one.

      As was always the case, Dietrich would be sacrificing everything of himself, and Abaddon would be left wishing there was something he could do to reverse their fates.

      I feel as though I’m where I was a year ago.

      Strange, how so much could happen, how so many plots could unfold and tragedies could occur, but the same insecurities and trials that’d plagued him before could still pierce through.

      He was about to try and build on the decency of the moment when a knock sounded at the door. Abaddon nearly leaped from the bed when Culter opened it and Dorian stood on the other side.

      “Old friend,” Dorian said, rushing to Abaddon. He might not have leaped, but Abaddon stood, just in time for Dorian to crash into him.

      “I hope I didn’t keep you waiting,” Abaddon said, slapping the ambassador on the back. Dorian did the same to him before pulling away and turning to Deladrine.

      “I’ve heard nothing but the loveliest things about you,” Dorian said. “And while I trust my friend’s judgment here, I still hope I will get to speak with you a bit during my stay.”

      Deladrine blushed as Dorian took her hand and kissed it. Abaddon couldn’t even find it in himself to be jealous. If he leaned that way, he’d have blushed over Dorian too.

      “Maybe help him fine-tune that judgment,” Sehan said dryly. Dorian chuckled, despite not knowing the extent of Sehan’s remark, then gave the watchman a quick side hug.

      “Sehan, curt as always,” he said. “I’m guessing you’re the one who gave them coffee?”

      “Yes. Why?”

      “Ah, well it seems completely within your character to provide gifts that are reflections of yourself, does it not?”

      “Brown and bitter?” Abaddon offered.

      “Precisely! The cinnamon sticks, though, that doesn’t seem very you. What sweet woman has softened you?”

      “Zelhada, actually,” Culter chimed in, holding up a finger. “No surprise there either, is there?”

      Dorian hugged the older man. It was a less aggressive embrace than the one he’d given Abaddon, and a more wholesome one than what he’d offered Sehan. It was a marvel to Abaddon how Dorian seemed to possess so many different smiles, and hugs, and levels of jests, all depending on the person or situation.

      It wasn’t that the man changed for nefarious reasons. It was simply that he acknowledged how different each person was, approached them as such, and accepted people.

      He was a lot like Dietrich in that way.

      I wish the two could meet, Abaddon thought. I think they’d rather like each other.

      “I actually have a gift for you,” Dorian said, turning back toward Deladrine. Her eyes widened at the statement, and this time, Abaddon did feel an odd sensation stir in his stomach.

      That was foolish. Dorian was his friend. And betrothed.

      Deladrine wasn’t his to be envious over anyway.

      He still had to school his expression. Especially since Sehan had been watching him and immediately smirked when he’d caught . . . whatever he’d caught on Abaddon’s face.

      “For me?” Deladrine asked. “I wouldn’t have thought myself known to anyone. I’m just a scribe.”

      “Not to him,” Dorian said conspiratorially, cocking his head in Abaddon’s direction. Abaddon kept his smile plastered on, but inwardly, he felt like strangling the man.

      “What I mean to say is that I am an ally of the king, and I know very well how important your role in the palace is.”

      There. That was better.

      Abaddon let out a breath.

      Dorian pulled the satchel he wore across his body to the front. He plucked out a parchment, one that should’ve taken at least a few minutes to find, given the sheer volume of letters and papers he had, but he seemed to know the exact location. He handed the parchment over, then shimmied the satchel again so the bulk of it rested against his back.

      Like a boy handing over his assignment, Dorian held tight to the satchel’s straps, dimples forming in his cheeks.

      Abaddon and his watchmen looked to Deladrine, awaiting her reaction. Her eyes had widened even further, a thing Abaddon didn’t think was possible. She turned the parchment around, revealing a sketch of herself.

      “My,” Culter said, gently extending his hand out to look the portrait over. “This is beautiful, dear. It looks just like you.”

      “Who drew that?” Sehan asked. He still seemed perturbed by the teasing and the remains of the heated argument, but even without that, it was in his nature to deliver the question with suspicion.

      “My betrothed,” Dorian said. “When Abaddon told me he’d employed an oracle, I asked him if he might describe her to me, in case we were ever to meet. I like to know who I’m speaking to, or who is speaking, in the event I’m asked to attend a meeting simply to listen. Anyway, I showed my betrothed the description Abaddon gave, and this is what she came up with. I have to admit, I’m a little surprised myself at how accurate it turned out.” Dorian’s gold eyes flicked to Abaddon before adding, “Well, somewhat surprised. He did provide a lot of details.”

      Oh yes. Abaddon was definitely going to strangle him.

      “I wish I could gift her with something,” Deladrine said. “Is she here?”

      “Sadly, no,” Dorian answered. “In fact, my Elizabeth is in hiding. I was informed after I’d started my travels that the Victorian camp she was staying at was attacked. I wanted nothing more than to return home, but I was assured by one of my informants that Elizabeth is safe and in our agreed upon hiding place. Winter has arrived in Mesidia, now, so if there is to be more bloodshed, it won’t be happening any time soon.”

      Dorian bowed his head slightly, and Abaddon noted the grip on his satchel had tightened.

      “Apologies,” Dorian said. “I fear I am trying to convince myself as much as I am all of you.”

      “There’s no need to apologize,” Deladrine said. “It must be difficult, not being near her.”

      “Yes, thank you,” Dorian answered softly. “It is difficult indeed. On to other dreary topics, though.”

      The ambassador shuffled back from Deladrine and asked if he could take the chair in the room’s corner. It was the only one, unless one were to count the bed as a seat, but it would’ve been a bit odd if Dorian had asked to join them there. In truth, the room itself was odd, as it was not at all the sort of place one expected to have important meetings, but as much as Abaddon would’ve liked to have curled up and gone to sleep, Dorian’s presence in Sadie was something that couldn’t be put off. The sooner Dietrich’s plan could be put into motion, the sooner Sadie’s chances of having the trade ban ending increased.

      “I’m assuming you’ve been informed of the Prianthians that’ve shown up outside of Sadie’s border?”

      Abaddon glared at Culter and Sehan. “No. I haven’t.”

      The two watchmen sheepishly went to their posts, which consisted of one standing by the door and the other standing by the room’s only window.

      “Really?” Dorian said. “I’d have thought that would’ve been the first thing you’d have discussed.”

      “Yes, I’d have thought so too, but I’m afraid the oracle and I were facing a bit of an interrogation when we returned.”

      Culter stood steadfast and unflinching, but Sehan, evidently still feeling defensive, finally returned Abaddon’s glare.

      Abaddon, for his part, felt some of his confidence returning. He certainly still thought it necessary to extend the conversation he and his watchmen had been having—once the time to do so was appropriate—but he was also king, first and foremost.

      “Understandable,” Dorian said, charitably. “Your survival is a miracle. I imagine those who love you were curious about what you and the lady endured.”

      “I wish to know more about this Prianthian presence,” Abaddon said. “Would you like to inform me, or should Culter?”

      “He’s been out to meet with them,” Culter replied. “I was trying to hold the country together while you were missing. I will fill you in on other topics later, but I do feel this is the most pressing. I’ll allow Dorian to answer, if he’s willing.”

      “Of course,” Dorian said. He opened his satchel again, which he’d placed at the foot of his chair, and he pulled out a pen, a piece of wood, and parchment. He crossed his legs and placed the wood in his lap, then readied his paper, marking the date and time.

      He slid another piece of paper out from behind the blank one. Abaddon couldn’t read it from where he stood, but as he returned to where he’d been sitting on the bed’s end, he noticed the beautiful strokes of Dorian’s writing.

      “You’ll enjoy this,” his friend started. “The Prianthians claim they came down to provide aid, in case there were additional Redeemers who were looking to capitalize on your death. They also wished to provide their sympathy and respect at your passing.”

      “Was I ever officially declared dead?”

      “No.”

      “And now that I’ve been found alive?”

      “I spoke with them just this morning. They claim they still wish to provide aid, in the event that you are in poor health and need a regent to fill in.”

      “I think it’s clear they were hoping to quietly take over Sadie while I was trapped.”

      “It is not my place to make such accusations,” Dorian answered. “By the way, they brought roughly a thousand soldiers with them.”

      Translation: It’s clear indeed.

      “Who’s leading them?”

      Dorian looked up from his notes. If Abaddon didn’t know him so well, he might’ve missed it, but a sliver of hatred flashed in his friend’s eyes as he answered, “Anastasia Verkev.”

      “Not the heir, then,” Abaddon said. “Has Alanna provided her own statements yet?”

      “Anastasia only just arrived two days ago, so no, no corroboration from the heir, or their ailing parents. Not yet at least.”

      “Which is better?” Abaddon asked. “If their throne says they sent them here, or if they say Anastasia came of her own will?”

      “I imagine the other nations within the Treaty of Five will not be fond of them showing such a display,” Dorian answered. “Yvaine, though not formally a member but rather a puppet of it, will claim as you predicted: it’s a clear way for them to try and take your throne. Theatia will likely agree. They have a royal family, but their power really comes from their Commandant, and given he sees most things from a militaristic lens, he would perceive this in much the same fashion. Natalia . . . I can’t say. From what I’ve been able to tell from her time as Queen Regent, she seems to be trying to hold peace as strongly as possible. She was always fond of Gerard, so I imagine she would approach this tactfully and wouldn’t outright condemn or condone on her own. Yendor is similar, I assume. I never have any idea what the Arctic thinks. Their queen is not allowed to leave—only the barons and baroness are allowed to become involved in foreign affairs. It’s all rather confusing. Regardless, the combined pressure of most of them would probably be enough for the soldiers to return to Prianthia.

      “If the throne claims they had nothing to do with the action, though, and Anastasia came on her own—that could be worse. It means she’s willing to act against the will of her own rulers, and thus would be willing to do more than just sit at the border.

      “Either way, I don’t see Alanna or her parents throwing Anastasia to the wolves preemptively.”

      “If I may.”

      Abaddon nodded to Culter, bidding him to speak.

      “I think if the throne was responsible, they’d have sent more than a thousand. However, I know how Prianthians work. If Anastasia did come here to take Sadie and she succeeded, the Prianthians would then wait to see what the Treaty’s other countries said, and the other countries likely wouldn’t care, since they’ve banned trade with us anyway. It would be a quick way for them to get access to our cures without having to pay for them, and they wouldn’t have to take the blame, since it would technically be Prianthia that did it. If that happened, and no other nation actually condemned them, then they might take credit. They’d still go with the ‘condolences’ explanation, but Anastasia would rule on their behalf, and we’d return to being owned.”

      Abaddon could hear the anger in Culter’s voice, despite how much the watchman seemed to be taking great efforts to sound impartial.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way,” Dorian said. “But that statement sounds quite similar in sentiment to what the Redeemers preach.”

      “The Redeemers are heathens,” Culter spat. Then, more politely, “Feel free to elaborate, though.”

      “Thank you.” Dorian gave a soothing grin. He readjusted his seat so it not only faced Abaddon but was slightly angled to include Culter more in the conversation.

      “The note on the West’s nations not caring is not unfounded,” he started. “The West can’t seem to decide if it wants to truly consider Sadia an ally or if it regards it as something to be used. The scenario you’ve played out is one I could see happening. It’s also one the Redeemers would insist will happen. It puts the blame on the West, and their dismissal of Sadie, rather than on the Prianthians.

      “The older generations of Prianthian royals were alive when you were enslaved. It’s expected of them to be hateful. The new generation, however, might be seen as malleable by the Redeemers, especially one of the children who isn’t in line for the throne.”

      “You think the Redeemers sent her?” Abaddon asked. “They killed her brother.”

      “They did,” Dorian acknowledged. “But as stated, she’s not in line for the throne. Unless Alanna dies, and her one remaining brother dies, Anastasia won’t rule anything. If she comes here, though, and seizes your throne, she gets Sadie. If she can then stir up enough hatred for her family among your people—which would likely be an easy task—poison enough of her own people against them, and use the Redeemers, then she can rule this entire half of the continent.”

      “She’d risk angering the West,” Abaddon pointed out.

      “It depends on how she tells the story.” Dorian shrugged nonchalantly, but Abaddon saw it again, in the tick of his jaw, and the way he shifted his feet.

      Dorian hated Anastasia.

      Why, though, Abaddon couldn’t tell.

      “May we take a moment’s break?” Abaddon asked. “I’m afraid all that time in the cave has left me with quite the appetite. Culter, Sehan: Would you go down and bring us something a bit more substantial?”

      Sehan’s tongue ran across his teeth, and Culter fidgeted, but both men obeyed. Deladrine rose too, saying she’d help the two men.

      Abaddon hadn’t wanted to dismiss all three of them, as he didn’t want it to be too obvious he wished to speak with Dorian alone, but in truth, he was grateful Deladrine had gathered why he was calling for a break.

      Once they’d left, Abaddon said something about food, and coffee, and whatever other mundane thing came to mind in the event the watchmen could hear them after the door was closed. After enough time had passed, he leaned forward, eyeing his friend.

      “What’s going on?” he asked. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      Dorian wrote something on his paper. He lifted it up, showing Abaddon he marked the exact time the “break” had started. On principle, Dorian wouldn’t speak of rumors or unproven theories in official meetings.

      “Natalia wrote to me, while you were indisposed,” he said. He smiled at his word choice, as if the whole cave in was a minor inconvenience. “She admitted some disturbing things to me. Evidently, Anastasia reached out to her when Pierre was holding her mother captive. She said she could get Yvaine back, in exchange for influence within Xenith’s politics, as Natalia had just recently been promoted at the time.

      “I know my former betrothed’s word isn’t exactly the most trustworthy, but after Anastasia showed up here . . .” He raised his hands up slightly, lips pulled to the side. “I think I’m starting to believe her.”

      “Why is her wanting influence in Xenith so damning? What am I missing?”

      “The rest of the story,” Dorian said. “Forgive me, I’m once again trying to convince myself by talking through my thoughts.

      “Natalia claims that Anastasia was the one behind Pasha Verkev’s murder. The assassin is—again, according to Natalia—a shape-shifter. It was supposed to go to the Peace Gathering last year, but Alanna ruined that plan when she announced to everyone that the assassin was likely among them. Anastasia sat on her hands for a bit then, until she found out Yvaine had been taken. She told Natalia she could use her assassin to get Yvaine out, and all Natalia had to do was owe her influence, and say that it was Gwenivere who’d sent the assassin.

      “You might not realize the extent of panic at the time, but Gwen had been accused of allying with your brother during the Attack of Fiends. When it was discovered that Dietrich had obtained the Dagger, and that Gwenivere had been part of that—in direct opposition to her father’s plans, mind you—a lot of suspicion was placed on her. I’m ashamed to admit I fell into that panic, but my guilt is not the topic for today.

      “Natalia insists that she’d been told her mother was going to be freed, and that’s all that was supposed to happen, but when my family was killed, and the blame was placed on Dietrich, that’s when she knew she’d been manipulated.

      “She couldn’t explain that she’d worked with Anastasia, of course, because then she’d be admitting she was, at the very least, complicit in the murders. No one would believe she didn’t want the Laighless family dead. Everyone has always suspected her of hating them.

      “After Gerard died, and Natalia became Regent, Anastasia told her that her favor was being called upon. Natalia was told she couldn’t end the trade ban with Sadie under any circumstances, and if she did, Anastasia would send her assassin out again.

      “I didn’t believe most of this initially, but the more I’m seeing of the Redeemers’ influence in the West, and with Anastasia coming here right after you were attacked . . . I don’t know, friend. I think Natalia might be telling the truth.”

      When contemplative silence followed, Dorian added, “Who would’ve ever thought I’d say that?”

      “I remember when you couldn’t even say her name without cursing in the same sentence,” Abaddon answered. They both laughed, but it was without mirth, and it seemed more a reaction to have rather than one that was actually felt.

      Abaddon’s mind was reeling. The first time he’d gone to the West, he’d been enamored by everything. Everything. He loved their accents, clothes, music, masquerades, weather. He loved how green everything was, how vast their farmlands were, how different and majestic their architecture had been.

      He’d displayed that awe and reverence openly. Most had been nothing but flattered by his compliments and envy.

      Dorian had been the first one to tell him it was nothing more than a good coat of paint. Everything underneath was rotting.

      Perhaps it was the leftover wonder his father had instilled in him for the West’s ways. Perhaps it was defiance to the Redeemers’ messaging that nothing and no one in the West could be trusted.

      Even as much as Abaddon considered himself a pragmatist, he’d never really believed Dorian. He’d appreciated that there was someone among the nobility willing to be critical of their home, but he’d always assumed it’d just come down to the fact that Dorian was from Yendor, a country known for literally straddling the line. Just as it was in Sehan’s nature to give a bitter beverage, it was in Dorian’s nature to see the grey between the black and white.

      Now Abaddon wasn’t sure he could trust anything he’d thought before.

      If he adopted some of Dorian’s criticisms toward the West, he could see the way everyone schemed and manipulated, and how no one truly had any principles. What they had was an abundance of wealth and privilege and power—and a fervent desire to never let any of those things go.

      No, not just the West. It didn’t come down to a place. Abaddon wouldn’t be like the Redeemers, and paint with such a broad stroke. It was Anastasia too, and the Redeemers themselves, many of them Sadiyan. It was certain individuals. It was the desperate and the deceived and the deceptive.

      Now, more than ever, Abaddon needed to go through with Dietrich’s plan. He’d have liked to have done so earlier, but the attack had set him back weeks. If he wanted to still have a chance at undermining the Redeemers and Anastasia’s plans, it was imperative he schedule the plan as soon as possible.

      “How long are you willing to stay in Sadie?” he asked. Dorian leaned back in his chair and shrugged.

      “As long as you get a message out to my betrothed, I can stay as long as I’m needed, barring anything drastic happening back in Mesidia.”

      Abaddon nodded. “Good. Good. Well . . . I’m not sure how things are going to go these next few weeks, but would you be willing to help Culter if I were to be indisposed again?”

      “Planning to go exploring more caves, are we?” Dorian teased.

      An urgent knock sounded at the door, followed by Culter announcing himself. Abaddon bid him enter, and, out of breath, the older watchmen rushed in and smiled.

      “The remaining Redeemers responsible for the attack have been caught,” he said, sounding triumphant. “Less caught, actually. They were delivered to us.”

      Abaddon stood. “Where?”

      “Outside of where Sam has been staying. He found these when he examined them. He thought they were dead at first.”

      Abaddon knew, before Culter placed them into his palm, what it was Sam had found.

      Needles.

      Light above, Brother, he thought, pretending to examine the needles. At some point you’re going to have to find someone besides Sam to be the go-between.

      “Schedule an execution,” he said. He looked to Dorian, giving his friend a grim nod. “Let’s go ahead and send an invitation to Anastasia. I think I’d like for her to be in attendance.”
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      Cara was having withdrawals.

      Roland was supposed to be bringing people’s orders back from the great room to the kitchen. It was usually a simple task: write down what the person wanted, relay it to the kitchen, bring it out.

      Easy.

      Today, all he’d managed to do was write the wrong thing down, bring the wrong thing out, and bring the right thing to the wrong table. After the seventh time, Cillian pulled him aside.

      “I’m not sure what’s going on,” the innkeeper said. “But you’re costing me coin.”

      The older man sighed, shook his head, and clapped Roland’s shoulder.

      “I’m going to have to take some of your pay if you don’t shape up.”

      Roland nodded, resolute. The weight of Cillian’s hand on his shoulder was painful, but he didn’t bother shoving the man off. Though it hurt, it also served to wake Roland up. He’d not slept the night before. It’d been his turn to watch Cara, Zuri’s turn to sleep, and X’odia’s turn to watch the city guards.

      He’d just not anticipated the girl’s vomiting. Or her sweating. Or her seizures.

      Or her hallucinations.

      “Do you need to take the rest of the day?” Cillian asked, putting the back of his hand to Roland’s forehead. “You don’t feel hot, but maybe whatever you had before is lingering.”

      “I’m fine,” Roland said quickly, clearing his throat. “I’m fine, really. Just didn’t get much rest last night.”

      Truthfully, Roland wasn’t fine. Truthfully, he wanted nothing more than to end his shift, retreat to his bed, pull the covers over him, and sleep. If he could, he’d greedily sleep for a month. He didn’t want to leave his bed, he didn’t want to work, and he certainly didn’t want to keep going through his endless cycle of watching the guards, watching Cara, watching the guards, watching Cara.

      What he wanted didn’t matter, though.

      He assured Cillian again that he was fit to work.

      As the day went on and sleep tried to claim him, he’d press into his aching shoulder, silently bear the pain, and wake himself up.

      He couldn’t afford to owe Cillian anything.

      A few moons before—pretending it was Dar and Callum’s request—Roland had asked Cillian if the guards had paid for their room up front. The Dusty Boot allowed people to stay before paying, so long as they were returning patrons and they’d proven themselves trustworthy with coin.

      Dar and Callum had been coming to the inn for months, Roland learned, which meant they often didn’t hand their payment over in advance. With the damages from the storm, however, Cillian was telling all silver patrons, as he referred to them, that if they had extended stays, they had to hand their payments over at the end of every week, rather than when they departed from the inn, as was his usual policy.

      Roland had paid for Dar and Callum’s room the first week without bothering to tell Zuri and X’odia. They were helping take care of the situation with the guards and the girl, and in many ways, the situation was his doing, so why should they have to deal with it any further? It was his responsibility. He could take care of it.

      It’d taken most of his earnings for that week, but he’d managed. He’d been putting coin aside for some time, knowing that eventually he and X’odia planned to leave. If he had to dip into those savings a bit, it was of no concern.

      One week turned into two. Two turned into three.

      The pressure was a little more intense, but still, nothing to fret over.

      The healing tonics Zuri was giving Cara were running out. She’d asked Roland if he could help pay for more. Typically, the cures wouldn’t cost much. Typically, they were readily available.

      With the trade ban, they no longer came in freely. Whatever was still present in Riverdee was all that was left, and if they wanted to purchase the tonics legally—which they did, given that illegal procurement meant getting them from the Redeemers—then they’d have to pay prices that were more than all of their rooms combined.

      Roland was starting to feel concern bubbling up. It never really surfaced, as he was too tired to feel anything acutely, but it was there.

      He wished he’d paid more attention to the West’s politics when he’d been Mesidia’s heir. He wished he understood why they didn’t have more ways to help those consumed by consumption, especially since helping people get through withdrawals was an ingredient of Abra’am’s history. Wars led people to melancholy, and melancholy led people to seek reprieve. Sometimes that reprieve came from talking. Sometimes it came from brothels. Sometimes it came from tankards, potions, or smoke.

      With how many people had chosen potions and smoke, there’d naturally been an increased demand. Why didn’t they have more of every kind of elixir, then? Was it simply that the West had outsourced its cures to the East because of how long peacetime had lasted? Was it really cheaper to employ the Sadiyans to make elixirs and tonics than it was to employ their own people? If so, then were they taking advantage of Sadiyans? Were the Redeemers right to hate the wealth and privilege of the West? Perhaps the collective punishment was earned for how much they’d pulled out of a newly freed nation. Perhaps charging exorbitant amounts of coin for cures now appeared to be the Redeemers way of earning back the wealth their people should’ve incurred over the last three decades.

      Still, Roland’s attempts to buy more tonics for Cara revealed an ugly truth: even with the restrictions and healers warning people not to indulge, prices were going up, and they’d be continuing to do so. Only the wealthy could afford help.

      The wealthy, or those so in the depths of suffering that they’d sell everything they had for one more sip.

      When people were desperate, a warning wasn’t much of a deterrence. Several wars, despite being declared over, continued on in the dark of alleys and back rooms and changing stalls. Fiends persisted to live in people’s memories, and memories resurfaced, even years later. There was no real cure for that. Only release.

      Roland paid the prices, even knowing he was running out of coin. He’d had to. He understood all too well what Cara’s trials could do to her, and by extension, her family, if she had any. Roland’s own uncle, Joel, had struggled to maintain a balance between a healthy number of substances and a too heavy one. He’d always put on a friendly air, but a single night alone with William, after drinking a bit too much, and talking a bit too freely, had revealed to Roland the pain Joel had always endured. It was why William was always wanting to get out, and why he was always dragging Peter with him. Roland also assumed it was why William seemed a bit too brash and a bit too loud. It was as if something internal had convinced his cousin that acting boorishly would erase the pain at home.

      It didn’t, of course. It didn’t change anything. It didn’t change the fact that no matter how much his uncle tried to hide his struggles, they still existed. It didn’t matter that William and Peter getting into trouble made Aunt Catherine cross and that she’d aged beyond her years because nearly all her empathy went to her husband and little went to her sons. When it came to her daughter, the well of empathy had run dry. More than that, it’d become contaminated. Rather than feel concern or affection for Elizabeth, she’d placed the weight of motherhood on her. Elizabeth had become a maternal figure to her brothers before she was even out of her tenth winter.

      It was no wonder William was always striving for perfection, yet never finding it. What pressure it must have placed on him, to be the eldest son, knowing his father’s secret and hiding it from his younger siblings, all while trying to be a strong hunter, a charming man, a fine swordsman, a good son, but never knowing how to be any of those things, because there was no one there to consistently teach him.

      William always fell short. He always kept trying. He always kept failing. His whole life, he’d been trying to fill a role his father was meant to fill, but his father couldn’t, because the space between his skull had been bursting with images of death, destruction, and suffering.

      Peter followed wherever Wiliam did. Roland never knew if his younger cousin truly understood how drained William was or if he was oblivious, but he’d sauntered along to any place William wished to go.

      Roland was always grateful for that. He’d worried about his extended family. He’d often prayed to the Light that his cousins wouldn’t fall into the same habits as his uncle. Whether by brotherly affection or some subconscious understanding, Peter had always been there for William. He’d looked up to him, admired him, and made him feel important. In a world where no one really seemed to care about anyone else, Peter had always quietly, and often stupidly, found ways to be by his brother’s side.

      So concerned with each other, neither of the brothers ever seemed to notice their sister pulling away. Roland had thought it rather obvious. He’d seen the way Elizabeth always acted proper, when her brothers were anything but. He’d heard how bothered she was by having to always take care of her siblings, when it seemed no one was taking care of her. Why did they get to be buffoons when her mother wouldn’t even tolerate her having bad posture? Why did they get to drink all night, but she was expected to be up early in the morning to tend to her chores?

      Her salvation had been her art. Being able to draw, whether it be reflections of her own life, or manifestations of images in her mind, had saved her. Roland figured she’d have run away long before if she’d not had that hobby to occupy herself. He’d seen how much she’d wanted to be done with the family. He’d watched as her eyes had drifted during formal events, how she’d envied everyone else around her. He’d taken note of how her gaze had always seemed to land on an older man, a dignified and distinguished one. Who better to imagine whisking her away from the burden of her family than a handsome, calm, respected ambassador?

      All that strife, all that fracturing because his uncle’s happy, wily, mischievous charisma was partially stolen by the horrors of war and the imperfect ways he’d tried to cope.

      Roland’s own father hadn’t been immune to such suffering. Though the memories were tucked away, the lack of drink in recent weeks provided Roland a clarity he didn’t much care for. When a patron bumped into another server, and a glass shattered on the ground, Roland remembered his father striking him for doing the same.

      He flinched. The other server looked at him, expectant, as Roland was always quick to help clean up any spills or collect any shards that were broken, but he just stood there, frozen.

      He only did it the one time, he thought, shaking himself and rushing over to help. Mother said she’d kill him if he ever touched me again.

      “Thanks, Rory,” the serving girl said, wiping her now-sticky hands on the apron at her waist. “Didn’t mean to give you such a fright.”

      “Wasn’t your fault.”

      “Are you bleeding? I think the glass cut your fingers.”

      Roland looked down at his bleeding hands.

      “Go get cleaned up,” she said, handing him a cloth at her side. “And don’t worry, I’ll make sure Cillian knows this one wasn’t on you.”

      Roland nodded his thanks, then ambled outside. It was cold today. Normally he liked the cold. It sobered him when he needed to get where he was going, and wanted a clear enough head that he didn’t get lost.

      Today, it just reminded him of home. He didn’t like being reminded of home. He didn’t like that he wanted to go back, see his family again, seek forgiveness from them for giving up the Dagger. The belief was that his family being Guardians had kept them safe. He’d always thought that nothing more than superstition, but now it seemed it was true.

      He’d damned his family. He’d damned himself.

      The cuts on his hands started to sting. He stared down at them, watching as the blood slipped out and dripped onto his palms.

      His one finger, the one he was sure he’d broken from hitting the guards, was still bruised. The purple and greens and yellows rested dully between the vibrance of his blood. It was a sunset upon his hands, hideous, but oddly mesmerizing.

      I want to drink, he thought. I don’t want to keep remembering.

      His uncle had kept his pain hidden. His father had struck him once, then never struck him again. His mother, once kind and pleasant, had grown sharp edges from always absorbing her husband’s anger, just to keep Roland and Dorian from bearing it.

      Roland wanted to help, but he’d not been able to. His mother had done it for him. He’d wanted to help his uncle and cousins, but fractured as they were, they still held one another together. He’d never known how to fit into that without possibly opening the fractures more and shattering their tenuous bonds entirely.

      There’d been one person he’d been able to help. One person he never let himself think about anymore, because his thoughts of her were muddy and distorted.

      Gwenivere.

      Gwenivere had suffered in silence the most. Her mother had been her shield, like Roland’s own, until she’d died. The loss had been difficult enough. Gwenivere had loved her mother more than life itself. She’d loved her the way one loves the coming of spring after a hard winter or the touch of sunlight after a storm. They’d been each other’s comfort and solace, the home you only ever dreamed you’d find in another person.

      When her mother died, Gwenivere’s life had been uprooted, despite her father keeping her still. She rarely got to leave her castle fortress. She rarely got to see other people. Gerard loved her, and though such love should’ve propelled him to free her, he instead imprisoned her in stone walls. He lost his wife, after all. He couldn’t risk losing his daughter.

      While Rose was Gwenivere’s light, she was Gerard’s peace. Roland overheard enough conversations from his parents to know Gerard didn’t need tonics the way his uncle did, or guidance from healers, to keep the violence and suffering from the War of Fire at bay. He only needed his wife to calm him, to quiet him. To show him the beauty of the world.

      When she died, he didn’t have that anymore.

      And Gwenivere didn’t have her shield.

      She never admitted her father was hurting her. She protected him, oddly, and she protected him fiercely. Whenever Roland pointed out the bruises, she simply said she’d been training hard with Garron. The knight didn’t seem to like anyone coming near Gwenivere, but he tolerated Roland, as he seemed to sense there was a shared protectiveness in him and a desire to be something that could bring Gwenivere happiness.

      Of all the ways his loved ones had suffered, none of them seemed to have ever found the right concoction to fully heal. The only one who had seemed to have even somewhat of a grasp on it had been his uncle. His method hadn’t been perfect, and his family had been affected, but he’d not grown violent against his children. He’d had mood swings, certainly, but those moods had been joyful and fun or so saddened that he’d secluded himself to his room, bearing his agony in silence.

      That seemed the only model that worked. Roland didn’t want to become violent. He didn’t want to turn on Zuri, and he certainly didn’t want to turn on X’odia. She’d faced enough already. The last thing she needed was for the one man she had in her life to make her feel afraid.

      Roland wiped away the blood on his hands and stopped looking at his bruised finger. He lowered his hand to his side, not wanting to remember anymore.

      I have my release, he thought, reaching into his pocket and feeling the pouch of Root he’d taken from the guards.

      As soon as his shift was over, he’d take some. He’d have to take it sparingly. His supply was already running low.

      Steadying his breathing, he went back inside and asked the serving girl if she could help patch his hands so he could return to work.
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      “I need more. Please, I need more. I’ll do anything.”

      X’odia stared at the helpless girl in front of her. Zuri wiped a damp cloth against Cara’s forehead, whispering to her soothingly, but the girl seemed oblivious to the words. She writhed, her movements languid, before suddenly sitting up and lashing out at Zuri.

      “I need more!” she shouted. “Let me go! Let me go!”

      X’odia fought back a wince as Cara’s hand smacked Zuri’s cheek. She hurried over and grabbed the girl’s arms, which were surprisingly strong, given how thin she was, and Zuri held where the blow had landed.

      “Do you have any more of the sleeping draught?” X’odia asked, straddling Cara as she thrashed. The girl continued to scream. The sound was dry, almost inhuman. Surely the other guests could hear her. If they did, they might report the noises to Cillian, or worse, the city watch. If they found out, and they decided to investigate, the Redeemers might show up.

      Zuri snapped out of her shock and took a vial from her wardrobe. There was only so much of the liquid left, X’odia noticed, but Zuri forced the drink into Cara’s mouth. The girl tried to spit it up, and cough it out, but with X’odia on top of her, and Zuri holding her mouth closed, some of the liquid eventually made its way down her throat.

      It didn’t take long for Cara to drift off. She was small, and there was little to her, so the amount she took in, despite not being the full dose, was enough to send her into sleep.

      “I know she can’t help it,” X’odia said, slowly crawling off the girl. “But this can’t continue.”

      “I know.” Zuri swiped at her face with the back of her hand, wiping away some of the tonic Cara spat out. “I don’t know if we can trust the healers right now, though. The last time I went to the hospital, I saw mostly Sadiyans and Prianthians there. If it were just Sadiyans, I might not be concerned, but with both . . .”

      She didn’t have to finish the sentence. X’odia understood Abra’am well enough now to know such a pairing spelled trouble.

      “We need to talk to Rory about this.”

      Rory. Not Roland. Zuri was good about keeping his name hidden. That, or she’d blocked the revelation out and pretended she didn’t know. X’odia wasn’t sure why her friend didn’t press for details or if such a thing were healthy, but she had no desire to bring it up. Doing so would likely invite a barrage of questions, and while Zuri had now likely noticed X’odia’s swirling eyes, and might have even pieced together that she was the same person the Elite had claimed was dangerous all those months ago, she didn’t say anything about it.

      Whether it was because of the severity of their situation or because she trusted X’odia and Roland enough to tell her everything in time, X’odia didn’t know. There was relief in knowing she and Roland didn’t have to explain anything, that they didn’t have to tell the story of what’d happened to her, how she’d been harmed, what the Elite had done. She surmised Roland was equally grateful he didn’t need to reopen the wounds of his parents’ deaths, Gwenivere’s apparent patricide, and his remaining family’s willingness to side with the Victorians.

      X’odia had only just started to feel as though she was standing on her own two feet again. More than standing—she was walking, running, forging a new path forward. She understood herself better.

      Even still, she wasn’t sure she was ready to open her new self up to anyone else by exposing them to her past. If she did, she was afraid her resolve might crumble.

      And Roland . . .

      Roland seemed to be standing still. If Zuri pressed him, X’odia thought he’d only fall backward.

      “I know he wants to help her,” Zuri went on, wrapping her arms around herself. “He’s spent a lot of money getting her cures. A lot of money. I don’t think he has much left, and I’m worried what he’ll do if he runs out.” She put her hands on her hips, not seeming to know quite where to settle them. Zuri released a laden breath. “I wouldn’t put it past him to go to the Redeemers if he has to.”

      “No,” X’odia said firmly. “We don’t go to those monsters.”

      Zuri stared at her flatly. “Either we do, or she does.” She dipped her head at Cara, who lay still. “That, or this continues. And we both know this can’t continue.”

      X’odia folded her arms. She didn’t know what to do. She could handle being slapped or bitten by Cara, or having her hair pulled, because her pain would always be temporary. It wasn’t fair to ask Zuri to do that. Given how much Roland was working to care for them, and how long he’d been caring for them, X’odia knew it wasn’t fair to him either.

      It also wasn’t fair to Cara. The girl was experiencing an anguish X’odia wasn’t sure she’d ever known. Even in her darkest moments in chains, she’d not wanted to harm Markeem. The silent soldier had only ever been kind to her and had protected her when he could. She hadn’t been able to imagine, even after everything the Elite had put her through, ever hurting him.

      I’m not sure she knows what she’s doing, X’odia thought sadly, looking at the girl. She seemed at peace now, and in such a state, it was obvious how young she was. She didn’t seem young normally. Despite her small frame, the overindulgence of Root had left her cheeks hollowed out, her eyes heavy, her skin delicate and quick to bruise. She already had dark spots around her wrists where X’odia had, on more than one occasion, pinned her down so Zuri could administer the sleeping draught.

      She’d felt guilty the first time she’d seen the marks. Now, she just accepted it.

      Asleep, the girl looked barely more than a child.

      She deserved to get better. She deserved to know the joys of life.

      She didn’t deserve this.

      “There’s another option,” Zuri said. X’odia turned to her, waiting.

      “I think it best we talk it over with Rory, though. Cara won’t be waking up for a while, so we have some time.”

      Nodding, X’odia followed Zuri out of the rooms. They ascended the inn’s stairs, and when they reached the last door at the hall’s end, Zuri tapped her knuckles, waiting for Roland to answer.

      “Is everything all right?” he asked. Before Zuri could answer, he turned back toward the room and told the two men to be quiet, that he’d only be gone a short bit, just on the other side of the door.

      “I’ll hear you if you try to get up to anything,” he warned.

      Even in the brief time the door was open, X’odia caught how awful the room smelled. Cara’s wasn’t much better, but at least they made efforts to bath her when she was subdued and take out her buckets of vomit.

      The same care wasn’t given to the chained guards, who had, more than once, wet themselves while coming out of the sleeping tonic. Unwashed bodies and unwashed clothes, especially after so many weeks, and within such a small space, had left the room rancid. They had tried opening a window while the guards had slept, but it had only taken one time for Dar to pretend he’d been out to yell toward the opened window. They’d agreed they couldn’t take the risk again.

      It came as a shock, then, as Roland stepped into the hall, that X’odia was more taken aback by his appearance than the room’s smell.

      She’d seen him since their argument, but usually it was at night, when the inn was dark, and the shadows on him seemed more a result of the lamplight than anything else. Now, only barely into the evening and with a nearby window letting in sunlight, she was shocked to see the darkness around his eyes and the gauntness of his face. He looked better than Cara, certainly, but he had the same wispiness to his skin, that same wrongness in his thinning form. His hair even looked less full, like a lot of it had come out, and recently.

      How could she let him keep pushing himself? He was killing himself trying to care for them all.

      “I think we should kill the guards,” Zuri said.

      X’odia started. Roland squinted, leaning back. He seemed surprised, though his reaction was slower, as though he was having difficulty processing what Zuri had said.

      “Absolutely not,” X’odia argued. “This was your other idea?”

      “Yes,” Zuri answered, unashamed. “And I think it wise we consider it.”

      X’odia was angry now, angry Zuri had not told her the idea before suggesting it to Roland, angry she gave voice to something so abhorrent. How could she possibly suggest such a thing? Didn’t she see how all of this was already eating at them? Didn’t she understand how much it was tearing at Roland’s soul, to keep the guards restricted, day in and day out? To know his efforts to help Cara were costing so much from everyone else around him?

      X’odia expected him to blanch. Shake his head. Refuse.

      He didn’t say anything.

      Surely, he’s not considering this, she thought. She stared at him, waiting for him to meet her eyes. When he did, she held back a sudden wave of sadness.

      It was one thing to see her friend under quiet duress. It was another to face it, head-on, to look it in the eye, and see that he was far beyond pain.

      He was carved out.

      Empty.

      He didn’t look as though he had any feeling left at all.

      “I think we should take a vote,” Zuri said, keeping her voice low. “I wanted those men gone as soon as we found out what the Redeemers were doing and where their safe houses and storerooms were. We got all that, so now what? Are we supposed to do this indefinitely?”

      “They’re getting desperate,” Roland admitted. “I saw one of them trying to call elements earlier.”

      “They’re chained,” X’odia said. “What would calling elements do?”

      Roland took a deep breath. It seemed the very act of speaking was taxing.

      “If you try to call elements, the chains drain them,” he answered. “But, if you try calling them enough, eventually the shackles will fill and release the elements back out. Usually it kills the person chained. The fact that Callum is willing to risk that tells me he’s willing to do anything.”

      “So he either kills himself, and probably Dar, or we give him a quick end.”

      “Stop.” X’odia balled her fists at her side. “Stop. We aren’t going to do that.”

      “Then what else do we do!” Zuri yelled. She stomped her foot, and, surprisingly, tears were forming in her eyes. “Those men made their choices. Why do we have to pay for them? Why do I have to pay for their mistakes?”

      She started crying. Her hands came to her face, attempting—and failing—to hide her sobs. A spark seemed to finally light in Roland, and he wrapped his arms around her, holding her to his chest.

      X’odia stood there, unsure what to do. Roland was working the most and sleeping the least, ever since they’d fallen into this mess, but that didn’t mean Zuri wasn’t impacted too.

      She said she had to move over and over again to get away from her betrothed, X’odia remembered.

      Here she was again, having her room taken and her peace disrupted. Her solace displaced.

      It wasn’t fair. None of this was fair.

      X’odia was tired of seeing her friends suffer.

      “You said they told you where the storerooms are,” she said, once Zuri had regained her composure. “Tell me.”

      Zuri dabbed her sleeve against her nose. “Why? We can’t do anything with that information. We could tell the city watch, but with how many of them are corrupt, I doubt it’ll do any good.”

      “I’m not going to tell the watch.” X’odia placed a hand on Zuri’s arm, her grasp firm, but urgent. “Don’t hurt those men. Not yet. Tell me where the storerooms are, and give me the rest of the day. Please.”

      Roland looked to her again, brows furrowed. “What are you going to do?”

      He seemed unsettled, but X’odia wasn’t going to feel guilty for this decision. She’d spent too much time feeling guilty.

      And sorrowful.

      And inept.

      She was done feeling that way. She was done falling back into herself.

      “Tell me where the storerooms are,” she repeated. “I’m going to send the Redeemers a message.”
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      X’odia walked into the storeroom. She stood tall, her shoulders back, hair wild. Her cloak dripped water onto the floor. It’d been sunny before, but it was raining now.

      The Redeemers looked up. Saw her. Tensed.

      No one seemed sure what to do.

      “I’ll give you one chance to leave this place unharmed,” she said. Her voice carried clearly. The space around her was relatively small and not particularly noteworthy. It looked like many of the stone shops throughout the city, except its location was on the outskirts of town, with plenty of room between it and the buildings nearby.

      Good. X’odia could level it once she was through with these men.

      There were seven in total. Three were counting coins at a table, two stood beside them, and two were sifting through various bottles and plants. Tonics, most likely, and the things that would cause people to need them. Cures and poisons.

      X’odia tilted her head. The guards called weapons. The other men scooted back, grabbing bags of coin.

      “If you stay,” she continued, “your deaths will be on your own hands.”

      She stepped aside and held her hand up to the exit. The men stared back at her, unmoving.

      “You do speak Common, yes?” she asked. When none of them answered, and only tightened the grips on their weapons and money, she called air, cast it toward them, and thrust all of them into the shelves at their backs.

      Bottles and weapons that lined the room fell to the ground, spilling liquid and clanging onto the floor.

      “Answer me,” she said calmly.

      “Yes!” one of them shouted. “Yes, we speak Common!”

      “Thank you. Now I will have no guilt on my conscious when you die.”

      One of the men pulled out a blade. X’odia called air again and knocked it away with a flick of her wrist. She spun the motion upward and lifted all the glass that had shattered up from the floor. It hovered in the air, facing them.

      “Two chances,” she said. She made one more step away from the door. “You won’t get a third.”

      Three of the men bolted. She watched them warily, making sure they didn’t try to pull any more touched blades on her as they passed her. None did, though the other four, including the two who’d been standing beside the table, made to attack as soon as their brethren had gone.

      X’odia extended her hand and the glass stabbed through them. She made sure to direct each piece at their feet. All four remaining men fell to the ground, blood seeping through their clothes.

      One man’s foot had cut clean off.

      “Go,” she commanded. “While I’m feeling forgiving. And tell Navar I will do this to every one of his stockpiles if he doesn’t relinquish his hold on the city watch and turn his cures over.”

      The men stood up, save the one with the severed foot, and made to leave. One stayed behind to help hoist the other up, and, with a terrified expression and a dropped weapon, hobbled after the three who’d been wise enough to go after her second warning.

      With the building empty, X’odia let go of her air element. She felt strength flood back into her muscles and veins.

      Walking forward, she surveyed the room. Her eyes had been focused on the Redeemers before, and the objects that could be used against her, but now, with them gone, she could take in the space properly.

      It was simple. As simple as it’d been outside. Behind the shelves that’d been knocked over was a back room, but it only held more of the same: bottles, coins, and weapons. There were bags too with other substances she didn’t know, but all in all, the place truly was just a means to hoard goods.

      How uneventful. It seemed wrong that such a small place could command so much power. The leaves and the liquids and the steel shouldn’t have been able to wreak such havoc on the city. They shouldn’t have played such an integral role in disrupting the safety of so many people.

      It shouldn’t have cost Zuri her security, Roland his morals, and Cara her health. It shouldn’t have led to so many people dying, and so many people being afraid.

      X’odia opened the satchel she’d brought and filled it with whatever she could fit inside. She tried to gather a mix of things, aside from weapons, which she had no use for, given she was more dangerous than all the blades and spears combined, but she did take whatever substances she could, whether they be smashed down to a powder, preserved in a bottle, or wrapped tight in a small purse. She made sure to bring some bags of coin too, to help ease some of the weight from Roland’s shoulders. It didn’t feel right, knowing she was taking money that rightfully belonged to someone else, but better she use it than let it go to waste. It would help no one when it was burned to ash.

      Once she’d filled her satchel, she opened a second, and filled it too. She knew of some cures, as she’d been trained in healing in Eve, but the various elixirs and tonics and potions of Abra’am weren’t all the same as what she’d been accustomed to. She’d want to confer with Zuri first, determine what was what, before going to Navar’s safe houses and offering the people in those whatever they needed, free of cost.

      I’ll try to see if Cillian can take those people in too, she thought. Maybe, if I can get enough coin from these storerooms, I can help provide shelter for the people Navar has terrorized.

      It was a lofty fantasy—the kind she knew she frequently fell for and frequently fell short of. But she’d learned the night of the storm that it was better to aim for heroism and fail than accept defeat without ever even trying. At least this way, she’d make a difference. At least this way, she was putting some good into the world. It might never outweigh the bad, but it would tip the scales a bit.

      Tightening the straps of her satchels, X’odia took one last look at the stockroom, called earth, and walked out. When she was sure the Redeemers weren’t outside ready to strike, she stepped away from the building, placed her hands to the ground, and cast her earth into the ground below, making sure to contain the quakes only to the stockroom’s foundation.

      In a matter of moments, the walls caved, and the stockroom collapsed in on itself. Strange smells wafted up, some expected, like dirt, damp, and dust. Rain continued to fall, the moisture somehow both holding the scents down and amplifying them. X’odia caught the odd mixtures of poisons and cures, some of them sweet, some of them pungent. It was a painting of clashing colors and textures, a mosaic of wealth destroyed and power robbed.

      X’odia stood from the ground, watching the crumbling building with satisfaction. When the quakes settled, she called fire, competing with the rain around her, and burned as much of what remained as she could.

      “Redeemers!” she shouted, not able to see them, but guessing, especially with their injuries, that they’d not gone far. “Remember my message to Navar! Remember what I have done here today. I will strike again in seven days if he doesn’t turn over his contraband. And next time . . . next time, I will not be so generous with my warnings.”

      She pulled up the hood of her cloak. Rolling her shoulders, she released her elements, welcomed the ever-approaching night, and left the wreckage she’d created behind.
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      The whole way back to the Dusty Boot, X’odia felt as though her nerves were on fire. Not destructive fire, but invigorating fire. The kind that gave warmth. The kind that purged rotted trees from forests and made way for new growth.

      She was alive. She was burning. She’d been set ablaze, and she knew, she knew, that no one could stop her.

      This was how she should’ve acted after Dravian had released her the first time. When she’d protected his Elite from fiends and bandaged his wounds, she should’ve demanded they release her and not allowed them to step in her way. She didn’t have to kill to exert her dominance. She could wound, yes, and maim, but so long as she told those who stood against her the fate that would befall them for such opposition, she’d be giving them a choice. The injuries she inflicted would be their warnings. If they still chose to stand in her way, then it was their own hands their lives fell onto. Not hers.

      A voice in the back of X’odia’s mind cautioned that this was how it always started. Every person who did harm convinced themselves they did it justly. When they went too far, rather than let that fact consume them, they insisted they had no other choice.

      Violence is always a choice, she told herself. And the burden of it is something I will bear.

      It wasn’t a dismissal, but an acceptance. If she was to wield her strength, she’d have to ask herself—no, press herself—on the necessity of her actions. Today, her actions had been just. She’d not wanted to sever the man’s foot, but better he had an injury he could heal from then for him to continue using his brute strength to terrorize others.

      If he’s as wrapped around Navar’s fingers as Dar and Callum, X’odia thought, then perhaps the injury will even allow him to be released from the Redeemers’ hold.

      That was perhaps a generous and optimistic view of what might befall the man. It was also possible that Navar would kill any of his followers before allowing them to retire. X’odia didn’t know enough about the man to determine which fate was more likely.

      His fate was his own, she told herself. I hope he lives and he recognizes the err of his ways. I hope Navar doesn’t kill him. But if he does, that death is one I will feel remorse for, but will not falter over.

      The fire in X’odia seemed as though it should fade, but the thoughts only seemed to stoke it. That was the nature of fire, she supposed. It burned something away each time it purified. The rotted trees had to turn to ash before pinecones could burst and spread their seeds. Logs needed to burn in a hearth for heat to come.

      Blood spilled by her hand would never be something she hardened herself to, but the fear and guilt and shame she’d once placed on her soul? That was what the fire would claim. It had to, if someone was ever to oppose the corruption in Riverdee.

      When X’odia crossed back into the Dusty Boot, she excitedly ascended the stairs. After she’d saved the sailors, she’d been jubilant, but the fatigue she’d felt, and the devastation she’d seen the next day, had wiped away any pride in what she’d done. Over the next few weeks, some of that pride had come back. It’d taken time, but time had given her the clarity to see that she had made a difference. She’d done something good. Not something world altering, but acts of bravery didn’t need to save nations. The smallest act meant something to someone. Maybe even ripples would form from that one act. The storm itself had poured down rain only one droplet at a time, but enough of them had been a force.

      I’m only one person, said by thousands, sounded like a collective death. I can make a difference, said by thousands, was a battle cry.

      X’odia hurried up the stairs, unlocked her and Roland’s room, and dropped her satchels onto her bed. She’d wanted to immediately take them to Zuri, but with Cara in the room, X’odia wasn’t sure it was wise to have the girl close to so many different substances. As she’d noted before, the girl wasn’t really herself, and her actions stemmed from a place of survival and desperation. It would be cruel, and potentially dangerous, to have so many different potions and tonics and drugs mere inches from where she lay.

      I’ll watch her tonight, and Zuri can hopefully find what she needs here to help with the withdrawals.

      There was a chance that nothing X’odia had grabbed could help the girl. There was coin now, at least, so if that was true, then they could buy what they needed. They were so close. Zuri estimated the worst of Cara’s withdrawals would only last another week. If they could make it through that, then X’odia was certain they could make it through anything.

      As for Dar and Callum, the two men might be able to be released if Navar did as X’odia warned. She knew it wasn’t likely he’d turn himself and his contraband over, but if he didn’t, she would strike again and continue to do so, until every piece of his small empire collapsed. If the guards couldn’t be released in seven days, then they could be released later. She had a small fortune in the satchels after all. Each new raid of the storerooms would likely give her more. They could hold out.

      They could do this.

      Depositing the cures and coins, X’odia rushed out of her room, locked the door behind her, and went to find Zuri. Feeling giddy, she tapped on her friend’s door, rocking back and forth on her heels and toes, until she was told to come in.

      “Hello, Dee,” Zuri said, yawning. She unfolded herself from the floor and stretched.

      Cara wasn’t in the room.

      “Is she bathing?” X’odia asked, pointing to the empty bed. “Did the withdrawals end?”

      Zuri squinted. She angled her body toward X’odia, then brought her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around them.

      “No,” she said. “Cara’s gone.”

      “Gone where?”

      Zuri rubbed her forehead.

      “I don’t know. After you left, and I came back here, she was gone. Some people in the great room said they saw her leave, but they didn’t know where she went. I’m guessing she went to some healers.”

      X’odia stood there, confused. It wasn’t that she didn’t understand the words Zuri was saying. Those she understood fine. It was the way in which they combined together, the meaning of all of them, that her mind didn’t seem capable of discerning.

      “She was asleep,” she said. She only now realized she was still holding the door knob, and had never closed the door behind her. No wonder Zuri was squinting. She’d been asleep in her dark room, and X’odia was standing there stupidly, letting all the light from the hallway shine down on her friend.

      “She was pretending,” Zuri explained. She met X’odia’s eyes once the door shut. “You can see the stain on the bed there, next to the pillow. She must’ve waited until we left them room and forced herself to throw up.” She shrugged. “I suppose she’d thrown up enough times. It’s probably become second nature to her at this point.”

      There was a sadness in Zuri’s tone that made X’odia sink down onto the floor and hold her. A few tears fell down Zuri’s cheeks, then a few more, then a torrent of sobs broke through. How tired she must be. Despite how upended her life had become, she’d wanted to help Cara. She’d wanted to see the girl’s cheeks fill back in, and for clarity to return. Eventually the red of her eyes would fade. Her body would be nourished. She’d be able to smile, and laugh, and think of a future that didn’t involve pain.

      And Zuri would be the reason for it. Zuri would be able to see that all her hours of lost sleep, and all the peace she’d sacrificed, would be worth it. She’d always wanted to be a healer. She’d especially wanted to be a healer of the mind. Once Cara had gotten through her physical torment, Zuri would’ve been able to help the girl with the toll her heart had taken.

      Now that chance had been stolen from her.

      X’odia didn’t shush her. She didn’t tell her everything was going to be fine. She let her friend cry for everything she’d lost and for the future that would’ve made this all worth it.

      “Does Rory know?” she asked when Zuri’s sobs settled.

      “Yes,” she said, wiping her nose first with the heel of her palm, then the back of her hand. “He told me to get some rest. He’s watching the guards right now.”

      “How is he?”

      “I honestly have no idea. He was quiet for a moment when I told him. That’s about as much of a reaction as I got.”

      X’odia patted down some of Zuri’s curls. “That’s rather like him. He doesn’t seem to think he’s allowed to feel things.”

      “That’s not healthy,” Zuri said, bringing her knees in closer. “It’ll come out somehow, eventually.”

      “I know.”

      X’odia sighed and pulled away. She supposed she was in shock herself right now, so perhaps that was happening to Roland as well. Maybe later, if Zuri was willing to watch the guards, X’odia and Roland could finally retire to their rooms, just the two of them, and talk.

      For months, X’odia had considered Roland the person she could turn to. He was her one ally in all of Abra’am, her friend and brother and protector.

      He listened and comforted. He was kind, and empathetic, and he’d been willing to show his rage at what she’d endured. What a gift he'd given her, to feel so much on her behalf.

      She remembered how she’d been, when they’d sat facing each other, each on their side of the room, and she’d told herself she didn’t think she could hear his grief. His grief was rooted in many things, but at the core was his parents’ deaths, and she’d not wanted to acknowledge that part.

      Who had been there for him, then? It’d been obvious to X’odia that she’d needed him, as she’d not known anyone else on this side of the world. Roland had grown up here, though. He was a prince. He was familiar with this place. In her mind, he’d had people he could turn to.

      That thought didn’t make any sense, as it was clear by the continual months he spent in hiding that X’odia was all he had too. Why had she not seen that, though? Why had her mind allowed her to see her own calls for help, but not his?

      I should’ve been there for him, she thought.

      The fire she’d felt before warmed her. It was like an embrace, something soothing away her pain.

      She should’ve been there for him before, but truthfully, she knew she’d not been healed enough. She couldn’t have been there for him, because harm had been done to her that had left her wounded.

      The wound was not closed fully, yet. It might need time before it was only an ache, or a scar, but it was closed enough.

      X’odia said a few soothing words to Zuri, then made to find Roland.
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      “I heard what happened,” X’odia said. Roland, for the second time that day, was standing in the inn’s hallway, whispering conspiratorially with a friend. At least this time, he’d not needed to warn the guards to keep quiet. With Cara gone, Zuri had been fine with him using what was left of the sleeping draught on them. No need to ration what was left when the person who needed it most had slipped away.

      “Zuri told you?”

      “She did.”

      “How is she?”

      X’odia winced. “She’s been better. This is hard for her. I think she thought of Cara as her patient. I imagine she feels as though she failed her.”

      Roland nodded along, crossing his arms over his chest. “And you?”

      “Me?”

      “How did it go? You said you were going to find the Redeemers.”

      “Oh.”

      Roland frowned. How could X’odia have not spoken of that first? How could she come back hours later, with him worrying to the point of dread, only to have Cara’s leaving make her so flippant?

      Did she not understand how much her leaving cost him?

      “I destroyed a storeroom,” she said, almost sheepishly. “I got some cures and . . . and some money too.” She smiled, then punched him lightly on the arm. “That should help a bit, hm?”

      She was proud of herself. Like a small child who’d done well, she was waiting for validation. It wasn’t quite enough for her to do the amazing thing herself. She needed the person she trusted, the person she admired, to tell her what a great job she’d done.

      It struck Roland, not for the first time, that X’odia was a child in many ways. By circumstance, likely, as she’d told him of her isolated upbringing.

      He didn’t think that was all there was to it, though. He thought there was something in her makeup, something in her design, that made her perpetually innocent. Not naive or unaware. She’d gone to great lengths to learn about Abra’am’s wars, about the atrocities committed for coin and land and power. She understood how the world worked, and while she might not understand how anyone could make callous choices, she at least acknowledged that such choices were and always would be made.

      There’d been a sadness, seeing her eyes become open to the world. Roland had always heard that children were lovely things, because you could watch them marvel at all the little miracles that’d become mundane as an adult.

      With X’odia, it was different. She was childlike in many ways, but she was the child becoming an adult. Wonder was replaced by horror. Her pliability was replaced by a hardening.

      Yet still, there was that spark. That resolve. She was magnificent, he decided, because she could endure all she had, could take in the hardships of life, and choose to hope, in spite of it.

      She could look at him, a meager shadow of a man, and value his opinion.

      He forced a smile. “That will certainly help.”

      She beamed. He took a breath, unfolded his arms, then offered a hug. He knew not to force one. As much as most would take the gesture as comfort, he knew that despite all her healing, touch initiated by someone other than herself was still difficult.

      She hesitated. This was it. This was, in many ways, the final test. X’odia had needed him before. The pain of what his father’s Elite had inflicted upon her had left her in need of care. He’d given it happily. Freely. He’d wanted to. He’d needed something to distract himself from his own pain.

      He’d needed someone to need him.

      Her cheeks dimpled, and she crashed into him. It knocked the breath from him, not because of the impact, but because it had happened at all. He’d thought she might accept, but with reservation. He thought maybe she’d lean into him slightly, just to be polite.

      This full body contact, this enormous embrace, was a shock.

      Despite being the one to offer the hug, it took him a moment to lock his arms around her and hold her back.

      “I’m going to see if I can find Cara,” she said, her voice small and muted against his chest. He squeezed her tighter, not wanting to let her go but knowing she would leave again whether he wanted her to or not.

      “I’ll let Zuri know,” she continued. Her curls tickled his neck and jaw, but he swallowed, not wanting them to distract him or force his arms from her.

      “When she wakes up, she can switch with you, and you can finally get some rest.”

      He took another deep breath. Her hair smelled of water and smoke. Her cloak was still wet, which he knew meant his clothes were soaking now too, but he didn’t care. He clung to her like a man drowning.

      “When I get back, maybe . . . maybe we can talk?” She pulled back slightly, and, reluctantly, he eased his grip. Her swirling eyes bore into him.

      “Sure,” he said. “Whatever you want.”

      She smiled again. It was full and radiant. He smiled back. It was reactionary. Inside, something deep within him was plummeting.

      “I’ll be back soon,” she said, finally pulling away. “Don’t wait up for me if you get tired.”

      “All right.”

      She squeezed his hand, and it took him a moment to realize it was a request for release. He hadn’t completely let her go.

      “Be safe,” he said as she walked away. She gave him one last reassuring nod before turning and making her way down the hall.

      Roland was left standing alone. His clothes were cold, and a few strands of X’odia’s hair had caught in his beard. He pulled them out and flicked them onto the ground.

      He probably should’ve asked her more about the Redeemers. Details were important. Were you hurt? Did they say anything? Did you say anything?

      The truth was, he hadn’t cared about the details. In the moment, he’d only cared that she’d come back and she was safe.

      With some sense of forgiveness to himself, he also acknowledged he was still exhausted. Cara leaving had been another blow, another bruise among hundreds of others, but at some point, when they all piled up, you didn’t really notice new ones. He was sad on a surface level, but nothing seemed to cut deep anymore. Maybe after he got some rest, he’d have the energy to care more.

      The opportunity came soon enough. Zuri relieved him of guarding Dar and Callum, and he made his way down to his and X’odia’s rooms, grateful when he peeled off his clothes, sunk into his bed, and pulled the covers over him. He probably should’ve visited the bathing room first. He knew after working in the greatroom that morning, then in the rancid guards’ rooms that evening, he didn’t smell pleasant. The energy to care couldn’t be mustered, however. He was too tired.

      He waited for sleep to claim him. Surely now that he was comfortable and safe, and he had his room to himself, he could drift off.

      Why couldn’t he, then? Why did he keep tossing and turning? Why did his pillow seem flatter than usual, and warmer? Why did his bed feel so cold? Why couldn’t his thoughts settle, instead of constantly telling him a truth he didn’t want to face.

      X’odia didn’t need him now.

      That was good. Roland knew that was good.

      Why did it keep him from sleeping, then? Why did it make him feel as though he’d lost something?

      Because you’ve always been like this, he thought, sitting up and resting his head back against the stiff bed board. You’ve always relished sadness.

      He’d done the same thing with Gwenivere, after she’d lost her mother. The two had been friends since childhood, but it wasn’t until Queen Rose had died and Gwenivere had needed someone that Roland had fallen in love with her.

      Could it really have been considered love, then? No. It didn’t take someone smart to figure that out. What he’d had with Gwenivere had been an unhealthy symbiosis. A validation built on mutual need. They’d never really raised each other up. They’d not challenged each other. Each used the other person as an escape from the pain of loss, the questioning of purpose. He’d not minded then. He didn’t mind presently. A heady fantasy was better than a raw reality. He didn’t want to face that he was nothing, and no one, and alone.

      Usually, when such thoughts crept in, Roland turned to alcohol. He didn’t have any now. He’d given that up. He was trying to be better. X’odia made him want to be better.

      Without alcohol, he had nothing but his thoughts. They reminded him that his parents had wanted Dorian on the throne. They’d wanted a son, and they’d had one in a Yendorian orphan.

      Roland had disrupted the family.

      Every parent insisted that when another child came along, their hearts grew, and their capacity to love expanded, but Roland had never sensed that from Pierre and Rosalie. They loved him in the way most parents at least somewhat had an instinct to love their children, but his birth had been a distraction.

      Why had the Creator given them a child, one of true Laighless lineage, if not to prove that it was divinely intended for their bloodline to carry on? Was their whole grasp on power not rooted in the insistence that the Laighlesses were meant to rule over the Victorians?

      At least when Dorian had been their heir, they could shape stories of near prophecy around him. Roland had heard some of the words woven about his family: Rosalie had felt her auroras stir the first moment she saw Dorian. Pierre had seen a man who could bridge nations; a boy born of the northernmost point of the Dividing Wall would someday be the man who would bring division to an end.

      Had Dorian not been all those things? He’d loved Pierre and Rosalie, and they him. He’d become an ambassador, he’d excelled in academics, he was liked by people of all nations.

      All that crumbled with Roland’s birth. No longer could such tales be seen as truth. Nothing Dorian did, no matter how well-suited he was for power, could change the fact that Roland would inherit the Dagger, the throne, the mantle of leadership. Not because he’d earned them or because he was the cleverest or the shrewdest, but simply because his blood was Mesidian, and Dorian’s was not.

      Dorian should have left. It was clear when Pierre made no formal proclamations of inheritance at Dorian’s coming of age that Roland would receive the Dagger. Mesidia was not worthy of all Dorian had done, and neither was the Laighless family. Every insecurity Dorian had voiced to Roland over the years—that Mesidia would never accept him, that they’d never accept his golden eyes, his dark hair, his olive skin—were thrown in his face. His chosen family had told him they’d loved him, had told him he was enough, then shown him, through their actions, that he was not.

      It was a wound cut deep, but unseen. It was a pain no one else could experience, and thus, it was a pain no one else could understand. There was no one Dorian could go to. There was no one he could sit down and speak with and be told yes, the same thing happened to me, I know just what you’re going through.

      He should’ve hated Roland. His brother should have resented him, pointed out how inadequate he was, how unskilled, how unprepared, how plain and ordinary and perfectly and utterly mediocre he was.

      Instead, he loved him. He lifted him up. He joked with him, laughed with him, told him freely and openly that he was grateful for him.

      It should have been a lie. It wasn’t.

      That didn’t change the fact that it felt like one to Roland. Their father had formed a canyon between his sons, and Dorian, as he was always wont to do, made efforts to cross the gap between them, to build the bridge.

      Roland had only watched. He’d accepted his brother’s efforts. He’d accepted his love. But guilt, he supposed, or some other unnamed emotion, kept him from placing any stones himself.

      Why had anyone ever acted surprised when Dorian had turned to Natalia? A woman who was told by so many people of her own country that she wasn’t fit to rule, simply by her blood. Why would such a truth not unite them? Why would they not seek solace in each other’s embrace?

      Worse: Why did everyone act as though it was that decision that cost Dorian the throne?

      Roland remembered distinctly the way Dorian’s judgment was questioned. He was made out to be unfit, but it was a statement made with the view of hindsight, not the perception of intuition. Pierre fed into the rumors, not by encouraging them, but by doing nothing to quell them. He solidified his disappointment in Dorian by naming Roland heir.

      Trust fractured. The foundation of Dorian’s world collapsed. Natalia turned her back on him. What worth did Dorian have, if he wasn’t a man of ultimate prestige?

      Roland had seen it all, watched it all unfold, and been powerless to stop it. He wanted to go to Dorian, to assure him that how the world treated him was unfair, unjust, unkind, but that would’ve sounded hollow when it would be he who would take the throne. He might as well have been the other man, the person whom Natalia had left Dorian for, telling him how awful it was that adulterers could do such a thing, while having his arm around Natalia’s shoulder. Emptiness was all it would’ve been. Meaningless platitudes.

      They went along as he always had, Roland being the younger brother they both knew was wholly useless and Dorian being the perfect son, the perfect heir, the perfect man. Both loved the other. Neither voiced truths aloud.

      When you knew your existence a burden, was it not natural to want to offset that? Would it not make sense, after years of knowing he’d caused Dorian pain, that Roland would want to ease pain in someone else?

      When Gwenivere had lost her mother, and her world fell completely to pieces, was it not instinct pushing Roland to put those pieces back together?

      Of course he’d visit with her. Of course he’d sit with her during her studies.

      Spar with her? Dine with her? Hunt with her? Or course, of course, of course.

      Love her? Make promises to her that he’d find a way to make sure they ended up together, despite the ban on Guardians marrying?

      Of course.

      He needed no convincing. She was pretty, passionate, and endlessly talented. He told himself that was what he loved. A future with her sounded better than the present life he had. He could fall in love with that future. Was that not what most people did? Did they not seek something better than what they currently had, even if it was only marginally better? Even if it wasn’t really what they deserved, or what the other people caught up in the fantasy deserved, at least it was something different. Never mind that there would be a new set of obstacles. That suffering would come later, prolonged but expected, for anyone who had a keen eye and knew the fantasy was a falsehood.

      But it was Roland’s fantasy. He loved that falsehood. He loved that in his mind, in the future he envisioned, he mattered to someone. He brought someone happiness. He made someone feel better, instead of making them feel worse. Gwenivere could be that someone. She was his friend, after all. It was easy to picture her in that role.

      Reflecting on that fantasy revealed something Roland hadn’t wanted to confront: the path to getting there was built on Gwenivere’s pain.

      Everyone needed support. Everyone needed a shoulder to cry on, an ear to listen, a hand to hold. Roland had convinced himself that’s what he’d been. Besides, if he’d been feeling better about himself, was that really so bad? Was he really using her if, in a way, she was using him too?

      That’s what he’d told himself. He’d ignored the part of his mind that asked him what would happen when Gwenivere didn’t need a shoulder, an ear, or a hand. He’d ignored the part that asked him: What would happen when she healed? What would happen to his newfound confidence, the validation he’d felt in her needing him, when she did not, in fact, need him anymore?

      Would it be enough when she simply chose him, not because of need, but because of want?

      He’d thought that surely the answer would be yes. He’d thrilled at the idea that she’d still want to see him and write him, to sneak kisses and drinks and jests with him when she wasn’t suffering any longer.

      There was a stark difference, though, in being wanted and being needed. Roland had built himself up on being needed. Being needed was heroic. Being a hero was the sort of role a person should aspire to. That a person should embody.

      Being wanted was trivial.

      Being needed was alluring. Consuming.

      Addictive.

      Roland had kept coming back to Gwenivere. He’d known he wasn’t supposed to, known her father had forbidden it, but that’d only made the need stronger.

      She’d been someone to be saved. She’d been someone to be rescued. She’d been the thing his world and his confidence and his desire to exist had revolved around.

      He hadn’t known this about himself. Not truly. Not fully. He’d not seen this ugly thing, this person who preyed on the suffering of others, until he realized, with the clarity that came when he didn’t drown his thoughts away in drink, that he had replaced Gwenivere.

      He’d replaced her with X’odia.

      It wasn’t romantic. This time, it was brotherly. She was soft and hurt, and her injuries were buried deep in her mind—so deep that she wouldn’t just need help for a short time.

      She’d likely need help for years.

      An excitement had arisen at that realization.

      He could care for her for years.

      He’d done the same for Gwenivere, hadn’t he?

      When X’odia spoke of her pain, he listened. When she wished to have company while she ate, he ate with her. When she wanted books brought to her, he brought her every book he could get his hands on.

      Of course of course of course.

      Were his actions not those of a good man? Was he not protecting them, supporting them, caring for them?

      In a word, yes. Yes, he was doing all of those things.

      But he wasn’t doing those things for them.

      They’d never been for them. He knew that now with certainty.

      He knew it the moment he saw X’odia finally stand tall, raise herself up, not yet healed but accepting that she didn’t need to be.

      He knew it because his first feeling had not been joy, or pride, or hope.

      It had been fear.

      An ugly barrage of thoughts flooded him, ones that filled him with shame. He wanted X’odia afraid again. He wanted her huddled in the dark, battling the fiends in her mind. He wanted her grateful to him, for bringing her a bit of light.

      He wanted her to need him again.

      Now that she didn’t, he wasn’t sure who he was. He didn’t know what purpose he had.

      He didn’t know why he mattered, or who he should be, or what life he should live.

      He didn’t want to live at all.

      The only relief he had, with such a realization, was that he wasn’t an intentionally selfish man. He could let X’odia go. Sometimes strength looked like that, surely. Sometimes detaching yourself from an unwitting host was the right thing to do. Maybe it wouldn’t look like it to anyone else. Maybe X’odia would think him a coward. Yet until he knew how to be whole on his own, to not prey on those who were suffering, it was best he kept his distance.

      Roland chose peace, then. He wouldn’t wallow. He wouldn’t try to bring X’odia down, to convince her she shouldn’t heal and press on solely because he didn’t want to hurt alone. He wouldn’t use her to bury the broken parts of himself. He would lay those parts bare. He would look at them, face them, and he would . . . he would. . . .

      He didn’t know what he would do. It was enough that he’d found the part of himself that was broken.

      Finding that, though, seeing it for what it was, what it had done to him, how it had plagued him, didn’t mean he knew how to fix it.

      Roland reached for the Root in his pocket. It was almost gone, but in the satchels X’odia had brought back, he found more.

      He’d battled one fiend. For today, that would be enough.
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      Nicolas was being held for questioning.

      Natalia wasn’t sure what it said about her that during her entire time as Queen Regent, this was the most afraid she’d ever been.

      When she’d first seen Azar walk down the aisle of the chamber music hall, she’d only acted. She hadn’t thought. She hadn’t second-guessed herself. She’d seen him walking forward, sphere in hand, and she had pressed toward him.

      Each day when she had her morning meetings with Vel, she grew slightly queasy at whatever new story was being printed about her, or the crises in Xenith, or issues involving other nations. Queasy wasn’t the same as afraid, though. Queasy was more like discomfort. Once the wave of it passed, she was fine.

      The day Aden had delivered the news about the border? Unsure. Helpless. Confused.

      Not afraid, though.

      Not afraid.

      After Nicolas returned from his parents’ farm a few weeks ago, Vel decided today was the day to eliminate him from her suspicions about the briefing’s attack.

      Yes. Today was the most afraid Natalia had been.

      She’d thought she’d built some trust with him. They’d had a few good moments. Maybe not good, but they’d had . . . moments.

      If he admits that I lied about Gwenivere killing Gerard, then he condemns himself too, she told herself.

      Of course, that was a rationale she might align with. Nicolas, who was a bit too naive and nice for politics, would likely martyr himself if it meant he could be the hero who told the truth.

      He won’t do it, she thought again. He’s just going to answer truthfully about being given a day off, and that will be that.

      There was no way to truly know if ‘that would be that,’ and thus, Natalia had to find a way to occupy her mind.

      Thousands of possibilities for how to do that were available to her.

      She could listen to requests from the people. She could schedule meetings with the knights or the various counselors and secretaries responsible for managing Xenith’s finances. She could meet with priests or priestesses. Maybe speaking with the children in the squire program would be pleasant.

      No.

      No, no, and no again.

      None of those options sounded worthwhile.

      Besides, her shoulder still ached, and she was having a difficult time thinking clearly after all the things her mother had given her. She’d indeed vomited the night of the briefing as Yvaine had predicted would happen, and she’d either vomited or nearly vomited every day since. Thankfully, her mother had an array of things that helped with her symptoms, so she was managing well enough.

      She still preferred not to replicate what’d happened after the briefing. Being so out of sorts, especially in front of others, infuriated her.

      She understood the appeal of numbness the drugs provided, but she was astonished that people took such substances when headaches, sweating, and fatigue followed.

      Best she avoid meetings with important people, then, or children, or advisors—anyone whose opinion of her mattered—as often as she could. There’d been times she’d had to attend certain events. That’d been inevitable. She was the Queen Regent, after all. Still, until her aching shoulder healed, and she was done having odd reactions to the dangerous drugs, it would be wise to avoid others.

      I’d really have to hit bottom to succumb myself to this daily.

      Maybe she would, if Nicolas told the truth.

      No. Nicolas wouldn’t bring that up. There wasn’t even a reason for him to bring that up. There certainly wasn’t any reason for Vel to bring it up.

      Unless Vel knew. Was Vel onto her? Had she pieced it together? Had she been waiting for an opportunity like this one, so she could finally have a plausible reason to separate Natalia from her knight?

      If that wasn’t enough, Vel would also be interrogating Azar today. The Mistress of Birds had wanted to interrogate him earlier, but the healers had said his injuries had been too grave, and they’d needed to give him time to recover.

      He at least had good reason not to go against Natalia. She was Queen Regent. That put her above Vel in his eyes. It was she who’d determine if he lived or died.

      That would keep him from talking.

      Surely that would keep him from talking.

      I’m spiraling, Natalia told herself.

      Focus.

      Focus.

      She needed something to dissect. She wanted pieces to fit together. Logically, since Vel would be occupied with her interrogations that morning rather than meeting Natalia for their daily briefing, Natalia had time open in her schedule to finally look into Vel herself. It also meant she could do so without Nicolas around. If he did betray her, and Vel ended up with information on her that she could use to manipulate and terrorize, then it was best Natalia equip herself with her own knowledge.

      Anastasia Verkev already had her in a choke hold. She’d very much like to avoid Veladee Verigrad joining the suffocation tactics.

      The hard part about trying to discover things about a spy master was that you never knew who was working for her. If you tried to ask for details from the wrong person, and that person reported back, then the element of surprise, the hidden card in your sleeve, would be revealed.

      Aside from Yvaine, there wasn’t a single person Natalia felt comfortable getting information from. Not in the palace, at least. If she was going to speak with anyone, it would have to be in the city itself.

      She woke up as early as she could, dawned another disguise—this time styling her hair short, black, and with bangs—took a swig of something to help her ease her drug symptoms and shoulder pain, and headed out.

      Winter had arrived in Xenith now. It was far milder than what Mesidia would be experiencing, but Natalia was surprised at the bite of Voradeen’s dawn. So many buildings so close together kept any bit of sunlight from settling on her, and certain alleys, when a breeze came through, seemed to amplify it until you felt the cold in your bones. She’d worn plenty of layers, and since she was in disguise, she didn’t have to worry about purposefully leaving certain parts of skin exposed. She’d done that before, usually when she’d been around Elite soldiers, letting them imprint the image of her in their minds, a favorable image, that would follow them into their dreams, but here, in a city filled with hostility and unease, she wasn’t concerned with how people saw her. If anything, she didn’t want people to see her. She was a feather in the wind. A leaf that’d fallen and piled in the corner. She wasn’t a thing to take notice of.

      She walked through the upper districts, following the same path she’d taken with Peter. Even with weeks separating that day and this one, she was disappointed to find hardly anything had changed. Anything substantial, at least. The buildings still had broken windows. They still hadn’t been rebuilt. People still couldn’t return to their homes here, or their livelihoods.

      That didn’t mean the buildings weren’t occupied. As Natalia passed by, she saw small fires, with lumps she realized were people, huddled around them. The cold might not have seemed terrible to her, but that was because she only needed to experience it temporarily. When she wished to go indoors, she’d be welcomed, either into an establishment, or into the palace. She didn’t have to worry about people pushing her out because she was too disheveled.

      Natalia walked over to one of the buildings, stepping carefully through its broken window. She’d not realized the lumps around the fire were people at first because they seemed to have every blanket and piece of clothing they owned on their person. It made them look like piles of colorful trash.

      There were four people total. They were all sleeping. Natalia wasn’t sure what she was doing, standing there. Watching them.

      They were all men, and she was a woman, alone and unarmed. She didn’t know their mental state. If they woke up, they might try to rob her. Maybe they’d figure out who she was and hold her for ransom. Maybe they’d try to harm her.

      It seemed unfair to think such things, even knowing it was also important she did. She didn’t want to be concerned for her safety. She didn’t want to think these men capable of foul acts.

      She also had to think of those things.

      If they did hurt her, she’d be asked why she ever crossed through the broken window in the first place. Didn’t she know that was dangerous? What was she thinking? Didn’t she know better than to put herself in such a position?

      If her disguise was different, was the possibility of harm as high? If she had a beard and bulkier clothes and hid her hair entirely under a cap, maybe she could sit with them. Maybe she could talk with them, ask about their stories, and eat with them. There was still the threat of being robbed. She supposed all the same threats still existed. They just didn’t exist to the same extreme, and that difference was infinite when someone asked themselves if they should cross through the window and see the other side.

      Natalia took a few coins and placed the same amount in front of each man. She was quiet as she did so, careful to step over the broken glass that’d never been cleaned up, and she kept the bottom of her cloak from picking up the ash and dirt littering the ground. The men smelled, mostly of drinks and woodsmoke. She hoped they didn’t ever get so drunk before drifting off that they knocked a bottle over and spilled it into the flames.

      There was one other detail she caught as she finished placing her coins. It’d been difficult to see before, with their faces covered in unruly hair and their jaws and cheeks wrapped in scarves, but she saw now.

      Each man was Sadiyan.

      Natalia hurried out. There was a place she was planning on going today, but after seeing those men, there was somewhere else she wanted to see first.

      Not wanted. Needed.

      She needed to see this place.

      She half walked, half jogged until she found it. The words had been cleared away, and flowers had been placed in the shape of a snake on the ground, but this was it. This was where the Sadiyan healers had been killed the day of the briefing.

      Natalia rather liked the way the Sadiyans in the city had taken ownership of this place, and the names they’d been called. If those in ignorance bothered to learn about Sadiyans, they’d have realized calling them serpents and snakes was a compliment. The creatures, whether animal or fiend, were skilled at hiding, lived in extreme conditions, and could shed their skin to grow into something new. They changed. They evolved.

      The symbol of Xenith was a rose without thorns. It was something delicate that’d had its defenses plucked away.

      Between the two, why would anyone want the weak symbol over the strong one?

      Natalia stepped up to the flowers, amused that so many of them were roses. People could interpret that a lot of different ways. It could be seen as mocking. Some of the printings, depending on their demographics, said it was.

      It could also be seen as unifying. We are the snakes and the roses. We are serpents without thorns.

      We are one of you.

      Don’t hurt us.

      We need to be vague, in our remorse, for at least a few days. We need to see how the city reacts to the news.

      Natalia had thought deeply on what Vel had said. She’d picked out each word, weighed them in isolation. She put them together and reshaped them, looked for the most charitable interpretation, and the worst. After mulling on them, and without looking at the printings the day after the healers were killed, Natalia had made a decision.

      Vel was not fit to lecture her.

      She was someone with a great deal of knowledge. She was the Mistress of Birds, after all. Whatever information she provided Natalia with was information that would be helpful, vital even, for the prosperity of Xenith.

      What Vel was not, however, was decent. Natalia would know. She wasn’t decent either. Neither was her mother. Sometimes it took a person with pieces missing to recognize the dark places in someone else.

      The difference between them, though, was the specific pieces that were gone.

      Natalia cared for people in the abstract. She cared about the progression of societies and equality for nations.

      Caring for specific individuals was where she fell.

      She’d really only ever cared for Dorian, but, when Dorian was just one person and it seemed better for the Victorians that she try to ally herself with Roland, Dorian didn’t matter.

      He did matter, of course, on a personal level, but she didn’t extend personal care to herself. She was a tool, a vessel with which to be used. She could be a catalyst for something beyond herself. The world had yet to reach its highest points, and until it did, everyone should put themselves second to the greater whole. Why wait for death to experience a utopia when you could make it in your lifetime?

      Such a worldview had caused Natalia a great deal of inner turmoil. If she suffered with such grief, everyone else should. It was probably why she’d always hated Gwenivere. It was probably why she hated other nobles.

      It was probably why she hated most people.

      No one seemed to hate themselves enough. No other royals seemed to feel guilt as intensely as she did for all the things they had that the rest of the world did not.

      Others, though, in the abstract, were worth helping. People as a collective, and from afar, deserved happiness. They deserved a world where people like the Verigrads didn’t hoard their wealth, where the West didn’t decide the people of the East were somehow completely alien to them, simply because a large range of mountains separated their nations.

      The irony and the mistake Vel had made was accusing Natalia of thinking too personally.

      Natalia’s life had been about what came next. What was beyond her. She was an expert at thinking past the now and into the future.

      Vel thought too much about the now. She thought too much about her own safety, though Natalia doubted the woman would ever admit that. In Vel’s mind, upsetting the Xens within the city might lead to ruined reputations, heightened emotions, and rebellion. It would lead to ransacking the palace. It might even mean killing the people inside.

      Fine.

      Let them.

      See how they fared when left to their idiocy and hatred. See how they governed themselves when they had no leader.

      Those from Concord and Tiador would attack. Voradeen would be taken over, and the mighty scholars of Xenith would be oppressed by those from their pasts. Their oppressors would have every reason to do so, because they could point to the hatred that had led them to that place and say, “Look what you did to the Sadiyans in your own city. Look what you did to your rulers, when they stood by the Sadiyans. You do not care about people. You only care about yourselves.”

      Some details might change. Certain events might not play out exactly in that fashion. The point was, Natalia could not stand by and let Xenith fester. It was her responsibility as its Regent to root out the rot and not allow it to spread.

      The night after the attack and the violence against the Sadiyans, Natalia had discarded Vel’s advice and had announced from one of the palace’s balconies for any writer and citizen who wished to hear that the crown condemned the acts.

      It condemned the act that tried to suppress voices in the briefing, and it condemned the act that led to innocent people dying.

      “If you believe all Sadiyans in this city should be held responsible for the actions of one,” she’d said, “then you are utterly and profoundly stupid. You are the thing that deserves the noose. You are nothing but a plague on this nation.”

      The printings had enjoyed that. They were mixed on it, certainly, but at least they were about her and less about the Sadiyans. Some, the ones who preferred feeding into discontent greatly capitalized on specific words. One printing released the story with the title, “Mesidian Queen Regent says Xens deserve the noose!”

      Yvaine had thought it hilarious. She hadn’t been worried in the slightest.

      I’ve lived long enough to know that these sorts of things might make people angry for a moment, but its violence against innocent people that makes people angry for lifetimes, she’d said.

      Vel had been less thrilled. She’d not expected Natalia to go so strongly against her advice. However, she’d been in Aden’s presence during the discussion about what Natalia had said, and Aden had agreed wholeheartedly with Natalia’s words.

      He probably didn’t fully understand the extent of the situation. That was fine. Maximus had given her a respectful nod of reassurance, and that’d been enough for Aden to side with her.

      “You certainly paint a grim image,” was all Vel had said. It’d pleased Natalia immensely to see the woman forced to rein in her condescension.

      Peter had looked at her differently since then. He didn’t speak to her with quite the same level of sarcasm. Nicolas had seemed to respect her more too. He felt tremendously guilty when he found out she’d been harmed during the briefing. She’d waved her hand to dismiss his concern, but in truth, it’d meant a great deal, even though he’d likely only felt the way he had because it had been his profession to protect her.

      “Want to know something amusing?” she’d asked. “My mother had to give me various potions to help me recover quickly enough to attend the meeting directly following the attack. When I made the announcement the next day, I apparently looked so sallow and sickly that the papers wrote it into their story. See? Look here: ‘Queen Regent green after gruesome and gory chapter in Voradeen’s history.’”

      Nicolas had given her a quizzical look. “Congratulations?”

      “We know I’m always beautiful,” she’d said. “I can’t help it. It was nice that for once I was ugly enough to match the message I was delivering.”

      He’d laughed then.

      There. That had been a moment.

      That’d been one of many moments.

      He won’t say anything, she told herself again.

      She crouched down, brushing her fingers on one of the petals that formed the snake. The area wasn’t so different from most of Voradeen. Cobbled streets. Buildings a bit too close together. Not as spectacular as part of the upper districts. Not as simple as the lower ones.

      Besides the petals, she saw some of the printings discussing what she’d said. She even saw a few sketches of herself.

      Funny. The Sadiyans in Voradeen seemed to like her. If only they knew Xenith’s distrust for them, at its core, started when she’d allowed Anastasia’s plans to take hold.

      There was another story she wanted to look into, however, and one she hoped to stop. Or, at least, learn more about.

      The briefing’s attack, and all that’d happened directly after, was enough to dominate discussion for most. There was a line of questioning that’d stolen her attention, though, and while it might’ve died down for a time, it hadn’t been entirely abandoned.

      The squire program.

      Peter and Nicolas had taken pride in it, and when Natalia asked them if there was any merit to the claims about Sadiyan youth being treated differently than Xen youth, they’d assured her they’d not witnessed anything of the sort.

      “Everyone was thoroughly looked into before they started,” Nicolas had said. “I made that point clear in the meeting with Vel, remember? I know what sorts of things can happen in those environments. I was a squire once too. There was a reason a lot of girls didn’t join when I was younger.”

      That would explain the lack of women in Xenith’s knighthood. It also explained why Nicolas had wanted to ensure the knights who participated in the program were people whose reputations and actions were approved of by Sir Charles, who, despite his age, had the memory of several people combined. He’d also been Gerard’s personal knight and took great care with his late king’s legacy. If he wrote back to them and said someone was fit to work with children, most trusted his judgment.

      Then the story morphed. After the mistrust built up for Sadiyans, some printings were claiming the entire story had been fabricated. Apparently a Sadiyan girl was trying to ruin the reputation of one of the knights, and, in exchange for coin, would stop spreading the rumors.

      Natalia hadn’t found any proof Sadiyan children were being mistreated, and she also never found proof that a fictional girl was trying to extort a knight.

      Where had the story come from, then?

      When Natalia had first started looking into it, she’d discovered that the writer who’d originally asked the question at the briefing was related to Becca, the chambermaid Vel had said could pass as Gwenivere if they ever wished to pretend Gwenivere had been caught.

      Becca, then. That was Natalia’s first thought.

      Somehow, all of this was tied to her.

      After requesting Becca once again be assigned to her, she’d been constantly nearby. Natalia had wanted to get to know the girl better before pressing the Gwenivere plot on her, and she wanted to try and put together how Becca was connected to everything.

      She did have an uncanny resemblance to the princess. Her hair’s shade of red was nearly identical, if not entirely identical, and if she were put under the extreme training Gwenivere had been put under, and thus lost some of the softness of her figure and the fullness of her cheeks, she’d certainly be able to pass as Gwenivere’s sister. For those who had never actually seen the missing heir—which was most people, given how much Gerard had sheltered her—she could pass for Gwenivere herself.

      Something didn’t sit right about the whole thing, though. It seemed odd that the girl and the writer were sisters.

      Perhaps the story about the squire program was true. Maybe a Sadiyan had approached Becca, given how cheerful and kind she was, and confessed they’d been mistreated. It was possible Becca then told that story to her sister, which would explain why her sister wouldn’t want to disclose her source. The Prianthians had beaten Becca when she’d been assigned to them, and Natalia couldn’t blame anyone for wanting to keep their sibling safe.

      Would Becca be so quick to spread rumors again, though, after what’d happened with Gwenivere? It was Becca going around spreading the news about Gwenivere and Roland’s forbidden proposal that’d landed her that position in the first place.

      Thus far, while she was still her talkative and cheery self, Becca hadn’t said anything to Natalia that could be considered gossip. She usually spoke about trivial things, like the dress Natalia was wearing, or how handsome and beautiful everyone was, or how big Aden was getting.

      That didn’t mean much, given Natalia was the Queen Regent, and she likely wouldn’t be privy to the same stories as Becca’s sister, but still. It seemed the girl at least somewhat minded her tongue now.

      So, to further gather information, Natalia had asked Nicolas and Peter to take turns following her after she left the palace.

      It wasn’t just the squire program story that drove Natalia’s paranoia. Vel’s insistence on using the girl also sparked suspicion.

      Obviously, she’d be a good candidate for the Gwenivere impersonation plan given their resemblance, but there seemed to be more to it than that. Becca, if she agreed to do it, would be given enough money to last her a lifetime. She’d have to leave Xenith, of course, but in the plan Vel laid out, Becca could go to Yendor or Riverdee, both places being pleasant and peaceful. What young person wouldn’t take up an offer that provided them with security for the rest of their years, and a nice place to start fresh?

      It didn’t seem to Natalia that Vel simply wanted to use the story to distract Xens. It seemed like she wanted to keep Gwenivere from being hunted and give Becca a good life.

      Gwenivere made sense to Natalia. It was Vel’s cousin after all, and the two, from everything she’d been told, had gotten along well before Gwenivere’s disappearance. Whether Vel believed Gwenivere had killed Gerard or not almost seemed a moot point after the reveal of Gwenivere being abused by him. Natalia had never heard or known that when they’d been younger, but if it had been true, then she could see Vel deciding that perhaps being struck and imprisoned by Gerard had finally been enough for Gwenivere to retaliate. Maybe Vel did believe the story and even sympathized with her.

      I hated them. They were bastards. I was happy they were dead.

      We had to act sad when their bodies floated by in the river and keep our happy thoughts to ourselves.

      Vel’s admittance about the Attack of Fiend’s victims had revealed her capable of hiding her joy when those she’d hated died. Was that what she’d done with Gerard? All her mutterings of may he drift in peace might’ve simply been her doing was she’d always done: performing. It was possible she was glad Gerard was dead, and she simply wanted to ensure Gwenivere’s hard-won peace wasn’t disrupted.

      If that was true, fine. Natalia could wrap her head around that. What she couldn’t wrap her head around was why Vel seemed so determined to use Becca as Gwenivere’s imposter.

      What made the whole thing more peculiar and more intriguing was where one of Becca’s other siblings worked. Natalia hadn’t recognized the name when Peter had told her, as she’d not taken note of it when she’d been there before, but Peter had reluctantly reminded her.

      “Remember when I showed you the place my brother likes to frequent?” he asked. “And there was the girl sitting on his lap? I essentially showed you that William had always been in love with Gwenivere and seemed intent on finding another lass who looked like her.”

      Natalia was rather certain she had her all her pieces now.

      Becca, upon being followed, never went to see her writer sister. She never went to see any of her sisters. She sent money to them, through other palace staff, but according to Nicolas and Peter, she never left the palace.

      The person who did leave the palace, drank often and had a loose tongue—who no one, including Natalia, ever seemed to pay any mind to—was William al’Murtagh.

      He also seemed to harbor a great deal of hatred toward the Sadiyans, given he believed their prince killed his family.

      Natalia stood outside the tavern, pulling her wool cloak tighter around her shoulders. Her disguise was good: her dress was simple and nondescript, her boots were sturdy but of only decent make, and the colors of her clothes were basic greys and browns. She looked like the trees and cobblestones of the streets. The black of her hair was a raven, perched atop a house.

      It didn’t keep her from being nervous. There was something important going on with this puzzle, and if she wasn’t careful, she’d lose the most important pieces.

      Natalia pulled the gloves she was wearing from her hands and walked into the tavern.

      It was bigger than she’d realized. When she’d been looking at it from above, she’d mostly noticed the outside area where people played music and danced. Inside, everything was wide and open, and covered in wood. It was very unlike the usual charm of Voradeen shops and taverns. Keen to fool its patrons into believing they were elsewhere, hunting bows and paintings of wild game hung on the walls.

      In other words, it looked like a place rural Mesidians enjoyed. Natalia understood why William enjoyed it. If there was one thing the two of them shared, it was an unexplainable love for their home.

      “Sit wherever you’d like,” a young man said. “We only have eggs and bread available right now, and juice. We’ll have more later. We don’t usually get people this early.”

      “Bread and eggs are fine,” she said. “Do you have any jams?”

      “Sure. I’ll bring that out too.”

      “Thank you.”

      If it was anything like Mesidian jam, it would be delicious. Natalia couldn’t pass up the opportunity to have that.

      “Is Arielle here?” she asked before the server could walk away.

      “In the back. She’s getting off soon. You want me to get her?”

      “I’d appreciate it.”

      The young man nodded and hurried off. Some of the chairs in the tavern hadn’t been lowered from atop tables. It seemed the place grew crowded in the evenings, when it was a respectable time to drink and be rowdy. Currently, with sunlight barely just starting to crest over the city, Natalia was among only two other patrons in the place. One was an elderly man reading a printing and eating eggs. The other was someone who looked like they’d been there since the previous night. He was slumped over in his chair with his head on a table.

      I’ve been there, Natalia thought, finding a seat away from them both. She was rather good at drinking wine, but there’d been a few nights she’d overindulged.

      Arielle came out quickly enough. Natalia was startled at how much she not only resembled Becca but Gwenivere as well.

      Definitely Becca’s sister, then. The only reason she couldn’t play the imposter was her height. She might have more of Gwenivere’s sharp features, but she was nearly a foot taller than the princess. When she walked up to Natalia, she squinted, setting down the food and juice.

      “I was told you asked for me,” she said. “Do I know you?”

      Natalia shook her head. “No, but I believe you know my friend. William al’Murtagh? He comes in here sometimes. He recommended the place. Told me to ask for you if I ever came in.”

      Natalia let her Mesidian accent thicken and adopted more of the lilt of Laighless sympathizers, rather than Victorian rebels. Arielle was clearly Xen, and she might not notice the difference, but an accent was an important part of the disguise.

      “I know him,” Arielle answered. She sounded annoyed.

      “I’ve not seen him in years,” Natalia continued, hoping she hadn’t already lost the girl. “I just came in from Mesidia. He said this place would remind me of home, so I decided to come in.”

      She smiled and tapped her fingers on the table. Typically she despised people who rambled aimlessly about nothing, and she especially hated when they got too personal, but if she was going to get anything out of this girl, she’d have to seem like bumbling about was in her nature.

      “He was definitely right about the Mesidian influence. I can’t wait to try this jam.”

      “He mostly just drinks,” Arielle said, planting a hand to her hip. “Can I get you anything else?”

      “Drinks still, does he?” Natalia winced. “He always was a little too free with that. I hope he never said anything rude to you.”

      The girl scoffed. “He calls me ‘princess.’ I had to lighten my hair so people would stop thinking I actually was the princess.”

      “Your hair isn’t natural?”

      “No. It’s normally darker than this. I got tired of people reporting me to the guards, though. I almost lost my position here, until all the extra attention started making the place more money. Now the owner can’t wait for my natural color to come back.”

      Natalia shook her head. “I’m so sorry. I thought maybe he’d changed. Grown up a bit.”

      “Guess not,” Arielle said. “Do you need anything else?”

      Natalia heard the girl’s eagerness to be done with the conversation.

      “No,” she said, smiling. “Thank you. This will be fine.”
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      Natalia returned to the palace, changed out of her disguise, and she asked for Becca to tend to her as soon as she was able.

      “Queen Regent!” the girl said a few minutes later. “I hope I didn’t keep you waiting too long.”

      “Not at all,” Natalia said. “Please, come in.”

      Becca pushed in a cart with an array of different bottles and rags. Most of the chambermaids used such items when their charges were out of their rooms to wipe up vomit or dust or whatever other thing royals were too incapable of cleaning themselves. Natalia felt the tiniest bit of guilt, realizing the girl had likely thought she had some sort of spill emergency.

      “Let me help you with that,” she said, grabbing one end of the cart and guiding it in. “You won’t be needing it, though. I just wished to have some company.”

      “Company?” Becca asked, clutching her cart.

      Her knuckles were white.

      “My knight is . . . occupied,” Natalia started, trying to calm the girl’s nerves. After what the Prianthians had done to her, Natalia could only imagine how nerve-racking being around nobles was. “I am a bit embarrassed to admit this, but I’m feeling a bit lonely. And, truthfully, I’m around men so much, I thought it might be nice to share some time with another woman.”

      “Oh,” Becca said, smoothing out her skirts. She smiled, rising up on her heels and dropping down. “That isn’t embarrassing at all, Queen Regent.”

      “Natalia is fine.”

      “Natalia, then.” Becca bit her lip. “If I say Queen Regent again, I apologize. We’re reminded daily to address our superiors properly. It’s a bit of a habit, I’m afraid.”

      “If Queen Regent is more comfortable to you, it makes no difference.” Natalia gestured toward the couches in her chamber’s sitting room, offering Becca a seat. “Join me for tea, would you? I’m afraid I don’t drink much of this. If you have any recommendations, I’d love to know.”

      The topic was, apparently, the most spectacular one Natalia could have chosen. Becca elaborated at length about different kinds of teas, where they came from, the different tastes and healing properties, and which ones she liked the most.

      It might have been annoying coming from anyone else. Surprisingly, Natalia actually found herself ensorcelled. Such passion and knowledge, even for something so mundane, didn’t seem right to trample on. Her mother had done so to her, when she was younger, and it’d cost Natalia something precious.

      Besides, the wave of information might actually be useful. Natalia was expected to host an ambassador from Tiador soon, and, as she was learning from Becca, much of Tiador’s culture was centered on the drink.

      “They have entire ceremonies for it,” Becca said. “They have a celebration each year called the Story in the Water. They drink tea by lakes and use elemental spheres to create light shows at night. Bards and actors tell stories.” She sounded wistful, until it dawned on her who she was speaking about and where she was. Natalia could actually see the moment the realization came to her. With little subtlety, she shook her head, red curls bouncing.

      “That’s what I’ve heard, anyway. Lots of places have celebrations like that. Riverdee has the whole ocean, not just lakes. I’ve never been to the ocean. I’ve always wanted to go. I can’t imagine how⁠—”

      “I’d like to see it,” Natalia said. “The Story in the Water, not the ocean. Large bodies of water frighten me.”

      Becca let out a breath. It was such an audible thing that Natalia couldn’t imagine how this girl had survived so long in the palace. Surely, she didn’t talk so openly with all of her charges.

      She used to have Gwenivere, Natalia realized. Gwenivere would’ve protected her from anything. If Gerard hadn’t been around, Gwen likely would’ve killed the Prianthians for laying their fingers on her.

      “Really?” Becca asked. “Water? I heard how brave you were during the Attack of Fiends. I wouldn’t think something like water would scare you.”

      Natalia tensed. She didn’t like thinking back on that day.

      She didn’t like all the voices she’d heard, begging to be released.

      “Drowning scares me,” she admitted. For once, it wasn’t a calculated vulnerability. Something about this girl made her comfortable being open.

      “It’s the knowing, I think, that you’re going to die,” she continued. “I didn’t have time to panic when the fiends came. I think I’d panic if I was drowning.”

      Becca nodded. “That makes sense. I would too. I don’t even like dunking my head under the water when I bathe. Just getting water up my nose is bothersome.”

      Natalia was surprised to find she actually laughed. It’d been so long since she’d done that, she felt compelled to cover her mouth, like the act was something she was supposed to stuff back in. Becca laughed too, but it seemed more a reaction to Natalia’s laugh. It wasn’t mocking. The girl seemed incapable of mocking something as innocent as a giggle.

      Natalia didn’t know what it was. It just seemed . . .

      Nice. It seemed nice.

      Becca was nice.

      That made Natalia a little sad.

      “I don’t like that either,” she said, taking a sip of one of the many teas Becca had poured for her. “I don’t like this one as much.”

      “Really? It’s one of my favorites. Is it the taste, or how strong it is?”

      Natalia took another sip. “All of it.”

      Becca snorted. “Queen Regent, I hate to tell you this, but this one is the most widely consumed in Xenith.”

      Natalia smiled. “I suppose my true colors are showing then.”

      She set the cup down, then made a show of pressing it away from her, then further away, then further away again, until it’d fully crossed the table between then, and sat just in front of Becca.

      “Speaking of colors,” Natalia said, after Becca drained the cup. “Is that your natural color? It’s quite striking.”

      Becca immediately grabbed her hair, tugging at one of the curls.

      “It is,” she said happily. “I used to get mistaken for . . . people used to think I was royalty.”

      “I think I might’ve even made that mistake, when I visited years ago.”

      “Maybe. So many people have that I’ve lost count. My sisters hate it. They all prefer changing it.”

      Natalia brought another cup of tea to her mouth, if only to hide her sudden intrigue.

      “All of them? You all have that shade?”

      “Yup.” She smiled, waiting for Natalia to give her verdict on the tea. “Another miss? That makes sense. It’s the most like the last one. Maybe this one will be better.”

      “Let’s hope so,” Natalia said. Now the laugh she gave was feigned. “Why do I have memories of you with blonde hair?”

      “I changed it, for a bit,” Becca said. “One of my sister’s hates having this color, so she changed it to blonde, then I changed it to blonde. It looks better on her, though. I don’t think it goes quite as well with my complexion.”

      The writer sister. She had blonde hair.

      “This one is a lot better,” Natalia said. “I like this one. Where’s it from?”

      “Eve. It’s extremely expensive. You have very refined taste, Queen Regent.”

      “Well, thank you. From such an expert, that’s quite the compliment.”

      “Ah, thank you, though I’m far from an expert.”

      “So your whole family has naturally red hair? You must make quite the family portrait, with so many redheads.”

      “My parents don’t. We got our hair from my father’s side, but it only shows up in girls.”

      Natalia took another sip.

      “Does he work in the city too?”

      “I don’t know where he is. He left us, when I was a girl.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      Becca shrugged. “It’s all right. He wasn’t very kind.”

      The clock on the wall chimed. Natalia waited for it to finish its declaration.

      “This has been very pleasant,” she said. “I apologize for ending on such an unfortunate note, but I want you to know that this morning has been very lovely. I learned a great deal. An ambassador from Tiador will be traveling to Voradeen soon, and if everything goes well, I’ll have you to thank. I’d never have known about the Story on the Water if not for you.”

      Becca practically jumped out of her seat from the praise.

      “I probably talked a bit too much,” she said. “But this was very pleasant for me as well. Thank you, Queen Regent.”

      She bowed slightly and hurried back to her cart. She gave a happy little wave as she pushed it out of the room.

      Natalia waved back as the door shut.
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      Nicolas returned that evening.

      “How was the questioning?” Natalia asked.

      She tried not to sound as terrified as she felt. She fought back every instinct to smooth down her skirts, twiddle her fingers, or curl her lips in.

      Usually, she was very good at hiding how she felt.

      Nicolas, however, seemed to see right through her.

      “I didn’t say anything about Gerard,” he said, tossing his cloak onto a rack by the door. “I know that’s probably what you were wondering. I figured I’d just get to that part. I know you’re not one for. . . .”

      He waved his hand, searching for the word. When it didn’t come, he just shrugged, and left it at that.

      “Thank you,” she whispered. Then, she did something that surprised them both.

      She crossed the room, wrapped her arms around him, and released a breath.

      “Thank you.”

      He was tense at first. Too tense. If she didn’t know better, she’d have thought she was holding a sculpture.

      After a moment, he laughed, and held her back. “Are we hugging?”

      “Yes.”

      “Hm. It’s odd.”

      “It’s nice.”

      “I know. That’s why it’s odd.”

      She laughed. That was the second one of the day.

      Maybe she’d taken the wrong vial that morning.

      She let him go, then repeated what she’d done with Becca, inviting him to sit across from her. This time, she served the tea. Even though she hated the taste, she gave him the one she’d been told was Xenith’s most popular.

      “I love this,” he said. “It’s my favorite. Thank you.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “Curt as always, I see.”

      “Is that some of the old Nicolas coming back? I thought he’d died and the new one only found corners to sulk in.”

      “Ha ha.”

      “Answer the question.”

      Nicolas eyed her as she poured herself some wine. Who was she kidding? This was and always would be her beverage of choice.

      “When I heard about the briefing,” he started. He paused, his shoulders rising and falling. He licked his lips, his head shaking, and said, “I don’t know. I was worried you’d been hurt, or killed. My heart sank. I hadn’t expected that.”

      Natalia found the exact spot she’d been sitting in before, sipped her wine, and crossed her legs. She didn’t bother smoothing down her skirts. Nothing about the moment felt formal.

      “That’s not much of a reason.”

      “I’m not sure what you want me to say. That’s the truth.” He took another drink of tea. The cup seemed tiny in his hands, but the pretty paintings of flowers around its rim seemed fitting of him. He’d always been beautiful. If not for his armor, he’d have made a perfect model. Natalia imagined him in another life, one where he posed for paintings in the art districts. He’d have been by her side in that life too, just as an adornment on the palace wall, rather than a living, breathing soldier.

      “Maximus was part of it,” he said. “When I came back, I told him you’d given me some time with my family, and then he said you’d apparently told Vel you didn’t know where I was. He and I both thought it seemed like you were keeping my family out of it. I respected that. I don’t think Vel would’ve done the same.”

      He finished his tea, looked at his now-empty cup, then set it on the table.

      Natalia watched him. Studied him.

      She didn’t think he was lying.

      “An ambassador is coming in from Tiador,” she said. “Before they arrive, they’ve asked that I send someone over to them. Collateral, essentially.”

      Nicolas nodded. He seemed glad they were changing the subject.

      She cleared her throat. “I’m going to advise Aden that William be sent.”

      “William? That seems logical. He’s important enough of a figure that it won’t seem insulting, but not so important that anything would fall apart if something were to happen.”

      “That’s a bit callous of you.”

      “Maybe you’re rubbing off on me. That hug, probably.” He pointed his thumb toward where they’d stood. “Must’ve done something then.”

      “It’s an accurate assessment,” she said, ignoring the jest. “It’s also more than that.”

      “In the spirit of you, Queen Regent, if you have a point, make it.”

      Natalia laughed.

      That made three.

      “I have good reason to believe William was behind the squire story. I have good reason to believe he’s behind a lot of rumors, truth be told. There’s a woman he visits in the city, and her sister is a writer.” She ran a finger over the rim of her glass. “There’s more to it, but that’s the main point.”

      “Peter won’t be happy.”

      “No,” Natalia said. “But he’ll understand. And we don’t intend on harming the ambassador. William will only be gone for as long as the ambassador stays with us.”

      “Don’t you think that will make him hate us even more? He might spread more stories.”

      “I don’t think William is the one making up the stories. I think he’s just the one spreading them.”

      “Should I bother asking who the mastermind is in this theory of yours, or should I just go back to being a pretty face in the corner?”

      Natalia drank the last of her wine and set the glass down with a clink.

      “The last time I brought you into a secret, it seemed to greatly disturb you. Are you sure you want to know this one?”

      Nicolas stood up, thanked her for the tea, and made his way to his post by the door.

      Natalia nodded.

      “That’s probably for the best,” she said. “I rather like happy Nicolas. I wouldn’t want to do anything to make him disappear again.”
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      Abaddon was back in his palace.

      Tomorrow, his brother was going to kill him.

      He’d ordered all the guards removed from their posts along his room’s balconies. Culter had been adamant he rescind the order. Sehan hadn’t said much of anything, still unsure, it seemed, of his feelings toward Abaddon. Even still, he’d mumbled his agreement with the head watchman.

      They thought he was being foolish, removing guards from his quarters so soon after being ambushed. They didn’t understand. They couldn’t. Abaddon had revealed some things to them, but he hadn’t told them of Dietrich’s plan. He needed them to seem genuinely surprised when it happened. He needed all the writers and bards and poets and artists who’d be present at the execution to see Dietrich and Abaddon on opposites sides.

      If the watchmen appeared at ease with it all, it wouldn’t look real.

      It had to look real. It would cost Dietrich everything.

      It couldn’t be for nothing.

      Abaddon kept the order. Tonight was the last chance he’d have to speak with Dietrich. He wasn’t going to ruin that chance simply to put his watchmen at ease.

      His brother’s plan was surprisingly simple. Unlike Abaddon’s own plots, which were complex, intricate, and in need of trimming, Dietrich’s was tight. Concise. The only person it would destroy was him.

      The Redeemers who Deladrine had been fishing out over the last few months were going to be executed. The others who’d attacked them at the temple would be added in as well. They were a new addition to the plan, and, in truth, were going to make the execution attendance higher. Sadiyans felt it a divine miracle that their king had returned to them after being caved in. They wanted to see him bring justice to those who’d tried to take his life.

      It was morbid, but as Abaddon stood on his balcony and watched his city, he was glad to see Sovereignty’s people packing up their things. Reports told him where their destination was. The coliseum, an ancient structure that’d survived among the ruins, was where the executions would be taking place. Throngs of people would be in attendance—crafty merchants and traders and even street performers were hurrying to set up spots outside the coliseum’s entrance. The domed building was massive, with rows and rows of seats for people to watch whatever spectacle was being put on.

      Spectacles—as any merchant worth his salt would tell you—went better with fans to keep you cool, food to satiate your hunger, or drinks to quench your thirst. As lines formed to get in, people would want all those things and more, and some might send their spouses to purchase something before the big event. Maybe they’d even buy multiple things. People got bored in lines, after all. There’d be nowhere else to look and nothing else to see but the insignificant things they might suddenly want to have.

      As soon as the executions had been announced, tables were set up. Abaddon didn’t know which spot was the best, but watchmen had to monitor the area to ensure no fights broke out. Though winter had come, it wasn’t as cold a thing in Sadie as it was in the West, so the best time to haul one’s things across the city was still at night. Abaddon had watched men and women all week arguing about which day they should go and set up. It was strange now to look down at what was normally a loud and colorful tableau beneath him and see it stripped bare.

      The plan had a few unintended perks. Abaddon had put much of the money the kingdom had made from his cures into programs that would help those in need. His people were a hardworking lot and community based, so they often helped one another instead of relying on the crown. They felt the money Abaddon made them was better suited for the hospitals or put into reserves, where it could be pulled from in the event Prianthia ever tried to invade. Sadiyans would fight valiantly to protect their homes if that were to occur, but having money to keep them afloat, or to buy mercenaries from other lands, would be welcomed.

      Still, with the trade ban lasting as long as it had, the wealth Abaddon had won for his country was beginning to dissipate. More and more people were starting to apply for funds, and the neighbors that people would’ve formerly turned to for help often couldn’t provide it as they were in need of help too.

      Unlike in the West, there were no printings tearing down Abaddon’s character. His people knew it was his father who had freed them and Abaddon himself who’d helped them rebuild. They knew he was doing everything he could.

      Even then, when you needed money for simple things, it was hard not to find yourself losing hope.

      The Redeemers’ failed assassination attempt had been a boost. People felt like the Creator had blessed them, and by association, their king. They were excited to see evil punished. They were excited they’d get to take part in it.

      The most disturbing thing that was being sold near the coliseum were rocks. Rocks, and fruit.

      Sovereignty’s people wouldn’t just be watching the executions. They’d be participating in them.

      It would serve as a way to distract them from their troubles. It would be better if Abaddon could provide something less horrific in the coliseum, something his people could laugh at, or appreciate, or enjoy, but this would work too.

      It would also show Anastasia Verkev what would happen to her, should she ever try to march her soldiers into his capital.

      He was pleased to find she’d accepted the invitation to attend. After everything Dorian had told him, and after they’d met several times since reuniting in the temple district, they’d both concluded that the woman was likely working with the Redeemers. Showing her the very people she’d likely sent to kill him being murdered not by him but by ordinary citizens, brutally and without mercy, would send her a very clear message.

      Try to take us, and this is your fate.

      There was another perk to the plan. It was the main perk—the entire reason Abaddon had agreed to do it.

      As Sadiyans slowly killed the Redeemers, Dietrich was going to try and save them.

      His main goal would be Abaddon. It all went together. The Redeemers would be on platforms throughout the coliseum, chained and tied down. They’d have no means of escape. Dietrich, in front of thousands, would try to set the Redeemers free, then set his sights on Abaddon.

      It too would send a clear message.

      I serve the Redeemers now. They’ve won me to their cause.

      I no longer serve this kingdom.

      The trade ban, he’d reasoned, was in place because it was believed he’d killed Mesidian nobles. More specifically, it was believed he’d killed Mesidian nobles as a Sadiyan prince. An heir to the kingdom. A servant to the throne.

      If he proved before an ambassador from the West, a member of the Treaty of Five, his own people, and all those who’d tell the tale, that he was Abaddon’s enemy, the reason for the trade ban couldn’t stand. The West would have to finally recognize that Sadie was not responsible for the assassination of their nobles.

      The Redeemers were.

      Their only possible rebuttal was that the Redeemers were made up of Sadiyans. If that happened, Dietrich had reasoned, they’d have to condemn Prianthia too, as the Redeemers had originated there. Even Navar, their leader, was Prianthian. If the West still directed blame at Sadie, then they’d essentially be putting the blame on all of the Treaty of Five. To damn one nation was to damn them all.

      It won’t come to that, though, Dietrich had assured. They want our trade again, Brother. Your cures are too valuable to them.

      They just need a reason to end the ban.

      Abaddon had thought, when he’d found Dietrich again, they might be able to restore what was broken. If his brother could forgive him for what’d happened at the Dividing Wall, and if he really believed there might’ve been something forcing its way into his mind, then it seemed anything was possible.

      They could create new elixirs. He could come back to the palace. He could join the watchmen. He could be reunited with Culter—truly reunited—and he could take Culter’s place when he retired.

      They could rule together, one the diplomat, the other the soldier.

      Abaddon could marry and have children, and they would know their uncle would always be by their sides, their biggest hero and their fiercest protector.

      He could have his brother back. His reputation could be made clean.

      He could come home.

      It was only a dream. Dietrich could never come home. After tomorrow, if he escaped, he would be formally exiled from Sadie.

      Everyone in Abra’am would know him as the fallen prince. The killer of kin.

      It would save Sadie.

      It would ruin Dietrich.

      “Hello, Abaddon.”

      Turning away from the balcony railing, Abaddon rose. Dietrich was leaning against the wall. He was dressed comfortably. His attire was more akin to what the common people wore, his shirt and trousers in shades of beige, a red sash tied around his waist. With the cold of night, he had his head wrapped, rather than dawning his usual cloak.

      The image broke something in Abaddon. It was as though Dietrich had known his every vision for their future and plucked it out, appearing just as he might have if he was nothing more than a citizen of his country rather than a known assassin.

      “Hello, Dietrich,” he answered. He clenched his hands, unsure what else to say. There were a million words he wished to speak. Somehow, with so many options, it seemed best to say nothing.

      Dietrich, ever the charmer, grinned and held up a bottle tucked beneath his arm.

      “Want some?” he asked. “It seems a fine night to get drunk.”

      Abaddon tapped the hilt at his side. “I don’t know if I can get drunk anymore. A product of the Dagger, I suppose.”

      “Well then,” Dietrich said, evidently unperturbed. “It seems a fine night for me to get drunk.”

      “You probably shouldn’t. I might actually defend myself tomorrow, if you’re fighting off a headache.”

      “I have to at least give you a chance.” Dietrich was still smiling as he held the bottle out. “I don’t want to completely humiliate you.”

      Abaddon forced a smile. “That confident, are you?”

      “Little brother,” Dietrich said, squatting down onto the balcony’s floor. He stretched out a leg, the other bent, as he popped the cork out with his teeth. “There are two things I’m very confident in. One: Fighting. Which you can attest to. You’ve seen me fight recently.”

      “And the other?”

      Dietrich took a swig straight from the bottle.

      “The second is something I should hope you can never attest to.”

      “You can just say you’re good with women, Dietrich. I’m well aware.”

      “Are you now? Have you been following me?”

      “Ah yes, I frequently follow you to brothels and taverns and peek through keyholes and windows to watch.” Abaddon walked over and plopped down beside Dietrich, reaching for the bottle. “No, you idiot, I don’t follow you. You just can’t resist bringing up women every time you see me.”

      “It’s just such a shame that everyone gets to know about the thing you’re good at.”

      “Ah yes,” Abaddon said, taking a swig. “What a shame it must be to be good with women.”

      They passed the bottle between them. It was strong, which made them both wince and let out a loud ahh each time they took a drink.

      Which was many times.

      Too many times.

      At some point, the bottle was empty. Dietrich got up and grabbed another one. Abaddon had no idea where it came from. A bird flew by, cawing loudly. Abaddon mumbled something about hating the things. Dietrich said they always annoyed him when he tried to sleep.

      “You know,” Abaddon said, handing the new bottle back. “If you were actually good with women, wouldn’t a lot of other people know? Like, because of the noise.”

      “Sure, a few people might know. It wouldn’t be known internationally.”

      Abaddon started laughing. Dietrich, who Abaddon was realizing by his slightly slurred speech might already be drunk, started laughing too.

      “Oh!”

      Abaddon smacked Dietrich’s arm, startling him.

      “What if I have you stay here tonight? Dorian is here!”

      “What?”

      “Because he’s an ambassador.” He took the bottle back. He might’ve been wrong about not being able to get drunk. He didn’t normally drink things that were this strong. He supposed maybe he could get drunk after all, and the next morning would simply not be altogether horrible.

      “I don’t understand,” Dietrich said, brows pinched. “You want me to sleep with the ambassador?”

      Abaddon started cackling. Dietrich held up his hands, smiling, but pretending to think it over.

      “He is rather dashing. He’s just missing some of the parts I like.”

      Abaddon keeled over. He didn’t fall very far, given he was already sitting.

      “No!” he said, clutching his stomach. “You could stay in a room next to Dorian. If he hears what a ruckus you’re making, then he can include it in his report. I can imagine it in the printings: Dastardly Dietrich Delights Dame!”

      “Ruckus? Dame? Light above, Abaddon, how old are you?”

      “I’m twenty summers! Wait . . .” He thought for a moment. The revelation that he was twenty-one summers struck him.

      He gasped.

      “I’m not twenty.”

      Dietrich took the bottle back.

      “Maybe I shouldn’t have brought this.”

      “Why? It’s so good.”

      “Exactly,” Dietrich said, taking another swig. “That’s the problem.”

      He got up for bit. When he returned, he had two glasses of water, handing one to Abaddon before returning to his spot beside him.

      “This idea of yours,” he said. “The Dastardly Dame idea. Who would the dame be?”

      He gave Abaddon a vicious grin before taking a drink of water.

      “Deladrine, maybe?”

      “Hey.” Abaddon’s eyes widened. He turned to face Dietrich, poking him in the chest.

      “Hey. Umm . . . no!”

      Dietrich flicked his finger away. His eyes squeezed shut. His shoulders started shaking. Abaddon thought maybe something was happening. He started to panic. He made sure to grab the bottle so Dietrich wouldn’t accidentally spill anything.

      “Can you admit now that you love her?”

      “Why, why—excuse me! Why do you always want to talk about women?”

      “I don’t.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      “Fine. Do you love Deladrine?”

      Abaddon made a noise. It was meant to sound conclusive, indicating how ridiculous Dietrich’s question was, but it came out more like the sound babies made when they formed bubbles with their saliva.

      “I think she’s very nice,” he said. He was about to go for the bottle, but Dietrich nudged it away, then pushed the water glass at him. Abaddon drank from it, but not before making a loud grumble of protest.

      “I think she’s pretty,” he added. “I think she’s . . . pretty nice.”

      He started laughing again.

      Dietrich shook his head, nudging the bottle even further.

      “I do not remember you being this stupid.”

      “See, now that wasn’t nice.”

      “Oh? Was it pretty nice?”

      More laughter.

      “Hey!”

      Abaddon perked up, clapping Dietrich on the shoulder with his free hand.

      “Did you know? Did you know there’s another realm?”

      “Really? Another realm?”

      Abaddon lifted his water glass and drained it. He smacked his lips together and proudly proclaimed, “Yes. Saw it myself.”

      “That’s fascinating.”

      “The sand there was dark. And it was cold. Really cold. The ocean was there too.”

      Dietrich stared at him. “Did you go to Riverdee recently?”

      “No. Why?”

      “I . . . never mind.”

      Dietrich handed Abaddon his own water, encouraging him to drink it too.

      Abaddon asked if he could have the bottle again. Dietrich said no. Abaddon protested, but Dietrich said no again, so Abaddon drank his water.

      “Abaddon.”

      Dietrich’s voice didn’t sound slurred anymore. Abaddon opened his eyes, not realizing he’d closed them. There was a little drool on his chin.

      Had he been sleeping?

      He looked down at his wrists. The veins there looked black for a moment, before slipping back to their normal purple.

      “Ah,” he groaned, shaking his head. “Did I fall asleep?”

      “Yes,” Dietrich said. “It’s all right. I did too. I’m guessing you’re . . . better now?”

      There was a light pounding in Abaddon’s head, and he felt a bit like throwing up, but otherwise, he felt relatively fine.

      “What was in those bottles?”

      “I don’t know the name of it,” Dietrich said. “I got it from a place called Madame Oasis. The owner made it for me. I told her I wanted to feel happy tonight, and this is what she gave me.”

      He rubbed his forehead. Evidently, without the Dagger to heal him, Dietrich was feeling the effects a bit more than Abaddon.

      “I hope you paid her well,” Abaddon said. “It certainly did the trick.”

      “Yes, truly.”

      They sat quietly for a time. With Dietrich a bit out of sorts, Abaddon took his turn to refill their glasses. There was a pitcher of water in his rooms, one that he’d put lemons in earlier that night. He pulled one of the lemons out and squeezed it into the water, knowing Dietrich liked the flavor it gave. He grabbed a few blankets off his bed too, and a few pillows, as the tile of the balcony wasn’t the most comfortable.

      They could just come inside, of course. There were multiple chairs in his rooms. Abaddon thought to suggest the idea as he made his way back out, but remembering his brother’s aversion to chairs, he decided against it. Besides, Dietrich had always liked being outside at night, and Abaddon rather liked the thought of sleeping outside, should they fall asleep again.

      It was, after all, a very pleasant night.

      “Do you remember,” he said, handing Dietrich his things. “When we used to come out to the balconies and try to find the constellations to help us get tired?”

      “Father could never find them,” Dietrich answered. “We always told him his eyes were getting bad. He always got mad when we said that.”

      “Then he’d pretend he could see them,” Abaddon added. “We started making up constellations, just to see if he’d go along with them. There was one that was really outlandish. Something with a fish, or a whale.”

      Dietrich snorted. “The whale’s blow hole.”

      “That’s the one.”

      “At least that one was believable. You ruined it when you pointed out ‘the otter’s arse.’”

      Abaddon tapped Dietrich’s arm with the back of his hand. “I didn’t ruin it. He actually started looking for it—remember? —but then you and Mother started laughing when he asked what it looked like.”

      Dietrich put the pillow he’d been given behind his head, resting it against the wall. “Do you think he was just humoring us? We were so sure at the time that we’d really tricked him.”

      “Maybe. I don’t know. I was six summers. You were fourteen.”

      “Are you saying I was stupid?”

      “That, or Father was.”

      Dietrich didn’t say anything. Abaddon glanced over at him from the corner of his eye, expecting them to launch into another memory or another jest.

      He only sat there, staring at the sky.

      “Dorian knows,” Abaddon said. “I told him about . . . about tomorrow. Here.” Abaddon pulled a parchment from his vest and handed it over. “If something doesn’t go according to plan, he’s going to stay behind to help, but he needs this letter brought to his betrothed. The directions to her hideout are written out.

      “Culter did the best he could while I was trapped in the caves, but it would help if there was someone else here with experience in foreign affairs in case I . . . in case I’m not able to rule.”

      He coughed, suddenly feeling cold. In case I die was what he’d been about to say, but looking at Dietrich, seeing the way his brother’s eyes seemed glued to the sky, he wasn’t able to get the words out.

      That was the unknown. That was the one detail in their plan they couldn’t predict the outcome of.

      It was possible that when Dietrich came for him, and Abaddon defended himself, he might win. Might.

      If the fight was fair, though, then he didn’t have a chance. He wasn’t as big, or as lithe, or as strong. The only way he’d end up the victor was if someone interfered, or if Dietrich wasn’t able to go through with it, and he let Abaddon sneak in a finishing blow.

      That was Abaddon’s greatest fear. He wasn’t worried for himself. If he died tomorrow, then he died. Part of why he’d made his trip to the temple district was to try and find strength and resolve to continue fending off the voice in his head and rule without its influence.

      Another part was finding peace for his soul. He’d sinned. He’d stabbed Dietrich, poisoned their mother, killed the woman Dietrich had loved. If he had a soul, and that soul could still be saved, he wanted to cleanse it. Rid himself of the fiend in his mind.

      Committing to Dietrich’s plan meant coming to terms with death. If it claimed him, then the bargain for his soul had been made at the prayer hall, and there was nothing left he could do but wait.

      The hope, of course, was that he wouldn’t die, but that the Dagger would heal him from whatever wounds Dietrich inflicted. Abaddon was confident in this, but Dietrich, based on the unusual quiet that consumed him, was not.

      Please don’t throw your life away tomorrow, he thought. I’ll heal. If you truly die this time, I don’t think I’ll be able to bear it.

      “You seem contemplative,” Abaddon said. Dietrich’s eyes finally looked down, getting lost in the threads of the blanket Abaddon had brought him.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” he said softly. “I don’t want to do it. Our parents are dead. Daensla is dead. I don’t want to lose you too.”

      His throat bobbed. His eyes were already red—likely from the drink and the temporary sleep—but they seemed to shine now.

      “Then don’t do it,” Abaddon said simply. As the words came out, he found himself suddenly passionate.

      “Don’t do it,” he said again. “Not for me. If you’re afraid for me, Dietrich, don’t be. Deladrine said she thought I died during the cave-in, and then I came back, so if that’s what you’re worried about, don’t be. But you also don’t have to do this. I don’t want you to do this. I want you home again.”

      “And the trade ban?” Dietrich asked. He finally looked back to Abaddon. “Or the Prianthians outside our border?”

      “The trade ban will end eventually,” Abaddon assured. “The lack of cures to the West hurts them more than us⁠—”

      “You gave them cures.” Dietrich shifted slightly. “The trade ban would have ended eventually, but you couldn’t bear to let them suffer. I’m not judging the decision. It was the moral thing to do. But it did cost us our leverage.”

      “I . . .” Abaddon couldn’t think of what else to say. He hadn’t realized Dietrich was aware of that. Given he obviously was, it was likely he also knew that the Redeemers’ influence in the West—especially in Riverdee and Xenith—was a result of those very cures being stolen.

      The only people who benefitted from them now were the people of the West—the wealthy ones, at least, who could afford the prices the Redeemers were charging—and the Redeemers themselves, whose reach expanded by the day.

      In trying to do the right thing, Abaddon had damned their own people.

      “I might have delayed the end of the ban, but it will come,” he finally said. “As for the Prianthians, Anastasia has only come with a thousand troops. We can defend ourselves against a thousand troops. That’s not even a question.”

      When he was met with silence, Abaddon turned, excited now after finding a crack in Dietrich’s resolve.

      “You’ve given enough,” he said. “You’ve given more than enough. There’s no one who’s sacrificed more for Sadie than you. I don’t think there’s anyone—in any of the stories, or epics, or history books—who’s done more for any country than you have for ours. You deserve to rest. You . . . you deserve to come home.”

      Abaddon waited, encouraged. Maybe his dream wasn’t dead. Maybe he could make this idea a reality for Dietrich.

      “I’ll stand by you,” he continued. “I’ll swear to the West that you had nothing to do with the Laighless family’s murders. If they question us, fine. I’ll stand by you. I’ll ask them for proof. I’ll do anything, Dietrich. I want you home. It’s been ten years. Ten years.

      “I was a child when you left. I barely saw you even before that. You’ve always been my protector. Let me protect you this time. Can you imagine how happy that would make Culter? Having you back again? You don’t have to be a prince anymore, if you don’t want to be, you can⁠—”

      “Abaddon.”

      “Just be a watchman, and train with Culter. The Light knows he’s getting older. There’s no one currently that stands out as an obvious replacement, so⁠—”

      “Abaddon.”

      “That’s easily a role you could fill. Or not. If you want to work at the hospital again, you can do that. I know our family always said I was the one that was good with cures, but that’s only because I had the time. If you had more time, you could⁠—”

      “Abaddon, stop.”

      “Be just as good. I’ve seen you. You’re brilliant, Dietrich. And you’d be great with the patients. We both know you’re better with people than I am. Or you could stay in the lab if you don’t want to be around people. Or you can be a fiend hunter full time⁠—”

      “Stop!”

      Dietrich’s voice was low, but firm. Abaddon took a breath, ready to barrel on, but at the cutting look Dietrich gave him, he let the words die.

      “You can’t just will other nations to be fine with that decision,” Dietrich said. “If I return as myself, fully in the light, they will have every reason to try and invade us. It would be one of their rulers against you. One of their rulers, Abaddon. Yvaine Barie swore she saw me and Seera. They did an investigation and found footprints of Sadiyan make. That’s their proof. We have nothing. We have their Dagger”—he pointed to the hilt jutting out from the sheath at Abaddon’s side—“and the belief that I was responsible for the Attack of Fiends.

      “It wasn’t just one person who witnessed me with Seera that day. Hundreds of people, maybe even thousands, saw me. The only person who might be able to even slightly confirm I was helping fight is Gwenivere Verigrad, and she’s wanted for killing her father.

      “Roland Laighless knows he gave me the Dagger willingly, but he hasn’t been seen in months.

      “Those are our only means of clearing my name. That’s it. That’s it. And seeing as you have the Dagger, and you’re benefitting from it, I don’t think your word is going to be worth much to them.”

      “Then fuck them!” Abaddon spat. He threw off the blanket and stood, not knowing what else to do. “I hate the Redeemers, but maybe they got that part right. Maybe we need to be concerned with ourselves. Maybe we need to do right by us for once.”

      “And Father’s legacy?” Dietrich voice was calm, but the grip around his glass had tightened. “After all the work he did securing us allies, strengthening us, making sure we wouldn’t ever be enslaved again—you think we should throw that all away?”

      “No!” Abaddon began pacing, his fingers running through his hair. “No, I don’t want to do that.”

      “That’s what you just said,” Dietrich countered. “Fuck them, right? Fuck the West? Pretend they won’t give the Prianthians permission to invade? Pretend the Treaty of Five won’t approve of that decision? It won’t just be a thousand troops outside the border, Abaddon. It will be tens of thousands. I don’t know how to defeat that.”

      Abaddon shook his head. He felt like a boy, suddenly—a boy praying the same prayer, over and over and over, but never getting an answer.

      He wanted his brother safe. He wanted his brother home. What did he have to do to make that happen?

      He’d do anything. Light, he’d do anything.

      Why couldn’t Dietrich come back?

      What do I have to do so Dietrich can come home?

      “I only ever wanted to help,” Abaddon whispered. “I’ve tried my whole life to find a path that would lead us all back together. I wanted Mother to have her son back. I wanted Father to feel like he didn’t always have an enemy to fight.”

      “I know.”

      “I tried, Dietrich. I tried. I thought I was doing the right thing. I kept asking the Light for answers, and even when the things it was telling me to do were awful, I thought it’s what I was supposed to do.”

      “I know.”

      Abaddon swallowed, and with that small, mundane act, he felt like he’d lost.

      The crack in Dietrich’s resolve had closed. The chance to give his brother his life back had vanished.

      “What if you just became Yeltaire Veen?” he asked. “Culter could know it was you, but we could keep it a secret from everyone else.”

      Dietrich shook his head. “What about Seera?”

      “Who?”

      “Seera. The dragon.”

      Abaddon scoffed, shaking his head. “It’s just a fiend, Dietrich.”

      “No,” he said firmly. “She’s not.”

      “You’re going to throw your life away for that?”

      “She’s not a thing.” His brother’s voice had a bite to it. “She’s not a monster. She had people she loved. She speaks, and gets angry, and enjoys the heat. She has a personality. She has thoughts, and emotions. I know that might be hard to understand, but she’s like a person. She is a person, to me at least, and she’s been more of a family to me in the last year than anyone else has been for the last ten.”

      Abaddon sighed, frustrated. “Fine. You’re right. That is hard for me to understand. I don’t know what that’s like. I’ve seen a lot of shit this last month alone, though, so I’m not going to tell you what you’re saying isn’t possible. I just think that if we really run through this idea a little more, we can find a way to make it work.”

      Dietrich’s eyes softened.

      “I’ve thought about it a lot.”

      He pulled the pillow from behind his head and set it down on the floor beside him.

      “Maybe you’re right,” he said. “Maybe the trade ban will end eventually. Let’s say that’s true. What happens in the meantime? How many families will start going hungry, because they can’t afford food? How many won’t be able to pay for their homes? How many more children will become pickpockets just so they have something to eat? What about the people who need cures, but can’t afford them anymore?”

      “We’ll take care of those people,” Abaddon said. “I have programs set up. We’ll take care of one another.”

      “You don’t think the Redeemers will offer them cures? Homes to stay in? Food to eat? You don’t think they’ll start to undermine your rule, as they did to Father?”

      “Let them try,” Abaddon growled.

      “No,” Dietrich said, standing. “That’s my point. I’m done letting them try. I want to beat them. I want to be the one to undermine them. I don’t care if it takes my reputation to do that. I don’t care if I have to take the fall. I’m tired of fighting, Abaddon. I’m tired.”

      A tear fell from Dietrich’s eye. Abaddon had been ready to refute whatever point was made, whatever argument was brought up, but hearing that, seeing his brother breaking, forced him to stop.

      “My biggest fear for tomorrow isn’t for myself,” Dietrich said. “I’ve resigned myself to this. I did so months ago. I want to see Sadie prosper, and I want to see the trade ban ended. That’s it. That’s all. I don’t care what people say about me. I don’t care if everyone thinks I’m a murderer. They already think that anyway, right? Might as well make use of it.”

      Dietrich stepped forward. When there were only a few feet between them, he put his hand on Abaddon’s shoulder, his grip tight.

      “My only worry,” he started, then stopped, needing to regain his composure.

      Tears were spilling down Abaddon’s cheeks now too, unbidden and unwanted, but he couldn’t find the strength to stop them.

      A thread was fraying.

      Something was breaking.

      “My only worry,” Dietrich said again, his fingers tightening. “Is that you won’t come back. That’s the only thing I don’t know how I’ll live with, Abaddon. If you actually die tomorrow, I won’t know how to keep going.”

      Abaddon crashed into him. Dietrich responded in kind, slapping him hard on the back before wrapping his arms around him.

      This was it. This was goodbye. Every day, every night, every moment since Abaddon had cast the voice out, he’d prayed for Dietrich to come back. He wanted to make things right. He’d only ever wanted to make things right.

      This would be his punishment. He’d erred too many times. There’d been futures where their paths didn’t end here. If he still believed in a Creator, he had to believe there’d once been ways to end up on the same side.

      The fault had to be his somehow. Something he’d done had snapped the threads. It had to be his fault.

      It had to be.

      This couldn’t really be the end.

      “I’m sorry,” Abaddon said, sobbing into his brother’s chest. “I’m sorry.”

      Dietrich held him tighter.

      He didn’t say anything.

      He let Abaddon cry, until there were no tears left.

      Eventually, the sadness ebbed. Numbness took its place. Abaddon righted himself. His throat was raw. His fingers had dug into Dietrich’s shirt, and it was almost painful when he finally unclenched them and let his brother go.

      “After tomorrow,” Abaddon said, voice rasped. “If I live, and you escape, you know I have to exile you.”

      Dietrich nodded. “I know.”

      “Promise me you’ll escape. Promise me you won’t sacrifice yourself, or let yourself be caught. You have to escape.”

      Dietrich nodded again. “I’ll escape.”

      Abaddon took a breath. He cleared his throat and looked at Dietrich, at the small scars on his jaw and brow, at the stubble lining his cheeks and the fatigue beneath his eyes. He noted the green of his irises, and the tiny gold flecks within them. His eyes were a mirror to Abaddon’s own. More hooded, and harder, but a piece of something shared.

      “I love you, Brother,” Dietrich said. “Promise me you won’t die, either.”

      “I promise.”

      Dietrich smiled. It was a swift thing. An effort to uplift.

      It was the only time Abaddon could remember not believing it.

      “Good,” Dietrich said, giving his shoulder one last squeeze. “Tell Culter the truth for me, when this is all done.”

      “I will.”

      “And try a little with that oracle.”

      Dietrich winked. It only made Abaddon want to cry again.

      “I will.”

      “I’ve left some cures on your table inside for you to research. Study them for me, will you?”

      “All right.”

      “Good.”

      Dietrich pulled his hand away, and wiped at his own eyes. He made sure the letter Abaddon handed him was secure, looked around at the balcony—at the empty bottles and the cups and the pillows and the blankets—and nodded one last time.

      “Goodbye, Brother,” he said.

      Abaddon closed his eyes and let Dietrich walk away.

      “Goodbye.”
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      The coliseum was full.

      Platforms stood across the oval center. The Redeemers Deladrine had helped weed out, along with those who’d been caught in the temple district had been chained in place. They were spaced apart, equidistance from the other platforms to the left and right of them. They formed one long line down the coliseum’s middle.

      Onlookers threw rocks and fruit, as Abaddon had suspected they would. Usually, the best seats were those somewhat nearest to the bottom, as it provided the best view of the entertainment, but with pillars holding each convicted man, the best places—at least for those who wished to hurl something at the traitors—was somewhere in the center or top.

      Deladrine sat to Abaddon’s side, weeping. She did so quietly, but already two of the men had died from their wounds. Abaddon had told her she didn’t have to come, but she’d insisted she must. If it was her power that’d sentenced them, she’d thought it best to witness what that sentencing brought.

      Abaddon hoped the energy crackling through the crowds would overwhelm her to the point of leaving. At the very least, he hoped their anger would be what she felt most strongly. Even he could feel their hatred, despite not holding perception as she did.

      By the constant stream of tears collecting on her green veils, he gathered the anger didn’t outweigh the death.

      “Take her,” he whispered to Culter. “She’s seen enough.”

      The watchman nodded, then attempted to usher Deladrine to her feet. After the first man had died, she’d started holding on to the edge of Abaddon’s throne. When the second one’s neck had snapped from a particularly accurate throw, she’d collapsed to her knees.

      She hadn’t moved since.

      “No,” she said to Culter, when he tried to pull her along. “I’m staying.”

      The watchman looked back to Abaddon, silently asking what to do.

      Abaddon shook his head.

      No need to force her away, he thought. She’s made her choice.

      There’d been no moving speech to start the event. There were no proclamations made or rallying cries. All Abaddon had said was that these men were traitors, and each person here today was welcome to show them what Sadie did to traitors.

      That’s all it’d taken. Abaddon’s words had been met with a sickening cheer.

      That had been two hours ago.

      The coliseum’s center was littered with fruit and stones.

      The longer the event continued, the more Abaddon hoped Dietrich had changed his mind. His brother was not a malicious man. Already two Redeemers had died from their injuries. Surely Dietrich wouldn’t make the rest suffer through their pain and humiliation much longer.

      Another hour passed.

      Three more men died.

      It should’ve been difficult to know when they passed, given the bloodied state they all were in. Most lay slumped over, and even though the coliseum was massive, the shudder that ran through Deladrine, and the choked sob, made it clear when a last breath had been taken.

      Behind him, Abaddon could hear the light smacking of palms and the exchange of coins each time a death occurred. Zelhada, who’d only just begun walking again, had known many of the men who were being killed. They’d been watchmen, like him, and though he usually was the carefree balm to Sehan’s ire, today, he looked out with hard eyes.

      His sister had died by a Redeemer’s hand. To him, today was personal.

      Sehan, for all his stoicism, had not wanted to attend. He’d come because of his title as watchman and his devotion to Zel. He’d not normally make bets on something so grim, but Zelhada had wanted to make a mockery of the traitors’ deaths. To him, this was all a game. The dead before him were no more than darts against a board.

      Culter was disgusted and chastised them each time with a heated stare, but Abaddon gave him a firm shake of his head. He would not control how people reacted today. Each person could feel how they wished. All he asked—from his watchmen, at least—was that they not let Deladrine hear. They were entitled to their contempt just as she was entitled to her grief. Best not to impose their callousness onto her sorrow.

      Surprisingly, Dorian Cliffborne seemed the least affected. He chatted in Prianthian to Anastasia Verkev, and though Abaddon understood the language well enough, he’d mostly tuned them out. Anastasia was in the viewing box to the side of Abaddon’s, the spaces each more expansive than the stands surrounding them, with private tunnels leading in and out of the coliseum.

      With the fervor of the crowds, and the distance between his box and Dorian’s, Abaddon had a hard time hearing their conversation. He’d caught bits and pieces of it, dull exchanges that made him glad he wasn’t an ambassador, but eventually he gave up on trying to hear their conversation in its entirety. All he cared about was that Anastasia was separated from her soldiers. That, and for her to witness the violence that awaited her if it was discovered she was aiding the Redeemers.

      The event had started just after dawn. It still grew hot enough throughout the day to warrant an early start. Despite the coliseum being a leftover remnant of Sovereignty’s ruins, it held an architectural marvel still studied by scholars: a large, glass domed roof with small openings to provide ventilation. The structure had long been listed as one of Abra’am’s ancient wonders. It kept the worst of the sun’s rays away, but it still allowed for breezes to come through, so as to keep the crowds from overheating.

      Thousands had filled the stands. Even without Deladrine’s power of perception, Abaddon could feel the crowds’ bloodlust. The heavy weight of hatred was a palpable thing.

      You unify people through bloodshed.

      It’s fitting. You are your mother’s son.

      Abaddon froze. He’d not thought to put up his mental shield. He’d not thought he’d needed to, with Deladrine nearby. Normally her presence kept the voice away. Recently, his mind was quiet even when lying down to sleep.

      He heard it now. Heard her now.

      He stood from his seat, looking around.

      Where are you? he asked. He didn’t know if the voice could hear him, but in response, he heard her laugh.

      There is another I wish not to cross today, she said. I will not make myself known.

      I will enjoy watching your brother kill you, though.

      Behind him, Culter stepped forward. Abaddon hadn’t realized he’d walked to the edge of the viewing box. His hands clutched tightly to its railing.

      “My king?” Culter said. “Is everything all right?”

      Abaddon made to answer, but the glass of the dome cracked, stealing his words.

      Hundreds of eyes looked up. Thousands.

      The glass cracked again.

      Shattered.

      And a dragon dove through.
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      Breaking.

      After Dietrich had killed Brelain, Seera had taught him how to close himself off.

      She didn’t want to overwhelm him again. She didn’t want to corrupt his mind, or bend his will to hers.

      He’d been grateful for the separation. He’d needed his mind to be his own again, for a time. He’d needed to wrestle with all he’d done, and all he’d lost, over the last year.

      They’d come to refer to what’d happened as breaking. When they spoke of it now, they gave it that name. They solidified it by identifying it.

      It made it easier to accept that it’d happened.

      It made it easier to move on.

      Today, Dietrich dropped his shields and asked Seera to perform the breaking again. His thoughts were hers. His mind was hers. Let her rage fill him. Let him abandon all remorse and become the fiend.

      Today, he was a shell. He was a tool for something ancient.

      He was the dragon.

      He needn’t command Seera. Their wills were linked, and as she flew around the perimeter of the coliseum’s center, she let fire erupt from her throat.

      Flames caught on the ground, separating the platforms from the stands. Dietrich leaned back, easing his grip from Seera’s quills, and prepared to jump.

      She brought him up to the first platform. Dietrich leaped from her back, landing gracefully, and ran.

      The man here was already dead. Dietrich cut his chains, and let the body fall.

      All around him, the coliseum filled with panicked screams. People pressed past one another, attempting to flee. Their hatred had turned to fear.

      Some stood, horrified but intrigued. They shouted to one another, pointing to him and Seera. Dietrich felt a possessive wrath at their stares. He didn’t know if it was his. He didn’t care. If anyone tried to strike his dragon down, they would suffer.

      Seera called more flames, reinforcing the barrier of fire she’d created. She swooped beside him, and he jumped again, landing on her back and holding tight to her quills.

      Elements broke through the flames. Ice. Lightning. Air. Any that landed on Seera were absorbed into her scales. Dietrich, fully covered in element-resistant clothes and armor, took each burst in. He’d only be able take so much, but he’d made sure the threads and plate were new. It would take an army to do to him as the Behemoth had, all those moons ago.

      Seera flew around the coliseum again, then landed on one of the platforms. Bolts and arrows had taken the place of elements. The watchmen must’ve realized the ineffectiveness of their elements. Shielding him, Seera called air, casting away each shot.

      Dietrich cut the second man down.

      Three more to go.

      More and more people were fleeing. Some, realizing the dragon wasn’t coming for them, foolishly stayed in the stands.

      It was they who’d tell the tale. They’d see their Cloaked Prince, their Shadow, their Assassin, bringing dignity to the fallen Redeemers.

      They’d see him granting them rest, when the city wanted chaos.

      He wasn’t theirs any longer. The Dietrich they’d praised had died the day the Laighlesses had. When the Mesidians had bled out in a shack, Dietrich Haroldson had bled out in the mountains, waiting for the sand and the earth to claim him.

      You did this, Dietrich thought, looking to Abaddon. It was Seera’s thought too, or Seera’s entirely.

      He was able to stand, and face his brother, and let him know he was here. He would be the killer now. He would leave him with a knife in his chest.

      Seera left Dietrich alone on the platform. He crouched down, making himself a smaller target as more arrows loosed. He did as Seera had done, calling air in a whirlwind around him. Most of the shots fell before they made it to the platform. Some got through. They were whisked away by the winds before plummeting to the ground.

      With three dead men left, Seera took her turn to rip the chains. She was less careful than Dietrich. She didn’t need to show caution. She was a fiend to these people, a being to do his bidding. Ripping the chains with her claws, she freed the dead men. The velocity of her act sent their bodies flying. They joined the arrows, breaking apart from the blows.

      Come back to me, Dietrich called. Bring me to him.

      From his viewing box, Abaddon drew a bow. Other men would’ve run. Others would’ve been pulled away by their knights and their guards, falling back as soldiers took their place.

      Abaddon was no soft king. He was the son of Harold Rorikson. In his veins ran the blood of revolts and uprisings. He would not let his people fight for him. He would fight for his people.

      Dietrich continued to stare at him. He didn’t turn away. He didn’t move. It wasn’t until Seera circled around again that he let his eyes break from his brother’s.

      Not your brother, Seera said. Not today.

      Today, he is the man who deceived you and left you to die.

      He’s the man who was too weak to hear the voice and tell it no.

      He is the man who killed your father.

      Get your revenge.

      Make him bleed.

      As Seera came up to the viewing box, Dietrich jumped. He landed along its edge. Seera stayed perched on its railing, continuing to call air.

      Abaddon shouted at his watchman to take Deladrine. The oracle had risen up, calling fire.

      Did she really think to fight him?

      Didn’t she remember how he’d fought before?

      Didn’t she realize how futile it was, to stand against a dragon?

      Culter grabbed Deladrine, pulling her away. Her element vanished. She sobbed as the watchman dragged her off, both disappearing down the box’s tunnel.

      The two other watchmen followed behind. One could hardly walk. Zelhada was his name. The other, Sehan, pulled Zelhada’s arm over his shoulder and pulled the man along.

      He protested. He shouted, wanting to stay behind. Wanting to protect his king.

      “Go,” Abaddon commanded. His voice was steadfast, and firm.

      It was a direct order. The watchmen had to obey.

      “Hello, Dietrich,” Abaddon said, dropping his bow. Dietrich didn’t respond. He pulled a blade from his side and lunged.

      Abaddon was quick. What he lacked in strength, he made up for in agility. When Dietrich lashed, he dove. When he threw knives, Abaddon ducked. He weaved in and out of Dietrich’s advances. He pulled a small blade from his ankle, making his own throw.

      It didn’t land, but it made contact. Dietrich’s armored shoulder felt the impact.

      He laughed. Abaddon righted himself, calling a shield.

      Dietrich ran forward, barreling into him.

      Caught off guard, Abaddon barely lifted the shield in time. He kept Dietrich’s blade from hitting him, but they both fell to the floor. He rose quickly, quicker than Dietrich. He seemed to expect Seera to do something, and for a split second, he turned his shield toward her.

      I won’t interfere, she said. He doesn’t need my help to defeat you.

      That split second was all Dietrich needed. He stabbed a small knife into Abaddon’s shoe and through his foot, pinning him in place.

      Abaddon shouted. He managed to keep a hold of the shield, striking it down. It nearly hit Dietrich’s wrist, but he pulled his arm back, barely keeping his hand from being severed. Rolling backward, Dietrich sprung back to his feet, walking around the viewing box.

      Abaddon crouched down, pulling the knife out of his foot with his free hand. There was blood on the floor where he stood. Yelling, he bared his teeth, his shield raising. Dietrich smiled, though the cloth over his face kept it hidden.

      Surprising him, Abaddon took his turn to lunge. The cut on his foot was likely already healing. Dietrich parried the called blade that came toward him, then kicked at Abaddon’s knee.

      His longer reach extended to his legs. Abaddon hadn’t expected the blow. He sank down, grimacing, and Dietrich called a burst of lightning, hurling it at Abaddon’s face.

      The bolt struck Abaddon’s shield. It blinded him, temporarily, giving Dietrich an in. He stepped in and dropped his blade, replacing it with a small knife. As soon as he was in reach, he lifted the knife, and pushed it into Abaddon’s shoulder.

      His brother cried out. The shield vanished, leaving him exposed.

      Now, Seera snarled. End him now.

      Dietrich stepped on Abaddon’s injured foot, watching as pain flashed across his features.

      In a swift motion, Dietrich lifted his arm, and struck Abaddon across the face.

      He knocked his brother’s head back. If he regained his sight after being temporarily blinded, he’d likely lost it again.

      Dietrich struck a second time. A third. When Abaddon’s whole body fell back, Dietrich grabbed him by the collar, lifted him up, and struck him again.

      Blood dripped from Abaddon’s nose. He tried calling a weapon, this time in his left hand, but as soon as Dietrich saw the knife coming, he grabbed Abaddon’s wrist, bent it, and broke it. Abaddon cried out, the called knife disappearing.

      Now, Dietrich, Seera said. I grow weak from calling.

      Obeying, Dietrich lifted Abaddon up. All his strength seemed to have dissipated. He was suddenly hefty in Dietrich’s arms, like a too-heavy doll or a sack that’d yet to be emptied.

      Without a word, Dietrich hoisted Abaddon up and pressed him into a pillar in the box’s center. Pulling a dagger from his side, he lifted it, placed it just to the left of middle on Abaddon’s chest, and struck.

      Dietrich didn’t step away. He didn’t leave.

      The breaking that’d taken him this far was beginning to fade.

      “I’m sorry,” Dietrich whispered. Tears began to spill down his face. “I’m sorry.”

      They were the same words Abaddon had spoken the night before. Simple words. Parting words.

      Dietrich wasn’t ready. Not yet. He couldn’t leave his brother to die alone.

      Working as a healer, Abaddon knew everything a person could know about death. He had to know it, inside and out, if he was to know how to combat it.

      In this, Dietrich had learned from him.

      In this, he understood what happened when a person’s heart had been pierced through.

      He watched it happen. He’d felt as the knife had gone in, damaging tissue. Beneath the skin, the pumping would be wrong, an irregular beat, when just moments before, it’d been a steady tempo.

      Blood vessels were rupturing. Despite the distance from the wound, the brain would be failing.

      Maybe the Dagger would heal that. Maybe it would heal all of it.

      Abaddon didn’t seem to be moving anymore. Where Dietrich had thought him heavy before, he now thought him substantial. There was nothing but the knife in his chest, and Dietrich’s arms around him, keeping Abaddon up.

      Little brother, Dietrich thought.

      He remembered Abaddon as an infant in his arms.

      He remembered him taking his first steps. They hadn’t been to their mother, or their father.

      They’d been to him.

      “No. . . .” someone whispered.

      Dietrich looked up. At the tunnel’s entrance, Culter stood. He held a spear in his hand. He dropped it when his eyes met Dietrich’s.

      The watchman knew it was him, even without seeing his face. He could tell by the dragon at his back. He knew by his height and the width of his shoulders.

      The breaking was completely gone now.

      A wave struck Dietrich.

      Devastation. Disgust. Anguish. It all pierced through.

      He cried out, stepping back from Abaddon. His brother didn’t move. Culter sank to the ground.

      What have I done?

      Dietrich had succeeded. The West would call him a kinslayer. The Redeemers would be hunted. Sadie would curse his name.

      Dietrich, son of Harold, son of Rorik.

      The prince turned assassin.

      The traitor to his throne.

      He stepped back. Something—instinct, or Seera’s insistence, or some mixture of both—guided him onto her back.

      The last image Dietrich would ever have of Culter was of him weeping on the floor.

      The last image he’d have of Abaddon was of him pale.

      Pinned down.

      Bloodied.

      Beaten.

      Lifeless.
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      X’odia had given Navar seven days.

      He didn’t turn himself in. He didn’t turn over his contraband.

      On the eighth day, X’odia destroyed two more of his storerooms.

      There’d been more men standing guard this time. She’d disposed of them easily. The control over her elements allowed her to injure them but leave them alive. Just as she had with the first group, she sent the guards back to Navar with more warnings.

      Four days this time.

      Four days, and she’d destroy everything.

      Today was the third day. She’d walked past the city’s prison, as well as various city watch posts throughout Riverdee, waiting to see if anyone showed up. If not someone, then at least something. Though it wouldn’t be what she’d demanded, if Navar at least turned over some of his goods, she might be willing to speak with him. Negotiate, even. She wasn’t naive. She knew men like him worked in shades of grey. His influence was too strong and too far reaching for him to simply let it all go.

      Having turned nothing over, X’odia made her way back into the city’s center. Roland had the day off today, and Zuri was taking her turn watching the guards. Ever since X’odia had come back with riches, they’d not been pressed to work so much, and so hard, to stay afloat. They’d easily been able to pay for the guards’ rooms, buy themselves new clothes, and replace the sleeping draughts Zuri had run out of. They’d even managed to clean Dar and Callum up and bring them into the bathing room long enough to clean up their sleeping space. Now, though it smelled far from pristine, X’odia could at least step into the room without feeling the urge to gag.

      Though Zuri had been distraught at Cara’s leaving, she’d picked herself up quickly. The stress of having to watch the guards was easier to bear when she wasn’t lacking in sleep, overworked, or caring for a violent patient. The bags under her eyes had quickly receded. She’d enjoyed doing her hair again, finding colorful wraps to cover it and her ears now that winter had come and snow occasionally fell. It was actually rather nice, albeit mundane, for X’odia to see how Zuri mixed her usual Sadiyan clothing—garments far better suited for warmer climates—with the thicker fabrics and styles of the West.

      They’d both expected Roland to be pulled from the depths too. He’d been the most overtaxed before—and the least expressive with his needs—so they’d thought his recovery might match his descent.

      If anything, Roland seemed to be getting worse. His thoughts seemed addled. He didn’t seem to have his usual dry humor or drive to protect. The sickly look he’d had before wasn’t fading, and as the days went on, X’odia was noticing his skin growing paler, and his frame thinning. She’d wanted to bring it up to him, but every time she’d come back from being out, he’d be fast asleep, and she hadn’t wanted to disturb him.

      Perhaps sleep was all he needed. Maybe he’d caught something, now that the cold was here. People got sick often in the winter. Their bodies’ defenses were down when the temperatures dropped. If he didn’t get better soon, X’odia and Zuri would encourage him to visit a healer, someone besides them, who’d be able to test what might be wrong.

      In the meantime, X’odia would keep fighting back against the Redeemers’ hold on the city. Hopefully, with as much as she was going out, she’d finally find the missing Evean sailors too.

      Pulling her hood tighter over her hair, she made her way up to the city’s largest square. Announcements were made often here, and a collection of bell towers stood. There were ten in total, the most in one place. The different sizes of the bells and the different combinations their sounds made signaled different things. Some were for mourning. Some were for storms. Some signaled to the rest of the city that something important had occurred, something the citizens of Riverdee would wish to know.

      Earlier that morning, when X’odia was on the far outskirts of town, she’d heard the announcement bells. She’d not been able to make it back in time to hear the proclamation as it was being made, but boards throughout the square were filled with printings that’d been distributed. Some had been too hastily pinned and had fallen from their posts, landing on damp stones and shallow puddles. Bits of frost clung to the edges of buildings, some acting like tar as they broke the wind the printings rode on and stuck them in place.

      As X’odia emerged from an alley and stepped into the square, she reached down, picking up the nearest printing. It was wet from the melted snow it’d fallen in, but the ink hadn’t seeped out to the point of illegibility. She held the printing out, surveying its words:

      Dietrich Haroldson strikes out against King Abaddon of Sadie!

      X’odia read the words again. Surely the printing was mistaken. Dietrich and Abaddon were brothers. Dietrich had always protected Abaddon. It was the whole reason he’d lived outside his family’s palace: to fight the Redeemers from the outside.

      X’odia fixed the buttons of the jacket she wore and rolled the printing up, slipping it into her pocket. She made her way to the closest board, looking for different accounts from different writers.

      They all said the same thing. During an execution of Redeemers, Dietrich had tried to free them and kill his brother. Even Dorian Cliffborne confirmed the story. He’d evidently been visiting Sadie to speak with Abaddon about the trade ban and had witnessed everything.

      I’ve never seen something more horrific in my life, he’d written.

      Pray for Sadie. Pray for King Abaddon’s recovery.

      The stories all claimed Abaddon had been stabbed and had looked dead when the head of Sovereignty’s watchmen, Culter Sandborne, had found him. Miraculously, though, the king was still alive. He was in a coma, and though his wounds were healing, no one could say whether he’d be waking up.

      X’odia had Seen Ambassador Dorian for years. The Sight had mostly granted her visions of the Guardians, and given Pierre had held the Dagger before Roland, she’d seen Dorian for most of her life.

      He’d seemed a good man. An honest one. She didn’t think he’d lie about such a thing.

      For the first time in months, she wished the Sight would come to her.

      Having fought off sleep to keep her nightmares at bay, she’d thought perhaps the lack of visions was tied to her lack of sleep. Moons passed without either. She was now certain they were connected. She’d never gone so long without the Sight, and though the pain the visions brought was something she didn’t want, she’d welcome it if it meant she’d gain insight into what was going on.

      Finding a nearby bench, she sat down. She needed time to process the story. Her mind was reeling, and she wished for it to calm before she continued her walk through the city and returned to the rooms she shared with Roland. More than anything, she needed to avoid thinking about Dietrich around him.

      From what the accounts all said, Dietrich Haroldson had killed Roland’s family. He’d assassinated them in a shed in Mesidia’s south. His name was not welcome. Just as X’odia wished not to hear Pierre’s name spoken, she knew not to say Dietrich’s in front of Roland.

      She knew not to reveal that the Assassin Prince was her brother.

      X’odia crossed her legs, uncrossed them, shifted, then eventually stood.

      The day was too cold to sit still.

      She buried all the printings she’d collected into her pockets, then tucked her arms tightly over her chest, fending off the air’s chill. Only a bit of snow had fallen the night before—Riverdee, according to Zuri, rarely got snow—but it seemed to exist in the air itself, as though one were constantly walking through a thin sheet of moisture. X’odia couldn’t go anywhere without her hair dampening and her lashes building up water.

      Perhaps it wasn’t simply the cold she was fending off. Perhaps she was rejecting the idea that her younger brothers had tried to kill one another and that they weren’t the family she’d always hoped them to be.

      She sniffled. Her nose was icy. She returned to the alleys on the outskirts of the square, walking through one that was narrow but led quickly to a nearby tavern.

      Keeping her hood up, X’odia walked inside, eager for warmth. Careful to not let the server see her eyes, she ordered soup, bread, and oil.

      The server told her she could sit wherever she liked. Right beside the tavern’s fireplace was surprisingly empty, so she made her way over there, peeling off her gloves. She blew warm air onto her fingers, opening and closing them, then extended them toward the fire, watching as the flames burned through thick logs.

      Part of the reason X’odia had wanted so badly to come to Abra’am, all those months ago, wasn’t just for the adventure or the heroics of halting a prophecy or the chance to see more of the world. She’d also wished to find and meet her brothers.

      Her mother had left her when she was barely into girlhood. X’odia had known her as Xia, though the research she’d done told her Abaddon and Dietrich would’ve known her as Lenore.

      If her mother had abandoned her, she had to have done so for good reason. She had to have known something X’odia did not, had to have believed there was a divine calling beckoning her across the sea. She’d been meant to fall in love with Harold Rorikson. She was supposed to bear her sons and raise them to be something of worth.

      Why else would she have left? Eve was a paradise. The weather was warm and welcoming all year round. The land provided fruit, the trees dropping it happily to the beach’s floor practically every day. The ocean deposited seaweed onto the shore to be dried and flavored. The people, prosperous and kind, were rarely violent or cruel.

      The land itself was pure.

      It was perfect.

      Knowing that to be true, X’odia had assumed the fault was in her. She hadn’t been a good enough daughter. Xia must have despised her for stealing her immorality with her birth. Perhaps she’d wanted to live the life or an ordinary woman, free from the burden of raising an unordinary daughter. Maybe she wanted to live out the rest of her life in a place where she could be seen and bowed down to and praised.

      X’odia had rejected those thoughts. She’d not been able to believe them. Already her father had forced her to live her life in isolation, to keep her powers and her identity hidden from everyone but the High Council of Eve. If her mother had left her too—if the only people in the world who were meant to love her, raise her, and support her unconditionally had wished to play no real part in her life—then it had to be for their own reasons. They were ancient and wise. They knew things no one else knew. To be apart from her had been devastating for them too.

      It had to be.

      The server brought X’odia’s soup. She thanked them, still not looking up, and she was glad when they quickly brought the bread as well. The soup was too hot to eat and she was hungry.

      Wanting to taste the soup, but not wanting to wait, she dipped the bread into it, delicately tearing off a piece.

      The soup was spicy and thick. It was made with beans that’d been left to cook for hours and mixed with various peppers. It cost her far more than she was normally comfortable spending, but after raiding the two other storerooms, she had coin to spare. The soup was Sadiyan, and the spices it used were no longer brought in, given the trade ban had yet to be lifted. What had once been a common dish months before had turned into a delicacy, as only spices that were already over the Dividing Wall before the Laighlesses had died could be used to make it.

      It seemed a fitting thing to eat today. X’odia had often dreamed of meeting her brothers and sharing in a meal with them. She liked the idea of them trading stories of their mother. She wanted to know if the kind woman she remembered from her childhood was the same one they’d had, or if she’d grown stricter over the years.

      When she’d finished with the bread, X’odia found the soup was finally cool enough to eat. She savored each bite, pretending it’d been Abaddon who’d made it. Dietrich would’ve been the one to have bought all the ingredients. He’d been familiar with the city of Sovereignty—he’d grown up in it, after all. He’d know the best places to buy everything.

      Are neither of you the men I hoped you to be? X’odia wondered.

      Is Dietrich really the villain Abra’am claims he is?

      Though it wasn’t peculiar for people to read printings in the tavern, X’odia felt she had to keep the story a secret as she pulled it back out of her pocket.

      She read through each printing again.

      A dragon had been at Dietrich’s side. Rumors that Abaddon now possessed the Dagger of Eve were proven by Anastasia Verkev, who’d overheard watchmen and an oracle shouting about it when they’d dragged his body out of Sovereignty’s coliseum.

      Questions were posed in each printing. Some wanted to know if the trade ban would end, as clearly Dietrich hadn’t been taking orders from Abaddon. Others asked how Abaddon had the Dagger of Eve, and where Roland Laighless was, since the missing prince’s body hadn’t been seen when Yvaine Barie had made her escape.

      A thought came to X’odia.

      Roland could say something.

      One of her last visions had been of him giving Dietrich the Dagger. Her brother had seemed playful in the vision. A bit mischievous and theatrical, but not villainous. Roland could come forward and at least admit he’d given Dietrich the Dagger freely. If he did, it wouldn’t absolve Dietrich of his current crimes, but it would at least lend credence to the idea that Abaddon had come to be a Guardian through peaceful means. Dietrich had acted as the go-between, and somehow, along the way, he turned his back on Abaddon.

      That was the story the printings should be telling. They should know that Roland was alive. Mesidia, knowing this, might welcome him back. Perhaps he’d even be able to reclaim his throne. Abaddon, if he healed, could corroborate the story, and the West could cease their trade ban on Sadie.

      The Redeemers would lose their hold.

      The West and the East would come together, and⁠—

      No, X’odia thought, finishing the last bits of her meal. Roland won’t say anything. He won’t even talk to me about his family. I doubt he’ll come forward and say anything to entire nations.

      She sighed, pushing the bowl and plate aside and letting her fantasy go. Some dreams were worth having. Some were worth pursuing. Others were nothing more than fleeting fancies, exciting and motivating for a time, but ultimately best left forgotten.

      As she stood from her table, she crumpled the printings up and shoved them back into her pockets. She pulled her gloves on, surprised when, just outside, the city bells started ringing again.

      Fastening the buttons of her jacket, she hurried out. The square was close, and the song of the bells indicated it was another announcement.

      Two in one day?

      She hoped Dietrich hadn’t killed again.

      Cutting through the alleys, she was one of the first to appear in the square. A group of large men stood on a stage in the plaza’s center: a rectangular, wooden structure a few steps off the ground. There was a podium at its front where they made their proclamations, and the raised stage allowed those who crowded around a view of who was speaking.

      X’odia shuddered as people closed in around her. She understood that the setting would warrant clusters of bodies, but she hated the way it felt, having so many people near her, so many people bumping into her side and arms and shoulders.

      Panicking, she hurried back to the outskirts of the square. She took deep breaths as the area began to fill. She was grateful she pushed back out of the crowd before it became too dense.

      Hugging Zuri and sharing the one embrace with Roland were still all she could truly handle. Touches from friends. Welcome touches. Trusted ones.

      It was still too much to have strangers so close. She especially hated when they came up behind her. It reminded her too much of Rellor’s hands on her.

      She pressed herself to the very edge of the square and released a breath as she felt the hard stone of a building. No one could come up behind her here. No one could call earth and have vines drag her to the ground.

      You’re in the city, she told herself. These people don’t know you. They don’t care about you.

      You aren’t in the forest anymore. You’re not in chains.

      You’re free.

      Feeling her heart pounding, X’odia put a hand to her chest, forcing in deep breaths—in, out, in, out—until her nerves calmed, and her heart began to slow.

      The plaza had filled. With her panic dissipating, she took a moment to survey the men on the stage.

      They were all tall and muscular. One of them looked familiar. He had crutches beneath his arms, though he leaned on one leg more than the other, as if he relied on his. . . .

      X’odia did know the man. He was the one whose foot had been severed in the first storeroom ambush.

      It wasn’t just him; X’odia knew all the men on the stage. Every single one of them had either been guards for the Redeemers or the ones counting the coins.

      The bells had stopped. The crowd filling the square quieted.

      A man stepped up to the platform. He was elderly, with a wrinkled face and spectacles on his nose. His hair was black, his skin a warm brown, and he wore a thick bearskin coat around his shoulders and a heavy scarf around his neck.

      He smiled sweetly to the crowd. He looked like a father about to bless his children.

      Patient, with hands rested together atop the podium, he waited for any remaining murmurs to settle.

      “People of Riverdee,” he said. His voice was strained with age, but pleasant. Grandfatherly. There was an obvious Prianthian roughness to it.

      X’odia stood frozen. Even before he said it, she knew who this man was.

      “I’m sure a great many of you have heard my name.” He cleared his throat, and placed his hands behind his back. “I wear no surname, as I gave that up years ago in protest of Sadiyan enslavement.

      “That is a story for another time, though. For now, you may call me Navar.”
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      The crowd reacted. They didn’t shout accusations, or hurl insults, but they did react. It was an odd sound, an intake of breath and a release of queries.

      Navar was quiet. He stood as if he had all the time in the world.

      City watch was present, as they always were at proclamations. They had to be, in the event what was said might lead to violence.

      Navar was a wanted man. The watch should’ve closed in. Ushered everyone back. Arrested him.

      They didn’t. Of course they didn’t. Navar had them all bought, and if they made to move against him, they’d suffer for it. It wouldn’t matter anyway, because for each city watch member who might be emboldened to resist, two others would obey.

      X’odia was grateful for the wall at her back. Without it, she wasn’t sure she’d still be standing.

      “I know you must all have questions,” he said. “By now, my reputation, and that of my followers, has reached you.”

      He held up a printing. It was one of the same ones X’odia had been studying moments before.

      “I have long wished for you to understand who the Redeemers are. I have believed that our truths, our good deeds, would prevail. I am disheartened to see that so many of the wealthy, the nobles and leaders of nations, have painted us as fiends.

      “We only wish to help our people. Our plights are not with our fellow men. We are brethren, in the eyes of the Creator. Do we not all have pieces of divinity running through our veins? Do we not all see those pieces as auroras? Can we not all touch them? Call them?

      “Do we not all ascend, when we die?”

      More murmurs. There was a current of confusion, but not anger or fear.

      Navar didn’t wait for them to stop before continuing.

      “For too long, we have been depicted as killers. Tell me: When Gerard Verigrad and Pierre Laighless commanded soldiers during War of Fire, were they not killers? Why do we grant these men labels associated with peace when it was they who forced you, your parents, your friends, to fight for them?

      “Why do those nations now ally themselves with the leaders of my home, Prianthia, when Prianthia enslaved their brothers to the south? To those of you among us today who call yourselves Sadiyan: Do you not feel betrayed that while the lashes of the whip still echo in your minds, the master shakes hands with those who called you friend?”

      Most in the crowd looked western, but the few with black in their hair nodded their agreement.

      He is the reason for your fear! X’odia wanted to shout. Don’t trust him!

      “They tell you that when you’re called to fight, you must answer, because they deem it righteous. They are somehow the arbiters of war. They know when it is just and when it is needed. If you refuse their calls, you are imprisoned. If you desert, you are indentured. They know best, and you must submit to their wills.

      “When I saw what was being done to Sadiyans thirty years ago, I stood against my rulers. I was beaten and arrested and made an example of.

      “But I rose up, and I stood for the enslaved, again and again and again, because I do not bow to the justice of tyrants. The Creator guides my hands—not the rich and the powerful.”

      More murmurs.

      The currents had grown stronger.

      X’odia wanted to shake them. Navar was a gifted orator, but he was also a liar. These people would know what darkness he wrought if they’d seen what he’d turned Cara into. They’d know he couldn’t be trusted if they only discovered that the murders around their city came from his hands.

      She thought to step forward. Challenge him.

      She was powerful. He couldn’t stop her or subdue her if he ordered the guards behind him to seize her.

      No. No, she wouldn’t say anything. There was a reason he’d brought guards who were wounded. There was a reason—as her eyes darted around—that there was more city watch present than usual.

      Navar had heard the warnings she’d given, and instead of heeding them, he’d chosen to answer her, in front of hundreds, and build himself up in the eyes of the city.

      “When you hear my name,” he continued, voice rising, “and you hear the name Redeemer, what thoughts does your mind conjure? Killers, lurking in the night? Assassins, looking to slay kings? But who really does the killing? Who murders people and skirts the law and chooses which codes to follow and which codes to break?

      “Your own council has provided little aid to you, during these harsh months. When cures could be sent from the East, the rulers of the West forbid them, because of the actions of one. They make you pay—you!—the hardworking and the elderly and the destitute. They make you pay the price for their games. They make you go hungry. They let your homes fall apart. When storms come, they provide you with no shelter. They don’t even extend a hand to help lift you back up.

      “And what of your enforcers? Your city watch?” He pointed to the men and women along the edges of the plaza. “When men and women are found dead in your alleys, why do they sit back and do nothing to find the killers? Why are there murderers running loose in this city?”

      X’odia ground her teeth. It would be even worse, now, with the crowd riled, if the city watch did arrest Navar. Everyone would perceive it as them trying to silence someone speaking truth. It might even lead to the very violence they were meant to prevent.

      They can do nothing but let Navar speak, X’odia realized. She thought of Dar and Callum, oddly relieved that the guards weren’t subjected to this public condemnation.

      “What is the point of being taxed,” Navar continued, “when nothing is being done, and no leads have been discovered?

      “I’ll tell you why. They don’t care about you. They don’t care if your daughters and your sons can’t walk home safely at night. They only care that the money you pay them lines their pockets, so they can drink, gamble, and get rich.”

      X’odia stepped forward. She was angry now, as were those around her, though she knew it was for different reasons. They were angry because they heard Navar’s words as truth. The trials they’d faced were echoed in him. Someone was looking them in the eyes and telling them, I hear you, I see you, I understand your pain.

      X’odia raged at the manipulation. At the deceit. How dare this man sew fear into the people and place the cause of it on others. How dare he hold the city watch on leashes. How dare he order crimes committed by their hands, for fear of their loved ones being tortured or killed, only to throw them to the wolves and place evil upon their heads.

      It was his hands that were stained.

      X’odia’s auroras turned to chaos in her mind. They begged to be released.

      She pressed through the crowd, approaching the stage.

      “And what of the Mesidians who were meant to help you? What of Dravian Valcor’s forces, who were meant to give aid after the Attack of Fiends?”

      X’odia halted. Taller than those around her, a few people shoved her, annoyed she’d stopped in front of them and blocked their view.

      “Have you ever asked how they knew the attack would happen? How did they know such a phenomenon was going to take place? And why, when their soldiers were meant to help, did they only oppress?

      “Why was Odin Iceborne allowed to kick people from their homes so that his men could have your houses? Why was he able to arrest the women of this city, so they’d have entertainment? Was it not enough that your council paid them for their supposed aid? Was it not enough that they leeched from you?”

      X’odia’s auroras quieted. She knew Navar was lying about most of what he’d said, but in this, he might have been telling the truth. Dravian hadn’t seemed to get along with Odin, from the little she’d seen. The other Elite commander had abandoned Dravian’s forces when Vahd’eel had led an attack against him.

      There was likely merit to Navar’s claims.

      She swallowed, not wanting to hear the rest.

      “The woman who led the attack on your city was supposed to be taken prisoner,” Navar said. “She was supposed to be interrogated under Pierre’s forces. Instead, they began crafting her into a weapon. They didn’t come to Riverdee to save you. They came to claim a person who could manipulate fiends, much as Dietrich Haroldson has”—Navar held up a printing—“who does not work under my orders, I assure you—and much as Gwenivere Verigrad and Yvaine Barie do.

      “All of these rulers can control evil. All of these rulers are evil.

      “Dietrich Haroldson killed Mesidians for sport. Gwenivere Verigrad attacked her own city and killed her father because she was desperate to rule. Yvaine Barie led a legion of fiends against Stonewall in hopes of claiming the Dagger of Eve.”

      Conspiracies. X’odia felt a shudder run through her. His claims were ludicrous, mere pieces of rumors and stories, but he’d woven them into a tapestry that was colorful and vibrant and thought-provoking. It moved the people around her. It spoke to something in them.

      It fed their distrust and fury.

      “And what of this other woman Pierre came here for? When his forces couldn’t contain her, she murdered them. She pulled the fiends from the Forest and slaughtered them.”

      No.

      No, no, no.

      “She killed those who’d captured her. She killed people here, in Riverdee. Now, when we try to gather supplies to help those in need, she comes for our stores. She leaves my brothers broken.”

      He stepped back, extending a hand out to the guards behind him. He nodded to the man whose foot had been severed. He took a tremulous step forward. As he emerged among the others, people in the crowd gasped.

      The leg of his trousers was rolled up, revealing what was left of his ankle. It looked as though the wound had never been cleaned. Puss had formed around its bottom, and the skin around it looked green and yellow. Dark purple and red circled the base of it.

      “This is what she’s done to my brothers. And this . . . this is what she does to my sisters.”

      A small child was beckoned forward.

      No, not a child.

      Cara.

      X’odia’s breath caught.

      When she’d tried finding the girl, none of the healers had seen her. X’odia had hoped she’d found her way home, or to family. Somewhere she could be safe.

      Any bit of color that’d returned to her cheeks was gone. Even with the layers she wore, her wrists and ankles were visible. She was a skeleton with barely any flesh. Her face was hollowed out. Her eyes empty.

      All the time they’d spent helping her had been undone. The clock had been rewound until all the gears were as they’d been the night Roland and Zuri had found her.

      Navar made a show of helping Cara to the podium. He held her hand delicately, patting it gently, as though he were her parent and she were a frightened youth.

      She probably was frightened. She was probably terrified. Her mind had been broken by the things her body had taken in. She was lost in a maze, looking for the exit. In the middle of the storm, she wanted the thing that would help her find the eye.

      It didn’t matter where that help came from. It didn’t matter if the hand who delivered her serenity was the same one that made her crave it in the first place. She had no shelter but the bit of calm and numbness Root would give her.

      X’odia caught Navar call Cara dear as he helped her up the podium’s steps.

      She’s not your puppet. X’odia clenched her fists at her sides.

      “Hello,” Cara said hesitantly. “I’ve . . . I’ve come to warn you all. This woman kidnapped me and drugged me. She kept me locked in a room.”

      She turned to Navar. Her eyes widened. He smiled at her, helping her down. To anyone else, her look would seem like a desire for validation.

      Have I done well?

      X’odia saw it for what it really was.

      Will you give me more Root, now that I’ve done what you asked?

      One of the other guards helped Cara walk to the back of the platform. Navar watched her, shaking his head, his face etched with feigned concern.

      X’odia wanted to kill him.

      “Because of this brave girl,” Navar said, “we know where this woman has been hiding. Fear naught. When the bells ring of fire, know that it is not one that needs to be put out. Those who have harbored this monster are being brought to justice.”

      X’odia stepped back. She wanted to bolt, but if she did, she’d be announcing herself to everyone around her.

      Others, eager to see the spectacle that was Cara and the injured Redeemer guard, willingly took her place as she retreated. When she’d reached the mouth of an alley, she looked around her, made sure no one was watching, and ran.

      It only took a few more moments before the bells started ringing.
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      The inn was on fire.

      Outside his room, people screamed. Some tried to stay calm. Roland knew that tone of voice. It convinced most people. It’d convinced other people, when he’d taken it on.

      It was the voice of people trying to be brave for the sake of others, when really, they were the most terrified of all.

      Roland sat in his bed with his back against the wall. He should probably get up. He should collect all the coins and cures X’odia had gathered. She’d done so much to help them. It was because of her that he’d been able to finally take some time off.

      It was pleasant not having to rise with the sun. It was lovely, when he could sit down, slip off his clothes, and sink into bed.

      It was better when he could do that and take Root. His thoughts didn’t constantly haunt him when he did that. He could plummet further and further and further into a state of tranquility. His thoughts went away. His insecurities went away. His fears.

      He didn’t even miss his family.

      He could be happy for a bit.

      He could feel nothing.

      Something tickled at the back of his mind. A thought, maybe. An instinct.

      It was insistent. Get up, it told him. There’s a fire.

      The inn is on fire.

      People were screaming for a reason. The fire had started on the top floor, and if it burned hot enough, and for long enough, everything might come crashing down. If he didn’t want to be crushed, burned, or suffocate from the smoke, he’d best get moving.

      No time to waste.

      Make haste.

      Get up.

      Go.

      Roland considered it, but he liked where he was. He didn’t want to move. He was sleepy, and sleep sounded nice.

      X’odia was out again. She wouldn’t be back for hours.

      Zuri had been watching the guards.

      Roland was comfortable. He was resting. He was letting his mind and his body float, his soul suspended, his heart content.

      Who started the fire?

      Roland sat there, annoyed the question had broken through.

      Weren’t Dar and Callum on the top floor?

      Was Zuri safe?

      That thought roused him. He flexed his fingers, testing their strength. He shifted slightly.

      Zuri didn’t need him. Besides, what could he do right now, even if she did? The Root wouldn’t let him go for an hour, at least, maybe even several. Even then, it’d take him a bit to gain his bearings. He wouldn’t be able to walk normally or speak soundly for a while.

      Then he’d feel sick. He’d need time to get over the nausea and the sweating and the chills.

      No, he couldn’t help Zuri. Maybe once all of those other things happened, he’d be able to.

      For now, he’d get some rest.

      The heat felt nice, anyway.

      He wished people would stop screaming.
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      X’odia was terrified.

      She saw the plumes of smoke coming from the inn. She was still so far from it, but the dark smoke drifted up. A charcoal plume beside the sky’s dull grey marked the distance.

      Please be alive, she pleaded, thinking of Zuri, Roland, and even the guards.

      She pleaded for Cillian too, though she didn’t know the man. She’d heard his name uttered from Roland’s and Zuri’s lips enough times that a part of her felt as though she did. He’d seemed a good employer. He seemed friendly to the patrons.

      When the storm had come, he’d provided people with warmth, food, and shelter. It had cost him, but he’d been pleased he could help. He’d been tired, Zuri had said, but happy. He’d always wanted his inn to be a place to call home for anyone who came by.

      X’odia prayed for all the unnamed people too. The other servers. The other patrons. The bards who told songs by the fire, and the musicians who sang at each week’s end.

      She didn’t even care that this crime would be placed on her. So long as she could save them, they could say anything they wanted.

      She’d been shackled and beaten and broken.

      Words meant nothing to her.

      Knowing there were too many buildings barring her path, X’odia called air and threw herself toward the sky. She landed awkwardly on a roof, but she didn’t break stride. She regained her balance and kept going, calling air again and leaping between the roof she was on and the one directly in front of her.

      From the city’s skyline, she could see the inn. The dark smoke swirled around a heavy fire. In moments, minutes, even, the inn would collapse.

      She’d burned three of Navar’s storerooms. She knew what it looked like when a building was about to fall.

      She called air again. As she had the night of the storm, when she’d jumped to the ship, she heard a loud boom as the world seemed to reshape itself around her. The sloped roofs she ran and jumped across made it difficult for her to keep her balance, but as she slid down the edge of one and came up to the snow collected at its bottom, she crouched, set her feet, and lunged.

      Her air lifted her up. It drained her, sucking her strength dry, but there was no wind to compete with, no rain to pummel her skin or lightning to strike her down.

      She landed in front of the inn, crashing to the ground. People around her screamed. Her cloak’s hood had fallen, exposing her face and her mane of hair.

      Navar would have more witnesses tonight. By tomorrow, everyone would know what she looked like.

      “Is everyone out?” she yelled, gasping for breath. “Is everyone safe?”

      She saw Zuri in the crowd. Her friend looked at her with wide eyes, then rushed through the crowd of people, hurrying toward her.

      “Where’s Roland?” X’odia asked. Zuri looked around frantically. Her hands were shaking. Her pupils small.

      “I-I don’t know,” she stuttered. She held her hands in front of her and turned sharply, looking for Roland.

      Handfuls of people surrounded them, people X’odia had noticed from time to time, going to and from the inn, along with people she’d never seen before.

      Despite Navar’s command not to put the fire out, emergency task forces were already attempting to call water and settle the blaze. Not everyone in the city had heard his order, and even if they had, not everyone would be convinced by such a command.

      Only a monster could think a person deserved to be burned alive.

      Knowing Roland was one for heroics, X’odia looked to the task forces, expecting to find him pushing himself in and offering help.

      Zuri clung to her. At some point, she wrapped her fingers around her wrists. Her breathing sounded shallow and fast.

      “He’s not here,” X’odia said.

      She pried Zuri’s fingers from her and rushed inside. Her friend called after her, but she ignored her and pressed through the overwhelming fire.

      She’d felt the heat as soon as she’d landed in front of the inn. Now it seemed to be all over her, licking her skin, stroking her hair. She knew she wasn’t burning, but the flames were oppressive. She coughed as smoke filled her lungs.

      “Roland!” she yelled, covering her mouth with her sleeve. “Roland!”

      He didn’t answer. She hoped that meant he wasn’t there.

      She ran toward the stairwell anyway. Then up the steps. Down the hall. To their room.

      It was locked. She didn’t have time to look for their key. She called air, and shoved it toward the door. It flew off its hinges, knocking into the back of the room.

      She saw Roland in his bed. He was unconscious. He had to be.

      Surely, he couldn’t be sleeping through this.

      It didn’t cross her mind that there was any other possibility. He’d been poisoned. Cara had somehow figured out what room he was in and told the Redeemers. They’d done something to him to trap him inside.

      “Roland!” she yelled again. She shook him, but he didn’t respond.

      She grabbed his arms, trying to lift him. For all her commands over elements, she felt powerless now. He was bigger than her, and heavier, and she hadn’t the strength to lift him.

      “Help!” she screamed. She tried heaving him up again, but she only managed to drag him to the floor.

      “Help! Please, help!”

      She’d never known how loud fire could be. It drowned out her cries.

      “Help!”

      When it seemed no one was coming, X’odia fell to the floor, shielding Roland’s body. She thought she might be able to control air and have it lift him for her, but she feared what would happen if she lost control. She might break his neck. She might force smoke into his lungs.

      She might kill him.

      Cruel and uncaring, her mind threw her back into a memory. Her body, draped over Dravian’s. His life leaving him as she cried.

      “No!” she sobbed, pulling Roland to her lap. “No!”

      She called every element in her mind. She drew them in, fused them, bonded them together. It felt like her very soul was being ripped from her chest. All the power she had, all the strength in her bones, her veins, her blood, snapped out of her.

      She screamed. She cast everything she had, everything she was, out.

      The building exploded.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

          

          
            X’ODIA

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Debris flew into the air. It landed on other buildings. Through windows. On roofs.

      X’odia collapsed on Roland. Her single burst of raw force left her completely empty. She saw no auroras. Her mind was blank. Her body was paralyzed.

      She could still see. Her eyes took in the open sky above her.

      Open sky. Hadn’t there been seven stories at the inn?

      Their rooms had only been on the second.

      It took her a moment to process what she’d done.

      She’d blown five stories completely off. Most had disintegrated instantly. Anything above her had either turned to ash, frozen and shattered, or had been pressed up and out until it found something to stop its trajectory.

      Her body tingled as it regained feeling. The healing began running its course. She’d never experienced numbness like this. It was an odd sensation. The shackles the Elite had forced her into had kept her away from her elements, had made a phantom limb of them, but she’d never used them all together to the point of emptiness.

      Slowly, slowly, she closed her eyes and started to see tiny spots of color in her mind.

      Her elements were coming back. Just as her body was healing, so too were her auroras.

      The task force members ran up what remained of the steps and lifted her and Roland. They were shouting something at her, but she couldn’t hear them. The blast had taken most of her hearing too. Everything they said just sounded like distant noise.

      They deposited her and Roland outside, allowing healers to look them over. Zuri ran to them, crying and saying something over and over as she took each of their hands and kissed them.

      Others lay wounded on the ground. X’odia caught sight of some with head wounds, and blood spilling from cuts on their faces.

      She’d hurt people. Today, while trying to do the right thing, her power had been so strong that some had been caught within it. None of them looked dead, thankfully, but it still pained her, knowing they’d been harmed because of something she’d done.

      Regaining a semblance of control, X’odia turned her head, looking to Roland.

      He looked peaceful. X’odia, still not able to hear, tried to say something. She couldn’t tell if it came out as a whisper or a shout.

      “Is he alive?”

      The healers didn’t seem to hear her. They poked and prodded Roland and her, feeling for injuries, asking questions, calling small bits of lighting and looking into her eyes.

      One of them looked puzzled. They nudged another, pointing to X’odia.

      “Is he alive?” she asked again.

      Zuri met her frantic gaze, then looked to the healer. From the movement of her lips, X’odia could tell she’d repeated the question for her.

      Waiting for her answer seemed like the longest moment of her life.

      Roland had to be alive.

      He had to be alive.

      He had to be.

      When Zuri nodded yes, X’odia found she could move again. Her arm came up to her eyes. Her chest heaved.

      She reached for Roland’s hand, squeezed it, and quietly began to cry.

      Thank you, she thought, to whoever might be listening.

      Thank you.
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      The Treaty of Five had reconvened.

      Natalia resisted the urged to bite her nails. It was an old habit from childhood. It was also a habit a number of people had, which annoyed her.

      She didn’t like that she was weak enough to succumb to the very same things everyone else did. She was supposed to be better than that.

      Thankfully, her mother, the person who usually reprimanded her for such an act, had her back to her. Yvaine, as well as representatives of the Treaty of Five, including Edifor of Yendor, Vanessa of the Arctic, and Hedford of Theatia, gathered in Voradeen’s recently remodeled Assembly Hall.

      The room looked just as it had before the Attack of Fiends. The domed ceiling illuminated the half-circle chamber, which held rows and rows of seats and long, curved tables, with thrones settled at the bottom, and paintings hanging just behind them. It was both simple and ostentatious. The carpets were of the most luxurious fabrics and a deep, rich maroon, and the thrones were stately, with velvet lining the seats and backs, while the rest of the room was spacious and minimalistic. Aside from the old pieces of art, there was little else in the way of ornamentation.

      Aden looked small in his father’s old throne. As a future member of the Treaty of Five, his presence had been requested, and much to Natalia’s irritation, the rest of the Treaty’s members had insisted it be he who sat among their circle rather than her.

      Deciding whether to end the ban on Sadie is something that has long-lasting ramifications, Edifor had said. As such, I believe it wise to allow Aden the opportunity to give his opinion on the manner, as you will someday abdicate, Queen Regent. Your role is vital, of course, for urgent matters, but you understand I’m sure how this is something vital to the preservation of our continent?

      Natalia had smiled pleasantly, though she’d wanted to ring Edifor’s neck. She hated that man. He possessed all the same charm and charisma as Dorian, but when he spoke, it was always condescending and pointed, rather than endearing and convincing.

      This is a collection of many, she’d answered. I think it best if the many decides democratically.

      They’d put it to a vote. Edifor had thought Aden should represent Xenith, Hedford had agreed, and the representative for Prianthia, a woman named Elavara, had disagreed.

      That was no surprise to Natalia. Given how strongly the Prianthians wanted the trade ban to remain in place, they’d want to ensure another voice against ending it was present.

      Vanessa said she didn’t care. They told her she must cast her vote, and she said her vote was I don’t care.

      Yvaine was not formally a member of the Treaty, but rather a product of it. Her power as Mesidia’s recognized ruler meant she was accepted into the meeting, and her input would be acknowledged, but she didn’t hold as much sway as the rest of the attendees.

      That hadn’t kept her from adamantly insisting Natalia be given a seat at the table.

      In the end, everyone thought it was fair that Natalia could attend the meeting but decided she wasn’t allowed to speak at it.

      She was relegated to the role of listener.

      Shockingly, they all easily agreed to allow Peter into the meeting—also only as a listener.

      They somewhat misunderstood his role as correspondent. They thought he was supposed to take notes, then spin whatever they decided into a story people would love. They didn’t realize he was only supposed to relay a non-biased perspective to the public, a detail Natalia didn’t correct.

      Truth be told, she wanted Peter in the meeting. He and Nicolas, who stood in the row just behind her, felt like her only allies in the palace.

      She knew logically that either one of them could betray her. Nicolas could’ve lied when he said he didn’t speak of Gerard’s death during his questioning, and Peter could . . . well, Peter could be doing any number of things. Natalia had learned over the last few months that Peter was nothing if not unpredictable.

      Still, he felt like an ally.

      He could very well be the shape-shifter spy. So could Nicolas.

      Natalia had to extend trust to someone. Aside from her mother, they were the only two she felt she had even a sliver of that with.

      She certainly didn’t feel she had that with Vel.

      Thankfully, given the woman’s secret role, she wasn’t in attendance. Natalia was expected to take notes and provide them to her at their next meeting.

      Despite the dozens upon dozens of chairs in the hall and various levels, Peter plopped down in the seat directly beside Natalia. As the Treaty members settled into their seats at the bottom of the room, Peter nudged her, whispering conspiratorially, “If you had to choose, which one of them would you marry?”

      “What?”

      “Marry.” He put his blank notes down on the table in front of them and slouched in his chair.

      “I wouldn’t marry any of them.”

      “That’s why I said had to.”

      “Fine. Sir Avendar.”

      Peter rolled his eyes. Sir Avendar was one of the few knights guarding the room besides Nicolas. He was also strikingly handsome.

      “I meant from the snivel-fest, not the tasty treats protecting us.”

      “You should’ve been more specific then.”

      “I’d marry your mother.”

      Natalia gave him a flat stare.

      “Now, now, dear. Mind your manners.” He pointed a finger, tapping it aggressively in the air directly in front of her face. “Don’t look at your new father like that!”

      “If this is what your sister had to put up with, I think I owe her an apology.”

      Peter nudged her again, though it seemed to mark an end to the conversation, rather than a start to another.

      Below, the Treaty members, Aden, and the representative from Prianthia finally called for the meeting to start.

      The knights manning the doors ensured they were locked.

      “I believe we’ve all received a copy of Ambassador Dorian’s letter?” Edifor said. Given his country’s placement between the East and West, and his stately manner, he seemed to be the unofficial leader of the group.

      The other attendees nodded or held up their copies. Natalia and Peter had their own as well. Natalia made to pull hers from a satchel she’d brought, but Peter already had his out and slid it between them to share.

      She gave him a nod of thanks. He smiled back, leaning over the document and studying it as Edifor read.

      “It is with great horror that I write to you today, though I must convey what I have witnessed while it is fresh in my mind.

      “Dietrich Haroldson attempted to assassinate his brother, King Abaddon. The attempt took place during an execution in Sovereignty’s coliseum. As one of King Abaddon’s guests, I was seated in the viewing box directly beside his, along with Anastasia Verkev. The Prianthian ruler came to provide aid during the king’s disappearance a few weeks before, and as a thank-you for her quick show of concern, she was welcomed into the city.

      “Her reports will confirm what I have witnessed. The people being executed were Redeemers, a group who is believed to be behind the death of Pasha Verkev, Anastasia’s brother, as well as many other attempts on the Verkevs, and the rulers of Sadie.

      “Before today, I would not have believed that Dietrich Haroldson was associated with the group. He has long been known to hunt them, though when the execution was taking place, he broke through the coliseum’s dome with his dragon and attempted to free the prisoners.

      “After cutting several of them down, he flew to the king’s viewing box and attempted to kill Abaddon, before flying off on the dragon.

      “He was last seen on that day, flying out of the city. The Dividing Wall has been warned that he and the dragon may cross over its towns.

      “Knowing all of this, I cannot help but wonder if it was on the Redeemers’ orders that Dietrich killed the Laighless family. Abaddon, the day before the execution, confessed to me that Dietrich had brought him the Dagger months before, but that he hadn’t seen him since. He continues to insist he had no knowledge of Dietrich’s plans to kill the Laighless family, and that he would not have accepted the Dagger, had he known Dietrich came to have it through nefarious acts.

      “Still, it is because of the Dagger that Abaddon breaths today. His wounds should have killed him, but the Dagger has kept him alive. I pray he wakes soon, as I fear what more Dietrich and the Redeemers might do while he is incapacitated.

      “Though it is not my place to advise, I must insist that the trade ban with Sadie be lifted. It is clear to me that Dietrich Haroldson has acted against the throne and in no way should be associated with King Abaddon’s rule, no more than all of Xenith should be held responsible for what Gwenivere did to Gerard.

      “I will send more updates as I have them. For now, peace to all of you.”

      Natalia felt her heart stutter.

      Dorian had written a separate, private letter to her. He’d told her that he believed she was telling the truth regarding Anastasia’s involvement with the Redeemers, but that she couldn’t allow the trade ban to continue any longer.

      I believe Anastasia came to Sadie, he’d written, to try and usurp Abaddon’s throne. The timing of her arrival after the Redeemers’ attack aligns with what you’ve told me.

      Whether there’s a spy in Xenith or not, rest assured: Anastasia will do nothing for as long as I have her in Sovereignty.

      Natalia wanted to believe him. In all her life, he was the only person who she truly trusted. When he set his mind on something, he pursued it with a passion. He was principled, clever, and caring.

      That didn’t stop her from being afraid. Anastasia might be in Sadie, separated from her family, and the other Verkevs might be back in Prianthia, but she couldn’t keep a tingling from creeping down her spine.

      Azar had confessed there was a spy in their midst. He’d confirmed it. If the Treaty decided to end the trade ban, and Anastasia blamed her, Natalia couldn’t help but fear the woman would find a way to send her killer anyway.

      Not that Natalia had any power to stop the embargo from lifting.

      The other members had been for it months and months ago, when Yvaine had first escaped and told them all what’d happened. Only Natalia had known she’d been lying, but her mother was convincing, and it’d been imperative at the time that Sadie be held accountable.

      Now there was no reason to keep the ban. Yvaine knew it, but she wasn’t officially a member of the Treaty of Five. She was their puppet. Her reign was given to her through the rest of them. She had some influence over their decisions, but not much.

      Natalia, sitting beside Peter, had none.

      She lifted her nails to her mouth, allowing herself the temporary indulgence. Aden sat in his throne, as stoic as a child could be, but if the adults in the room insisted ending the trade ban was for the best, Natalia doubted he’d have any reason to resist.

      Elavara, the representative from Prianthia, spoke first.

      “On behalf of the Verkevs, I have been asked to say that while Anastasia can confirm she witnessed the assassination attempt, she was not present for the conversation between Dorian and Abaddon regarding the Dagger. She, as well as the rest of the Verkevs, do not believe he was unaware of how Sadie came to have the Dagger.”

      “Why would Dietrich give him the Dagger only to try and kill him?” Vanessa asked. Her voice was rich and deep, and though Elavara seemed a rigid woman, she was small compared to the tall baroness.

      “I think this is one of those times,” Edifor said, “where the simplest conclusion might be correct: Dietrich is working for the Redeemers. Reports along the Diving Wall have indicated a strong presence of the group there, and Aden, I believe you’ve received reports about them popping up here as well?”

      Aden’s eyes widened. He took a moment to think, then gave a quiet nod.

      “In Riverdee too,” Hedford added. “Did you read the printings from this morning?”

      “No,” Aden answered.

      Edifor pushed up the spectacles he wore and reached for the paper the commandant had slapped onto the table.

      “Well,” Edifor said, holding it up for the others. “It appears Navar, the leader of the Redeemers, has made his first public appearance. He made an announcement in Riverdee saying he and his followers do not claim responsibility for Dietrich Haroldson’s actions.

      “He says a lot of other things as well . . .”

      He lowered his head until his glasses fell down his nose, then gave a very pointed, very amused look at Yvaine.

      “He claims you have control over fiends.”

      She laughed.

      “Easterners tell the best stories.”

      Elavara’s nose wrinkled, but Commandant Hedford chuckled.

      I did launch an attack on Stonewall, Natalia remembered her mother confessing. I did almost kill Roland Laighless, and I was after the Dagger.

      After meeting Otto, and hearing his cynicism toward nobility, Natalia imagined he was the exact kind of person who’d believe Navar’s stories. The ruler of the Redeemers wasn’t wrong about the deception of nobles. She could see why people would be inclined to trust him.

      Not that Natalia was going to break her role as listener to mention that.

      “No one is claiming responsibility for Dietrich’s actions, then?” Elavara said.

      “It would appear not.” Edifor slid the printing back to Hedford.

      “Then we proceed with caution,” Elavara continued. “We have gone this long without Sadie’s goods. The only reason their king is alive is because he called on the Dagger’s auroras. Between a small cult and an immortal king, I know who I’m inclined to believe is more capable of wielding deception.”

      “And the people of Sadie?” Vanessa said. “Even if Abaddon is the enemy, his people are not.”

      “Their goods certainly aren’t the enemy,” Hedford said. “I’m not sure how it’s been for the rest of your countries, but Theatia is suffering without them.”

      Quietly, they all mumbled their agreement.

      Beside Natalia, Peter offered her something under their table.

      “A flask?” she whispered. She was about to scold him, then pulled her nails from her teeth and considered. “What’s in it?”

      He grinned and unscrewed the top.

      “How about you take a sip and find out for yourself?”

      Ensuring no one was looking, Natalia lifted one of her notes up, pretended she was reading, then took a swig.

      It burned.

      It hurt going down her throat.

      It was wonderful.

      Grimacing as quietly as possible, she handed the flask back. Peter took his own swig, then screwed the top back on and returned it to his pocket.

      “An ambassador from Tiador is arriving soon,” Yvaine said. Natalia perked up, wishing she’d paid attention to whatever had landed them on that topic.

      “They insist they didn’t have anything to do with the collapse of the border town,” her mother continued, nodding to Aden. “Sources who witnessed the event can’t confirm this, but it can’t be disproven either. However, I think all of you remember the kind of tactics the Tiadorians used during the War of Fire.”

      The others nodded their agreement.

      “The Queen Regent and I will be meeting with the ambassador soon. Before making any decisions regarding the trade ban, perhaps it’s best we wait and see what possible negotiations we can establish with them. If there are other places we can gain resources from, then the situation with Sadie no longer becomes as pressing.”

      The others spoke on the merits of the suggestion.

      This was it. Her mother had brilliantly come up with a way to keep the trade ban in place—at least for now, while Natalia had no say or sway in the decision—while still implying there was a chance it could end eventually.

      It was just the chance she needed. Though she’d often wondered how much her mother could be relied on, she was relieved now she’d confessed to her the hold Anastasia had over her and thus, over Xenith.

      Waiting for the Treaty members to decide, Natalia held her palm out to Peter. Without even looking her way, he pulled the flask from his pocket and handed it back over.

      “When is this meeting?” Edifor asked.

      “Aden doesn’t know the exact date,” Yvaine answered, nodding to the king. He nodded back, giving her permission to speak for him. “He and the Queen Regent are still solidifying a few details before the ambassador’s arrival, but they’ll be here soon enough that it makes sense for you all to stay and attend yourselves. I think it’s safe to say we all have an invested interest in the outcome of that meeting.”

      Elavara sat back. “I have the farthest to travel, so I will not stay. But I agree to this idea. I think it’s wise to see if we can establish trade elsewhere, rather than relying on the Sadiyans.”

      “It’s cold.” Vanessa shrugged. “My mother has things under control in the Arctic, and my siblings can watch my land while I’m away. I am in no hurry to return home during the winter.”

      “Neither am I,” Edifor said. “I agree to this.”

      They turned to the commandant, waiting for his answer.

      “Tiador is closer to Theatia than Sadie is,” Hedford said. “If we can get the same kinds of goods from them that we used to get from the Sadiyans, then I agree to the plan. If we don’t, though, the trade ban ends.”

      “Your condition has been noted,” Yvaine said. “It’s final then. We keep the trade ban in place until the meeting with Tiador’s ambassador.”
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      Natalia’s mother had given her a chance, and she wasn’t going to waste it.

      She politely said her goodbyes to the Treaty members as the meeting adjourned. Yvaine gave her a knowing nod as she left.

      Natalia had been right before, thinking she had not only Peter and Nicolas as allies, but her mother as well. Despite her shortcomings, Yvaine was the only real person Natalia could unveil everything to.

      It wasn’t just the meeting that’d proven that. When her mother had promised she’d get rumors to the printings, she’d done so. When Natalia had needed help after being injured, Yvaine had nursed her back to health. Perhaps nursed wasn’t the correct word. Her mother had given her a concoction of deadly potions, after all.

      Still, she’d helped Natalia when she’d needed it.

      She’d looked after her in the days following as well.

      The aftershocks of saving Yvaine had been detrimental to the continent, but Natalia was not remorseful she’d done whatever she could to save her. The woman was a raging menace, and because of that, she’d managed to enact change in Mesidia. Once the civil disputes ended, their people would finally be recognized as the country’s true rulers.

      I owe her more respect, Natalia thought. She has fought tooth and nail to stand where she does today.

      When the Treaty members left and all the knights but Sir Nicolas remained, Natalia called to Peter, bidding him to stay.

      “Must I?” he said, his voice purposefully whiny. “I was really looking forward to doing anything else.”

      “I believe you will want to be present for this next meeting,” she said. “It’s with your brother.”

      Peter tilted his head. “William?”

      “Unless you have another brother I’m unaware of, then yes.”

      He smiled, but it seemed hesitant.

      Before he could say anything else, William shuffled in. He was a bit disheveled, his hair messy and his stubble running down his jaw and neck. He wore clothing that was fine enough for their meeting, but not all the buttons were done on his shirt, and his jacket was wrinkled, as though it hadn’t been hung since the last cold season.

      Natalia nodded to him as he entered. He clapped his brother on the back good-naturedly, but the confidence in his gait was not matched by Peter.

      The younger al’Murtagh seemed to sense that this was not going to go well.

      “Hello, William,” Natalia said. “Sir Nicolas, you may close the door.”

      “I thought Vel would be here,” William said, settling himself into Aden’s throne. Natalia kept her seat from the Treaty’s meeting, and thus found herself above him, while Peter, who’d been about to leave before she called him back, stood awkwardly a few feet from the door.

      He had the good sense to wince at his brother’s reply. He’d not been made aware of Vel’s title as spymaster, but he was smart enough to recognize she had a higher position than scribe.

      He also knew that William—who’d not been formally invited to any meetings—shouldn’t even have contact with Vel.

      William had no tact. No intelligence. He was a complete and utter buffoon.

      “She’s been called away,” Natalia lied. “It’s no matter. Peter will act as scribe.”

      She gave a nod to Peter, who walked back to one of the Assembly Hall’s seats and pulled out his notes.

      William, alone in the room’s front, looked more like a child in the throne than Aden had.

      “I don’t want to attend unless she’s here,” he said.

      “Aden has requested this meeting happen, so it will happen.” Natalia was not harsh with her tone, but she was firm. Nicolas, still be the room’s door, met the glance William gave him.

      You’re not leaving, his eyes seemed to say.

      William acquiesced.

      “Fine. Why am I here?”

      “Because you’ve been spreading unfounded rumors.”

      He scoffed. “I’ve been spreading unfounded rumors? Really, me? That’s rich, coming from you.”

      “Did you, or did you not, inform a woman named Arielle—a woman you enjoy calling princess, given her likeness to Gwenivere, your unrequited love—that there were Sadiyan children being mistreated in our squire program?”

      William swallowed. His skin instantly turned a shade of scarlet, and his eyes darted to Peter.

      To his credit, Peter didn’t react. He sat with ink ready, fulfilling his role as scribe. His expression didn’t confirm or deny that it was he who’d revealed William’s secret attraction to Gwenivere.

      Natalia, of course, hadn’t needed to include that detail. She’d certainly not needed to pour salt in it by embarrassing him and revealing the nickname he had for Arielle.

      She didn’t need to, but she wanted to. William would get worked up, as he was currently doing, and the more worked up he got, the more indignant he’d become. When he grew indignant, he’d grow careless, and the more careless he was, the more likely he’d be to admit what Natalia knew he’d been doing.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he finally answered. His grip on the throne’s arms was tight.

      “Really?” Natalia said. “That’s not what Arielle told me.”

      “She’s a bar wench. She’ll say anything for a bit of coin and attention.”

      “I didn’t give her any coin.”

      He shrugged. “Guess she just likes to make up stories, then.”

      “Why would she do that? Does she make up stories when you force her to sit on your lap? Does she make up stories when you go to visit her every week and pretend she’s Gwenivere?”

      “I don’t force her to do anything.”

      “But you do visit her.”

      William scowled.

      Natalia didn’t say anything. Peter didn’t say anything. Nicolas, guarding the door, was a statue for all he spoke and moved.

      The silence stretched. And stretched. And stretched. Natalia had nowhere she had to be for over an hour. She’d make the silence stretch as long as it needed to.

      William would talk.

      His will was weaker than hers.

      “She’s just a bar wench,” he said again. “That’s all.”

      “And the story about Sadiyans? Initially the story was that the Sadiyan squires were being mistreated. Then the story was that it was all a lie, and it was just a Sadiyan girl trying to ruin a knight’s reputation for coin. Another girl just making up stories for coin, hm?”

      “I don’t know those stories.”

      “Really? You haven’t even heard of them?”

      “I’ve heard of them.” He sniffed and crossed his legs with feigned casualness. “I don’t know much about them, though.”

      “Are you sure? Are you sure you didn’t hear these stories and then pass them on?”

      He shrugged again. “I didn’t pass anything on.”

      Natalia waited. She knew William was lying. Everyone in the room knew he was lying. He wasn’t good at it, and the constant switching of crossed legs, along with the lack of thinking he gave before answering each question, told Natalia all she needed.

      “You’ve never passed along any information you’ve heard from anyone here at the palace? You’ve never been told something, or overheard something, and shared it with Arielle?”

      William shook his head emphatically. “Nope.”

      Natalia gave a venomous smile. “It pleases me to hear this, William.” She reached into her satchel and pulled out a parchment. She nodded to Nicolas, who crossed the room to fetch it from her and hand it to William.

      “I was greatly concerned when Aden decided to send you to Tiador,” she said. “I had my reservations about your ability to keep secrets, but it seems you’re very trustworthy indeed. I can sleep well a night, once you’re sent off, knowing you won’t reveal a thing about Xenith’s politics to our potential enemies.”

      William looked over the paper. Peter, still silent, visibly paled.

      I’m sorry, Natalia thought. I hope you’ll understand.

      “I’m not going to Tiador,” William said. He stood up and shoved the paper into Nicolas’s chest. The knight wasn’t as stocky as the royal, but he was taller, and more combat proficient. He gave William a warning glance as he took the paper back.

      “Oh, but you are,” Natalia replied. “Aden is the king, and he has decreed it.”

      “Fine. I’m not trustworthy. I will talk.” William walked forward, pointing an accusing finger toward her. “I did tell Arielle all those things. I’m the one who broke that story.”

      “What story?” she said. “I thought there was no story.”

      “The squire program,” he said. He practically puffed out his chest, and Natalia felt a pang of sadness for Peter, that all his performing to keep his brother safe was unraveling.

      “Do elaborate.”

      “A Sadiyan girl said she was being mistreated,” he said. “Then it was found out that she was only saying things to try and ruin the reputation of one of the knights. That’s how the Sadiyans are. They’re all like that. They’re just trying to steal from us. They don’t care at all that it was the West that freed them.”

      “The West didn’t free them,” Natalia corrected. “They freed themselves. And I don’t think any one nation should be given praise for doing the decent thing.”

      “You’re working with them, so of course you’d think so.” He’d raised his voice. Peter had fallen back in his seat, his eyes downcast.

      “I’m working with them?” Natalia said, holding a hand to her chest.

      “You. Roland. Aden. Dorian. You’re all in on it.”

      “Who told you all this?”

      “Vel. She’s the only honest one here. She’s told me all the secrets in this place. All the things you try to cover up.”

      “I see.” Natalia stood from her seat, walked over to Nicolas, and took the paper. She handed it back to William, and when he refused to take it, she folded it up and passed it to Peter.

      “Thank you, for revealing your source,” she said. “I’d already determined it; I just wanted to confirm you’re as big of an idiot as I thought.”

      William’s brows drew. He opened his mouth to retort, but she pressed on.

      “Did you know there are logs for every meeting?” Natalia said. “Did you think I wouldn’t already know that every time Vel met with Peter in your chambers, Peter would leave before her? Did you think I wouldn’t notice that every week, you talk with her for over an hour, then go get drunk at a tavern and loosen your tongue?

      “The Sadiyan girl? The one trying to ruin one of our knights? She doesn’t exist. These rumors are unfounded, and the only reason you believe them is because of the hatred you’ve formed for Sadiyans. I understand why you’d be angry with them, but it takes a stupid man to blame thousands for the actions of one. And that’s what you are, William: stupid. You’re stupid for not seeing how Vel manipulated you. You’re stupid for not sensing that Arielle only tolerates you because of her employer. And you’re stupid for thinking you have any say at all in whether you go to Tiador.

      “You’ve made it clear you don’t respect the hospitality you’ve been given by King Aden, and you don’t care about what happens to Xenith.

      “You will be sent to Tiador as collateral when their ambassador is here. Luckily for us, despite how much you run your mouth, you don’t actually know anything of import. You can prattle on all you want to the Tiadorians, but you aren’t going to reveal anything detrimental, and more likely than not, you’ll drive them all to either drink, consume potions, or maim you or themselves, all so they can rid themselves of your annoyance.

      “Now, all of that said, pack your bags, and say goodbye to your brother. Whether or not you return depends on your behavior there and what transpires with their ambassador. I suggest you mind your tongue if you wish to keep it.”

      She folded her hands in front of her, and Nicolas opened the door.

      William fumed. His breaths were heavy and loud. His lips curled in. His chin jutted.

      He looked to Peter, as though he expected his brother to come to his defense or say something silly or funny to somehow change his fate. When Peter only met him with sullen eyes, William turned to Nicolas, seeming to think through how big of a risk it would be to pick a fight with him or come after Natalia.

      When no one said anything, he balled up his fists, cursed, and stormed out.

      Nicolas closed the door behind him.

      The feeling of anger lingered.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Peter asked.

      Natalia calmed herself, softening her voice.

      “William knew you were serving as the palace’s correspondent,” she said. “I think the better question is why didn’t he trust you enough to talk through these rumors, instead of running off and sharing them with random tavern women?”

      “You know why he doesn’t trust me.”

      All cheer and jest had left him.

      “He blames you, still? For your parents’ death?”

      Peter laughed bitterly. “What do you think?”

      “I’m asking you.”

      “Yes. Yes, he blames me. He rightfully blames me, because when you told me all you wanted to do was send a goodbye letter to your mother, I believed you and told you where my family was keeping her. If I’d not said anything, none of them would’ve been killed.

      “You think he’s ever going to say that though? I’ve hated myself every day for that mistake, and William knows it. He hates me too, but I’m his brother. I’m all he has left.”

      Peter angrily wiped an errant tear from his cheek.

      He stood suddenly, his movements near manic, and he began stuffing things back into his pack.

      “If he gets hurt,” he said, “I won’t forgive you. Not this time.”

      “If William gets hurt, it’ll be his own fault,” she countered. It was the wrong thing to say—Peter’s glare told her it was the wrong thing to say—but for once in her life, she didn’t think before she replied. Peter was angry at her, and she didn’t want him to be. She’d wanted him to see what a spectacle his brother was, and what a mess he was making.

      Surely, he understood how much William needed to be put in his place.

      “He betrayed the crown,” she continued, “and the confidence of kings when he spread those rumors.”

      “And Vel?” Peter quipped. “She’s the one who started those rumors. If she said all of that, why isn’t she being punished?”

      “I will speak with Vel. It’s possible she fed false rumors to multiple people to see who would talk. It’s possible she has other reasons for why she did what she did. I intend to find that out.”

      Peter threw his bag onto his seat. “You think she set my brother up?”

      “No,” Natalia said, holding her hands up and drawing the word out. “I’m merely stating possibilities. As I said, I intend to find out why she did this and bring that information to Aden. I won’t allow this to stand. And Peter, I’m sure nothing will happen to William. This is all just to help him.”

      “Help him?”

      “Yes, help him. Do you think it does him any good to say things about entire groups of people? To spread those hateful, unjust thoughts simply because he’s in pain?”

      “His pain is justified.”

      “His pain, yes.” Natalia lifted her chin. “His hate, no.”

      Peter scowled, looking more like his brother. Strange, how the two didn’t share that strong of a resemblance until they were both angry. It was something about the tick at the corner of their lips. The way they shook their heads. Natalia couldn’t place it, but it saddened her that she’d brought it out.

      “You know that’s not him,” Peter said. “You’ve known us our whole lives. You know that’s not really who he is.”

      “No Peter. That is him now. You just don’t see it. Yes, I’ve known you both your whole lives. Yes, I remember how he used to be. I’ve also seen how he’s changed. You don’t. You can’t see it, because you’re his brother. You want to believe he’s still the man who taught you cards, how to swim and to hunt. You’re refusing to see the way his hatred is rotting him out.”

      She took a step forward. “You don’t see what he’s become, because you’re too busy blaming yourself. For as long as you do that, he can keep being your perfect big brother.”

      Peter’s eyes reddened. Natalia thought she got through to him. The words weren’t easy, but what’d happened to the al’Murtaghs and the Laighlesses truly hadn’t been Peter’s fault. It wasn’t fair that he’d had to bear the weight of his brother’s unspoken anger, nor was it fair that he’d bent to the burden of guilt when he’d wrongfully assigned it in the first place.

      His throat bobbed, and when she thought he might say something, he instead shook his head, threw his pack over his shoulder, and hurried toward the door. Nicolas opened it for him, then shut it as he left.

      Natalia stood there, biting her nails.

      The room suddenly felt both too large, and entirely too small.

      “I suppose we have a bit of a break in our day now,” she said to Nicolas. She cleared her throat and dropped her hand. “Let’s make the most of it, shall we?”

      She sat back in one of the chairs, pulled out her notes, and began reading through them. Nicolas, despite usually standing at a distance, came over, and sat in the seat beside her.

      They didn’t speak. They hardly moved.

      When the clock Natalia kept in her satchel chimed, she gathered her things, smoothed down her skirts, and made her way to her next meeting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

          

          
            ROLAND

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Waking up was a thing done in moments.

      Roland woke up over days.

      The first time, he thought he was in the grips of death throes. He was both numb and in pain.

      People around him were screaming. There was a fire. Zuri was there. X’odia was too, but she wasn’t above him, like everyone else. She was beside him.

      Was she dying with him?

      When he woke again, he remembered everything smelling too strong. He’d vomited. He was alive then. He didn’t feel alive. He felt tired and cold.

      Someone with strong arms and large hands lifted him. He couldn’t breathe. Vomit filled his mouth, but he couldn’t get it out. The person turned him, so the vomit landed on the floor.

      Adrenaline made him more aware. He was in a hospital. Lots of people were in beds around him, some with burns, others with gashes across their heads.

      The wakefulness faded. He was hungry, but not for food. He was cold, but sweat lined his body. It made his clothes smell and his blanket wet.

      He was dizzy. Sight became blurry.

      Was he dying? Was he finally going to join his family in the afterlife?

      Root, he thought. I need Root.

      Zuri was there again. Her hazel eyes watched him, scared. She helped the man who held him—a healer, Roland gathered—and soothed him back into bed.

      Roland looked around. He remembered flashes of X’odia beside him before, but where was she now? She wasn’t in a hospital bed.

      She heals, he reminded himself. She won’t need help.

      He fell asleep.
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      “How’re you feeling?”

      It seemed Roland had been asked that question a thousand times.

      Zuri was the one who’d spoken.

      He wasn’t in the hospital anymore. Looking around, he spotted a bed and a small circular table with uneven legs. Four wooden chairs surrounded it. A painting of a Sadiyan flower hung along a wall. A trunk lay at the bed’s foot, and a door to his side led to what he imagined was a washroom.

      Zuri was making something. Tea, he thought, from the smell. It seemed spicier than he was used to. Mesidian tea never had such a scent.

      “Fine,” he answered. He stepped toward the table and pulled out a chair. He stared at the hand he’d extended.

      It was thin. Thinner than he remembered it being. It didn’t look like his hand.

      Before Zuri could answer him, he walked over to what he’d correctly assumed to be the washroom, and he found a small mirror.

      Someone had shaved him. It highlighted how sunken his face looked. His hair had been cut, making even his neck seem slimmer.

      It wasn’t as bad as Cara. His muscles hadn’t completely vanished. His shoulders might still be considered stocky.

      He just wasn’t what he’d been mere weeks before.

      Collecting himself, he walked back to the other space and returned to the chair he’d pulled out.

      “Where are we?” he asked. Zuri handed him a cup. It was small, and when he went to grab it, his fingers trembled. He pulled his sleeve down and returned his hand to his lap, pretending he noticed the steam coming off the tea and thought it best to let it cool.

      “My home.” She delicately sipped her own tea. “You must’ve forgotten. I explained it multiple times when we left the hospital.”

      “Sorry,” he mumbled. “I felt like I was . . . outside myself, until just a few moments before.”

      “That’s normal. What the healers gave you was strong. A lot of patients express similar feelings of disorientation.”

      Roland tucked his hands on either side of himself, suddenly cold.

      “Can you . . .” He cleared his throat, unsure which knot in his mind he wanted to untangle first. “Can you treat me like I’ve been in a coma? I can’t seem to remember anything since . . .”

      He fought to pull out his last clear memory. It hurt. His mind felt too large, and attempting to concentrate only served to press needles into his skull.

      “X’odia,” he finally said. “I remember talking to X’odia, before she went to try and find Cara.”

      Zuri’s stare made him nervous, the crease between her brows deep and her mouth downcast. Her hair was wrapped in her usual colorful scarves, but he wondered, were she to take it out, if he’d find newly greyed strands.

      “That’s quite a bit further back than I was expecting,” she admitted. “Um . . . well, X’odia had gotten some wealth and cures from the Redeemers. Since Cara was gone, and she’d been unsuccessful in finding her, that meant we only had to watch Dar and Callum. I thought things were starting to look up. We were both not having to work as much, and we were finally able to get some sleep.”

      She eyed Roland, studying him.

      No, not studying.

      Scrutinizing.

      He looked away, then grabbed the teacup with both hands, not bothering to blow on it before taking a drink.

      “Cara apparently went back to the Redeemers to get more Root, or they found her, I don’t know.” Zuri rubbed her forehead. “I knew she was desperate, but I hadn’t realized . . . anyway, she told them where we were, and they burned down the inn. We think they poisoned you. You were unresponsive when X’odia found you. We thought you were dead.”

      Roland shook his head and let out a disbelieving chuckle.

      “Light, I don’t remember any of that.”

      He scratched his thigh, finished his tea, then set the cup back on the table. Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, he looked to Zuri. He was still disconcerted by the strange way she watched him.

      “Where’s X’odia?”

      Zuri finally glanced away. “She’s in the bell tower district. The one with ten bells.”

      “Waiting for announcements?”

      Zuri licked her lips. “Something like that.”

      A thought occurred to Roland. “And this place?”

      “My home,” Zuri repeated, thinking he’d forgotten again. “Remember? I told you just a few moments ago.”

      “I remember.” He sat back. His hands still trembled. Beneath the table, he couldn’t seem to keep his feet from bouncing. “I’m wondering how you came by this place. You said the Dusty Boot burned down, right? I thought your home was your room there.”

      “I stayed there, for the convenience. This place is halfway across the city. I didn’t want to walk that far every day, especially given how early and how late some of our shifts were.”

      “So you’ve had this place for a while?”

      Zuri’s lips tightened. “For a while, yes.”

      Roland rubbed his nose. His body felt too tense, too energized. He rolled his shoulders, wishing he could feel settled. “You’ve had this place the whole time we’ve known each other?”

      “What does that matter?”

      “I thought the whole reason I was working myself to the bone was because we had to pay for Dar’s and Callum’s rooms.” He leaned forward. “Am I misremembering that?”

      “This place is mine,” she said. “I paid for it with my own coin. I wasn’t going to let those bastards ruin my one little corner of safety.”

      “But you’d let it ruin me?” Roland was gripping the table now, wanting something to squeeze, something to press his energy into.

      Zuri leaned back. Away from him, he realized.

      Scared.

      “I don’t need to defend this decision to you,” she said. “I already had to run away once in my life, and I did it with nothing. This time, I made sure that if I ever had to run again, I wouldn’t have to survive off scraps. This place is mine. Mine. You have no right to insist I should’ve used it to house those monsters.”

      “No, you just thought it best to kill them.”

      Zuri’s chair screeched. She stood, then paced, her hands in fists at her sides. “These last few months, I did everything I could to help that girl. I gave up hours and hours of my life, and most of my earnings, to buy her cures, and it was for nothing. We housed those guards for nothing. The inn is gone, and I don’t have a job, and it’s a good thing, Rory—a good thing!—that I had the foresight to prepare for something to go wrong, because if I didn’t, I’d have no place to sleep. I’d have no way to earn coin.”

      “You were selfish,” he said, staring up at her.

      “Selfish?”

      “Yes, selfish!” He slammed his fist into the table.

      She flinched.

      His nostrils flared. He folded his hands back over his chest, attempting to calm himself.

      “You thought all of that was happening just to you?” he continued. “You didn’t think X’odia and I were struggling too?”

      “I didn’t say that⁠—”

      “You’re the one who insisted you come with me. I remember that, Zuri. I told you to stay with X’odia, and you insisted on running through the city so you could play hero. Then, when you got tired of playing, you wanted to slit everyone’s throats and go back to being a simple bar wench.”

      Zuri grabbed her cup, and Roland ducked as she raised it.

      She shouted, then threw the cup at the floor.

      “I came from nothing!” she yelled, tears flooding her cheeks. “Yet I managed to pick up the pieces and make something of myself. You were a fucking prince, Roland. You had everything, and you ended up in the same spot as me. What’s that make you?”

      She sobbed, and her eyes bore into him. When he didn’t look away, she grabbed a rag from the back of a chair and crouched down, attempting to clean up the broken cup.

      Roland’s jaw ached. What was wrong with him? Why had he said those things? He was mad at Zuri for keeping this place a secret from him, but that didn’t mean she deserved the things he’d said. She didn’t deserve his condemnation or belittlement.

      Attempting to calm his shaking hands, he slowly crouched down beside her and started picking up the tiny, shattered pieces.

      “Stop,” Zuri protested. “Just stop.”

      Roland didn’t stop. He quietly continued.

      “I didn’t mean that,” he said. “I shouldn’t have said it.”

      “No, you shouldn’t have.” Her voice sounded pathetic, and she seemed to know it. She lifted her arm up and tried to wipe at her face. Her hands were full of broken ceramic.

      “You didn’t deserve that.”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      He shifted, reaching for the pieces that’d scattered further from the rest.

      “That’s not what I think of you,” he insisted. “I’m upset to find out you kept this from X’odia and me, but that doesn’t justify what I said. I don’t even believe that. Really, Zuri, I don’t believe that. You’re a good person. You’re admirable. I think nothing but the world of you. I was trying to hurt you, even though that’s . . . that’s the last thing I’ve ever wanted to do.”

      His voice broke. Zuri finally raised her eyes to meet his. She seemed surprised, and Roland realized that while tears hadn’t spilled from his own eyes, his face had fallen, and she’d seen it.

      That wasn’t supposed to happen. He wasn’t supposed to rage like a fiend or make his friends feel unsafe.

      He wasn’t supposed to fall apart, either.

      A pillar. He was supposed to be a pillar. When they cried, he was the one they clung too. When they needed a shoulder, he offered his freely. He was meant to protect. Meant to help. Meant to support.

      That’s what he did. He provided.

      Breaking down like this, crumbling apart. . . .

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered again, then bolted up, depositing the pieces he’d collected onto the table. He didn’t turn to look at her. Instead, he rushed to the door and walked out.

      It took him a moment to gain his bearings. He took a ragged breath. His throat hurt from forcing everything down, down, down.

      Surprised by the bite of the air, he pressed his hands into his pockets, then headed back to what was left of the Dusty Boot.

      He hardly paid attention to his surroundings while he walked. He only wanted to find the inn. Just the inn. Only the inn. His thoughts were starting to bombard him, the guilt of how he’d treated Zuri, the horrible thing he’d let out. It filled him with shame. He wasn’t that man. He wasn’t that despicable creature.

      He needed to force it down. He needed to still his thoughts. It was better when he didn’t have thoughts. It was better.

      Minutes or hours passed. He didn’t know. He was standing in front of what used to be the Dusty Boot. The remains were sectioned off by storm barricades, and people walked past, chatting about the rumors they’d heard of the place’s destruction.

      There was still a staircase, though it stopped at the second level. Everything above that had been completely demolished. It was such an intense amount of destruction that Roland couldn’t quite grapple with how the Redeemers could have done it.

      Hardening himself, he glanced around, making sure no one was watching, then pushed aside the barricades, sauntering through the rubble.

      Careful not to let anything break beneath his feet, he made his way to what had previously been his and X’odia’s room. Bits of furniture still remained, but in pieces, some of which were now sitting on the street below.

      He dropped to his knees and pulled his hands from his pockets. Brushing aside dust and ash and lifting up bits of rubble, he searched for his pouch.

      “Rory?”

      Roland turned. Zuri was there. She’d tossed on a coat and cloak to combat the chill, and a scarf lay draped over her neck.

      “I was looking for . . .” He brushed his hands through his hair. It was wet, though it hadn’t been raining.

      “Rory?” Zuri stepped forward, careful to keep the bottom of her cloak from snagging on the rubble. “The Redeemers didn’t poison you, did they?”

      “Why did you follow me?” he asked, avoiding the question. “I said such awful things to you.”

      “You were only released from the hospital today. I wasn’t going to let you wander out by yourself.”

      She cautiously approached him. She lifted the cloak up as she joined him on the ground. Only the bottom of her boots would bear remnants of this visit, but his hands and knees and the sleeves of his shirt were all covered in ash.

      When Zuri lifted her hand, she wiped gently at his hair.

      There was ash there too, then.

      “When you were in the hospital,” she said, “I wouldn’t leave your side. They kept telling me to go home, but I was terrified that a healer working for the Redeemers would kill you. I was sure they’d try. I thought, ‘They’ll realize they failed to kill him at the inn, so they’ll try to finish the job now.’ But they didn’t poison you that day, did they?”

      Roland squeezed his eyes shut. Zuri’s look was compassionate and kind.

      He didn’t deserve it.

      “No,” he answered. “I’m sorry, Zuri. I’m sorry for everything. I’m sorry.”

      She helped lift him from the rubble.

      “I’m sorry too.”
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      After the hospital’s healers confirmed Roland would be released, X’odia made her way to the bell tower plaza.

      She’d been keeping to the shadows, her hood pulled high, her eyes downcast. Zuri had been relaying the healers’ diagnoses to her each day. It was possible some of them might have been working for the Redeemers, and X’odia had been doing everything she could to avoid being seen by them.

      After the Dusty Boot had burned down and she’d gained back her strength, she’d let herself be lost among the crowds, then lost among the alleys, then lost all together.

      The printings had sketches of her. They captured her mane of curls well, so she took after Zuri, twisting the locks into braids, and wrapping scarfs around them.

      Thankfully, the printings in Riverdee didn’t have color, so the sketches didn’t capture the blue of her cloak. Blue was not typically the easiest color to come by—not the shade of the Elite cloaks, at least—but with Riverdee being a coastal city, one that received trade from everywhere, rich hues and vibrant dyes were not so unusual a thing.

      It was a relief. She’d lost her rooms, her safety, and her reputation. She was glad she didn’t have to lose her cloak too.

      Pulling up her hood now, X’odia walked into the bell tower plaza. It was outlandish to her that only a few weeks before, Navar had revealed himself to the people of Riverdee and had sewn distrust so easily into them. Besides the sketches of her around the city, some printings were actually calling on Navar to be elected to Riverdee’s council. There was a seat vacant, evidently. Some people thought he should fill it.

      How much people actually thought that, and how much people were paid to write that, X’odia couldn’t know.

      What she did know, however, was that if Navar gained any more power over the city, Abra’am would be lost.

      Though many of the books Roland used to bring her were meant to lift her spirits, she’d also asked for books that would expand her mind. Fill in the gaps. Teach her. Knowledge was important, and she’d come to Abra’am over a year ago wholly unprepared. If she was to make any difference in the world, she couldn’t continue to live blindly.

      What the texts taught her, time and time again, was how vital Riverdee was to Abra’am’s economy. If the continent was a body, Riverdee was the heart. All blood pumped through it by way of trade. Navar’s influence expanding wouldn’t just mean poisoning people like Cara and others in the city. He’d corrupt the entirety of the West—and anyone who stood against him.

      X’odia thought about destroying the rest of his storerooms. She’d stood outside several of them, contemplating, watching the many guards now stationed outside them.

      She’d imagined how she’d take them out. She’d imagined the different ways she could injure them but still leave them alive, capable enough to send threats Navar’s way.

      Then she’d remember how quickly he’d turned her into a villain. Her, a woman from Eve, who’d only ever been a victim of this place. All she’d ever done was try to help, but she was powerful and strong, and she’d dared to defy him. He’d not allow her to get in his way.

      No, she wouldn’t topple his storerooms.

      Not yet.

      First, she needed to topple him. She needed Riverdee to see he was a menace. A tyrant. A murderer. She couldn’t let his cruelty and violence masquerade as justice.

      His malice would be unearthed.

      And it would be unearthed by her.

      She walked onto the empty stage in the bell tower plaza’s center. She approached the podium. A few passersby stopped, confused at the lack of proclamation leading to her appearance.

      Dropping her hood, she stood tall, forced her nerves to calm.

      “People of Riverdee,” she announced. “My name is X’odia Daer’dee. You have seen my face in sketches around the city. Navar of the Redeemers speaks of my deeds, but he speaks falsely. Spread this news. Tell the city watch. I will remain here.”

      People ran.

      X’odia waited.
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      It didn’t take long for Navar to come.

      The city watch, despite how thoroughly he’d smeared their name, still found themselves beneath his boot. They followed beside and behind him as he walked into the square. X’odia stepped down from the podium, her hands laced in front of her, her stance poised.

      She was again taken aback by how kind Navar looked. His back was bent slightly with age. Though she’d not seen many Prianthians, she knew most were burly and tall, but he possessed neither trait. His shoulders were narrow. His clothing was simple. If she’d had to guess, she’d have assumed him a scholar or a librarian. He seemed better suited for academics and books than manipulation and murder.

      A crowd had formed around them. Before Navar’s arrival, X’odia called air the few times someone thought to close in on her or throw something her way. Enough failed attempts finally granted her an invisible shield, one the crowd stopped imposing themselves on. It granted her and Navar plenty of room, then, as he walked up to her now.

      She met his brown eyes, letting him see her own.

      “Fascinating,” he said, studying them. “I’ve created much in my time, but never one such as yourself. A shame, that so much power lies within you, and yet you use it for evil.”

      Only a few feet separated them, but he spoke loudly, and clearly. He was not just speaking for her.

      “My name is X’odia Daer’dee,” she repeated, matching his voice. “You have wrongly accused me. I wish to clear my name, and expose Riverdee to the rot you’ve inflicted on it.”

      He laughed softly. Opening his hands, he turned to the crowd, displaying to them his frailty and age against her youth and strangeness.

      “You wear an Elite cloak,” he said, dipping his head. “The late Pierre was successful, then, in putting a leash on you?”

      “No.” She kept her voice level, her chin high. “He put chains on me. He had me beaten and tortured. His Elite tried to rape me. I wear this cloak to represent that I came from that and survived. I am strong. Weak men like you do not frighten me.”

      “I am merely a vessel for the Light.” He placed his hands behind his back. “Do you not fear the Light, X’odia Daer’dee?”

      “I am innocent in the eyes of the Creator, and soon, in the eyes of men. You will see that it’s not you, Navar, that the Light blesses, but me, and all others who stand against darkness.”

      She kept her eyes on him, but around them, she could see the crowd stir.

      “The Light blesses you?” he said. His tone was patronizing, like a parent humoring their child’s delusion.

      “Yes,” she answered. “It has blessed me with the ability to defy evil. It has given me resilience, so that I may stand strong against oppressors. I will show you.”

      She held her arms out, and looked at the nearest guard.

      “Put me in chains,” she said.

      The guard looked at her, then to Navar. Uncertain, the man stepped forward, but Navar lifted his hand.

      “Explain to us what you feel you need to turn yourself in for?”

      “Proof,” she said. “You claim I controlled fiends and led them against this city. You accused me of harming an innocent girl—you had her accuse me of it, knowing full I never harmed her. You claimed I was meant to be a pawn for Pierre Laighless. You said I was going to be his weapon.”

      She held her hands up again, and nodded to them.

      “You project onto me,” she continued, “what you know to be true of yourself. I do not control fiends, but you are one. I have not harmed the innocent of this city, but you have. You think of me as a weapon to oppress, because that’s what you have done. Chain me then, if you believe the things you accuse me of. Build a cell around me, and let all in Riverdee have the chance to see the monster you claim me to be. The Light will bless me, and prove to them my innocence.”

      X’odia smiled. In the face of captivity, she stood proud.

      I will destroy everything you’ve built here, she thought. And I will do it with words, as you’ve done to me.

      Navar stroked his chin, then turned to the crowd.

      “What say you, good people?” he asked. He spun slowly around, taking the time to look specific individuals in the eye. “This woman, this terror, says the Light will bless her. Do you believe it to be true?”

      People shook their heads. Some shouted.

      “She leaves corpses behind. She commands fiends. Yet she claims”—he held up a finger, pointing to the sky—“the Creator will prove her innocent. The season of storms is upon us; the Light’s wrath itself. Shall we chain her, and let the wrath of a god determine her innocence?”

      People cheered. X’odia dropped her hands, glancing around her.

      Do not blame them, she thought. You would cheer too if you thought evil were to be washed away.

      Navar faced her again, an incredulous laugh escaping his lips. It was for show, she knew, but it’s condescending tone still annoyed her.

      “Tell me, X’odia Daer’dee, do you not fear the storm?”

      She shook her head.

      “No. I am the storm.”

      He laughed louder.

      “Chain her,” he told the guards. “You, and you—ensure workman are brought here to build her cell. No need to waste money on element metal; the chains will be enough.”

      X’odia heard what he was actually saying.

      Build something people can tear apart, if they wish to have her.

      The guards he’d commanded left, while another came up to her. He was young, with dark skin and brown eyes. He seemed nervous as he pulled shackles from his belt and made to put them on her wrists.

      “What is your name?” X’odia asked softly.

      He met her eyes for a moment before looking away.

      “Scavol,” he whispered.

      “Scavol,” she repeated. “Tell the city guard that soon, their master’s leash will snap. I will free you from his hold.”

      The young man didn’t say anything. He clamped the chains on her, then hurried back to Navar’s side.

      The familiar pain of being removed from her elements nearly made her collapse. She’d fought so hard, so hard, to forget this feeling. To pull herself from it. To harden herself to the suffering it’d caused.

      Mentally, she’d prepared herself for this. She’d been preparing. All the nights Roland had rubbed bleary eyes but forced himself to stay awake, if only so she’d have someone to talk to. All the hours he’d spent out, buying her food, bringing her books, working himself to exhaustion, but doing so with a smile so she’d not feel burdensome.

      All of Zuri’s time and open vulnerability. All of her trust, given freely.

      The sleepless nights when they’d both had to work. The strikes of Cara’s hands. The reckoning of Dar and Callum’s souls.

      Then the fire. Just as X’odia had fought back, the fire.

      It had been the last piece of the armor she’d been crafting. Every minute she’d stayed awake, looking in, then looking out, seeing the sharp edges in herself and smoothing them, then seeing the horrors of the world and wishing them to end—they’d all been for this moment.

      She didn’t let herself collapse. She endured the awful quiet of separation, then opened eyes she’d squeezed shut.

      Navar approached her. When he spoke now, it was only for her ears.

      “I have discovered much in this life,” he whispered. “I know the secrets of fiends, and the powers of the Ageless. I know the treachery among royals. I know how to make S’cahl and command them to do my bidding. It saddens me that with all the knowledge I’ve thirsted for, I would have something so beautiful, so unique, willingly end its life in defiance of me.”

      Its. Much of Navar’s words were troubling, but the way he’d labeled her—as a thing, rather than a person—sent shivers down her spine.

      X’odia resisted the urge to spit in his face.

      “I contemplated staying here,” he said. “You presented quite a challenge, but it seems you’ve made my decision for me. You will perish, when the storms come. I hope the winds are quick. I do not relish suffering.”

      She twitched. “You aren’t staying here?”

      “No,” he said, smiling. “Did you believe you were the only one in Abra’am who thinks to challenge me?”

      He chuckled, then stepped back.

      “To judgment!” he shouted, addressing the crowd. He ordered some of his soldiers to guard her until her cell could be built, then waved and walked away.

      X’odia bit the inside of her cheek. She’d hoped to find Navar again, when this was all over, but it mattered little. Whether he remained in Riverdee or not, judgment would, indeed, come.

      And he’d know what the wrath of a god looked like.
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      “Hello, Lady Vel,” Natalia said. “I’m glad to be resuming our morning meetings.”

      Vel gave a half-hearted reply. Her face was perfectly painted, as it always was, and her hair sat in tight ringlets. Still, there was a tiredness in her eyes. Natalia could see it, even through the powders and the creams. It was the same tiredness that clung to her.

      Natalia surveyed the meeting room, as she’d done so many weeks ago. Then, it’d been her mother’s voice in her head, listing off all the ways Vel was manipulating her: the north-facing window, the simple furniture, the crackling fire.

      Natalia had managed to separate Yvaine’s voice from her own. Perhaps it was a product of her mother being in the palace with her. Perhaps it was simply Natalia, finally able to act as her own person.

      Whatever the reason, it had been her own research and logic that led her to ask Vel what she did now.

      “When were you going to tell me Becca is your daughter?”

      Vel had been mid-step, about to fall into her seat. She looked up at Natalia, a forced smiling spreading across her lips.

      Behind her, Nicolas, the only other person in the room, locked the door.

      “Who?” Vel asked.

      Natalia raised a brow. “Really? Who? Come now, Mistress, such a defense is insulting to us both. Did you think I’d so readily forget that Becca was brought to my attention by you?”

      “The chambermaid? Oh, Light, what would possibly give you the idea⁠—”

      “Stop, please.” Natalia leaned back in her seat, crossing her legs. “My mother said something the first day she arrived. About you having a husband, who was an illegitimate heir. You said you married into the Verigrads, which was why you didn’t have the red hair the women are known for.

      “That exchange stuck with me. I kept coming back to it, even after all the international threats and the domestic ones.

      “Then you kept bringing up the imposter idea. You seemed strangely attached to it. I thought you genuine, initially, when you were saying you thought it a good way to distract the populace—stupid as they are—but after I agreed to consider it, I wondered at the fact that you’d already planned it out. You seemed very adamant that it be Becca to carry out the role.”

      “They look alike,” Vel said. It annoyed Natalia that the woman still wasn’t conceding. “That’s all. This story you’ve crafted⁠—”

      “I know she’s your daughter,” Natalia interrupted. “I know her, and the girl at the Mesidian tavern, and the writer who was invited to the briefing, are all your daughters. Why you seem so desperate to send one of them to the wolves, though, is the part I’m confused about. Care to enlighten me? You might actually find me a good ally, if you do.”

      Natalia examined her fingernails. This was hard for Vel, she knew. The woman was accustomed to having all the secrets. She was the Mistress of Birds, the mother hen who clucked and pecked and pushed everyone into subtle submission. She was gifted at it. She’d likely done it for years, long before Natalia had begun contributing in Xen politics.

      She’d become desperate, though. Desperation always left cracks.

      I can be your ally, she thought again, silently urging Vel to confess. The cracks can be openings to something good, if you let the right people in.

      “The Prianthians,” Vel finally said. Natalia looked up, straightening.

      “What about them?”

      “They beat Becca, last year. When Gerard dismissed her from work, Anastasia Verkev, the middle daughter, had her followed. She saw that it was me who cared for Becca when she went home. She recognized me from the Peace Gathering and the masquerade. No one but Gerard knew I was Becca’s mother, but she’d puzzled it out. I was wanting to get Becca and my daughters away from here, but she threatened to kill them if I left. She said I had to act as her eyes and ears in the palace.”

      Natalia laughed. She couldn’t help it. All this time, she’d been searching for a mythical being, a monster from children’s stories and folktales, and the spy the whole time was none other than Veladee Verigrad, a normal, albeit crafty, human woman.

      Vel glared. “I fail to see how this is funny.”

      “Let me guess.” Natalia rested her arms on the table. “Anastasia demanded that you keep the trade ban in place, and if you refused, or failed, she’d send an assassin after Becca. Does that sound familiar?”

      The color drained from Vel’s face.

      “And,” Natalia went on. “She convinced you that there was a spy among the palace. If you retaliated in any way, that spy would be ready to strike. Maybe they wouldn’t just kill Becca. Maybe they’d find your other daughters, or Aden.”

      She picked up the wine bottle she’d brought and poured herself a glass. It was early in the morning, but she didn’t care. She was in good spirits.

      “You?” Vel said. “You’re the spy?”

      “Depends who’s asking.” Natalia took a sip from her glass. “You’re the spy, from my side of the table.”

      Vel sat motionless. It was clear the woman believed her, but to what degree Anastasia held Natalia under her thumb, Vel couldn’t be sure. For all she knew, Natalia would now end her life or send orders to Nicolas to bring Becca in and have her killed.

      A part of Natalia wanted to let Vel simmer in the unknown, but she decided to take pity on her and end her misery.

      “She told me the same thing,” she admitted. “If I ended the trade ban, she’d send someone to kill . . . someone.” She shrugged. “I don’t know who. I assumed Aden, or Dorian. With my mother here, there’s a chance she’d kill her. I’m not working for her, though, to be clear. She has me as much in a choke hold as you. Well, maybe not as much as you. I don’t have any mystery children.

      “Let me clarify my wording: she had me in a choke hold. If you’re the spy, and you’re not doing it willingly, and I’m certainly not doing it willingly, then I believe we can now both break away from her.”

      To her disbelief, Vel started crying. She folded into herself, her hands coming up to her face. It wasn’t just a few tears, either; it was full sobs. Wails, practically.

      Natalia pulled her wine glass from the table as Vel rested her head on it. She grabbed the bottle too, for good measure, then looked to Nicolas, unsure what to do.

      “Um . . . there, there,” she offered. “There’s no need for that.”

      “Years,” Vel managed. She sobbed more—for an eternity, it seemed—before finally gaining some semblance of composure. The shadow she’d carefully placed around her eyes had smeared, and her nose matched the bold stain on her lips. She seemed capable of speech, though. There was that, at least.

      “My husband was a stupid bastard,” she spat. “He thought he could usurp the throne. He tried, actually, but he was an idiot, and Gerard managed to stomp him out before he could even get his name to the people.

      “He was sent to the Arctic’s prisons, and I was brought into the palace. To ensure I didn’t try to put my own daughters on the throne, Gerard forced Becca to work here. For years, I watched my daughter grow up, apart from me, but always nearby, never able to tell her the truth.”

      “She doesn’t know she’s a Verigrad?” Natalia asked, incredulous. “What does she think you do?”

      Vel laughed. “She thinks I’m a prostitute. I love her more than life itself, but she isn’t the brightest. Somehow, she inherited all of her father’s wickedness and reshaped it into something pure. If you tell her something, she believes it.”

      Natalia schooled her features. It sounded like Becca was just stupid, though that thought seemed irrelevant to give voice.

      “Hasn’t she run into you?” she asked instead. “She’s never seen you here and wondered what you were doing?”

      “She sees me here on occasion. I just pretend to be embarrassed, and she assumes that I was hired to be of service to some of the nobility.”

      Oh Becca, Natalia thought. What a simple little dimwit you are.

      “You have no idea,” Vel continued, “how much I cursed the Light, that after Gerard had held my daughter all these years, I had the worst damned luck. I was forced to obey the whims of a Prianthian just before he died. I traded one master for another.”

      She looked like she was going to cry again. Natalia hurriedly poured her a glass of wine and scooted it across the table.

      “You thought I wanted to end the trade ban,” Natalia guessed. “You were feeding stories to William. I’m guessing you’re the one who recommended the Mesidian tavern to him, where Arielle works. You knew your daughters would talk. You knew the stories would end up in the printings.”

      “I’ve hated myself for that,” she admitted. “When you stood against me, a part of me was proud of you, but another part. . . .”

      She sniffled and Nicolas, bless him, stepped forward and handed her a kerchief.

      “Another part of me was furious. I was so sure you’d end the trade ban, and then Becca would be killed. That’s why I’ve been trying to push the imposter idea so hard. I thought that if I could get her out of here, then Anastasia wouldn’t have any leverage on me.

      “Admittedly, I also wanted to protect Gwenivere. If everyone believed she’d been caught, then we could call off the trackers. She could live in peace, knowing no one was searching for her. I might’ve hated her father, but she was as innocent as my Becca. Rose was a good woman too. She did everything she could to try and get Becca out. I owed it to her to do the same for her daughter.”

      She blew her nose into the kerchief. When she was done, she offered it up to Nicolas, but he urged her quite emphatically to keep it.

      “That’s why you didn’t just leave?” Natalia asked. “You were trying to find a way to get Becca out and keep the dogs from Gwenivere’s trail?”

      She nodded.

      Natalia sat on the news. She thumped her fingers, thinking.

      All this time, she’d started to hate Vel. Maybe not the woman herself but what she represented. Endless, unearned privilege. A title that granted her power but never placed blame on her. A narrow view of the world. Unbridled pride in Xenith. Callousness to those who didn’t share her views.

      It was all a lie. Vel was nothing more than a woman taking on a role. She was a mother, protecting her children.

      In a way, Natalia had always seen Vel for who she was. An actress. A performer.

      She’d just not seen the simplicity of what lay beneath.

      “All right,” Natalia said. “Let’s go through with it.”

      “Go through with what?”

      “The imposter plan. Let’s find a way to carry it out.”

      Vel’s throat bobbed. “Truly?”

      “Truly. You’re a thorn in my side, anyway, and truth be told, I don’t want trackers bringing Gwenivere back either. I also rather like the idea of Anastasia’s hold over me—which is you, I now know—leaving the palace. I might actually be able to get some things done if you’re out of my hair.”

      She poured herself more wine, looked to Vel, and smiled.

      “Nicolas,” she said. “You’re an objective party. What do you think of saying the Sadiyans are the ones who found Gwenivere and, as an act of good faith, returned her to us?”

      “I think that would go a long way at repairing the relations between Xens and Sadiyans.”

      “And Vel? How do you think that would make Anastasia feel?”

      Vel returned her smile. “I think she’d hate it.”

      “I agree.” She pulled out a piece of parchment from the satchel beside her chair, set it on the table, then, reaching for the ink and quill beside her, wrote, Ruin all of Anastasia’s plans. She handed the parchment to Vel and took another sip of wine.

      “Those are this meeting’s notes. If we have nothing further to discuss, I think we can consider this meeting adjourned.”
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      “Hide!”

      Elizabeth set down the vegetables she’d been peeling and did as commanded.

      Vixeen never gave orders unless she truly thought something amiss.

      The problem was that Vixeen often thought something was amiss.

      Elizabeth had lived this moment time and time again. Vixeen would hear something, perk up, a deer sensing the hunter, then order Elizabeth to stuff herself into the hole they’d carved into the floor. It was difficult, with how cold the winter was becoming, and with this room already being below ground, but Vixeen had insisted, and there wasn’t much else to do, since they’d been hiding from enemy soldiers all winter.

      It was thus with efficiency, rather than fear or urgency, that Elizabeth shoved aside the trunk with their meager belongings, lifted the planks of blood-stained wood, and hopped down into the hole. A moment later, Vixeen scooted the rug they’d woven over the planks rather than the trunk. This way, the hole’s opening would be covered, but in the event there really was a threat, and Vixeen was injured or killed, Elizabeth’s only way out wouldn’t be blocked by the trunk’s weight.

      The hole was small, with cold, hardened dirt bumping her elbows. Every time they went through this routine of paranoia, Elizabeth took a mental note to widen the hole once she got out, then, upon getting out, she’d promptly let the idea go. She kept convincing herself that winter would be over soon and that Dorian would return, along with Yvaine, and the rest of the Victorians, and they’d all be able to safely make camp again or travel to Yvaine’s former keep. Why bother blistering her hands with the cracked wood of the shovel, when there was a high likelihood she’d never have to hop in the hole again?

      What a waste of energy that would be. Not to mention the back pain it caused or the kinks in her neck. She already spent enough time hunched over. The winter vegetables needed to be picked. The stew needed to be made. The rabbits needed to be skinned. The clothes needed to be mended. Why put her palms and neck and back through any more strain, all for a moment’s comfort that likely wouldn’t last more than a few minutes?

      Then she’d hear Vixeen sprint down into the room after a day of checking traps, and curse her past self.

      This time. This time, she’d make the hole a little bigger.

      It wasn’t that Elizabeth was ungrateful. She knew herself to be timid, and she preferred caution to recklessness. Enough years with William and Peter as brothers had shown her what recklessness brought, and it wasn’t a life or reputation she wanted for herself.

      People never saw you as reliable when you were reckless. They always expected you to ruin something, be late for things, break precious belongings, say the wrong thing to the wrong person, or the wrong thing to the right person, or the right thing to the wrong person. Before you knew it, your recklessness didn’t just impact your life for the worse—it made everyone’s lives around you worse.

      She could never shame herself in such a way—or the al’Murtagh name. It was bad enough, always being seen as the rural, lowly cousins to the great Laighless family. Pierre had called upon that lowliness when trying to appeal to the poorer citizens of Mesidia, but otherwise, Elizabeth had always wondered at the note of tension between her father and her uncle. Her mother had let loose the occasional angry rant about her king brother, but it’d always been said under her breath and to herself, while performing some bit of menial labor.

      Once, when Elizabeth had ventured off with her brothers and come back home early, disgusted by how loud and unlikable they were while drinking, she’d overheard her mother disparaging Pierre to her father, who’d only sat quietly, letting his wife air her grievances. It was he who’d been the target of Pierre’s ire, his surname, his humble beginnings, his lack of a title, but he never dared say anything against his king. Not because of honor. Not because of subservience. Elizabeth’s father simply didn’t have the energy to expend on hate. She wasn’t sure she’d ever really seen him mad.

      I’m stuck in a hole, and I’m crying about Father, she thought, wiping away the tears that’d fallen. Damn this horrid winter. Damn people and their politicking. Damn Vixeen for . . .

      Elizabeth sniffled, wrapped her shawl tight around her shoulders, and abandoned the thought. She couldn’t be mad at Vixeen. For one, the woman had proven herself kind, when few of the Victorian rebels were. She’d also revealed herself as Dorian’s spy, thus hastening the trust between them. If Dorian trusted her, Elizabeth did too.

      More than that, though, Vixeen was loyal. The moment she thought there was a threat to Elizabeth’s life, the spy did everything in her power to protect Elizabeth. She’d been the one to find her and follow her to this place, all those months ago. She’d been the one to risk the cold to set traps, to hunt, and to ensure no bandits, thieves, or Elite wandered around outside. With her willing to put her life on the line, hiding in a hole was the least Elizabeth could do.

      Not to mention, the woman was always right about something being nearby. Only twice had it been bandits, and only once had it been Elite soldiers, but those three times had been enough to warrant legitimacy to her caution. The men had never ventured into their hiding place, but Elizabeth had felt a little safer in those moments, secure as she was underground.

      Every other time she’d come down here, the noises had come from animals or trees that had frozen.

      Many a morning, when Vixeen realized the sounds were simply wildlife, she’d help pull Elizabeth out, then the two of them would peek out at the frozen wheat grass field, smiling at the deer or moose or foxes that came through. For a time, a mother bear and her cubs had enjoyed the field, which resulted in Vixeen catching less food, but at that point, they’d stocked up, and the bears didn’t seem interested in their vegetables. It’d been too early in the winter for the cubs to be born, but Elizabeth didn’t choose to think on the probability of their survival. She simply enjoyed the sight of something innocent and pure, having never expected to find such a feeling near the deathplace of her family.

      The trees freezing, though. That always put them on edge.

      It was a phenomenon many Mesidian families were accustomed to. In the coldest parts of winter, or when a blizzard had recently come through and the temperatures plummeted, the frozen water in the trees risked bursting, and when they did, it created a loud, echoing noise that pierced through the otherwise still air.

      Elizabeth had always hated the sounds. Her brothers would lie outside, risking fingers and limbs to the cold, just to try and see one of the trees bursting. Elizabeth would sit inside with her father, baking him his favorite winter pies, knitting him new clothes, and sometimes, when there was no risk of her brothers finding out, drinking their best mead and playing cards or laughing at old poetry her father had written in his youth. She’d do anything to provide him with happy memories in those moments—warm, comfortable memories—where he knew he was safe and loved. Anything to help keep the nightmares from the War of Fire at bay. He never spoke of those days, but from what Elizabeth knew from her tutors, and from what her mother had told her, there’d been a great many explosions during the War of Fire. It explained why her father always looked a little more distant in the winters. A little more haunted.

      Even being accustomed to the sound, it was still frightening to hear. It didn’t help that—in a land where her biggest enemies were fellow Mesidians—others knew of the familiarity in such explosions. It would be easy, therefore, to hide other sounds, by using the exploding trees as a distraction. Many a time, travelers would hear the trees exploding north of them, only to find bandits coming up on them from the south. All one had to do was be familiar enough with ice elements to tip the trees to their bursting point and the distraction was set.

      Thankfully, as far as Elizabeth and Vixeen could tell, the bursting trees they’d heard had only ever been just that: trees.

      It still didn’t keep Elizabeth from feeling terrified each time she heard them.

      Truly, though, the only things to fear now were fiends and other humans. Fiends were not known to go after humans unprompted, but after the attack, Elizabeth found herself petrified whenever she saw one moving along the outskirts of the field or flying in the sky overhead. It often took Vixeen’s gentle prodding to snap her back into focus.

      The fiends, thankfully, hadn’t ever come close.

      They weren’t even a threat, if Elizabeth were being honest with herself.

      That left the humans.

      The last ones had been seen months ago. With the harshness of winter, Elizabeth had all but abandoned her fear of being discovered and taken hostage.

      Now, though, with Vixeen’s frantic footsteps above her, and the sound of traps being set around the room, Elizabeth’s old fear was returning.

      “Vixeen?” she whispered, pressing herself up against the edge of her hiding place. “Vixeen, what is it?”

      “Hush, milady,” Vixeen ordered. “Do not speak.”

      If it’d been Peter or William down here, they’d have bristled at the command. Elizabeth, never being one to disobey those far better trained than her, immediately quieted.

      “My name is Yeltaire Veen,” a man shouted. His voice was garbled from the distance. It made Elizabeth startle, nonetheless.

      “I bring word from Ambassador Dorian,” he continued. “A letter, penned to Elizabeth al’Murtagh. May I come down there, please? It’s quite cold out here. I’m rather certain my ability to sire children is being tested.”

      Elizabeth wanted to spring from her hiding place, but she waited as Vixeen’s footsteps sounded across the floor.

      The door to the room creaked open. The man said thank you.

      He has a beautiful voice, Elizabeth thought. She’d always loved Dorian’s voice—soft, gentle, smooth—but this messenger had a voice that was somehow both musical and booming. It was deep and warm, the Sadiyan accent so lilting that it almost felt as though the man was singing a lullaby when all he was doing was offering words of gratitude.

      “This letter,” Vixeen was saying to him. “I am authorized to accept such things on Lady Elizabeth’s behalf.”

      “Your name?” the stranger asked.

      A pause.

      “Vixeen Cliffborne.”

      “Ah, yes, Dorian mentioned you in the directions here.”

      There was a rustling sound, then the distinct brush of parchment against gloves, followed by silence as, presumably, Vixeen read the letter.

      “Elizabeth,” the spy called, after a moment. “I think you ought to see this.”
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      Elizabeth read the letter over several times.

      Then she read the second letter, the one that, shockingly, had been written by Natalia Barie. It’d been written some time ago, but with how long it would take for Natalia’s letter to reach Dorian, then for Dorian’s letter to reach her, Elizabeth had no way of knowing what had happened since then.

      She read Natalia’s over again, pulling closer one of the lanterns she kept by the stacks of wheat grass and blankets she used as a bed.

      

      To Dorian,

      I know my word carries little weight with you these days, but I implore you to set aside our grievances and listen to the warnings I deliver.

      Anastasia Verkev was responsible for the deaths of your and Elizabeth’s families. I lied during Gwenivere’s trial when I said I delivered the information of their whereabouts to her—and that it was she who ordered Dietrich Haroldson to kill the Laighlesses and the al’Murtaghs. She never knew where they were hiding, and as far as I know, her connections with Dietrich Haroldson ended after the masquerade. I do not believe she had any further connections with him beyond that point.

      The assassin was under Anastasia’s employment. I gave her the information of our families’ whereabouts. I never intended for their deaths, though, of that, I promise you. I only wished to free my mother.

      Anastasia’s assassin instructed Yvaine to say whatever it was she told you when she first found your camp, something along the lines of it being a green-eyed man with a dragon who’d freed her.

      None of that was true. My mother only complied so that she wouldn’t be killed alongside the others. Anastasia wanted Dietrich blamed for their deaths. She’s allied herself with the rebel group who call themselves Redeemers. She wanted the trade ban between Sadie and the West.

      She has made it clear that if I end the trade ban, she will send her assassin again. I write this letter in part to warn you of this, and you specifically. It is no secret among the nobility that I was once your betrothed. I do not think it outside Anastasia’s power to send her assassin after you, if I do not comply with her commands. I also think you should warn Elizabeth. It’s possible her life is in danger, through her association with you.

      I also fear for King Aden. I am certain Anastasia has a spy among the Voradeen palace. If I retaliate against her in any way, I fear his life will be in danger as well.

      I believe the assassin has the ability to shapeshift. My attempts to research the topic have proven futile, mostly, but I did discover rumors that Dietrich Haroldson was rather certain someone was killing people in his name, back before the events of the Peace Gathering and the masquerade. Before you leave Sadie, ask your friend Abaddon if he knows anything on this topic. If you learn something, even if it seems like nothing more than a children’s tale, please pass it along. I will do anything in my power to keep you and Aden safe. And, though I doubt you’ll believe this, I do care deeply about repairing Xenith. I fear I cannot do this, so long as I am a puppet to the whims of another.

      

      Natalia

      

      There was an ink spot just above Natalia’s name. Elizabeth wondered if she’d stumbled on how to end the letter, likely realizing there was no honest thing besides her name that she could end it with. Certainly yours wouldn’t be appropriate, and your ally was questionable, at best.

      I’m in denial, Elizabeth thought. I’m trying to distract myself with inconsequential things. She inhaled deeply, clutching tightly to the shawl around her shoulders.

      To either side of her makeshift bed stood Vixeen and the messenger Yeltaire. Elizabeth really wished the both of them would sit. She’d offered the messenger a place by their coals to help him warm up, as it was clear from his shivering that he was cold, but he assured her he preferred to stand, then proceeded to just do that, his tall frame very, very imposing. Vixeen likely would’ve sat beside Elizabeth, or across from her, if the stranger hadn’t chosen to stand, but with him looming over them, it was evidently unacceptable for Vixeen to do anything but stand too.

      The messenger watched Elizabeth. Vixeen took turns eyeing Elizabeth and the messenger. Elizabeth stared at the letters, trying to pretend she couldn’t see both of them looking at her.

      She felt like a sheep sitting before two wolves. It made it hard to concentrate on everything she’d just read.

      Swallowing, she looked to the letter from Dorian, and read it through again.

      

      To my love,

      I’ve joined this letter with one I received recently from Natalia. There is much I need to address.

      I’m sorry I’m not there to discuss these things with you in person. If you are feeling any bit as dreadful as I am at this news, then I offer you my sincerest apologies that you only have Vixeen to comfort you. Though, truly, I would trust no one else more to be there with you now.

      I will begin then, as I should, at the beginning: our families’ deaths.

      It was my letter to Gerard, shortly before his death, that led to Gwenivere’s imprisonment. Though Natalia says nothing about Gwenivere’s escape, or of her supposed patricide, I do wonder if that act itself was yet another lie from Natalia’s lips, one that she can’t yet bring herself to admit. If there is one thing I know to be true, it’s that she cares very much about maintaining rule of Xenith, if only to hold onto the power she’s finally secured. If she admits that it wasn’t Gwenivere who killed Gerard, her position as Queen Regent would immediately cease, and she would likely face execution for blaming Gwenivere for the king’s death.

      This is not to say I believe Natalia herself killed the king. I merely question the validity of her witness account regarding his death. You may recall, before leaving Mesidia for the masquerade, that Pierre let slip that Gerard was ill. Do you recall this? It makes me wonder if Gerard died of natural causes and Natalia saw his death as an opportunity.

      I thought if anyone would know more details about Gerard’s illness, it would be Sir Charles, who’d been Gerard’s personal knight for decades, but it would seem the man has been assigned to Xenith’s western border, and communication to and from there has been limited. It is unclear what exactly transpired, but some believe Concord or Tiador attacked, directly or indirectly, resulting in the post being wiped out. I will look into this matter further, but it is difficult to do so currently, as I am still trying to help alleviate the tensions between Sadie and the West—which I will address in depth below.

      Before moving away from the topic of Gerard’s death, I wanted to inform you that along with this letter, I have also written one to Peter and William. I have not revealed any of the more salacious details of Natalia’s letter to them, as I can only imagine the havoc they would wreak if such secrets were placed into their hands, but I do wish for them to look further into the matter of Gerard’s illness. I have cautioned them to be discreet, so as not to alert Natalia, but discreet is not a word I would typically subscribe to them, and thus, it’s possible their investigation will prove entirely fruitless.

      However, Peter recently has been given the title Speaker, meaning he relays information to the public on behalf of the Voradeen Palace. As such, it is my understanding that he will now have access to important meetings with Natalia. Hopefully this position will allow him to get the information we seek.

      Though I’m loath to reach this next part of the letter, I must address that which likely troubles us both the most: Gwenivere.

      As I said, but still feel it’s worth emphasizing again, it was my letter to Gerard regarding our suspicion of Gwenivere that led to her imprisonment. While I cannot speak to the death of the king with certainty, I can at least admit now that I was wrong to believe Gwenivere had any part in the deaths of our families. If she is ever found, I will do everything in my power to speak on her behalf, on that account at least. I imagine you’ll do the same. Keep Natalia’s letter, then, so that we can use it, in the event there is ever another trial against Gwenivere.

      On the topic of innocence, it would seem Dietrich Haroldson is innocent of all accusations made against him. Not simply because of what was written by Natalia, but because of what I’ve learned while here in Sadie.

      King Abaddon and Dietrich were in the Dividing Wall’s mountains at the time of our families’ assassinations. I have word from Abaddon on this.

      I’m sure you do not get much in the way of information from your current hiding place, but eventually you will hear about Dietrich’s attempt to kill his brother during a public execution. Though it hasn’t happened yet at the time of my writing, if it does come to pass, know that it will be a performance meant to convince the West that Dietrich does not act on behalf of Sadie. He wishes only to embrace the reputation that’s been placed on him, so that the West will end its trade ban, and Sadie’s economy will not face near-certain collapse.

      Anastasia Verkev is here in Sadie now. I plan to investigate her as much as possible, in the hopes of discovering if Natalia’s claims regarding her and the Redeemers are true.

      Forgive me if Eastern politics is not what you’d like to have had elaborated on in this letter, but I feel it is impossible for the Treaty of Five to have a profitable future if there is a snake among one of our houses. We also—we being myself and Abaddon—recognize that Xenith and Mesidia are both in the middle of their own crises, and we won’t do either country any good revealing Natalia’s involvement in everything. I believe her when she says she only wished to free her mother, but I don’t forgive her for the stupidity in granting so much power to another. When it came to Yvaine, Natalia always had poor judgment. I saw it plenty when she and I were betrothed. I think she would’ve done anything to have kept her from being executed by Pierre.

      I don’t ask you to agree with me on this. If you believe she knew our families would die, then I will not try to convince you otherwise. I simply thought it might provide you some comfort to know my view on this. With what I know of Natalia, and what is being revealed to me of Anastasia Verkev, I do believe one of them is more capable of sending an assassin than the other.

      Now, on to that topic.

      I don’t know what to make of Natalia’s claims here, in regard to the assassin being a shape-shifter. Yendor has its own beliefs on the matter, ones that are perhaps more superstitious than Mesidian beliefs, and between myself and Natalia, it was always me who’d have been more likely to believe in their existence.

      A few of the families who fed me as a boy would leave blood offerings to S’cahl, claiming the shape-shifters would transform into them at night and walk around the fields, ensuring nothing and no one stole from them, but I never saw them myself. I passed that information along to Natalia to do with it what she would, and I also asked Abaddon his thoughts.

      He has assured me there are many things in this world that are not properly explained or explored, and he’s inclined to believe in the existence of shape-shifters, though he had little else to say on the topic.

      If there is a shape-shifter, and it is indeed in the palace, who do you think it could be? I hesitate to say, given my poor judgment in regard to Gwenivere. I’d hate to be wrong again and put someone innocent on trial.

      That said, if you think of anyone, or remember any incriminating details, please pass that information along to Natalia. I know it would likely be difficult to get a letter out, but Vixeen might be able to.

      I also know you likely hate Natalia right now, but both of us owe it to Gwenivere to do what we can to protect her brother.

      The messenger, Yeltaire, will speak to you if there’s anything I’ve forgotten. Please do show the man your gentleness. He has been through a great deal and has sacrificed much. I think in years to come, it will be him many of us will have to thank for his tireless efforts.

      

      
        
        With all my love,

        Dorian

      

      

      

      Elizabeth forced herself to fold the letters. She wasn’t sure what else to do, having read them both four times. She kept willing the words to change, to reassemble themselves, to say something better. Something more uplifting. Each time, all that remained were stark truths.

      An innocent man was thought guilty of crimes he’d not committed. A house within the Treaty of Five was working with the Redeemers. Trade between the East and West remained frozen.

      She’d condemned Gwenivere to a reputation of kinslayer.

      Elizabeth looked up, meeting the eyes of the messenger. She’d already offered him a warm drink, a place to sit, and something to eat, but he had refused each thing she’d offered.

      Certain he’d turn her down again, but heeding Dorian’s advice, she opened the trunk that’d covered her hiding place, picked through some of the scarves she’d knitted, and held one out to him.

      “Yours is not suitable for our winter,” she said, pointing to the scarf he wore. It was black, the material far too thin to do anything but cover the lower half of his face. She wondered if the beard peaking above the top of his scarf had small icicles within it.

      Hesitant, the man reached forward, taking the scarf she offered. He eyed her for a moment before taking off his own, but before he could replace it, Elizabeth grabbed his arm, keeping his face exposed.

      “I remember you,” she said softly. Her grip wasn’t tight or forceful, but when she brought his arm toward her, and covered his gloved hand with each of her own, he didn’t resist.

      Vixeen, from the corner of Elizabeth’s eye, tensed at the contact, but she didn’t interfere.

      “I recognize your voice,” Elizabeth continued. “After the Attack of Fiends, I was worried you’d perished, but then you showed up at the masquerade, and I wanted to speak with you, to thank you, but I . . .” She squeezed his hand, her eyes watering for some reason she couldn’t name.

      “I lost my nerve. I do that a lot. My brothers have no nerves to lose, and I seem to have none either, yet I lose them nonetheless.”

      She cleared her throat. She shook his hand then, imploring something, some emotion she couldn’t name, some gratitude she couldn’t convey. It should’ve been awkward, holding to his hand the way she did, but something in the softness of his eyes, in the way he seemed to nod for her to continue, made her feel at ease.

      “I kept attempting to work up the courage to speak with you, but all I ended up doing was listening to you speak with others. I remember thinking that if the divine had a voice, it would sound like yours.”

      She smiled at him, but it was a sad smile.

      “Your name isn’t Yeltaire, is it?”

      The man’s throat bobbed. He made to answer, then stopped, his free hand coming to join hers.

      “No, milady,” he answered quietly. “But it is the only name I can give. It’s the only name I can ever give, now.”

      Elizabeth had found Aden during the Attack of Fiends. She’d followed where his knights had taken him. She’d been guarded by some of the finest men in all of Xenith. She’d been safe, while her brothers, Natalia, Gwenivere, and everyone else she knew fought to protect Voradeen.

      Back home, her cousin Roland had fought to save Stonewall.

      In Riverdee, Dravian Valcor, alongside many of her uncle’s Elite, had fought to protect the coastal city.

      She’d been a coward, trembling beside a small child, crying at the sounds of those dying nearby.

      This man, who owed nothing, who’d no orders to obey, no person to protect, no reason to fight, saved countless lives that day. He’d saved countless lives before then too, fending off the threat of Redeemers within Sovereignty. After his name could no longer be spoken in the West without vitriol and venom, he’d shattered any hope of gaining that name back, and he let the world believe he was a monster.

      “Yeltaire it is,” she said, sadly. “Though I hope you are wrong and can give your true name to someone.” She sighed, then added, “You read the letters? That Dorian sent?”

      He nodded.

      “He is right. It is you we should thank, for all you’ve sacrificed. I’m sorry it likely means so little, late as it is.”

      “It’s the first,” he said. The lilt in his voice hit a staccato, his green eyes wet in the low lantern light.

      Elizabeth stared at him, confused, until he said again, “It’s the first. No one has . . . no one has ever thanked me. Gwenivere did, after the Attack of Fiends, but no one ever thanked me for anything else, or for that, even. Everyone only ever suspected me. It made it easy for them to believe I’d killed your family. Why not let everyone believe I’d kill my own brother, then, if it meant I could do something good?”

      He took his hands back and stepped away, rubbing his nose. Vixeen stepped toward Elizabeth, stance rigid, but Elizabeth felt no fear toward this man. He was like an animal, loyal to a fault, a hound who’d taken hit after hit from its masters, yet he only ever wanted to be shown a shred of decency in return.

      If there was one thing Elizabeth was confident in, it was in extending a hand when someone needed lifting.

      She closed the distance, approaching him cautiously, not for her sake, but his. When he didn’t resist, she met his eyes, smiled, and hugged him.

      He was much taller than she was. She felt as though she was a child hugging an adult. When he crouched down, arms wrapping around her shoulders, grip tight, she remembered the way Peter, already taller than her by his fifth winter, would wrap his arms around her when he was scared, or when William made fun of him, or when he’d hurt himself.

      Remembering that, Elizabeth didn’t think of herself as the child anymore.

      When she pulled away, she took off her shawl and wrapped it around his much broader shoulders. She could feel some of the tension there loosen, could see the way, when he took another breath, it was no different than a starved man who’d finally been allowed to eat.

      “Stay with us for the night,” she offered. “Rest a while. If you plan to stay in the West, we can make you much warmer clothes. Right Vixeen?”

      Vixeen stared for a moment, then nodded.

      “Good. You are welcome to stay with us for longer than that, for as long as you’d like, really. Dorian will make sure you are rewarded handsomely for your services—for your many services—as soon as he returns. Then you can make a life for yourself, wherever you wish. I know Mesidia quite well, if you fancy living here. Vixeen has been to Yendor many times. I’m sure she could tell you about it, right Vixeen?”

      Another nod.

      “And if it’s Xenith you fancy, there are many places there I could tell you about. Not as many as a native Xen could tell you, but I know a fair amount about Voradeen. There’s also Riverdee, if you’d like to live near the sea⁠—”

      “Thank you,” he said, holding up his hands. A smile formed on his lips as he wrapped the scarf she’d given him around his neck. “I’d love to hear all of it, and I’m sure much of it will be immensely valuable, but I’m not sure about Riverdee or Mesidia.”

      “No? What is it you plan to do?”

      “I’m afraid I feel rather inclined to meet with someone else.”

      Elizabeth eyed him suspiciously, but when he laughed and held up his hands again, she softened.

      “I think you’ll likely agree with my decision, actually,” he said. “Based on those letters and the regret your betrothed expressed, I think you’ll agree wholeheartedly.”

      He reached to grab the letters she’d left on her bed, waited for her to give her permission, then picked them up. Removing his gloves and walking back over to her, he pointed to Gwenivere’s name and the passages regarding Dorian’s guilt.

      “Your ambassador wishes he could right this wrong,” he said. “I’m assuming you do as well?”

      Elizabeth couldn’t help it; she gasped. Her hand came absently to her chest, then to her mouth, the reaction startling Vixeen into hovering over her shoulder, if only to look at the passages being discussed.

      “You know where she is?” she asked, ecstatic. “You’d be willing to try and find her?”

      He shrugged, a charismatic grin pulling at his lips.

      “Yes, I am willing, and no, not exactly. But my dragon can . . . sense, to some degree, where she is. Or, more likely, where her Amulet is. Even without her, though, I think I have an idea of where Gwenivere might be.”

      Laughing, Elizabeth clapped her hands together, then ran to pour some warm tea into a mug, handing it over in thanks. She grabbed one for Vixeen and herself too.

      Giddy, she shooed Vixeen into a chair, insisting the woman relax, then did the same to him, before plopping herself onto her bed.

      “Where do you think she is?” she asked, taking a sip. “Tell me about your dragon. How do you talk to her? Can she talk? Where is she? She being the dragon, but Gwenivere too.”

      “Only I can talk to Seera,” he said, smile growing. “It’s a mind thing—don’t ask me how, I don’t fully understand it myself. She is currently back in the Dividing Wall’s mountains. She brought me over the cliffs, then flew back. She doesn’t do well with the cold. We were hoping to stay there together, after what happened . . . back in Sovereignty with my brother, but Seera thought it might be best if I kept myself occupied.

      “Which leads me to Gwenivere.” He took a sip of his tea, then pulled out something from beneath his cloak.

      Another parchment. Vixeen moved from her seat to Elizabeth’s bed, the two women huddled beside one another as they looked at what turned out to be a Xen printing.

      “Someone has been disrupting the Redeemers on this side of the Dividing Wall,” the messenger said. “It started small, but with each new appearance, they’ve been going after bigger and bigger threats, and with a little more showmanship each time. They were last seen in the city of Sarabai.

      “They’re loved among the people, an excellent fighter, good with elements, and, according to the most recent printings, they’re confirmed to be a woman.”

      He leaned back, long legs stretching in front of him. He took another sip of his tea, then another, until Elizabeth and Vixeen finally finished reading the printing.

      “Everyone’s been calling her the Phoenix,” he said. “I don’t know for sure, but if I had to guess, I’d say that’s our lost princess.”
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      Rynara Stone became the Phoenix.

      She wasn’t typically one for theatrics. She enjoyed other people dawning costumes and putting on performances. When actors delivered a particularly moving speech or musicians sang in a way that pulled at the heart, her emotions stirred.

      Art could convey what mere words could not.

      Art was vital for the soul.

      That’s what her mother had always told her, anyway.

      She’d felt that true before. She’d felt it when she’d listened and watched or created art herself while plucking the strings of her harp.

      Now, art was becoming a means of survival.

      Dawning her feathered mask and fastening the clasp of her tattered cloak, she looked out over the edge and readied herself to jump.

      The clock tower of Sarabai was heralded as the greatest innovation of present times. Before its construction, it was believed current metal could only be used in small amounts.

      Through the combined efforts of Eastern and Western minds, the people of the bustling city had proven that to be untrue.

      Put enough small parts together, and you could create something large. Unimaginable.

      Marvelous.

      It was the crowning achievement of the city. The clock tower served as a metaphor for the people itself. When brought together, we stand tall. When violence is traded for peace, look at how we thrive.

      Rynara was appreciating the tower in a way no one else had.

      From atop its steeple, where the whole city skyline stretched out before her.

      Everyone else only enjoyed the tower from the windows of their stacked apartments or the ground below, where they shielded their eyes from the sun, looked up, and gaped at its great height.

      Most would hear its chimes as the Riverdians heard the bells of their city. Rynara had overhead the people of Sarabai claiming they’d taken a good concept, a unifying sound, and improved upon it. Others, usually the elderly or people from Riverdee itself, claimed people had no respect for tradition anymore, and shook their heads at Sarabai’s advancements.

      She clutched to the steeple of the tower, laughing as the wind threatened to send her from its top.

      All in good time, friend, she thought, hugging the steeple a little tighter. I will make my grand entrance soon enough.

      Beneath the tower’s floor was the city’s largest plaza. Once a week, it bustled with farmers coming into the city to sell their goods, or bakers or flower shop owners. People walked through and purchased what they needed for the week, often accompanied by their pet dogs or, in the case of some Sadiyans, vixenhunds or falcons perched ominously from their shoulders.

      Most of the city was too clustered and huddled to supply such space, but in this spot, people gathered, brushed elbows, and bargained.

      Other times of the week, performers came to try and make a name for themselves. If a royal was coming through, maybe they’d ask to become the performer’s patron or offer them a position in court. Perhaps a theater owner would recognize their talents and offer them a place among their dancers, singers, or whatever art they excelled in.

      Even if those life-altering things didn’t occur, at least people came out to support them, to dance to their music and gawk at their acrobatics. They’d clap and cheer and throw coins. It was a nice way to make a living, if you didn’t mind surviving on inconsistent income.

      Each day and each night, there was some small flare of beauty in the plaza. The Tower’s Shadow, it was called, for the way the clock tower always provided shade, no matter the time or season.

      When Rynara had first arrived in the city, she’d seen the joy the Tower’s Shadow contained.

      After a few months, she’d seen the way the Redeemers had destroyed it.

      Physically, the plaza was as it’d always been. The cobblestones on the ground still remained. No buildings had burned. The views from apartments still showed small trees lining the Shadow’s perimeter and flowers blooming from boxes beneath windows.

      It was the soul that had changed. Been sucked dry.

      That’s what the Redeemers had done in every place they’d gone.

      It was Rynara who’d brought those places back to life.

      Today, the Tower’s Shadow had filled. People, Sadiyan and Xen alike, stood huddled together, some clutching at the shoulders of those beside them, some holding their hands clasped tightly in front of them. They looked like they were praying.

      Rynara imagined they were. If she knew any of the people about to be executed, she’d be praying too.

      I am the answer to their prayers, she thought.

      It wasn’t an arrogant thought. It wasn’t built on falsehoods. Rynara Stone, the Phoenix, the former heir to the throne of Xenith, had gone from town to town, city to city, hoping to reforge the name she’d cast aside, earn the trust of her people, and form her own army.

      It’d been a lofty goal. It’d been an absurd goal.

      It was working.

      What’d been a selfish dream had transformed into a genuine desire to help. Garron—or Luthier, as Rynara now called him—had warned her against drawing attention to herself. She was too skilled with weapons and elements to be seen as a normal person. No one would believe this random youth who appeared out of nowhere would be as formidable as she was.

      It will take more than dyed hair for you to hide who you are, he’d warned.

      Then the first execution run by Redeemers had happened.

      Rynara had stood by.

      Watched.

      Done nothing.

      Never again. Never again would she let Redeemers take hold of a city, manipulate it, strangle it, and force it to comply. Never again would she stand idly back.

      The next time they’d put the noose around someone’s neck, Rynara had leaped from the balcony she’d been on and taken them out.

      She didn’t kill. She was a master with sword and fire—as Luthier had reminded her—and could maim and dismember without causing death. It worked better this way. The more Redeemers she left alive, the more they could spread the word of her deeds.

      She’d become the thing they feared.

      For the people, she’d become their protector.

      She didn’t carry the role lightly. If people were going to lend her their support, she would not throw it away or grow full of self-importance. The cause, the act of risking her life to save others to root out corruption and show the Redeemers what happened when they came for innocents, was the thing that mattered. She was merely the baton the music followed. She was not the music itself.

      The wind eased. Rynara took a breath, clasping her Amulet. She wasn’t foolish enough to wear it around her neck as she once had. Instead, it lay tucked beneath a wrapping under the sleeve of her shirt. Its stone was constantly pressed against the skin of her arm, but enough bandaging kept its light from ever being seen.

      It did something to her. Previously, the stone faced out, encased in the intricate work of the Amulet’s edges. Now, with the stone placed on her skin, she could sense her auroras in a way she hadn’t before.

      They weren’t stronger. She wasn’t more capable with them than she’d been. It was more that she could see them better now, a person with bad sight given spectacles. Things came into focus. The lights grew brighter.

      Clear auroras, which she’d always had a difficult time finding, were now easily plucked from her mind and called into being.

      She blew air from her cheeks. The thrill of what she was about to do was finally starting to hit her. The Tower’s Shadow was full with a Redeemer’s shouts, annoying half-truths and fear-inducing rhetoric meant to crush the people who’d lined the plaza.

      She’d end that shouting soon. From the twelve stories she stood atop, she would call her auroras, look out over the edge, and jump.

      Not yet, she soothed, waiting for the Redeemer to reach the height to his speech. Not yet.

      Though it grew cold so high up, especially in the dead of winter, Rynara knew the importance of waiting. If she jumped too soon, not enough people would be in the plaza, and thus, the word of her arrival wouldn’t spread as far. It also put her own life in danger. After all the months she’d been doing this, the Redeemers had finally thought to bring additional guards solely to watch out for her arrival. They kept their eyes peeled until their victims were hung. In that moment, they’d be distracted. The crowd would grow angry, commotion would build, and the strangled sounds of death would trample their concentration.

      Jump too late, and there wouldn’t be any people left to save.

      It was in the moment between that the Phoenix would come.

      From the crescendo of the executioner’s speech, that time was almost here.

      Rynara began calling air.

      Adrenaline flooded her every nerve. She swore her nose and spine tingled, and her blood vessels burst with tiny explosions. Her pulse drove through her veins, a frantic fear, fear, fear propelling her.

      She triumphed over fear. She loved to feel it grip her, hold onto her and squeeze, only for her to cast it aside, press it down, and smother it.

      You bow to me, she told it, filling her lungs. She’d called every last clear aurora in her mind, along with a bit of red, and listened.

      “These people have dared to question the Creator’s will!” the executioner shouted. “It is by the Light’s hands we act, and it is darkness that leads them to get in our way!”

      One step forward. Rynara closed her eyes, feeling the weight of her body, imagining the gravity that would launch her to the ground. She still held to the tower’s steeple. Her cloak billowed behind her, the wind snapping loudly in its torn threads.

      It was warning her. I am nature, it said. Do not test me.

      Rynara smiled. She would test it, and she’d defeat it.

      “This is what happens to those who trust the dark over the light. Be warned, people of Sarabai. The Redeemers own this city, and we claim it in the Light’s radiance.”

      Rynara extended a hand. The bulbous surface she stood on, the spot where the steeple arose from, grew slick with evening dew. How precarious she stood, so many stories from the ground.

      Her smile grew.

      When you jump, an errant voice said, creeping through her exhilaration, let the air go.

      Don’t fight anymore.

      Don’t bother.

      End it.

      You won’t be in pain anymore if you do.

      Rynara growled. She shoved the thoughts down.

      She’d overcome those thoughts. She’d defeated them.

      I won the battle and the war, she told herself. I won’t be dragged down.

      She huffed out an angry breath, feeling the warmth of it as if fogged in front of her.

      “Men,” the Redeemer said. “Kill them.”

      Rynara jumped.

      The world was a haze. Air ripped against her skin. Her body was the heaviest thing she’d ever known.

      She was a person. A raindrop. A stone.

      Velocity did not care what it carried. All things fell to the ground the same.

      The difference between all things and Rynara was experience. She’d made this flight before. She’d plummeted to the ground and felt the involuntary gasp her lungs craved. She’d welcomed the chill of air at such a speed. She’d craved the quickness with which her body would meet the ground.

      She’d taken these jumps.

      And she’d mastered them.

      Releasing the auroras she’d gathered, she cast out a whirlwind and a torrent of flames.

      She landed. Her ankles and knees bent from the impact. Her fist hit the ground.

      She crouched town. Breathed. Gave her body a second to recover.

      The whirlwind broke her fall. It slowed her speed, allowing her to land without breaking bones.

      It created a barrier between her and those surrounding the Tower’s Shadow. The dust and dirt hid her. The smoke, from the fire she’d called created a smoldering screen.

      As it faded, Rynara stood.

      Called her other elements.

      Grinned.

      Then the fighting began.

      Six Redeemers ran for her. In Sarabai, they wore armor. It was a wealthy city. It made sense that its usurpers would be wealthy too.

      She called a wall of ice. Their spears crashed into it.

      Behind her, a tall Redeemer jumped onto the platform with the victims. They lifted their sword. Swung.

      Not at the people. At the ropes, above their heads.

      Rynara gave Luthier a nod of approval.

      The problem with armor was the uniformity.

      It was so easy to blend in.

      Laughing, Rynara lowered her wall of ice, and pulled out a touched sword.

      Spears had longer reach. She knew better than to let them surround her. Narrowly avoiding the head of one, she leaned to the side, swiping her sword and breaking the spear in half. Crouching on instinct, she felt the swoosh of another spear just where her head had been. She spun, kicking the legs out from the man who’d struck at her.

      More spears came. They darted toward where she crouched on the ground. She called air again, pressing them all back with a quick gust.

      Standing, she jumped as the second attacker swiped his spear again. As she landed, she grabbed the spear by the shaft, called fire, and melted it.

      Two men disarmed.

      Four left.

      No, not four. As she surveyed her surroundings, she saw a whole small battalion of Redeemers pressing through the crowd.

      They’d hidden themselves among the onlookers. Clever. Especially given that when she showed up, people no longer ran. After hearing about the Phoenix, people stayed behind to watch her fight.

      Sixteen. Seventeen. Eighteen.

      Nineteen.

      Nineteen men were coming for her.

      She hoped Luthier wouldn’t need her help.

      “Get them to safety!” she shouted to him, nodding toward the newly freed victims. “I’ll deal with things here.”

      Rynara had fought an army of fiends. She’d helped defeat a Behemoth.

      Nineteen men were nothing to her.

      Pulling six small daggers from her sides, she tossed them up, called air, and formed a hovering circle of blades around her. She laughed as the confidence of the men who’d started lunging for her shattered.

      “Come on!” she yelled, beckoning them with her fingers. “Fight me!”

      The Redeemers wore armor, but they weren’t soldiers. Some of them dropped their spears and ran.

      Mistake. They weren’t the only ones who had people in the crowd.

      Teniv, and dozens of other followers who now traveled with Rynara from city to city, grabbed the fleeing men, beat them down, and clamped shackles on their wrists.

      The rest of the crowd grew invested. Some began joining the beatings. Others formed a barricade over the alleys and doors that would’ve served as escapes.

      The nineteen men who’d started coming for her were now divided. Some were trying to rescue their fellow man. Others attempted to flee. A few still came for her.

      Months before, it had only been her lunging into danger, and Luthier worriedly following.

      Now it was a coordinated effort.

      And unlike the Redeemers, the people who followed Rynara were trained.

      She cast the daggers out. With precision, each landed in the space between plates. They dug in, rendering her enemies useless, but keeping them alive.

      Good. She’d want them questioned later and brought to justice.

      Feeding off the thrill of the crowd, Rynara ran, leaping off of one of the now keeled over men and jumping on the back of a large Redeemer. She clamped down on his ear and bit it off, spitting it out as he thrashed.

      Desperate, he tried pulling out a touched knife and stabbing her. She wrapped her legs around him, anchoring herself, and caught his hand.

      He was larger than her. Stronger. In seconds, his strength would overpower hers, even through the pain, and his strike would hit home.

      His hands aren’t covered, she realized. She called ice, and severed his hand.

      He screamed. The knife and hand fell. She uncurled herself from him and spun around, just in time to call a shield and block the three spears coming for her.

      The crowd circled her, grabbing the men. For too long, the Redeemers had reigned. They’d made the people of a vibrant city lose hope. They stole from them their safety and their trust. Rynara lowered her shield as she watched the people become fiends. They didn’t have sharp fangs or claws, but they bit and swiped all the same.

      “Phoenix!” Teniv yelled. The bulky woman ran forward, placing a single cuff on the maimed man beside her. “The tradesmen are getting away!”

      Rynara looked to where her second pointed. Through the crowd, a hole had formed, a series of people laying on the ground, holding their heads and their stomachs. One of them had been stabbed, though it didn’t look deadly.

      “Can you handle things here?” Rynara shouted, grabbing Teniv’s arm.

      When the woman nodded, Rynara nodded back and ran.

      The wrongfully convicted people were the main goal of the ambush, but the tradesmen were the prize. Every village Rynara had come through, every town and every city, had led her here. A place called the Sanctuary was somewhere near Sarabai, a place where the Redeemers made their tonics, stored their wealth, and kept their slaves.

      The tradesmen knew where the place was. If she could get them, she’d finally be able to find the heart of the Redeemers’ hold in the West.

      The alley became a blur as she ran. She saw the three men cutting around corners, climbing walls, shimmying through narrow spaces.

      She’d studied this city. She’d scoped out every crevice and every hideaway surrounding the clock tower. When they ran, she followed. When they thought they’d lost her, she emerged from atop another building and jumped down to grab them.

      They continued to run.

      Rynara, finally starting to feel the exhaustion of all she’d done, was losing them.

      No! she thought, stubbornly, sprinting after the three men. You aren’t getting away.

      Above her, someone else was running. With the towering buildings throughout Sarabai, there were often more than just the ground streets to walk through.

      Someone else was chasing the tradesmen too.

      It wasn’t any of her followers. They’d all been assigned to the crowd or were back at the warehouse where they’d meet Luthier and the victims they’d saved.

      Who was this person then?

      Rynara risked a glance up. Whoever they were, they had much longer legs. They leaped across rooftops she’d not ever dream to cross without calling air. They had their face wrapped, so she couldn’t see their features, but she saw them nimbly slide down the sides of buildings, climb, and disappear.

      She didn’t have time to puzzle out who they were. She had to catch the men.

      As long as they didn’t try to stop her, she’d welcome another person in the hunt.

      Turning a corner, Rynara’s boot slipped, and she crashed to the ground. She shouted, angry more than hurt, and quickly stood. She stumbled at the pain in her ankle.

      No, she thought, glaring at her foot. Damn you. Come on!

      She tried running again, but every step became agony. The tradesmen were far ahead of her now. They’d reached an opening between the alleys, a smaller plaza than the Tower’s Shadow, but an area that was open and easy to see across.

      Rynara cursed. Her ankle didn’t seem broken, but with the long stretch granting them the ease to sprint at full speed, she knew she’d lost her chance.

      “Dammit!” she cursed.

      She leaned against the wall of the building beside her and slid to the ground.

      Frustrated, she picked up a small pebble beside her and threw it.

      “Fuck!”

      Her head thumped back. Her ankle throbbed. She extended her leg and moved the ankle, checking to make sure she’d not sprained or broken it.

      It was fine. Nothing a little ice and elevation couldn’t fix. Luthier or Teniv would help her bind it, and so long as she didn’t overdo it, it’d likely be better in a couple of days.

      She cursed again. She’d been so close.

      So close.

      The sun was setting, the remaining light landing on her boots. The rest of her was bathed in the cool shadow of the building she leaned on. Her mouth tasted like salt.

      I bit someone’s ear off, she realized, spitting out the sticky blood.

      She wasn’t sure what she thought of that.

      Defeated, she checked her surroundings, embedding the streets in her mind, and the shops she’d last seen the tradesmen near. She’d bring this information back to her people and send them out to try and find the men. Hopefully, if they were quick, and if the city helped them, they’d find the tradesmen in no time.

      Best I get back to the Tower’s Shadow, she thought, carefully rising to her feet.

      She winced at the pain of her ankle. She wanted to take it out of her boot, but she’d need the support if she was going to make the trek back.

      No, she decided. Not the plaza. One of Teniv’s hideouts was nearby. They’d agreed to meet there if anything went awry.

      She didn’t want to leave. She wanted to return and ensure the people the tradesmen hurt in their escape were all right.

      Trust Teniv and the others, she told herself. You’ve done enough.

      She didn’t believe herself, but she hobbled toward the hideout anyway. Best she get there before the sun finished setting. Sarabai’s alleys would be much fuller at night.
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      Rynara sat on the hideout’s roof, letting her feet dangle.

      She used to watch sunsets from the palace balcony or her castle’s windows. Now she watched them from rooftops, where the light met her in fractured pieces, broken up by all the buildings surrounding her.

      Peeling off her mask, Rynara held in in her hands and studied it.

      It’d been Luthier’s idea. His first had been for her to stop her mad plot and quit doing things that would draw attention to herself. When she’d refused, he’d asked that she at least cover her face.

      Don’t be a person, he’d said. People can be identified. Be an object or a symbol.

      The mask hadn’t been anything she’d put thought into. After the previous year’s masquerade, masks that’d once been overpriced had become cheap. She’d bought the first one she’d found that hadn’t looked notably feminine or masculine. It was a fiend, a bird-like creature, with a beak at its front and feathers extending from the back.

      Her cloak hadn’t been anything extraordinary either. Not wanting to have the fine fabrics of her palace garb noticed, she and Luthier had sold their old clothes and used the coin for rooms, supplies, and whatever else they’d needed. They’d bought winter wear too, simple but warm boots, vests, shirts, trousers, jackets, and, most importantly, cloaks.

      Hers had been a dark red. It was still a dark red, but after accidentally calling too much fire during one of her jumps, and burning the edges, the cloak had become singed at its bottoms.

      A few times, Redeemers had tried to capture her by stabbing blades into the cloak and keeping her pinned.

      The edges had become tattered.

      Eventually, between the fiend mask she wore and the red cloak, people had started calling her the Phoenix.

      She’d not thought the name would stick. The city that’d assigned it to her wasn’t even very large. Surely people from across other cities wouldn’t call her that too.

      Then the printings got a hold of the name.

      She’d been the Phoenix ever since.

      Brushing her thumb over the mask, Rynara sighed. She was fatigued. Her room back at the Tired Cat—and, more specifically, her bed—called to her, but she still had much to do. She’d need to be updated on what happened with the captured Redeemers, if anyone was killed, and if Luthier had reached the other hideout with the victims.

      Regretfully, she also needed to relay that she’d lost the tradesmen. Teniv would tell her it was fine, and that the day should be seen as a victory, but the woman was always lifting her up. Despite her harsh features, her attitude was nothing but quiet reassurance and optimism. It belied the severity of her scarred skin and muscular build.

      As much as she wanted rest, Rynara didn’t want sleep. It was a contradiction she’d not felt since her mother had died. There was a difference, even if logically they seemed connected. You couldn’t sleep without getting rest. Often, when you rested, you fell asleep.

      The problem with sleep was dreams. Rynara didn’t want to dream. Her dreams were never peaceful things or whimsical creations.

      They were loops. Endless circles of fire.

      She saw Voradeen burning.

      The Behemoth taking in breaths and killing hundreds when those breaths released.

      She felt the blood and guts of the tortavel spilling onto her.

      She saw her mother, knowing she was going to die, but wanting Aden to live.

      “Come here, dear,” she’d say. Her skin would be pale and sweaty. “I need to give you something.”

      The Amulet would be handed over. It would morph into a wailing infant. Words like, “Mother, I think Aden is hungry,” would be spoken, but Rose wouldn’t be there.

      She’d wake up and remember her mother was dead.

      She’d want to run to her father. It was a risk, waking him in the night. Sometimes he got angry when she woke him. Sometimes he’d be shocked from his own nightmares, and he’d lash out.

      Sometimes, the risk was worth it, because he was awake too, and his eyes would be staring at the flames crackling through his fireplace. In those moments, he’d see her peeking into his room, and he’d beckon her over. He’d kiss her forehead and tell her, “I know, my sweet girl, I know,” and rather than lash out, he’d wrap her in a hug, and they’d stare at the fire together.

      Those memories would sweep through her before the ugly truth shocked her awake.

      There was no risking her father’s wrath in hopes he was gentle. There was no father to protect her anymore.

      Gerard Verigrad was dead, just like her mother.

      Sometimes the dreams were entirely about him. She’d remember his confession in the dungeon, and instead of leaving the palace, she’d go to his room, and he’d escape with them. He, she, and Luthier would all flee the realm of nobles. They’d find some plot of land, and they’d hunt together, and Luthier would teach them to farm, and they’d have food aplenty in the spring, and they’d feel the urgency to ration in the fall. They’d take turns sharing threadbare blankets and sitting in a rocking chair.

      Then her father would cough up blood and keep coughing. She’d run to get him help, but there was nowhere to run.

      Dreams did not connect things logically. When her father died in them, she’d wind up watching his ascension from a distance, as had occurred in real life.

      In other dreams, she’d never been put in a cell. Her father would defend her, stand up for her, and Dietrich Haroldson would show up.

      “I have the Dagger,” he’d say. “I killed your allies, and now I’m here to kill you.”

      Gerard would be stabbed.

      She’d watch him ascend from a distance.

      They’d fight together against the Behemoth.

      He’d burn. He’d die.

      She’d watch him ascend from a distance.

      She’d knock over her mother’s favorite vase. It would break, and he’d yell at her, shove her, and hit her into the wall.

      She’d strike back, though she’d never done that before. It wouldn’t be Dietrich holding a knife, but her, and she’d say, “I’m done letting you hurt me!” and she’d stab him through.

      She’d watch him ascend from a distance.

      Always, always, always, her dreams brought her family back, only to take them away. For a while, she liked the dreams, because at least she had her parents again. It was the ends of the dreams and the waking up that she hated, when she had to realize all over again that those fleeting, disturbing, aching seconds were the only ones she got with them.

      She never dreamed of Roland. He was, supposedly, still alive. She’d purged him from her mind, lest the desire to find him overwhelmed her current quest.

      She’d always brought him down, anyway. It was better this way, that he stay hidden and enjoy a life free from the scheming of nobles.

      I hate being awake, she thought, gripping her mask tighter.

      I hate it.

      Of course, being awake meant living.

      That was the part Rynara didn’t know how to do anymore.

      When you jump, let the air go.

      Don’t fight anymore.

      Don’t bother.

      End it.

      You won’t be in pain anymore if you do.

      Rynara considered the voice. Grimacing from the pain in her ankle, she stood up, and looked down.

      The distance wasn’t as far to the ground here as it’d been on the clock tower. There, it was guaranteed she’d die, if she hit the bottom without the cushion of air. Here, with only three stories between her and the ground, she doubted it.

      She still considered. She hung her injured foot over the ledge and imagined . . . nothing.

      Nothing would feel nice. Nothing wouldn’t let her keep losing her family over and over again. Nothing was nothing. It was the absence of joy, but it was the absence of pain too. The endless loops would finally stop. Her fatigue would stop.

      Everything would stop.

      She took a breath. Let it out. Closed her eyes. Took another. Let it out.

      A tear trickled down her cheek. She didn’t know if it was from the cold, the breeze, or something else. It suddenly didn’t seem like she was feeling air at all. Instead, it was as though she was underwater, still able to breathe, but drowning all the same.

      When she became the Phoenix, she could fight the thoughts. When she was Rynara, she could be the leader to the small army she was creating.

      When she was herself, broken and buried, she was weak. The thoughts spilled in, flooded her mind, and sent her low. They anchored her to the sea floor but didn’t let the lack of air take her.

      She was stuck beneath the water, and she didn’t know how to surface. Maybe if she just sank, she could finally rest.

      Luthier, she thought, pulling her foot back. What would happen to Luthier if I jumped?

      She wiped away her tear and stood motionless. The chill of night crept through. The lamps turned on. Unlike in Voradeen, night did not mean darkness in Sarabai. It meant glowing spheres of many colors, littered throughout the city. They hung from balconies and beside doors and along streets. They were held in people’s hands as they walked. They were placed in braids and along necklaces. They were everywhere, and when the white twinkle of stars filled the sky, the colorful twinkle of lamps and spheres reflected back from the ground below.

      If she jumped, Luthier would be devastated. The most unconditional love she’d known was his. He wasn’t blood. He wasn’t employed to protect her anymore.

      Still, day in and day out, he chose her. He protected her as his charge. He loved her like a daughter. He sacrificed for her like a father.

      Someday, Rynara would retreat from the edge because she loved herself enough to say no. She’d believe her life was more than the numbness and the pain and the memories. Until then, she would retreat because someone else was still there, teaching her, guiding her, and showing her, again and again, what her life was worth.

      She stepped back from the roof’s edge and sat down. The ground still held some of the sun’s warmth. It felt good as she undid her cloak and placed it over her lap like a blanket.
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      There was no mistaking Teniv’s bulky frame as she strolled up to the hideout.

      The woman was the only person besides Luthier who knew about Rynara’s real identity. In a pure bit of serendipity, she’d recognized Luthier from their time in the War of Fire. Both had only been barely past their seventeenth spring when they’d started fighting. They’d been the youngest in their group, and had bonded through blood and death and sleepless nights.

      You saved my life more times than I can count, she’d told him. If you say the girl is innocent, then I believe you.

      It’d seemed a bit flimsy to Rynara, but shockingly, the words had been enough for Luthier. Usually their reactions were reversed; she was the reckless one, and he was cautious to the point of boredom.

      Bonds forged in war are among the strongest, he’d said. I trust Teniv with our lives.

      Only a month out of the palace, and their duo had become a trio.

      It helped that Rynara had proven herself to the woman through her bravery. It was in the second town she’d fought to liberate that they’d met.

      Teniv had no family, or at least, none she spoke of. They seemed the kind of people she grew up in spite of, rather than because of. She’d joined the War of Fire because she’d wished to create a path for herself, separate from them. After the war, she’d invested the coin she’d made into taverns and warehouses throughout Xenith.

      Her family became her money and her patrons.

      When the Redeemers threatened those things and Rynara had protected them, Teniv had vowed her loyalty.

      “My wealth and my connections are yours to make use of,” she’d said. “I’ll follow wherever you go.”

      Rynara liked the woman. She wasn’t like anyone she’d ever met in the palace. Most of the people there were decorated in the finest of clothing. They had shining locks of hair and hands without callouses. They were beautiful and refined on the surface, but devious and deceptive beneath.

      Teniv spoke plainly. She dressed in the finest of clothing, but it was fine because it was made well and contained high amounts of element-resistant threads. She’d earned her way out of meager beginnings through fighting. She wasn’t one to walk around unprotected.

      She had more money between all of her investments then many of the nobles Rynara had met. That fact was practically a secret, given how seamlessly she blended in with the common folk.

      When they traveled through farms, she always offered a helping hand. If they visited taverns, she offered to help clean up the dishes. At inns, she never left her bed unmade. When Luthier or Rynara hunted something, she offered to skin and cook it.

      Teniv was the best cook among them, so that seemed as much a gift to herself as it was to them.

      Still, she was a person of wealth who offered it more than she showed it. If she lost everything, she’d still be the same person. It was pure tenacity she’d built herself with, and it was tenacity she’d use to keep what she had. Not out of greed, but because she believed in helping those who’d earned their place in the world. She extended that sentiment to herself.

      Rynara waved at her from atop the roof. Teniv smiled and saluted. Aside from a couple of bloodstains on her arms, she didn’t seem hurt. The burn scar on her neck was always there, a product of the War of Fire, but it didn’t look like any new scars would be joining it. Her hair was still wet from sweat, cut short on one side and shaved off on the other where the burns on her neck would otherwise be covered.

      I like for people to see the scars, she’d said, when she’d caught Rynara looking at them. I don’t hide what the world has done to me.

      Other than the damp of her hair, Rynara could hardly tell the woman had been in a fight. Smiling, she headed down the roof’s ladder and descended the buildings floors.

      The place wasn’t abandoned. Calling it a hideout seemed off in some ways, as it wasn’t hidden at all. The fact that it was open actually served to make people less suspicious.

      The Moonlight Room was one of Teniv’s taverns, and people were dining and drinking as Rynara made her way through. It was open in the center, with plants from both Xenith and Sadie growing along the first floor and up through the third. Seats and tables lined the perimeter, and lights glowed from the railing between the garden and where people sat.

      Usually, it was busier. Today, given the intensity of the execution and the chaos that’d occurred directly after, it was a bit slow.

      Rynara nodded to people who glanced her way. She’d tucked her tattered cloak and mask back in her satchel, so the only thing they saw when they looked her way was a youth who’d felt like enjoying the evening from the rooftop above.

      That wasn’t so strange a thing. Especially in a place like this one, it wasn’t uncommon for people to go up above and smoke things that Teniv preferred to be kept outdoors.

      Making her way down the rest of the steps, Rynara finally saw her second, and they both looked to a door toward the back of the tavern. Teniv closed it behind them, walked through an antechamber, then walked through one more door. Rynara let out a sigh of relief as she sat in one of the room’s several chairs and slid off her boot.

      “The tradesmen got away,” she said, pulling her stocking down and surveying her ankle. It was a bit swollen, but it wasn’t anything to worry about. “Courteous of this.”

      “You shouldn’t have jumped from so high,” Teniv said. The scolding was said matter-of-factly, but it still made Rynara bristle.

      “It wasn’t the jump,” she said. “I slipped when I was chasing them. Doesn’t matter. How’s Luthier?”

      “He’s fine. No injuries. He’ll arrive here shortly. All the people who were going to be hanged are accounted for. Three have decided to join us. The maimed Redeemer got away, surprisingly, but almost all the others were captured.”

      “And the crowd?”

      “None dead. Thirty-seven wish to join. Seven believe they have information we might find valuable. I must warn you though, one of them seemed dangerous.”

      “Dangerous how?”

      Teniv shrugged her massive shoulders. “Just didn’t seem like a regular citizen.”

      Rynara winced as Teniv brought a chair over and took her foot.

      “What does that mean? Did he look strange? Talk strangely? Act strangely?”

      Teniv shrugged again.

      “There’s just a feeling you get from some people. Luthier would know what I mean.”

      “Did Luthier see the man?”

      “No.”

      “So the two of you are ganging up on me, even without Luthier being here?”

      “Yes.”

      “Hmm.” Rynara wriggled her toes. “Figures.”

      Teniv smiled, feeling around at Rynara’s ankle. Calling Garron ‘Luthier’ was easy for her, given it was his birth name. He’d been Luthier long before he’d been the Golden Knight.

      “The Redeemers?”

      “Two dead,” Teniv answered. “Not by your wounds. Though the ear and severed hand of the one that escaped was a bit much.” She gave Rynara a questioning brow.

      “The ones that died,” she said, not offering an explanation. “How?”

      “The crowd. A mother, of one of the men who was going to be hanged, and the husband of a woman—they beat two of the Redeemers to death.”

      “Did you try to stop them?”

      Teniv gave her another flat stare.

      “The crowd could turn against us if I did that.”

      “We need those Redeemers for information.”

      “Then maybe we shouldn’t be fighting them in front of hundreds of people.”

      Rynara pulled her leg back.

      “Finding them at the executions is the quickest way to capture a lot of them at once. When we turn them over to the enforcers for questioning, we get more information in one day then we’d get over months of trying to find each of them separately. Besides, it’s their decision to hold public executions. They put themselves at risk when they do that.”

      “I agree.”

      Besides the chairs, there was a desk in the room, and a few shelves. Teniv stood, opening one of the desk’s drawers and pulling out a river stick to smoke.

      “I thought you didn’t like those indoors.”

      “I don’t like them where patrons dine.”

      Teniv sat down in the chair behind the desk, which was much larger and better cushioned then the seat Rynara was in. She called fire to light the stick’s end.

      The scent was immediately noticeable. It was both sweet and heavy, like burning leather and warm honey.

      “I’m not criticizing,” Teniv continued, leaning her elbows on the desk. “I’m only saying that in a city this large, you can’t just jump in, make a scene, and leave. The scene stays, Ryn. Regardless of whether you’re there.”

      “That’s not happened before. I’m not arguing, I’m just not sure what to do.”

      “Pick your poison.” Teniv blew smoke from her lips. The grey of it matched her hair.

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning that if you want to keep doing this, fine, but Sarabai is massive. The Redeemers’ reach here is also massive. You might’ve made people happy today, but you also freed the floodgates of anger. When you swoop in, they see someone ready to fight. When you bite off people’s ears?” She clucked her tongue. “They see someone ready to feast.”

      “That’s very dramatic, but noted.”

      “I think that’s rich, coming from you.”

      “Rich?”

      “You think dropping down from one of the highest structures in the city with a mask and a moniker isn’t dramatic?”

      Rynara slipped her boot back on. “Also noted.”

      A knock sounded at the room’s door. Teniv asked who it was, and Luthier’s gruff baritone answered.

      “Did you see the execution?”

      It wasn’t a real query. It was meant to serve as a code to ensure he’d come alone and that it was safe to let him in.

      Teniv got up, offering him a stick as he entered. He said he didn’t want one, though he did slip the stick in his pocket for later. He’d never smoked one in front of Rynara, and he’d given her a firm no when she’d asked Teniv if she could have one, but he made little effort to hide that he enjoyed them.

      “Victims are shaken up, but fine,” he said, launching into his report. “They were reunited with their families. We’ve asked that they stay at the warehouse for the night and have stationed twenty of the Hawks to watch them in case the Redeemers retaliate.”

      The Hawks. If Rynara was the Phoenix, then her followers thought it best they gave themselves a name.

      She didn’t object. It all seemed a bit much to her, but they found it unifying, so who was she to judge?

      “They’ve offered to provide information to us,” he continued. “As much as they can. Some don’t know anything useful. Most of them just seem like they were taken because they don’t have any money or connections to upset anyone of note.”

      “Anyone but us.”

      “Correct.”

      That was the most frustrating thing about all of this. As easy as Natalia Barie was making it for Rynara to build up a small army, it shouldn’t have happened that way. It was clear by the printings that Voradeen was struggling, and international concerns were pressing, but still, how was it possible that nothing had been done to combat the Redeemers? It almost felt like all the nobles in Xenith were simply allowing Rynara to fight unimpeded.

      They can’t actually be letting us do the enforcing for them, she thought.

      Could they?

      “Teniv?” Luthier turned toward the woman. “May we have a moment?”

      The woman didn’t reply. She only sat up from her chair, grabbed another stick from the desk’s drawer, and left.

      It might’ve seemed hostile if it were anyone else. Between her and Luthier, the exchange was practically a hug.

      “Were you hurt?” Luthier asked. He didn’t bother sitting. Instead, he loomed over her like a concerned hound.

      “Hurt my ankle a bit, chasing after the tradesmen.” She scratched at her hair and leaned back. “I lost them. I need to get Teniv the information about where I last⁠—”

      “Milady, if I may.”

      Rynara was about to correct his formality but stopped when she saw the concerned look on his face.

      “Yes?”

      “I don’t think you should keep doing this.”

      She sat still. This wasn’t the first time he’d brought this up. It wasn’t even the first time he’d started the conversation with those exact words. Dealing with this debate had become a routine part of each city. Not even each city—each ambush. Any time they coordinated anything with their Hawks, the revelry was always brought down by him.

      “We’ve been over this,” she said. She wasn’t even annoyed to be having the conversation. It’d become so repetitive that she knew how to navigate it efficiently. “I’m not stopping. Someone has to do something, and I’m that someone. No one else is doing it.”

      “The Hawks are large enough now to do it themselves.”

      He stood tall, and at attention, his hands behind his back. It felt like a soldier relaying unwanted news to his superior. Which, truthfully, was exactly what he was doing.

      “There’s a lot of them, sure,” she conceded. “But we both know none of them wield elements like us.”

      “I’ve been training them,” he argued. “When you . . . leave, each evening, I’ve been working with them. So has Teniv.”

      “And? A little bit of training isn’t enough. Some of them have become proficient, but most of them will need years. Unlike the foot soldiers who got sent off to battle during the War of Fire, I intend for my soldiers to be prepared and to live. They aren’t arrows to be used once.”

      “I never said they were. I’m merely saying that they don’t need you anymore.”

      Rynara started. Luthier looked rigid, which was how he always looked, but there was an extra bit of tension in his stance that spoke to something else. Anger, maybe? She knew he didn’t like her going off alone each night, but he’d never seemed that upset over it. He understood how strongly she desired some freedom after the way she’d been cooped up her whole life. Even if he didn’t like her going out alone, he didn’t reprimand her for it.

      “Don’t need me?” she repeated. “I’m not offended, I’m just confused. Do you not agree that you and I are by far and away stronger than the rest of them?”

      “You and I, yes.” He took a breath, then, with more emphasis, “You, and I.”

      Rynara stood, careful not to put too much weight on her ankle.

      “Are you trying to say you think I should . . . what? Retire? And that you should take over?”

      “Not retire. I’m merely asking you to consider entrusting us to fulfill this task and that you end your gallivanting.”

      “Gallivanting?”

      He winced. “A poor choice of words.” He cleared his throat, then brought his hands to his front. Not even up, or with his palms open. Standing like a regular person was apparently his way of showing apology.

      “I can join the training,” she said, still confused. “If you think that would help.”

      “That’s not what I’m suggesting.”

      “Just say what you’re thinking. I tire of the tiptoeing.”

      “I think you should abandon the idea of getting your throne back.”

      Rynara fought the fire building in her mind.

      “Nobles never change,” he continued. “They always accept bribes. They always want more land, or more power, or more money⁠—”

      “And you think that’s what’ll happen to me?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “No, I know that would never happen to you. But you’ve already suffered enough among them.”

      “I wasn’t suffering.” She scoffed. “I had hot meals every day and warm blankets and spacious rooms. I had the best tutors in everything. Anything I wanted to learn, I had it. I didn’t have to save up to go to the academies or try and work while I learned a new craft. I had books and fine clothes and, and—and everything. Everything. And I thought myself in a gilded cage, simply because I couldn’t do exactly what I wanted whenever I wanted. I was spoiled and selfish.”

      “And that’s what you want to go back to?”

      Rynara grabbed her head.

      “No, I don’t want to be that person again, but I want to right my wrongs. That’s beside the point, though. You said I was suffering, and I was pointing out all the ways I wasn’t. People kill—actually kill—to have what I had, and I knew that, but I still didn’t really . . . I didn’t really understand it.”

      “You didn’t understand because you hadn’t seen how other people lived.” His voice was frustratingly calm. “Now you have. You’ve matured. That’s good. You’ve helped a lot of people. That’s good too. Now you can rest. Enjoy your youth. You always wanted to live your own life. You can do that now.”

      “If I do that,” she countered, “then I’m just as selfish as I was before. I have to keep going. I have all the training my life of luxury gave me before, and if I do nothing with that, then what was the point? If people with a lot don’t do anything with it, then the rest of the world keeps standing still. I can help. I can try to help, at least. Maybe I won’t actually make a difference, but I can try.”

      “You’ve already done enough. Please, Gwen. You don’t know what it was like.”

      She huffed out an angry breath. Schooling her features, she forced her shoulders to ease and pinched her nose.

      Being hotheaded was part of what she’d hated about herself before. She needed to at least try to hear what Luthier was saying before combatting his request.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I was supposed to protect you.”

      At that, he actually sounded emotional. Rynara felt her heart constrict. She’d never heard his tone shift to that timbre before.

      “You did protect me. My whole life you’ve protected me.”

      “No. I didn’t.”

      The look he gave her was one of reckoning.

      She knew that look. He’d given it to her many times.

      Where did you get this bruise? What happened to your wrist? Why are your shelves broken?

      “Yes, you did,” she said. When he opened his mouth to answer, she held up her hand, silencing him.

      “You served my father loyally. You protected me. You did both those things.”

      “I did one of those things,” he whispered. “I couldn’t always do both.”

      “Get out.”

      He put his hands behind his back. “No.”

      “Get out.”

      “Gwenivere—”

      “I said get out!”

      He stood still. His chest lifted, and his jaw locked.

      His feet remained in place.

      Rynara shoved past him and opened the door. She stood behind it, motioning him to leave.

      His eyes bore into her. She refused to meet them.

      “I will ask Teniv to return,” he said.

      “Yes, see that you do.”

      “I . . . I bid you a good night.”

      He didn’t say anything else. When he’d walked over the threshold, and stepped from her view, she nudged the door shut.

      She wasn’t angry enough to slam it. She just didn’t like confronting that some of the things in her dreams were things that’d actually happened—and that he’d seen them too.
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      It’d been three days since Rynara had ambushed the execution.

      The city treated the event like a celebration.

      Each night, people were drinking, dancing, and making music until the early hours of the morning.

      Before the Redeemers had held it in a choke hold, Sarabai had essentially done that and more. When the Redeemers had started kidnapping people, however, or murdering or drugging them, jubilant spirits had been squashed.

      With the Redeemers having taken such an enormous hit, the citizens of the city had chosen to be joyful. Not because the threat had vanished. They understood well that the Redeemers still had many of the city’s enforcers under their thumb.

      No, they celebrated in defiance. It was a dare to them. A challenge.

      Try to take us. See what happens if you do.

      Rynara felt mixed about it. On one hand, she respected and admired the fire of Sarabai’s people. It was such a different city from Voradeen that she often forgot it was part of Xenith. Knowing that two distinctly different places could belong to the same realm, let alone her realm, filled her with pride.

      A person could be complex and multifaceted. Why couldn’t a nation be?

      She also found the wildness of the people irritating, as the Redeemers did accept the challenge.

      Teniv and Luthier had ordered the Hawks to patrol as many of the celebrations as they could. They were running on little sleep, and those that’d been present during the execution were recovering from injuries, but from all the reports Rynara had received, they’d managed to fend off any additional kidnapping attempts. A few had even followed a group of Redeemers back to a storeroom. With Rynara’s permission, they returned with more Hawks, snuck in, took the place, and gained a new stash of coins and cures.

      Trying to work within the laws of the city, Rynara ordered all such findings be brought back to enforcers. They all knew many of them were corrupt, but some of the Hawks had infiltrated their ranks, and they informed her of who was pocketing the coins for themselves, who was bringing contraband back to Redeemers, and who was actually doing their jobs and handling the goods accordingly.

      Rynara herself patrolled the streets too—once her ankle felt good enough to walk on. She’d fought off a group of Redeemers who’d followed some young people, but otherwise, she’d not faced much in the way of wrongdoing.

      She’d hoped the tradesmen would be caught.

      They hadn’t.

      Today, Rynara was finally meeting with some of the victims from the execution. They relayed to her everything they knew, some even going so far as to describe the faces of the people who’d kidnapped them.

      “I’ve seen Navar,” one said. “He looks like a kind man. Very sweet and small for a Prianthian. He’s not the warrior you might expect.”

      Other than that, most had nothing useful to say. Rynara assured them that they were most helpful, and she told them how brave they were for being willing to speak to her after experiencing such horrors.

      “You are the real hero,” she told them. “If my family and my life were at risk, I don’t know that I’d be as brave as you.”

      It had always been the right thing to say. Many of the people who’d come to her had arrived scared and timid. They’d left resolute.

      They’d made a difference, even if the information they gave didn’t get her any closer to Navar’s main hideout. It was an act of bravery, and an act of defiance, to risk trusting her after everything they’d endured. It wasn’t a lie—at least not entirely—for Rynara to say she didn’t know if she’d do as they did. If someone threatened Aden’s life, or Luthier’s, and she couldn’t guarantee their safety . . .

      She honestly couldn’t imagine being put in that position.

      As for the people who wanted to join them, Rynara accepted all of them.

      Not wholly. She told them they were accepted and gave them rallying words to lift their spirits and invigorate them, but it was understood by Teniv and Luthier and other trusted members of the Hawks that the new members were only to begin combat training, elements training, and weapons training. Other skills, like needlework, or metalwork, would be asked about and assessed, but the new members weren’t to know of anything important.

      Not yet at least. Hopefully in time, her circle of reliable members would expand.

      Just as Rynara had placed some of her followers among the city’s enforcers, the same could be done to her Hawks. It only took one Redeemer hiding in her midst to unravel all the work she’d been doing and all the plans she’d created.

      “Is that the last of them?” Rynara asked, looking to Teniv. The two women were sitting in the back of the Moonlight Room, as they had a few nights before, though this time it was Rynara behind the desk and Teniv in the uncomfortable chair.

      “No,” the woman said, looking over her notes. “The other one is here.”

      Rynara glanced up at her. “The other one?”

      “Yes. The dangerous looking one.”

      “Teniv, I have a question for you.”

      “Ask.”

      “Do I look dangerous?”

      Teniv squinted, looking her up and down.

      “You look small.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “Sure it is.”

      “Are you saying small doesn’t look dangerous?”

      “No. I’m saying you look small. Small could mean dangerous because you have something to compensate for, or it could mean lacking in danger because you’re small.”

      “Fine.” Rynara rolled her eyes. “My point was simply that looks can be deceiving.”

      “I knew what point you were trying to make.”

      “Why wouldn’t you give me a straight answer, then?”

      “It seemed more entertaining not to.”

      Rynara fought the urge to thump her head on her desk. Between Luthier’s overly formal nature, and Teniv’s insistence on quietly annoying her every chance she could, Rynara felt like she was caught between two very large, very protective extremes.

      “Just send him in.”

      Teniv smiled, uncrossed her burly arms, and left.

      Rynara was sorting through her notes when the last man entered.

      He was tall. Not so much that he needed to duck beneath the door’s frame, but enough that his eyes took notice of its height, as though he were used to checking doorways before he walked through them.

      His eyes themselves were all Rynara could see of his face, the rest of it covered by a wrap over his nose and mouth, and a hood over his hair. With the room’s lamplight, she could make out green eyes and, despite how little of it was exposed, dark, warm skin.

      She watched as he entered the room. His gait was smooth. Confidence poured off of him. Most who’d come to meet her approached with awe, reverence, or fear. Few approached her like it was she who’d requested a meeting with them.

      She shared a look with Teniv. The large woman still stood at the door, waiting for Rynara’s nod. All jest had vanished. Her broad shoulders were rigid, the veins in her neck and arms protruding. If she was hoping to hide her suspicion of the man, she was doing a poor job of it.

      Rynara had been in Sarabai long enough to know it wasn’t the man’s Sadiyan blood that put Teniv on edge. People in the city coexisted peacefully, regardless of origin. Ryn wasn’t so naive as to think the mind-set of Sarabai’s citizens was homogenous, but if there were exceptions to the norm, they didn’t exist within her second.

      No, Rynara knew this man seemed dangerous to Teniv for other reasons. It was the way he’d shifted himself when he’d entered, so his back faced the room’s corner, rather than its door. It was the sheer number of sheaths for touched blades he wore at his sides—sheaths that sat empty, thanks to Teniv—but that numbered well above twenty, by Ryn’s estimation.

      His clothes were dark and well fitted, snug enough to not get caught or yanked on in a fight, but loose enough to not impede movement. They were adorned clothes, likely, and if they weren’t, the vest he wore over his chest was.

      Rynara was certain. It was almost exactly the same attire she wore.

      “Thank you, Teniv,” she said, leaning back in her seat. She fingered the touched blade at her side, both for her second’s reassurance and as a warning to the man. Best he knew what she was capable of, if he felt like trying anything.

      Teniv stepped forward, setting something on the desk, then returned to the door.

      “Said if it made you feel safer, you could put these on him.”

      Rynara watched the woman leave before glancing at what she’d handed over.

      Element shackles.

      “Is there a reason,” she started, eyeing the shackles, “other than your unsubtle appearance, that I should have reason to fear you?”

      She thought she could see a smile behind the man’s cover. As he pulled it down, and removed his hood, she saw that he was indeed smiling.

      Then she realized she knew that smile.

      She’d seen it when she’d tended his wounds after slaying the Behemoth. She’d seen it in the palace ballroom, when they’d shared a dance during the masquerade. She’d seen it when he’d come to her rooms, laying his soul bare, begging for her aid in retrieving the Dagger of Eve.

      “I do have quite the reputation,” Dietrich said. “Though I assure you, much of it is unearned.”
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      Rynara sat motionless.

      She’d imagined this moment for months. Longed for it. Hungered for it. She’d felt his blood splatter her face as she slit his throat, tasted the salt of it as it dripped into her mouth. She’d seen his face every night before she slept. She felt his presence in every shadow that hung heavy.

      Now that he was before her, she expected to rage. It was natural to let the fire in her veins pulse through her. She wanted to be set ablaze. She wanted to take the knife she fingered and release it, sink it into his neck, press it down deep into his flesh.

      She took a breath. Steadied herself. Set free the anger. If ever she took her throne back, she would have to sit across from those who’d taken away her name, her knights, her father. She could not let anger control her, loath as she was to accept that.

      “Dietrich Haroldson,” she said simply. “Have you come to try and kill me as well?”

      He gestured to the empty sheaths. “I’m ill-equipped to do so, if that was my plan. And trust me, Princess, if my intentions were to assassinate you, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

      He said that with a smile too.

      She wanted to burn it off.

      “I’m not here to boast, though,” he said, taking a step back. She could tell he meant for the gesture to be placating.

      It wasn’t.

      “I speak truth when I say my reputation is only somewhat earned. I didn’t kill the Laighless family.”

      “And the attempt on your brother?” she asked, tilting her head. “Was that an imposter too?”

      He winced. “Well, no. That one was me. But the little eel was in on it, as was his friend Dorian, who is your friend too, from what I understand. Rare that, to be liked by so many. I’m always suspicious of people like that.”

      “You’re rambling.”

      “I’m elaborating.” He swallowed, a bit of nervousness showing, then leaned back into the room’s corner with his arms folded across his chest, as if he could somehow erase any unease he felt.

      She liked that he was nervous. She removed her hand from the knife and ran her fingers across the element shackles he’d brought.

      “What proof do you have? Of any of your claims?”

      “What proof do you have of yours?”

      She stilled. “What?”

      “Your father,” he said, shrugging a shoulder. “I presume you didn’t kill him.”

      She wanted to slam the desk, push it over, and watch everything atop it crash to the ground.

      She settled for curling her toes in her shoes.

      “No,” she said through gritted teeth. “I didn’t.”

      “And I didn’t kill the Laighless family.”

      “That’s it?”

      She stood, still holding the shackles, and walked toward him.

      “I’ve read every report,” she said. “I’ve seen every story. You killed the al’Murtaghs, then the Laighlesses, then set Yvaine Barie free. She saw you, described you exactly, described your dragon. They found tracks in the field. Soles meant for sand, rather than snow. There were bloodstains in the house. The Laighlesses died just inside the door.” She took another step toward him, shackles at the ready. “The killer didn’t meet them on the field of battle. They didn’t challenge them. They snuck up on them, from the shadows, and piled their bodies atop one another.”

      She sprang forward, ready to snap the chains closed against his wrists. Too fast, her body was spun around, the shackles on the floor, her back wedged into the room’s corner.

      Dietrich towered over her. His fingers wrapped tight around her wrists. There’d been a second of pain, when he’d bent her wrist and squeezed hard enough to make her drop the chains. Now his grip relaxed.

      She could feel him about to release her, but she called fire anyway, a burst of flames igniting between them. He ducked out of the way. Some of the flames soaked into the vest he wore. The rest disappeared as she released them.

      Heart racing, she grabbed again for the touched blade, this time pulling it from its sheath with a satisfying shink. Before she could throw it, Dietrich kicked the shackles up, caught them, then snapped them onto himself.

      She froze. She still held the knife up, muscles twitching in anticipation. Dietrich held his own hands up, submissive.

      Pleading.

      “Instinct,” he said, panting. “I’m sorry.”

      When she didn’t lower her knife, he got down on one knee, then the other. He held his chin up, exposing his throat.

      She rose up from the corner and slowly walked around him. She kept a healthy distance, recognizing his reach was much further than her own, then traded her knife for a called sword. She pressed it up to his neck, tilting his chin up higher.

      “And if I tried to strike you down, would your instincts kick in again?”

      He chuckled. “Possibly. I can make no promises on that front.” He released a breath, shoulders falling. His mirth faded. “But I can assure you, Princess, I didn’t kill the Mesidians.”

      “I asked for proof,” she spat. “And you tried to plead your innocence by bringing up my father.”

      “Were we not both falsely accused? Not just with those deaths, but with the Attack of Fiends? Were there not rumors running unfounded as soon as the nobles righted themselves?”

      She yanked her sword away. He released another breath.

      “Is that it, then? Do you really have no other evidence to offer? I will not accept subservience as sincerity this time. If you offer me nothing more than empty platitudes, then I will have your head.”

      He didn’t meet her eye, but he must have heard the conviction in her voice. He put his hands up again, nodding his understanding.

      “You know I wanted the Dagger,” he said. “Everything I told you was true. My mother was sick. Sadie was facing the threat of Redeemers. You see what they’re capable of now. What they’ve done to the West. You’re fighting them as I did.”

      She kept silent.

      “We wanted to keep my mother alive. To keep my father sane. We never wanted to cause unrest. That was the whole reason we thought to come to you first. If I’d only wanted the Dagger, I would’ve stolen it from Roland. I’d never have tried to convince you of our plight.”

      That did, frustratingly, make sense. Not that she hadn’t puzzled over that detail a thousand times already. She’d just been eager to ignore it. She wanted something to be simple. She wanted to believe that this one thing was clear. She wanted it so badly she was willing to accept blind hatred of something, or someone, if it meant she could have an unobstructed path between her pain and its cause.

      “Do you remember healing me after the Attack of Fiends?” he asked.

      She didn’t answer.

      “I know I have a great deal of scars, but I have others now—ones I got while I was at the Dividing Wall. The same time someone else was killing the Laighlesses in Mesidia.”

      He looked to her, hands lifting up to his shirt. She squinted, unsure what he might do.

      Did he have more weapons beneath his vest? It could be a mistake—it was likely a mistake—to allow him to move further, but she nodded her permission. After how quickly he’d deflected her before, she knew he’d been right about her: she’d be dead if that’s what he’d wanted.

      Deliberately, as though trying not to spook a frightened animal, Dietrich began undoing his shirt and vest. Rynara backed up, one step, two steps, three, returning to her place in front of him, rather than at his side.

      He’d been scarred before. She remembered that vividly, not just the fact of it, but the feeling she’d had, of something twisting around her heart. She’d been horrified at the sight of him, of a man so young, yet so torn apart. There’d been an elixir she’d used to heal what she could of his burns. She’d watched as the skin had mended itself, and he’d writhed in pain.

      She remembered that, even after riding his dragon, even after entrusting it to help save her city, she’d been a little afraid of it as it’d watched over him in frightened anticipation.

      What she didn’t remember were the scars he showed her now. They looked too dark to be completely healed, too thick, as though holes still existed in his stomach, but nothing was coming out of them. They almost . . . pulsed too, not with motion, but color. They always stayed a dark red-black, yet somehow, when she blinked, the color looked more like a purple bruise, the blue of veins, or the green of something close to healing.

      “My brother,” Dietrich said. “When I gave him the Dagger, this is what he did to me.”

      Rynara’s first instinct was to ask why. Or how. Her father had hurt her before⁠—

      She could imagine someone’s relative hurting them. She knew it happened. A moment of anger. A moment of panic. A fear of what the world would do to someone if you didn’t press obedience into them young. Those were things that, while irrational, still made a twisted kind of sense to Ryn. This, this obvious betrayal, this anomalous, dark, horrible act, was unfathomable.

      She held her instincts at bay. For all she knew, it wasn’t Dietrich’s brother who’d done this but Pierre, Rosalie, or the al’Murtaghs when Dietrich had tried to kill them, and they had attempted to fight back.

      Dietrich already had the Dagger by then, she reminded herself.

      Roland had sent the letter confirming it. The only way it could’ve been them who’d done this is if they’d managed to reclaim the Dagger and used it against him, only for him to get it back.

      It was possible, but improbable. She saw Dietrich during the Attack of Fiends. She’d seen him just now. She didn’t think he was one to let a fight go awry.

      “Directly after the Attack of Fiends, I didn’t have any of the elixir left,” he continued. “I’d used much of it to help the injured, and you used what I had to heal the burns.” He absently touched another part of his stomach, a part that the elixir hadn’t reached, where the skin was still marred.

      “I came back to Sadie, and Seera, my dragon . . . someone had hunted down and killed her family. The Dividing Wall had been taken over by Redeemers, and Seera was too weak to make the flight from there to Sovereignty.

      “I wrote to my brother, for him to find me—to bring an army if he had to—anything to reach me and get the Dagger back to our mother. I didn’t know she’d already died. I’d been too late.”

      Rynara noted a shift in his voice. It was that same shift she’d been convinced by all those moons ago, when he’d met her after the masquerade and had told her his story.

      She’d been so compelled to help him then. She’d wanted to do anything she could to help this man who’d saved her, her city, her family. Not solely to repay him or to fulfill some unnegotiated bargain. There’d been pain in his voice. Desperation. She’d have had it too, if she’d been in his place.

      It struck something in her now.

      She wanted to harden herself to it. She made an effort to harden herself to it, tired as she was for always being too trusting, too foolish, too inexperienced for the schemes and machinations of the world.

      Yet the child in her, the one she couldn’t kill off just yet, the one who believed good could triumph, wanted to trust that the person before her now was reaching across the void, baring himself, not because he wished to deceive, but because he hoped she might reach back in kind.

      “While I waited for him to come, I hunted down the people who’d killed Seera’s family,” Dietrich said. “One of them, a woman named Brelain, was the person who’d given me the elixirs. After I tried to kill her, I wanted to take it back. I wanted to heal her.

      “I tried, but she’d lost too much blood. All I did was . . . prolong it.”

      He cleared his throat, but Rynara hadn’t missed it. That unnamed sign, whatever it was, that made it evident a person was speaking of something that haunted them. She’d need to understand who this woman was to him, what the rest of this part of his story was, if she was ever to really trust him, but for now, she didn’t press.

      “I stopped, eventually. I took what was left. I hadn’t known she’d been with the Redeemers before, but after she died, I knew that I had to try and get the elixir to my brother. She’d said it didn’t work on illnesses, but I thought maybe if Abaddon enhanced it or changed its makeup we could use that on our mother instead of the Dagger. I thought we could sell it too. Abaddon wouldn’t hoard it; he’d use it to heal. It could do a lot of good in the world.

      “I retreated into the mountains until he came. I couldn’t hunt anymore, not after Brelain. When Abaddon finally arrived, he told me it’d been too late for our mother. When I asked of our father, he said our father wanted to take his own life. In Sadie, many believe that to do such a thing spells unrest in the afterlife, or a ceasing to exist. Abaddon took our father’s life instead, to spare him that fate.”

      Dietrich’s lip curled. He looked like a caged animal now, rather than submissive. Rynara checked the hold on her called blade, even knowing Dietrich’s anger wasn’t directed at her.

      “I wasn’t going to hurt Abaddon, but when he told me . . . I don’t know. I’ve replayed the moment so many times in my head, but he did this to me.” He gestured to his scars. “He thought I was going to kill him, so he tried to kill me first. He would have too, if not for the elixirs. I never had the chance to give them to him. I didn’t even want to use them on myself, but after Abaddon left, Seera came to me and made me.

      “He used the Dagger of Eve to do this, mind you. I don’t remember if I mentioned that. I’d been quick in trying to be rid of that damned thing. It ruined my life. It led me on a wild chase for months—months I could’ve had with my family before they died. It ruins my life still, with everyone thinking I killed the Laighlesses.”

      He held out his hands, opened his mouth, closed it, then shook his head.

      “This is it. This is all the proof I have. While the Laighless family died in a Mesidian shack, I was bleeding out in the mountains.”

      Rynara stared, running through his story. He met her scrutiny wordlessly, gaze expectant, questioning, but when she offered him nothing but silence, he looked away.

      She watched as he brought his hands back up to his shirt. Mindful of her nearby sword, he cautiously began fastening his clothes back into place.

      “The attempt on his life,” she started. “Not the perceived one, in the mountains, but the recent one. You said that was you.”

      He looked back up at her, hope in his eyes. “That was me.”

      “And you said he was in on it.”

      “Yes.”

      She furrowed her brow. “Why?”

      “To end the trade ban.” He shrugged. He finished buttoning his vest, then made to stand, looked at her for permission, then followed through. She lifted her sword up, following his movements. With him crouched for so long, she’d almost forgotten how tall he was—how much he towered over her when he stood at his full height.

      “The trade ban started because the West was treating what happened to the Laighlesses as an act of war. I was a prince of Sadie, and I—according to their accounts—ended the lives of Mesidia’s nobles. If I could prove that I wasn’t acting in accordance with my home, that Abaddon had nothing to do with my supposed accusations, then the West would see me as a”—he gestured to the air, searching—“rogue aggressor, you could say. Or one of the Redeemers.”

      “The trade ban is still in place.”

      “How astute of you to notice.”

      She almost smiled at that.

      Almost.

      “Things move slowly,” was all she offered, but he was right. The ban should’ve ended by now.

      “Things moved quickly when it came to enforcing punishment,” he retorted. “People are quick to punish those who look different than them, who have a different culture, a different home, a different way of life. When it comes to forgiveness, people suddenly need time to deliberate.”

      He sniffed and rolled his shoulder, the chains around his wrists clinking together softly.

      “Are you speaking about the trade ban, or are you speaking of us?”

      The agitation seeped out of him. He gave her a grin.

      “I was speaking of the trade ban.”

      She sucked in a breath, then vanished her sword.

      “It could be both.”

      “Does this mean you believe me?”

      “Not necessarily. But I believe Yvaine Barie even less. And she’s currently in my palace, ruling my country alongside her daughter in my brother’s stead. You’re a rogue aggressor trying to do something from outside the throne. I’d say I have a little more in common with you than her right now.”

      His grin widened. “I didn’t approach you simply to trade commonalities, fun as this has been. I came to offer my allegiance to you, same as many of the others. If you’ll have it, Lady Gwenivere, it’s yours. I can even kneel again, if that’s what you fancy. Or I can cut myself in that blood ceremony of yours, if that’s what you require.”

      “It’s not my ceremony,” she countered. She shook her head and waved her hand, a part of her wishing she could brush away the irrelevant defense. “No, I don’t need you to partake in a Baptism. Based on what you said of your father’s beliefs of the afterlife, and what your brother did in response, I don’t imagine you’re one for religion and tradition.”

      “What we know to be real is what should motivate us. Not stories of the unknown.”

      “Yes, well, I’m not here to debate or philosophize with you. I care naught what you believe, so long as you keep your word and do what you’re told. If you’re to serve me, that is what I’ll require of you.”

      “Milady.”

      She wasn’t sure if that was acquiescence or mockery.

      “It starts with that,” she said irritably. “You walked around as someone else for most of your life. You know full well you can’t have people calling you Prince everywhere you go.”

      “Should I call you the Phoenix, then? I must say, I’m a bit jealous. All my years serving Sadie, and I had such uninspired names. The Shadow, the Assassin. By such logic in naming conventions, you should be the Sky, or the Girl Who Jumps Off Things.”

      “The Jumper,” she countered, returning to her desk.

      “What?”

      “The Jumper. It’s a better counterpart to the Assassin.”

      “It’s all shit.”

      She laughed, surprising herself, then cleared her throat.

      “That’s true.”

      “And if I’m not to call you Gwenivere, or Lady Gwenivere, or Princess, what should I be calling you?”

      “Rynara Stone. Or Ryn. But I don’t recall accepting your offer of help. What to call me might not even be a necessary point of interest. I still need to know if I can rely on you.”

      “Serpent and stone,” he said, gesturing between them. “Well, Lady Rynara, what do you require of me? Perhaps a gift would assuage your worries? I happen to have the three runaway tradesmen you failed to capture during the execution. I managed to find out from them where the hideout is they’ve been operating out of.” He examined one of his fingernails, tapped at it, then lowered his hands again. “Would you like me to lead you to them?”

      Rynara fought the urge to grant any weight to his current smugness, but it took a great deal of restraint not to leap from her desk. Calmly, or with as much calm as she could muster, she took a parchment out, an ink and quill, and answered, “I’d prefer to leave you here, guarded. You can tell me the address, or draw a map, if you’d like, and I can confirm your word is true. Alone.”

      “Hmm.” Dietrich squinted in feigned contemplation, then shook his head. “I’d prefer to take you myself.”

      In a swift motion, he yanked his arms wide, snapped the element shackles apart—or rather, the cheap material he’d passed off as element shackles—then smiled charmingly at her.

      “You didn’t really think a Sadiyan man would willingly put himself in chains, did you?” He slid off the cuffs and rubbed his wrists.

      Rynara’s grip on the quill tightened.

      “Oh, and your guard is probably going to have a bit of a headache tonight.” He walked over to the door, opened it, and stood aside.

      Teniv was laying against the wall, still breathing, thank the Light, but incapacitated.

      “You know all about that, though. Don’t you, Ryn?” He crouched down and plucked out a needle from Teniv’s neck. It was the same kind Rynara had found in her own neck when Dietrich had sent her back to her palace after the Attack of Fiends, when she’d insisted on going with him to face any additional threats.

      She took a deep breath, held it, released it, then cursed.

      He really could have killed her if he’d wanted. It should’ve made her fear him. Instead, very aware of her still beating heart, it made her trust him a little more.

      It also made her feel a little sorry for Teniv. The woman would berate herself endlessly for this. There was no way Rynara could tell her what Dietrich had done, so she’d just have to wait until she woke up, lie, and say she’d fallen asleep on the job. Teniv would try to make it up to her, apologize profusely, or some combination of both, but Rynara would use this to make the woman rest. The Light knew she spent too much of her time guarding Rynara’s back as it was.

      “Was this really necessary?” she asked, walking over to Teniv and brushing aside the half of the woman’s hair that wasn’t shaved off.

      “I couldn’t very well risk her overhearing us, could I?”

      Dietrich hurried over to the table in the antechamber to retrieve his touched blades. They made a satisfying sound each time he slid one back in its sheath.

      There were even more than Rynara had thought.

      “As soon as she comes to,” he started, “and you’ve convinced her of whatever story you’ve chosen, you can meet me at the clock tower. You know the one, I presume?”

      He gave her a wink, slid one last blade into place, and left.
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      Rynara didn’t necessarily consider herself a prideful person. She was perfectly willing to admit she had faults. If she was practicing the harp or honing her skills with a blade, she welcomed the critical eye of a mentor. Sure, it stung when she’d practiced a passage to the point of exhaustion, only to be told her rhythm was off. It was aggravating when she’d perfected the weight and footwork of a certain technique only to realize her grip on the sword was wrong. Yet how did one improve if they spent all their time arguing that their amateur self was not, indeed, an amateur?

      Thus, if anything, Rynara considered herself an apt pupil. Humble even.

      Dietrich Haroldson, however, had wounded her pride.

      Walking through Sarabai’s lamplit streets, jaw working, Ryn cursed herself. She wasn’t sure why she was bothering to meet with him.

      She told herself that if she didn’t, he’d find a way to interact with her. Hadn’t that been what he’d done the first time? All those moons ago, when she’d been walking through Voradeen’s streets? She’d thought she’d blended in so well. Who could possibly recognize her, what with how her father had kept her hidden most of her life, and with the simple garb she traipsed about in? So long as she’d hidden her hair, who could possibly know it was her? Why would anyone have reason to think the young woman admiring the jugglers and buying a mask was the heir to the throne?

      Stupid. Stupid, stupid, stupid. She’d been stupid then, and she was stupid now. Stupid for letting her guard down, simply because her hair was dyed and the commonfolk viewed her as a hero. Why would she think that meant she could be at ease?

      She ran through her interaction with Dietrich again and again. From the moment he’d walked into that room, she’d been a cornered mouse, thinking she was the cat. How had he done that? It wasn’t as though he’d hidden his physical prowess and suspicious nature. She’d been distrustful of him immediately.

      She was sure it had something to do with the shackles. Not the offer he’d made to put them on, which hadn’t ended up meaning anything anyway. No, it was the way he’d reacted when she’d gone to put them on, like he really didn’t want to submit. As though it pained him to do so.

      Did you really think a Sadiyan man would willingly put himself in chains?

      Was that it, then? She’d believed in that resistance, believed in that fear. But that had been an act too, then . . . hadn’t it? It had been a gamble, resisting initially, only to give in after.

      But it had worked. She’d known he was a threat, but she’d not been as on guard.

      To sleep outdoors, she heard Luthier say. You know full well a bug might be on your bedroll, but that does not keep you from laying your head down to sleep. Other nights, you will see a bug on your bedroll. If you’re ever to sleep, you must find that state of mind from the former, and if you wish to kill all bugs who might sting or bite you, you must adopt the latter. It is up to you to decide: restful sleep, or peace of mind?

      She could live her entire life thinking everyone could kill her and would try to kill her. Or, she could accept that while she was always in danger, she could never move forward if she let that danger dictate her every move.

      She was being logical, then. Yes, that’s what it was. She was choosing to meet a man who had broken into her chambers twice when she was in the royal palace, who may or may not have been responsible for the deaths of her country’s allies, who somehow seemed capable of talking to fiends and who’d found her yet again with no apparent difficulty on his end—and she was doing it all because of pragmatism.

      You can just accept you’re a dimwit, she thought. That might be the most pragmatic thing of all.

      Dimwit or not, she wasn’t going into this clock tower meeting unprepared. Which was to say she was about as prepared as she would be for any fight, with the added protection of a scarf around her neck, in case he thought to use any of his needles on her.

      There was a little more armor on her person too, to give herself some credit. After coaxing Teniv to a nearby inn, and insisting she rest, Rynara had gone back to her own rooms, equipping additional protective items to her shoulders, thighs, and forearms. She still needed to be limber enough to climb, and a full suit of armor would’ve given her a conspicuous appearance, so she had to keep the gear somewhat minimal.

      In many ways, she looked the mirror image of Dietrich.

      A shrunken down version, but still.

      She’d thought to bring Luthier along, then immediately decided against it. After what he’d said to her before, she hardly expected him to suddenly, willingly, and supportively accompany her to meet someone she knew she shouldn’t. He already thought she should stop her gallivanting, as he’d so flatteringly put it.

      She chewed her lip, still taken aback that he’d said that.

      Was that all he thought this was? A young, foolish noble playing at heroism? Did he not see the help she’d provided to all these cities? Did he not see that, even without a title or a crown, she was doing good in her country? She was finally, finally doing something useful, and he wanted to shun her away again, just as her father had done.

      Would he insist it was for her protection? When she resisted, would he yell? Would he hurt her, blame her, and tell her if she’d just obey, then maybe⁠—

      Rynara stopped. She reached a hand out to steady herself, the other clutching to her chest.

      Luthier was not her father. And her father had done the best he could. He was plagued with memories from the War of Fire. When her mother died, he didn’t know how to fight those memories alone. He feared Rynara would be taken, or broken, or used against him. He thought his enemies would go through her to get to him.

      He loved me, she thought, pulling at the now-suffocating scarf. She took deep breaths, and when a few passersby asked if she was all right, likely thinking her a woman who’d had a bit too much to drink, she waved them along and insisted she was fine.

      Righting herself, she checked that her Amulet was still safely tied to her arm, something she’d begun doing whenever she needed comfort, and slowly took in her surroundings. The alley she’d wound up in was narrow. The buildings on either side of her were a combination of stone and wood. The humid night made the material smell like she was somewhere else, the damp stones like those beside a river, and the wood like that of a tree with fresh morning dew. She found it grounded her, dead as the wood was.

      As she approached the end of the alley and stepped back onto the street, she was met with people drinking and singing and laughing, some sitting on benches, whispering conspiratorially to one another, or flirting openly and confidently. Others clanked tankards together, spilling on either the ground or themselves, before hitting one another good naturedly and gulping down whatever they hadn’t yet spilled.

      No one paid her any mind. She sat on an empty bench, one of many that lined the road, and leaned back.

      Listened.

      Smiled.

      I did this, she thought, knowing much of the merriment was the city’s own personality come to life by its citizens, but also knowing this carefree celebration and joyful coexistence was the result of a people who felt less burdened.

      How happy a person could be, simply by living without fear. She wished her father could’ve seen this.

      She wished her father could have seen this, and known the part she’d played in it.

      Would I have been so ready to spill over, so ready to leave, had he not hurt me when I was young?

      Was she broken, deep down, from memories she’d buried? She’d thought she’d overcome the grief of her mother’s passing. She thought she’d forgiven her father in those years after Rose had died, when all his pain—all his darkness and anger—had been directed, placed upon, or taken out on her. It would’ve passed. He would’ve stopped, eventually.

      She’d known that. She’d prayed for that.

      She’d convinced herself of that.

      Luthier had seen it. Not the acts. Never the acts. Not before the last time, when her father struck her in front of him and Natalia. Before that, Gerard’s anger had not come when others were present. Funny that, how anger could be managed when others were watching.

      Rynara had wondered about that before. Then she’d quickly stopped wondering. If she wondered too long, it became obvious that it wasn’t fair and it didn’t make sense—that her father’s love was conditional and dependent on his mood. His levels of stress. His state of mind.

      Never her, she was starting to realize. She had never determined what he would do to her. It was never the fault of the prey when the predator wished to feed.

      Was that the reason Luthier wanted her to join the people before her, become like them, share in their merriment? What toll had it taken on him, when she’d been younger, to know the bruises on her arms hadn’t been from their last sparring session? To know the shelf of her bookcase hadn’t been broken because she’d fallen?

      How had it been for him, to know he could do nothing? How had he coped, knowing he’d been her protecter and had been unable to keep her safe?

      What an irony, for her to be kept hidden from the world, when the danger was right there, locked away beside her.

      At least Aden never knew Father like that, she thought, then surprised herself when her sight blurred.

      She missed her father. She’d loved her father. She’d known he wasn’t well, not only physically, but that something in his mind, in his emotions, wasn’t right. How could she know that, feel that in her bones, know that in her core, yet be grateful, in some small way, that he was gone?

      Why hadn’t she confronted him, challenged him, for what he’d done to her?

      He’d already harmed her: what more could he have done?

      He could’ve become a poor king. His mind could’ve collapsed, and he could’ve tried to make everyone else broken, as he was, by way of his rule.

      But now he was gone—and damn the rest of their world. She wanted to love him. She wanted him mended. Healed. She wanted him to love her.

      She wanted the love from her father that she’d had from her mother. She wanted to go back to when she was young, when the world was too overwhelming for her to understand, when everything was both too large and too small, too vast and too narrow, yet her father’s kiss atop her head filled her with warmth, her mother’s hand running through her hair sent happy tingles down her spine, and the way they smiled at each other granted an unexplained security.

      When was the last time she’d felt that way?

      She supposed before her mother had died. Rynara’s world had shattered then. She’d shattered.

      Now she was merely picking up the pieces, unsure she’d ever find them all or put them back together the way they’d been.

      Maybe that’s all life was. Being broken down, torn apart. Reassembling. Picking which shards to leave behind. Leaving holes in their place.

      Searching for things to fill the gaps.

      A part of her didn’t want to anymore. A part of her was done pretending she’d fashioned herself back into something that wasn’t fragile, that wasn’t about to break again. She wanted to endlessly mourn the past and the future that could’ve been.

      Unbidden and obtrusive, a part of her wished she’d listened to that voice, that she’d jumped and hadn’t called on anything when she’d landed.

      Maybe that was the real reason she was meeting Dietrich tonight.

      Maybe a part of her was hoping he’d put an end to whatever she’d become.

      “Little lassie, would you like to dance?”

      Rynara looked up, surprised to find an elderly woman smiling down at her. Her face was mostly wrinkles, a parchment that’d been hurriedly shoved into a drawer, pulled back out, then lazily smoothed over. Her skin was sun dark, and her hair a deep grey, but her smile was coquettish, belying her age. It seemed the kind of question and grin a young suitor would give.

      “I’m afraid not tonight,” Rynara answered. “But thank you.”

      “Here.” The woman handed her a few coins, then gave her a nod and a wink. “It’s too good a night to not enjoy it a little drunk.”

      Rynara returned the grin. “I thought it was bad nights that drinking was best for.”

      A shrug. “Bad nights, good nights. Maybe it’s just all nights, eh?”

      With that, the woman left. Rynara rubbed the coins together, the imprint of Xenith’s rose without thorns tangible even through her gloves. Smiling, she decided she’d spent long enough feeling sorry for herself, stood from the bench, and headed to find Dietrich.

      Sarabai was a wonder during the day, and a marvel at night. It was the brightness of the sun juxtaposed with the mystery of the moon. She’d been here for weeks now, and still, each time dawn arrived, excitement coursed through her, as though she were about to watch a flower bloom, or a baby bird take flight. It was odd, intoxicatingly so, to see a whole city lit up by small lights, little stars that twinkled from apartment balconies, round plazas, tavern patios. A massive collection of them were strung together around more notable places, including the clock tower, its face a rival to the brightness of the moon.

      Ryn’s cheeks reddened when she passed red lights, or deep purple lights, knowing those places were where more mature goings-on occurred. She’d been to a few of those, over the last season, finding them good places to get information. Still, she’d seen some things inside them she wouldn’t be quick to forget. Perhaps they wouldn’t have been so odd for her, had Luthier not being scowling from his place at her side. And, though she’d never really realized it before, she found she actually enjoyed how both the men and women in such places moved. When her whole life she’d been told her bloodline was central to her rule, she’d not really given much thought to what courtship would be like if she’d had the freedom to remove reproduction from the equation. She was relatively certain now that—if she adopted a phrase her mother had enjoyed using for art—aesthetic meant less than feeling. Sometimes what drew you to something couldn’t be defined.

      Sadly, though, she wouldn’t be frequenting any of those establishments again for some time, and when she did, it wouldn’t be for further . . . artistic research. Despite having saved some of Sarabai’s people, there were still a great many risks that could befall them. The tradesmen who’d been pocketing coin for themselves and forcing others into servitude were profiting off someone else’s web, and were sending some of the people of the city to places beneath it, within it, or outside of it.

      Rynara was determined to find those people. Every city she’d been to before, every road she’d walked further from her throne—they had all led her here.

      There were an almost endless number of routes between the inn she’d left Teniv at and the clock tower. Assuming Dietrich had been watching her before, she chose to walk down a route she’d not previously taken since scoping out the city, one she knew was neither too open nor too closed off. She didn’t wish to be recognized as the Phoenix right now, but she also didn’t wish to attract attention from those looking for a quick pocket to pick.

      Rynara noted that while Voradeen was still a larger city horizontally, as it granted its citizens large views that extended for what felt like eternity, Sarabai invited people to look up, to live in a different world depending on whether you walked the grounds, the upper pathways, or the rooftops. There were interconnecting paths in Voradeen too, ones that took advantage of its steady western incline, but it was more a charming view of something above, and thus, comparing it to Sarabai was like comparing a library that required a ladder to reach the top shelves to a library that filled multiple stories. In one, you could enjoy the comfort of familiarity. In the other, you could live a hundred lives, depending on which floor you found yourself on.

      The city’s design was a product, Rynara had discovered quickly, of Sadiyan influence. Sarabai had once been a relatively large city, though it wasn’t internationally map worthy. It was integral to Xenith’s trade with the East, but it never became much more than that, as trade with the East had often been a sporadic, inconsistent thing, and the eastern and southern points of the city led to the Forest of Fiends, which, to this day, people feared.

      Once Sadie had been freed of enslavement and had allied itself to Xenith, many who’d wished to create new memories outside of the desert nation came to start fresh in a city that welcomed them, along with their knowledge of the best trade routes through both the Dividing Wall and the newly reoccupied Sovereignty.

      While never having visited the Sadiyan capital, Ryana had seen and read about its architecture and the way buildings had been fit into the faces of cliffs or formed from the clay. They were built close to one another, with cloths draped from one rooftop to the next, to better provide shade for those walking in the streets below. Anything to keep people’s skin safe from the sun or protect their eyes from the sandstorms that occasionally swept through.

      That approach to a city, combined with the passion of Xen architects who often valued beauty over practicality and could not find many places to grant them both acceptable pay and adequate space for their work, resulted in a blending of styles, a fusion of old and new, of East and West, and opulence with sensibility.

      It felt like a betrayal to Ryn, to admit she liked this place more, but perhaps it simply mirrored for her something she was experiencing in herself. Maybe someday, when she was old and her hair had turned white, she’d appreciate the peacefulness of Voradeen, but for now, her heart found itself wanting to discover more of this place, and more of herself in it. She wanted to see the way so many different peoples and ideas could innovate, argue, discover, and love.

      Perhaps that was why Luthier had chosen now to beg her to stop. Maybe he saw the glint in her eye when she found a new part of the city to navigate. He recognized, no doubt, the longing in her when she watched people stopping their work for the day to eat food at a place they loved, drink imported wine in the balconies when the day’s work had ended, and play music late into the night when the lights winked on. He saw the way she walked differently when she was not confined to her castle fortress or her palace walls. He saw that she could be happy here.

      And happiness, she knew, was all he’d ever wanted for her.

      I need to apologize to him, she thought. I should tell him I’ll consider it, even if he knows I won’t. Maybe I should relieve him of his service. The Light knows he’s sacrificed too much for me.

      As she approached the clock tower, she found her heart aching at the idea of Luthier no longer being by her side. He’d been her constant companion, the parent and the brother and the mentor. It was selfish, she knew, to keep him in service to her simply because she was scared to brave the world alone. He deserved to have a life separate of her own. She wanted him to be happy too.

      Maybe that’s what she’d tell him. Maybe he’d listen.

      She knew he wouldn’t.

      The chiming of the clock reverberated through the plaza as it started its twenty-second bell for the day, marking the night’s eleventh hour. Rynara was pleased at her timing, knowing that while the chimes sounded, none of her noise or movements would be noticed. She snuck around the base of the tower, first from the alleys surrounding it, then from up against it, searching for any sign of Dietrich.

      She found none.

      It would be much easier, she knew, to go up the flights of stairs inside the tower. Instead, she went to a building nearby, sprinting up the steps so she could reach the clock tower’s tenth floor by way of the path connecting it to the building she was at.

      If Dietrich had been following her recently, and if he knew which routes she frequented, he’d know from which locations she was likely to approach. And this—a dark building with red and purple lights—was not the way she usually came.

      She wanted him to be the one who was snuck up on.

      She counted the clock’s chimes.

      Three.

      Eight more to cover the noise she was about to make.

      Steadying her breathing, she crossed over from the building to the tower and hoisted herself up, grateful that this particular structure was undoubtedly built by a Xen. It meant there were plenty of things to grip, plenty of easily reachable handholds and convenient places to plant her feet. Xens did love their pointless embellishments.

      By the sixth toll, Rynara had reached a small set of stairs, one with a ladder that extended down, in case the tower ever caught fire and the inner staircase couldn’t be accessed. It was clear by the rust on the ladder that no one had ever come this way. Ryn felt a swelling of pride, knowing she’d likely found the least likely place Dietrich would expect her to come from.

      Catching her breath, Ryn, as quietly as she could, climbed the ladder, and peeked over the tower’s side.

      She needn’t have been concerned with where she came from. Dietrich leaned casually on the doorframe of the tower’s main staircase, cloak billowing in the breeze. He held a rope that extended out and wrapped around the body of one of the tradesmen, who dangled from the tower’s edge.

      The other two, she noticed, were tied up in the corner. They both appeared asleep.

      With only a couple of chimes left, Rynara hurried over to the men, found the needles in their necks, and reached to pluck them out.

      She hesitated. What if they needed to come out only after a certain amount of time? What if she pulled them out the wrong way, and killed the men? They were awful people, and she wasn’t sure she much cared if they lived or died, but she believed in justice, and she didn’t think a cold killing on a tower rooftop, with them tied up and unconscious, was something she’d feel particularly proud about. Not to mention that these men had information on where the missing people of the city were, and she couldn’t risk losing that opportunity.

      One chime left. Cursing to herself and unsure what else she should do, she hurried to the tower’s edge and grimaced at how the collected moisture seeped into her leggings. She repositioned herself to look relaxed, as though she’d been there a long time. She found the position she thought likely looked the best, propped her leg up, rested one arm on it, the other resting on the tower’s edge, and waited.

      The last bell chimed. The man Dietrich held over the edge continued to scream, the sound becoming much louder, or, more accurately, her ears registering just how loud it was, now that the clock had ceased its declaration. Dietrich stood from where he leaned and roped the man in, casually, like he was a fisherman pulling in a net.

      “Still not enjoying the view?” Dietrich asked the man. “I’d have thought after doing this so many times, you’d have started to appreciate it. Have you ever seen the city from this high up? There’s a majesty to it, don’t you think?”

      The man’s reply was to cough, curse, and cough some more.

      “Screaming is really not practical, friend,” Dietrich continued. Now that he’d pulled the man back over, he prodded at the back of his knees, making him sit down. The ropes binding the man wrapped around his torso, making his arms completely useless and his balance shaky.

      Despite the nature of how Rynara had found them, she was surprised to see Dietrich help right the man back into a sitting position when he’d fallen over.

      “After everything you’ve done,” he continued, “if anyone saw you up here, screaming in such a fashion, and realized who you were, I’m rather certain they’d encourage me to let go. And unlike our Phoenix, I don’t imagine you’d stick the landing.”

      He turned to her and waved.

      Inwardly, she cursed. Outwardly, she lifted her chin, the most poised and dignified response she could think to give, and kept silent.

      “My companion here,” Dietrich said, pointing her out to the tradesman. “She’s a bit less up for fun, as I’m sure you know. If you keep avoiding our questions, I don’t think she’s going to repay you with fresh air and a beautiful view. Are you, Ryn?”

      She wasn’t sure what to say to that, and she didn’t believe much in her ability to act, so she settled for a simple, and hopefully intimidating, shake of her head.

      The man, to her astonishment, started crying.

      “I’ll tell you whatever you want to know,” he sobbed. “Please. Whatever you want to know!”

      “Where are they?” she asked, hurrying over to him. “Where are the people you kidnapped?”

      Dietrich offered her the rope, but she brushed past him. She had no interest in his tactics, not when the man was already willing to give her answers.

      “I didn’t do it!” he said, continuing to cry. Tears streaked down his face, and snot, both running into the thick black beard covering his jaw. His eyes were bloodshot and barely open through the crying, but she caught that they were green, a similar shade to Dietrich’s own, though his skin was much lighter. Likely the son of a Xen and Sadiyan then. Not so rare in Sarabai.

      “I don’t care if you did it,” she told him. “I care if you tell me who did it, and where they are. What do you say, hm? Are you going to tell me where they are?” She pulled out a small knife from her side, crouching down in front of him and holding it inches from his face. He tried to squirm away, but Dietrich pulled tight on the rope.

      “Tell me, now, or you’ll wish he’d dropped you over the edge.”
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      Rynara had never intended to go through with her threat, but her voice and her reputation was enough to make the man tell them what she needed.

      “Would you like me to scope it out?” Dietrich asked.

      After interrogating the tradesman—whose name, she learned, was Eren—they placed him back in the corner with the two others. Rynara watched as Dietrich placed a needle in Eren’s neck, then removed one from the second tradesman, placed him back under, then repeated the process with the third, each time confirming the information Eren had told them.

      They all said the same things. The names of people. The deals they’d struck. The location of the people the Redeemers had taken and made into slaves.

      All of it.

      Rynara hadn’t quite decided what do to with the information or with the men themselves. Dietrich had suggested they leave them there for the night, bar the door to the clock tower’s staircase, then return, either together or apart, to deal with them in whatever way she saw fit.

      She’d agreed. The men weren’t evil, but they weren’t good either. They’d secured their pockets and their safety by allying themselves with the Redeemers, but they’d done so, often times, because they had children who’d been sick and needed cures that, with the trade ban in place, only Redeemers could offer.

      Eren himself had an elderly mother, one who had Widow’s Wounds, an illness that only reared its head in women. It was manageable, but it cost a great deal of coin to treat, and that was only if you could even get the cures to treat it. The trade ban had kept even that from coming in, and while Xenith had some of it available within its own borders, the rarity brought the price up to a point Eren couldn’t afford.

      The other tradesmen had similar stories, just with different cures needed and different people in their lives who needed them.

      It didn’t excuse their actions, but neither did it make them deserving of torture. Which, loath as she was to admit it, Rynara knew torture was exactly what would happen to them if she handed them over to the people of Sarabai. The tradesmen had chosen their own families over those of their fellow man’s. Ryn couldn’t forgive that, but she could understand it.

      She also understood that she’d set a certain precedent over the last few seasons of how one got to deal with those who’d wronged them. By going after those who were corrupt, and not always staying within Xenith’s laws to do so, she’d granted legitimacy to chaos. While there were some criticisms of her acts in the various printings Teniv had collected for her, most had looked to her for inspiration or hope. She’d shown that while those in power did nothing, those without it had been transforming the country.

      What she did now would determine more than she could likely fathom. She’d need to think through what to do with the tradesmen. She still wondered if she’d made the right decision before in handing the Redeemers from the execution over to the enforcers.

      “Eren said the Sanctuary is miles outside the city,” she said. “If you’re to scope it out, I don’t think going now would be wise. We’ll go together later, after I’ve informed my people of this. I’d imagine with their tradesmen still missing, the Redeemers will be on high alert. If you go alone and get captured, I’d have no way of knowing.”

      Dietrich nodded and took a drink from his glass. She’d not wanted to stay at the clock tower and talk over everything with the men sitting there, even if they were unconscious, but neither was she ready to retire for the night, significant as the information was. If she went back to her rooms at The Tired Cat, she was certain she’d lie awake, thinking through all the new information, the implications of it, and what she might do with it, until the sun peeked back over the city.

      There was also a part of her that wasn’t ready to let Dietrich disappear again. She was finally able to speak with him at length, and she didn’t want to throw the opportunity away. She needed to determine if she could truly trust him.

      Hunting down the tradesmen had been a good start, but it wasn’t enough. For all she knew, there was something or someone he wanted at the Sanctuary. Maybe he was only allying with her for as long as it served him.

      With so much to consider, Rynara decided it best she and Dietrich discuss plans somewhere public enough that she didn’t think he’d harm her in, but private enough that they could carry on a conversation without fear of being overheard. She’d picked somewhere that was much more alive in the late night and early hours of the morning than any other time of day, somewhere where the lights were a bit dimmer than in the rest of the city. The main area was filled with a mist, made from some kind of substance they put in the fireplace in the area’s center. Most people, from what she could tell, came here to dance to the slightly out-of-tune music, get drunk, or do other things, things she wasn’t sure were entirely legal. On the second floor, which looked down at the floor below, people sat in large, cushioned booths, where, upon ordering something to drink, you were generally left alone. It was a location of interest for Rynara that Luthier, when he’d first entered, had immediately, and without hesitation, declared, “I do not like this place,” before insisting that they leave.

      It had been one of the best meeting places leading up to the public hanging. It had also been very fruitful by way of information.

      Dietrich, lounging back in the booth seat across from her, one he’d picked out in the very far corner of the upper floor, looked at home. She wondered if such a place was common in Sadie, but that question could wait. There were more important matters to discuss.

      “Are you going to tell the enforcers?” Dietrich asked. His deep voice should’ve been hard to hear over the noise, but somehow it cut through, full, yet equally soft.

      “I don’t know,” she answered. “Some of the enforcers have been replaced, but I imagine a fair amount still work with the Redeemers. If we tell them, they might do what they can to keep anything from actually happening.”

      She felt a hypocrite saying such things, given that she’d been trying to act at least somewhat within the law. The fact was, though, she didn’t really know how to stick to said law, given those who were meant to honor it were the ones going against it the most.

      “This isn’t only a few criminals,” Dietrich said. “You could find a way to alert those in the capital. Maybe get the information to those in printing. You don’t have to do this yourself.”

      His expression was neither pitying nor expectant, but the words rang a bit too close to what Luthier had said.

      “No,” she answered, taking a bite of the bread Dietrich had ordered.

      She wasn’t in the mood for wine, like he drank, but after the day she’d had, food did much to calm her. The bread wasn’t exactly bread; it wasn’t flaky enough, and it was thin, yet dense, meant to be dipped in the yellow-orange substance the server had brought with it. Dietrich seemed familiar with the dish, so she assumed it was Sadiyan. She took a hesitant bite and found the creamy texture of the dip and the spiciness of it quite enjoyable.

      “What is this again?” she asked.

      “Meedla and sandmilk,” he said, breaking off a piece for himself. “Not actually sand, obviously, but it’s called that because of the color. Good, isn’t it?”

      “Quite.”

      “Better than that airy food you Westerners pass around at balls.”

      Rynara tilted her head, then smiled, remembering that Dietrich had been at the masquerade and had likely eaten the delicacies that’d been carried around on serving trays.

      “That’s not all our cuisine is made up of,” she said with mock defensiveness.

      “I’ll believe it when I see it.”

      “Only when you see it? Chewing and tasting it won’t be necessary?”

      Dietrich finished his meedla piece and smiled.

      “You’re much better with words than you are at stealth. How’re your leggings, by the way? Not still wet, I hope?”

      “They’re dry enough.”

      “Ah, dry enough. Just how most people like their clothes.”

      Rynara held back a snort. She was glad for the food she’d put into her mouth. She didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of a laugh.

      “I believe we have more pressing concerns than the wetness of my pants,” she said. She grimaced as soon as she said it, but carried on, not giving him the chance to voice aloud whatever his currently raised brow was indicating. “The Sanctuary. I’m not great with dimensions. Do you know how big it is, based on what Eren said?”

      “Bigger than this place and the surrounding places combined. Hence why I suggested notifying someone in the capital. Maybe some of your capital’s soldiers could be sent to occupy it.”

      From the pockets of her vest, Rynara fished out the printings she’d gotten that morning. She flipped through them until she reached a portion on war updates.

      “Xenith’s army is spread thin as it is. Troops are at the western and northern borders. There was a collapse in the valley here that some are saying was a result of some kind of natural disaster, but most suspect it was some kind of attack. Natalia isn’t going to bring troops in from there to come here.

      “And here in Mesidia?” She indicated a place on the printing. “Xenith has deployed troops to help keep the Lost Elite from taking control of key areas, and given it’s Natalia’s home country, I don’t suspect she’s going to pull any soldiers from there, either.”

      Dietrich leaned forward, looking through the printing. His hand covered his mouth, the motion making him look decidedly less intimidating, especially when a small line appeared between his brows.

      She scooted the papers around and over toward him, granting him a better view, then took a few more bites of the meedla and sandmilk.

      He looked older than when she’d first met him. His eyes had a tiredness to them, as though he hadn’t slept well in years. Stubble lined his jaw, except where a small scar on the side kept the hair from growing through. A similar one cut through his brow. His hair, which had been cut short before, now hung longer. Becca would’ve loved working with it. She always complimented Rynara for how thick her hair was. Ryn could only imagine the joy her chambermaid would feel running her hands through his.

      “Perhaps your right,” he said. “I thought there might be something here.” He took his own turn poking the printing. “They’ve started this program to employ more knights, but it looks like the majority of those joining are children starting out as squires. I don’t imagine siccing an army of adolescents on the Redeemers will do much good.”

      “What of your dragon?” she asked quietly. “Seera.”

      “She could help,” he said, passing the printings back over. “But we’d also run the risk of archers or crossbowmen shooting her down from what is essentially a fortress. Until we take a look at it, I won’t be able to assess how much help Seera will be or if I can risk her at all.”

      “Of course.”

      “If she even agrees to help, that is. She can be a bit strongheaded, that one.”

      “Mm.”

      “She liked you, though.”

      Rynara, despite not understanding how Dietrich could communicate with a dragon, found herself sitting a little taller at the statement.

      “Oh?”

      “I did just say she’s strongheaded. Shouldn’t be a mystery why she’d find a kindred spirit in you.”

      “I’m not sure if that’s meant as an insult, a compliment, or some form of both.”

      Dietrich grinned. “I suppose it depends on who you’re asking.”

      “Well I’m asking no one, and it matters little.” She motioned for the wine, finding the sandmilk sticking in her throat. Dietrich obliged, handing the glass over. He was clearly waiting for her to give it back when she finished, but she made a point of keeping it on her side of the table. She wasn’t sure what point she was making. She just wanted some small victory.

      At least his dragon liked her.

      “I think we’ll get nowhere,” he continued, “so long as we don’t know much about the Sanctuary. We can plan all night, but if the place is made of wood instead of stone, or if it’s well guarded or relying on its hidden location, it’ll effect whatever ideas we come up with.”

      “I . . . I agree.”

      “But we shan’t be too discouraged. We gained valuable information tonight. I’m sure a night’s rest and the ideas of your comrades will help us come up with an effective plan. I’ll keep the tradesmen somewhere safe for the time being so if we need to speak with them again or confirm anything after we go to the Sanctuary, we can ask them.”

      “Thank you. That’s—that’s very helpful.”

      Dietrich paused, eyeing her. “Is there something else?”

      “I want to go tomorrow,” she said. “If I wait to tell everyone else, we’ll just talk in circles, as you and I are doing now. At least if we go, we can relay more specific information back to them and then actually be able to make progress in the way of planning.”

      She thought, at first, that Dietrich didn’t approve of the idea. She wasn’t sure why; he’d been perfectly willing to find the place tonight, late as it was, before she’d objected to the idea. By the way he looked at her now, though, face seemingly devoid of thought, she wished she could pierce through his skull and puzzle out what his expression meant.

      “We go tomorrow then,” he said. He reached across the table and took his wine back, drinking what was left of it. When she gave him a quick glare, he said, “Wouldn’t want a small person like yourself incapable of walking when we have such an important day tomorrow. Not to mention, this was mine.”

      “You’re right,” she said, scooting the food his way. “You can finish that too. I’ll head back to where I’m staying, and you can meet me there, at . . . how about the fourth chime?”

      Dietrich nearly choked on his food. “Fourth?”

      “Do you not do well on little sleep?”

      “I do perfectly well on little sleep.” He brushed his hands over the meedla basket. “It’s the hour you’ve suggested. I don’t believe in anything holy, but I’m rather certain even the Creator finds such hours evil.”

      Rynara stared. “Are you being difficult, or are you being serious?”

      “Are you being serious?”

      “Why would I jest about this?”

      Dietrich held out his hands. “Because . . . it’s so early.”

      Rynara couldn’t help herself. She laughed. “I’ve always risen early. Though I suppose, given your reputation, you were more a person of the night?”

      “Well, yes, though I’d word it differently. The way you say it makes it sound as though I got paid to⁠—”

      “Yes, yes. I heard it. Point is, we evidently function best at different hours. You offered your allegiance to me, though, remember? And I say the fourth chime. I’ll retract what I said of our meeting place, though. I’d rather meet you where you’re staying. That way, the prissy noble that you are, you can get more sleep.”

      “I’ve slept on many a rooftop and in many a stable, I’ll have you know.”

      “That’s lovely. Where are you staying?”

      At this, Dietrich had the decency to look sheepish.

      “I’m staying where you’re staying.”

      Rynara sighed. “Of course you are. And your room? Am I going to discover you’ve been staying in my closet or under my bed? Inside the chest at the foot of the bed, perhaps?”

      “No,” Dietrich said with feigned insult. “I’m in the room across from yours.”

      “Ah. Much better.”

      “If the options are in the same room as you or in my own room, I daresay it is, in fact, much better.”

      “It’s not the best.”

      He pointed at her smugly. “I’m a very thorough man.”

      “You’re a very thorough stalker.”

      "Fine, yes, I’ve not approached you with the most conventional of methods.” He raised his hand in surrender. “But you have to admit, it’ll be nice in the morning to not have to go anywhere to meet with me.”

      “That is not a very strong argument for stalking.”

      “I’d appreciate if you’d stop calling it that.”

      “I’d appreciate if you’d stop doing it.”

      He raised his hands higher. “I concede. Now, if you’re finished with this food, I think it best we head back to the inn we both happen to, very conveniently, be staying at, and get some rest. This horrible woman I’m an associate of is making us wake up at the fourth toll. I know, I know, you’re thinking, ‘Ah, what a dreadful woman she must be to make you rise at such an awful hour,’ but fear not, she is not altogether terrible⁠—”

      “Please,” Rynara said, this time taking her turn to hold up surrendering hands. “Given the fatigue I’m feeling and the endless prattling you’re apparently capable of, I think it’s very clear that you have your energy now, and I have mine early. Can we please, without comment, get going?”

      With a smile and one last bite of food, Dietrich wordlessly gestured, paid the server before leaving, and quietly followed her back to the inn.
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      Dietrich was not woken by the fourth chime of the clock. He was woken by four knocks at his door.

      He pulled his blanket over his head and cursed. He’d been grateful for a lot of things the last few days—finding Gwenivere, capturing the tradesmen, getting answers from them, having Gwenivere tentatively believe him—but right then, after so little sleep, and the sky still dark because of morning, morning, dammit, not night, he thought it might just be better to curl up and die.

      “I know this is your room,” Gwenivere said, her voice far too chipper. “You made the very grievous error of becoming lazy in your stalking and wanting a room right across from mine.”

      He clutched the blanket tighter. For a very brief, very fleeting second, he wondered if he could possibly just put a needle in her neck, drag her into his room, and go back to sleep.

      “Fourth chime will happen any moment now,” she continued. “Honestly, the ears start to tune it out, so I figured it would be most prudent for me to⁠—”

      Dietrich sprang from his bed, threw on his trousers, and opened the door.

      “Come to your room and . . .”

      Given their height difference, opening the door meant she was level with his chest. Her eyes immediately darted upward.

      “Apologies,” she said, clearing her throat. “I assumed you’d be dressed.”

      “Ryn, unless I have a spectacular bosom I wasn’t aware of, I don’t think it matters much if you see this.”

      Rynara shrugged. “Depends on who’s looking.”

      “You just saw it yesterday. Remember? I showed you the scars.”

      “That was different.”

      “How?”

      “You hadn’t just woken up.”

      He leaned on the doorframe, crossing his arms.

      “So all those snide remarks about me being overly talkative was hypocrisy, I gather? Because it seems you’re rather capable of it yourself.”

      Her momentary embarrassment vanished.

      “Sounds like you’re up. I’ll meet you outside.”

      Dietrich groaned, closed the door on her, and grabbed his shirt.

      It was another twenty minutes before the chimes started.

      As he descended the inn’s steps, the woman at the front tilted her head, surprised as he muttered a low and disgruntled, “Morning.”

      “Ah, good morning to you as well, good gentleman!”

      Dietrich furrowed his brow and shook his head.

      There was something wrong with people who had such constitutions.

      “You know,” he said, walking up to Gwenivere. She was standing under a tree outside, the lights hanging from its branches still aglow. They shone a soft pink, and if he squinted, he swore he could see her short hair red again, rather than the color it currently was.

      “I’m not really one to believe in deities,” he continued. “Though I think I might now.”

      “Oh?” She handed him something. Food, he realized, by the smell and the warmth. He unfolded the wrapping and found himself nearly drooling.

      He had no idea where she’d managed to get a cooked turkey leg so early, but his stomach was nearly empty, and the smell was divine.

      “Yes,” he said, taking a bite. “See, there are certain hours of the day that humans are meant to function. This hour is not one of them. The only explanation that makes sense to me is that there are, in fact, deities, and you worship an evil one. These are its hours.”

      She uncurled her own wrapping and started walking. He followed behind, savoring the food’s taste.

      “You caught me,” she said. “I’m actually attempting to convert you.”

      “It’s not working.”

      “Perhaps after you see the human sacrifice. That’s what I’ve been doing with Redeemers I’ve captured, actually.”

      “That might entice me.”

      She chuckled, though her mouth was full, and she had to cover it to ensure no food came out.

      Dietrich stared down at her, surprised. He’d not thought a pampered princess who’d been kept in her father’s castle most of her youth would find grim jests amusing. In truth, he’d expected she’d blanch at the idea.

      You saw how she fought against the Behemoth, he thought. And you saw her bite a man’s ear off at the execution.

      I don’t think a very light dose of the macabre is going to send her running.

      They walked in silence for a time, which was fine by him. His mind hadn’t fully started functioning. The food was helping, though, as was the crisp chill of morning. Present company helped too. For how short she was, Gwenivere kept a brutal pace.

      Sarabai was large, and by the time they’d finished their food and reached the outskirts, the sun had just started rising. Slowly the lights of the city began to dim, replaced by a single radiant glow of gold. Dietrich stopped for a moment, taking it in.

      Gwenivere seemed to notice he was no longer at her side and halted.

      “What is it?” she asked. Smiling, she tucked her hands into the pockets of her jacket. “Never seen the sun in the morning?”

      He smiled back, but it fell quickly.

      “Something like that.”

      She stepped closer. “Care to elaborate?”

      He let out a slow breath, watching as it clouded in front of him. It reminded him of Seera after she breathed flames.

      Is the cold bothering you, old girl? he asked, dropping his shields.

      The dragon sent back an image of the mountain peaks she rested in a few hours outside the city and the fire she’d made for herself to keep warm.

      Be glad I didn’t let you wallow in sadness, and leave me be, she said. Don’t you have a princess to talk to now?

      Dietrich closed off the connection and turned to Gwenivere. Her teal eyes looked shockingly bright in the morning light.

      His chest coiled up and tightened.

      “The last time I saw my mother alive, it was sundown,” he said. “And yes, though you were mocking me, I haven’t really watched a sunrise since she and my father died. Only more sunsets.”

      “There’s something different about dawn,” she replied. He expected her to tease him more, but her voice had taken on a softer, almost reverent tone.

      “Twilight is twilight,” she continued. “It should all be the same. The colors are the same. The concept is the same. It’s not, though. One marks the end of the day, and the other marks the beginning. Dawn is . . . different.”

      She pulled the scarf she wore from her neck and tucked it into her satchel.

      “That’s how I’ve always seen it anyway.”

      “I think you just described the literal difference between dusk and dawn.”

      She gave him a flat stare.

      “Sorry. I’m not normally so insufferable.”

      The stare became flatter.

      “All right, I am often insufferable. And you’re correct; it does mark something different. I’ve been in a state of . . . I’m not sure. Denial? Misery? I’ve been in that state so long that I’d numbed myself to the idea of what came next. After what happened with my brother, I knew that was an end. I didn’t expect to feel a beginning again.”

      He grimaced. Generally, he didn’t embarrass easily, but the words had tumbled out of him, and from an unexpectedly wounded place.

      He felt a fool. He wasn’t sure he’d even made sense.

      “I understand,” Gwenivere said, stepping closer. “I think I’m currently in that state.”

      Dietrich stared at the sunrise, admiring the scattered rays settling onto Sarabai’s streets. When he tore his eyes away, he looked down, studying Gwenivere. He’d never known a person to shift between extremes so quickly. Hot, then cold. Annoyance, then compassion. Anger, then contemplation.

      He wondered if she ever operated between those two extremes. He wondered if she even knew how.

      “Have you found your new beginning yet?” he asked.

      At her side, her gloved hands opened and closed. Likely to keep the morning from numbing them, though Dietrich suspected it was something more.

      “I’m trying.”

      She met his eyes and smiled lightly.

      “You’ve brought a new beginning to a lot of people,” he said, gesturing to the city. “You’re going to bring a lot more if we find the Sanctuary and liberate it.”

      She nodded. “I know.”

      “Maybe you’ll find your new beginning along the way.”

      She smiled again, but it was more fleeting than the last.

      “We should get going,” she said. “Especially if we’re going to make that human sacrifice.” She punched his shoulder lightly. “Wait too long and the sacrifice will be to the wrong god.”

      “Ah, of course. Apologies, good servant of darkness. The light was trying to steal me away from your grim and gruesome path.”

      Her eyes crinkled. She picked up her brutal pace again—more brutal, actually, as it was faster than it’d been before—and though it was still far too early and too quiet for his liking, Dietrich found he didn’t completely loathe everything about the morning.
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      The Tired Cat had already been rather close to the edges of Sarabai, but it’d been further east in the city when Dietrich and Gwenivere needed to go the opposite direction.

      According to tradesmen’s directions, the Sanctuary was within the West’s side of the Dividing Wall. Unlike the caves in Sadie, which were twisting, narrow things, like the hollowed-out body of a serpent, the Xen side contained large chambers and fractures in the ceilings to let in light. Rather than elemental metal, the West’s caves had mushrooms and plants, some big enough to dwarf even a small house, while others were the size of one’s fingernails.

      The different makeups of the plants made it too challenging to settle, as some were soft and of a good enough taste to eat while others released pollutants that could end someone’s life.

      Expeditions had taken place over the centuries, when people had discovered the treasure of wealth on the East’s side and had hoped to find the same in the West. After a number of failed attempts, and a trail of dead bodies, the caves had been deemed uninhabitable, dangerous, and useless.

      Rynara recalled finding something as a child that described them.

      “The Cave of Death and Dreams,” she said. “I’m rather certain that’s what the book called it. It was so long ago that I think I’d categorized it as fiction. Hard to believe the place is actually real.”

      “I’d heard of it too,” he said. “Though in Sadiyan stories, it was called the Serpent’s Breath.”

      Gwenivere seemed on edge, so he added, “My brother and I would call it the Serpent’s Farts.”

      She laughed, then rubbed her arms. The sun had fully risen hours ago, so the motion clearly wasn’t from the cold. Besides, she had her scarf and the jacket she’d taken off and thrown into her pack. If her body did suddenly need warmth, she had full access to it.

      “Rynara?”

      “Hm?”

      “Are you afraid of caves?”

      “No.”

      “Are you afraid of the dark?”

      “No.”

      “Are you afraid of poisonous plants?”

      She swallowed.

      “No.”

      “Ah, you are afraid of them.”

      “Well it’s not natural. Plants shouldn’t be emitting things that can kill people. What’s the point? It’s not like they can eat us.”

      “That’s true. It would be much better if they could eat us.”

      She stopped, and he nearly bumped into her.

      “They can’t, can they?”

      He shrugged.

      “It would be more natural if they did, right?”

      She grumbled and stormed off. Amused, he plucked a flower from the ground, and tucked it into his pocket.

      The closer to the mountain base they got, the more the land around them shifted from open fields to tight, closed-in forests. The trees were not large, but they were packed close together, enough that their canopies blotted out the sun.

      Cold met them as they crossed into the thicket. The morning dew that could be seen on blades of grass was suddenly puddled on the ground beneath them, turning the firm dirt into soft soil.

      Small blooms littered the entire grove. Like the lamps of Sarabai, the blooms glowed, those among the treetops a green-teal, a lighter counterpart to the color of Gwenivere’s eyes, while the floor was littered with tiny pink blossoms. The bulbs even hung like lanterns, their stems bent from the weight, and the petals opening toward the ground.

      It was possibly the most beautiful place Dietrich had ever seen. And, given the ominous warnings of danger across the posts just before the area, it seemed relatively unmarked by human hands.

      Curious what she thought, Dietrich looked to Gwenivere, worried she might still be afraid.

      Her eyes had alighted. She slowly spun around, taking everything in, as though she were a child only just now seeing the sky.

      “Breathtaking, isn’t it?”

      He nodded.

      “Just the word I was thinking.”

      They were careful where they stepped after that. Neither wanted to be the one to squash the flowers’ lights, though with how many there were, it was difficult not to. They winced each time the pink lights winked out, and though they lost a great deal of time with their newly mindful trek, Dietrich didn’t care. The day was meant to be reconnaissance, after all. They were in no hurry.

      Reaching a clearing, he and Gwenivere stopped, finding a patch of grass that didn’t contain as many flower bulbs, and sat to rest. She pulled out some food and water from her satchel, and they ate quietly, both continuing to admire the forest around them. They were also both ravenous, despite the food she’d provided earlier. Five hours of straight walking and hiking did tend to have that effect.

      “How many canteens of water are in that pack?” Dietrich asked, noting as she put her second of the day—now empty—back in, and pull out a third. She’d already given him two, which had to mean there’d been at least five full ones when they’d started.

      “Ten,” she answered. “Five for each of us.”

      He reached over and grabbed the pack, and though she protested a little, she gave up quickly.

      “I’ll carry this from here on out.”

      “Can I have my scarf for a bit? And my jacket?”

      He pulled the clothes out and handed them over. She thanked him, then bundled them up and made a makeshift pillow.

      “Did you sleep at all last night?” he asked, watching her rest her head and sigh contentedly.

      “No,” she answered, closing her eyes. “It made more sense to stay up.”

      From his own satchel, Dietrich pulled out a small flask.

      “Here. This’ll help.”

      She opened an eye, studying the canteen. As she took it, she propped herself on her elbow, unscrewed the top, and sniffed.

      “What is this?” she asked suspiciously. “It smells like fruit.”

      “It tastes like fruit. It’s made with it. That, and some plant extracts.”

      When she pursed her lips, he grabbed the flask, took a swig, and returned it to her hand.

      “It’s not illegal, if that’s what you’re worried about. It’s called sundrops. It helps wake you up.”

      She stared at the flask for a few seconds more before finally taking a drink. Her tongue tapped loudly, reminding Dietrich of a hound who’d gotten something stuck in its mouth.

      “Verdict?”

      “It’s good. Too good. I imagine I’d drink that all the time if I could.”

      “It’s rather inexpensive in Sarabai. I could purchase you more, if you’d like.”

      “You promise it’s not bad for the body?”

      He chuckled. “No, princess. Don’t worry. That perfect figure of yours won’t be ruined.”

      She plopped down on her faux pillow again and, he noted, didn’t hand the flask back.

      “My query was in regard to organs. The heart, the liver, the lungs.” She lay flat on her back, crossing one leg over the other. “It’s tremendously helpful to know my perfect figure won’t be altered, though.”

      He ignored the sarcasm in her voice. “Do you never indulge, then? No alcohol, no herbs?”

      “I’ve had some wine and mead, no herbs. I don’t like the lack of control.”

      “Ah.” He grabbed a canteen of water. “That’s not surprising in the slightest.”

      “Why?”

      “You don’t seem like someone who knows how to enjoy themselves.”

      She pulled down the arm she’d draped over her eyes and glared.

      “I know how to enjoy myself.”

      “Oh? What do you consider fun?”

      She opened her mouth to answer, quieted, then held up a finger.

      “I like sparring.”

      “You’re proving my point.”

      “What? Physical activity can’t be enjoyable?”

      “No,” he said, stealing the flask of sundrops back. “That’s not what I’m saying. I definitely agree that physical activity can be enjoyable. Just perhaps not the same . . . subgenre of physical activity that you deem exciting.”

      “Sparring is exciting,” she said, cheeks reddening. “And I’m sure other subgenres are enjoyable as well. My defense still stands.”

      “It most certainly does not.”

      “Are you saying you don’t enjoy fighting? You don’t enjoy that feeling of someone underestimating you? Of dominating them?”

      Dietrich grinned. “What’s it like playing games with you I wonder. I’m sure you aren’t upset at all when you lose. You probably say, ‘Ah, well, it was nice just to be with everyone.’”

      “Answer the question.”

      He dipped his head in submission. “I would be remiss not to admit that dominating another person is, indeed, enjoyable. However.” He held up a finger. “I was not referring to enjoyment of those sorts. I meant relaxation. The pleasant warmth of drink, or the headiness of certain kinds of smoke. You aren’t curious about that?”

      “Nope.”

      “What calms you, then?”

      “I don’t know. My harp, I suppose. That always calmed me.”

      He stretched his legs, touched his toes, and rose.

      “I stand corrected. Music is a fine means of relaxing. I still don’t think you know how to let loose, but that’s fine. I’ll teach you.”

      He extended his hand to her. She made a face, saddened, apparently, at already having to leave the field, but she acquiesced, accepting his hand and standing.

      They commented on how damp their clothes felt after sitting in the grass. For Dietrich, it was only in his trousers, but Gwenivere, having completely laid down, felt damp all over. She made to put her jacket on, but it was damp too, as was her scarf.

      “Here,” Dietrich offered, handing her his own jacket. “I’m quite warm now anyway.”

      She sighed. “I’m going to look like the stick that holds up a tent in this.”

      It was, indeed, enormous on her. Dietrich was about to tease her for it, but he was rather amused by how absurd it looked and, knowing she’d likely throw it back at him if he said anything, decided to keep quiet.

      They ran through the notes he’d written regarding the directions to the Sanctuary. With how much people had avoided the Serpent’s Breath, the path to it had long become overgrown, leaving nothing but more grass and flowers. As beautiful as the forest was, it wasn’t particularly different the further in they went. Dietrich imagined that after a few hours, with how alluring the lights were and how captivating the trees must look at night, the forest would become quite easy to get lost in.

      The Redeemers, then, had made nearly unnoticeable markers to help guide them. Sometimes it was a branch with a tiny brown ribbon tied to it, blending in with the rest of the tree. Other times, it was a scratch on a small boulder on the ground, or a flower that wasn’t native to the forest poking out from among the other blooms.

      Dietrich found each new marker they were looking for. He’d been worried Eren and the other tradesmen had lied to them, hoping he and Gwenivere would get lost in the forest and not be able to find their way out, but it seemed, with each new direction proven accurate, they’d been given good information after all.

      That made him hopeful for the Serpent’s Breath itself. According to Eren, the Redeemers had developed a spray and doused the caves with it every two weeks. It either completely eliminated the threat of the mushrooms’ pollutants or diminished the effects to a point of tolerability.

      Dietrich kept reminding Gwenivere of this the closer they got to the caves. She kept insisting she was fine and that the thought of taking a breath and vomiting up her intestines wasn’t frightening in the slightest.

      “Oh yes,” he muttered, after she finished with the horrific picture she’d been painting. “You aren’t scared at all.”

      He lowered his internal shield, nudging Seera through their bond.

      You awake? he asked.

      Unfortunately. Why?

      Can you sense where I am?

      Same answer.

      I’m about to go into some caves. My reports say there should be cracks in the ceiling, big enough to let in light. If you’re able to, can you try to follow us as we go through the caves? In case we get lost or need a quick escape, it could be helpful to have your eyes above.

      Fine.

      Could you also take note of any areas where the cracks are wide enough to either let people through, or lower goods down?

      All right.

      Thank you.

      He didn’t close the connection this time.

      After another hour of walking, they finally found the cave entrance. They knew they were getting closer as purple and orange mushrooms slowly started replacing the flowers, but the suddenness of the cave’s entrance surprised them both.

      “I guess we’re here,” Rynara said quietly.

      Dietrich put a hand on her shoulder, startling her, though the tension seeped away as he gently squeezed.

      “I’ll go in first,” he said. “I’ll walk until you can just barely see me, and then you can start walking. I’ll call back to you if something isn’t right. And Seera is on her way. She’ll be above us the whole time. If something happens, and you need to get out, just run back, and she’ll find you.”

      I didn’t agree to that, Seera said. Dietrich couldn’t see her, and he’d not sent the words through their bond, which meant she was already close enough to hear him.

      You know you wouldn’t just leave her, he said. Stop pretending to be heartless.

      She made a point to huff through the bond but otherwise kept quiet.

      “No,” Gwenivere said. “No, we go in together. I’m fine, really. I’d rather be with you.”

      “You sure? You don’t seem⁠—”

      “Really.” She took the hand from her shoulder. “Dying doesn’t scare me.”

      “Dying, maybe,” he said. “Throwing up so much that blood starts⁠—”

      “Yes, yes! I know what I said. Can we go?”

      “Yes. Let’s.”

      As soon as they crossed into the cave, the air changed. No longer was it cool and open. There was a haziness to it, like a hot room that needed a window to open, though the space wasn’t warm. It was more a humid feeling, a cloying, ever-present moisture. It made Dietrich nervous to breathe in, lest he fill his lungs with something toxic.

      In truth, he was suddenly feeling afraid himself, but he didn’t want Gwenivere to see his fear. One of them had to brave, and she was already trying so hard. The last thing he wanted to do was panic and crumble the stones of resolve she’d stacked.

      The space was quite open, and the cracks above them did allow sunlight. The color wasn’t quite right, though; rather than being warm, it somehow came through as more of a green-blue, and if he looked closely, he could see tiny flecks in the air where the light hit. He surmised the mushrooms here had released something: a thin veil of fog that’d distorted the sunlight’s colors.

      After the first turn in the cave, only fifty or so yards in, the ground beneath them became a small stream and the mushrooms catapulted in height. They were now as big as Gwenivere, some even as tall as Dietrich. There were the occasional trees or vines as well that were nothing but dark sticks hanging down from above. Dietrich guessed they were roots from trees on the surface, but he couldn’t be sure.

      They looked like tendrils, slowly reaching down to them.

      He licked his lips and swallowed.

      The cracks are small here, Seera said. You might be able to slip very small items through, but so far, no person-sized gaps.

      Thank you, Dietrich answered. He shuddered as one of the mushrooms moved.

      It only took two more enormous caverns before the mushrooms were the size of houses. Gwenivere gaped, and he found he was doing the same, the sight so disturbing and beautiful that he stopped thinking about being afraid.

      There was a wrongness to the place, a sense of foreboding at seeing something that was supposed to be small so massive in size. Even still, the alienness of it all was strangely bewitching. If he didn’t know better, Dietrich would think the pollutants were enchanting him.

      The bottoms of the mushroom heads glowed. The colors were somewhere between orange and pink and purple, though the green tint to the sunlight never changed. It was as though someone had taken the whimsy of the forest outside and cast it through a portal until something sinister and menacing had taken shape.

      Their footsteps made small splashing noises as they walked further in. Seera reported that the cracks still hadn’t expanded, but that it did look as though there was a spot where people might deposit goods.

      The trees up here have been cleared, she said. And I see remnants of campfires. If I had to guess, I’d say contraband is slipped in at this spot. I imagine the two of you are close.

      Hearing that, Dietrich grabbed Gwenivere’s hand, and took her out of the light. She didn’t protest. He wasn’t sure she even noticed.

      If they were closing in on the Sanctuary, there might be people standing guard outside of it. Better they keep to the shadows and peer around corners.

      After another half hour of walking, they finally found it.

      There was no mistaking it. The cave, which had already been spacious, opened up into a sprawling, massive, city-like labyrinth. Stones reached from one side to the next, creating natural walkways covered in pink and yellow moss. A simple, circular structure had been erected in the center, and the mushrooms, which were not as close together here, but sparing, looked like sentries keeping watch over the Sanctuary’s walls.

      The whole thing was surreal. The Sanctuary seemed a distorted painting of a fortress in the woods or a small woodland city. The fact that it produced and distributed illegal goods made Dietrich want to tear it all down. Especially knowing those goods were passed through enslaved hands.

      Frustratingly, he couldn’t tear it down, even if he tried. If Seera attempted to burn her way through the top, or if the two of them both called earth and tried to make the place collapse in on itself, they’d kill all the people inside. And that was if he and Seera could even force the walls to fall.

      If it were only Redeemers inside, Dietrich might consider the plan. With innocent people, taken from their families, kidnapped in the night, and forced into servitude?

      He wouldn’t risk their lives, even if it wiped out every Redeemer.

      “We watch,” Gwenivere whispered. “See if we spot anyone going in and out, or guarding the front.”

      Her fears seemed to evaporate. Give her something to be angry about and apparently her rage would take over.

      Seera, what does it look like on your end? Dietrich asked.

      The cracks are bigger here, she answered. People might be able to slip through, but they’d need someone to lower them down by a rope. The drop is too far.

      Dietrich passed the information along to Gwenivere. She took it in with a nod, but her eyes were locked on the Sanctuary.

      They sat for nearly an hour before they saw anyone come out. Dietrich instinctively put himself in front of Gwenivere, which he’d not realized he’d done until she swatted his side and moved in beside him.

      “You lumbering giant!” she hissed. “I can’t see anything when you get in front of me.”

      “Sorry.”

      The group of men, three in total, wore clothing no different than anyone else in Sarabai. They were speaking in Prianthian, and laughed about something, the sound bouncing off the cave walls. Eventually, after the cadence of their words indicated the conversation was done, they each went up different sides of the cave, spears in hand, and began crossing the stone walkways.

      Guards, then. Either Gwenivere and her group would have to fight their way from the front, or they’d have to risk dropping down from above.

      Neither option was great, and without knowing how many people there were and what sat inside, it was difficult to make any concrete decisions.

      “We should leave,” he whispered, grabbing her arm. “If they have a shipment scheduled to come, and they come through here, there’s no way they don’t see us.”

      Reluctantly, Gwenivere tore her eyes from the Sanctuary and nodded.
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      As soon as they’d returned to the forest, Dietrich put his hands on his knees, and took in a large gulp of air.

      He’d noted immediately that the cave felt different, but it wasn’t until he’d gone through it, grown accustomed to the strange sensation, and walked back out, that he realized how stale and heavy it’d felt. He’d heard that high elevation was more difficult on the lungs then sea level. He wondered if that’s what this was like, though in this instance, he was feeling the difference all at once.

      Standing upright, and rubbing his chest, he looked back at Gwenivere to make sure she wasn’t hurt.

      To his surprise, she didn’t have her hands on her hips, or her knees. She’d sat down, back against a tree, and pulled off a boot.

      “Are you injured?” he asked, walking over to her.

      “I hurt it the other day.” She gingerly pressed on her ankle. “It was fine earlier, but I think all the walking has worn it out a bit.”

      “May I?”

      Dietrich crouched down to the ground in front of her, holding his hand out. She stared at him, unsure, but nodded.

      He pulled off her stocking, then took her other leg and removed the boot and stocking from it too. It was obvious right away that one ankle was bigger than the other, and a light bit of yellow showed that bruising had formed.

      Taking Gwenivere’s scarf from her satchel, he called ice, similar to how he’d done for Zelhada, then wrapped the ankle. He carefully put her boot back on, making sure to tie the laces tight where they went from foot to leg, so as to limit her mobility left and right, but not up and down.

      When he looked back at her, he was startled to find her eyes boring into him.

      “Thank you,” he said, unsure what her expression meant. “For letting me help you.”

      She blinked, though the intensity in her eyes didn’t fade.

      “I should be thanking you.”

      “Feel free, if you’d like.” He grabbed her other boot and handed it over.  “Here you are.”

      “Thank you.”

      She finally looked away.

      Seera, Dietrich said, standing back up. Our princess is hurt, it seems. Care to transport us back to the outskirts of the city?

      I’m not a horse, she said, though when he looked up, he saw her head poke out from behind the stones above the cave entrance. Her tail flicked behind her.

      “Ryn,” Dietrich said. “I believe you remember Seera.”

      The princess tensed as Seera slowly climbed down the rocks. She could’ve easily opened her wings and been down in seconds, but she seemed to relish the wide-eyed revery Gwenivere gave her.

      The dragon was certainly one for grand entrances.

      Awed, Gwenivere hurriedly finished tying her boot and stood. She stepped forward, then back, then halted, her eyes looking between Seera and Dietrich.

      Seera walked up to them, lowering her head. Dietrich smiled, excited to have a moment where another person could see the dragon and not immediately associate her with death, or fear, or assassinations.

      “How do you wish to be addressed?” Gwenivere asked. She looked Seera in the eye, turquoise meeting ice, then glanced at Dietrich, waiting for him to interpret.

      He was so enthralled by the moment that he nearly forgot to relay his dragon’s answer.

      “Seera is fine,” he said quickly. “If you wish for something more formal, ‘O Great One,’ apparently, is also acceptable.”

      The corners of Gwenivere’s mouth twitched. She swallowed, still seeming uncertain, then dipped her head in a bow.

      “May I approach you, Seera?”

      Has she forgotten the Attack of Fiends? the dragon asked. We’ve met before.

      She has certainly not forgotten, he answered. She’s trying to show you respect. Isn’t that what you always want from everyone else? Stop being difficult.

      “You can approach,” Dietrich said, not waiting for Seera’s response.

      Gwenivere finally walked forward without hesitation. Her breaths were loud and shallow, and when her hand reached up to Seera’s neck, it was shaking.

      “May I?” she asked, before letting her fingers touch Seera’s quills. Dietrich was about to translate, but his dragon nodded.

      Gwenivere beamed.

      “They’re softer than I expected,” she whispered. “Almost like hair.”

      “They harden,” Dietrich said. “They’re almost like muscles she can flex. When she does, it makes it easier to hold. She can harden specific ones here.” He gestured to her neck, where he usually held while flying. “While keeping these soft, so they don’t pierce me through in flight.”

      To demonstrate his point, Seera flexed all but the quills Gwenivere held. She gasped, then laughed, and Seera let out a pleased purr.

      Dietrich watched, transfixed. He’d never expected this moment. He’d never expected anything remotely like this moment.

      After what he’d done in Sovereignty, he’d resigned himself to a life alone with Seera. He’d find Dorian’s betrothed, deliver her the letters, then retreat back to the mountains, where Zoran’s old dwelling had been, and he’d live his life out in solitude.

      He’d have Seera to keep him company, and she’d have him, but otherwise, he’d keep himself not only exiled from his home, but from the rest of humankind as well.

      Seera, who’d been excited to return home, had abruptly changed her mind.

      I don’t want to spend my days with you if you’re only going to cry and mope all the time. You’re far more tolerable when you have something to set your mind on.

      He knew what she’d really been saying.

      You’re already letting yourself die. I don’t want to be the reason you forget to live.

      Now he was here, watching the two most irritable beings he’d ever met come together. He swallowed, forcing down the sudden welling of tears threatening to break through.

      Tell her thank you, Seera said, for saving you after the attack.

      Dietrich relayed the words.

      “Thank you for saving my home,” Gwenivere answered. Her voice was soft, and soothing, and Seera curled her neck and opened her wing, enveloping Gwenivere in a hug.

      “You can hold her back,” Dietrich said, pointing to her neck. “Just be careful with your hair. It might get caught in her quills.”

      Gwenivere nodded, her arms wrapping around the dragon.

      This is very sweet, Dietrich said. Is there a reason you’re so withholding when it comes to your affection with me?

      You’re far more annoying. And I don’t think she’s been able to do this with anyone for a long time.

      Dietrich took in Seera’s words, noting the tightness of Gwenivere’s hold. As she let go, and Seera opened up again, he walked over, placing his own hands on the scales of her neck and chest.

      “She doesn’t like the cold,” he said. “If you call a bit of fire, and rub it into her scales, it helps.”

      Nodding, Gwenivere immediately called fire and began following Dietrich’s hands.

      “I imagine this is relaxing,” she said, smiling up at Seera.

      “She certainly enjoys it, especially right before she sleeps, or before⁠—”

      “No.” Gwenivere’s voice was quiet as she met his eyes. “For you. What you said earlier, about finding things enjoyable.” She smiled. “I think I would very much enjoy doing this.”

      “You’re doing it now.”

      “I know. It just doesn’t seem real.”

      “No. It doesn’t.”

      Seera dipped her head, shooing them apart.

      Speaking of sleep, she said, I’d really like to return to it, so if you both could hurry along, I’d like to get this over with.

      “You didn’t do anything wrong,” Dietrich said, dipping his head under Seera’s. “She’s just responsibly reminding us that we should head back before it gets dark.”

      “Oh, yes. Thank you, Seera.”

      Gwenivere bowed her head, then stepped back as Dietrich climbed onto Seera’s back.

      Do you mind? he said to her, nudging her with his knees. She’s not used to getting on and off, and if you haven’t noticed, she’s not exactly tall enough to hop up.

      Wordlessly, Seera bent her legs. Dietrich reached down, offering Gwenivere his hand.

      “Behind me, or in front?”

      “Which do you think?”

      “Seera won’t let you fall, but I’d feel better if you were in front.”

      “Front it is.”

      She grabbed the hand he offered and let out a small yelp as he lifted her completely up. Seera didn’t have a saddle, and she hated using the quills on her sides as stirrups. Better to keep the princess on his dragon’s good side for as long as possible.

      “Any quills,” he instructed.

      Gwenivere leaned forward and grabbed on. He expected her grip to be tight, but she held on gently, as though she didn’t want to hurt Seera.

      He thought to tell her to tighten her hold, but decided that unlike their flight escaping the Behemoth, Seera likely wouldn’t be plummeting them to near death every few seconds.

      Leaning forward, and trying not to intrude too strongly into Gwenivere’s space, Dietrich grabbed the quills on either side of where she held, tightened the muscles in his legs, and took a breath.

      Seera opened her wings and flew. It was always surprising how little start she needed to launch herself into the air. Gwenivere’s grip immediately tightened, as Dietrich had expected it would, but he hadn’t expected her to laugh too. She leaned forward, as though he wasn’t there, and it was she and Seera alone.

      The sun was high in the sky now and beaming down on them. The air above the treetops was crisp, and cold, and even with Seera’s languid speed, it still bit at his skin. He had to squint to keep it from his eyes; it and Gwenivere’s hair, which whipped wildly from her place in front of him.

      A new beginning? Seera asked, pressing into Dietrich’s mind. He’d not said the thought to her, but the memory of that morning must have risen up, unbidden.

      Thanks to you, he said, rubbing his hand on her neck.

      Not just me, Seera replied, and though she didn’t say more, he could sense the smile in her words.
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      The flight was over far too quickly.

      Despite having ridden with Seera before, this felt like the first time. During the attack, Rynara’s mind had been too lost in the chaos, too consumed by the fear of the Behemoth, and her city, and whether her father and brother were safe. She’d hardly had time to appreciate the feel of the massive being guiding her on the wind. She’d not been able to take in the peace that came from being among the clouds and the birds and the beasts of the sky.

      It was liberation and joy. It was frightening and exhilarating.

      It was dangerous, and foolhardy, and she’d never felt safer in her life.

      “Thank you,” she said to Seera, as Dietrich helped her from her back. She slid down, grimacing as she landed on her sore ankle. Dietrich kept his arms around her, holding her, it appeared, until she was confident she could stand.

      “Thank you to as you as well,” she said, looking up at him. He still hadn’t let go. She held her breath, unsure how to catch it after the excitement of flight.

      “Can you walk?”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      “You’re sure?”

      She smiled, wanting to show him she could, but not wanting to release the security that came from his grip.

      “Yes,” she said, nodding. She brushed her hair from her eyes, certain the strands were sticking up wildly. “I’m sure.”

      Dietrich seemed to realize he’d not released her, then did so quickly before patting Seera one last time.

      “As she said,” he told the dragon. “Thank you.”

      Rynara didn’t know what passed between them, but he saw his face twist into something akin to exasperation. Seera turned her crystal eyes to her, nudging her a bit forcefully, then turned, opened her wings, and retreated back toward the mountains.

      “What did she say to you?” Rynara asked, patting down her hair.

      Dietrich seemed to find anywhere to glance but her.

      “Nothing really.”

      “Is it tiresome, having it be two people?”

      He checked the straps of their satchels, then pulled out two canteens of water, handing her one.

      “Can’t say.”

      Rynara sipped her water. She was sad to step forward and remember that this—this boring, slow, tiresome path—was how she’d have to usually see the world.

      They were still about an hour away from the outskirts of the city. Dietrich had thought it wise to keep Seera away from where people were, especially with the printings still running stories about him and the dragon at the coliseum. Rynara agreed, though it hadn’t really been up to her. When it came to the dragon, she was well aware that whatever Dietrich decided was best.

      The wrapping around her ankle was stiff, but snug. There was still an ache present, but it felt more like fatigue rather than pain. It made walking tolerable, but not pleasant.

      “Where to?” Dietrich asked, as they came up to a forked path.

      “I need to meet with Teniv tonight. She’s the woman you. . . .” She tapped on her neck. “That’s not until later, though. I think we should return to the tradesmen first. They’ve been on the top of the clock tower since last night. Now that we’ve confirmed the information they’ve given us, it might be best to turn them over to the enforcers.”

      Dietrich pointed to the path with a sign: Clock tower This Way.

      “What do you think? Is it this one?”

      She smiled, but the lack of sleep was catching up to her, and she didn’t have the energy to play along.

      While it wasn’t hot, it was certainly warmer than it’d been before sunrise that morning. They both stopped to drink all but one of the waters left, then passed the flask of sundrops back and forth. Rynara offered Dietrich some of the salted seeds she’d brought, but he politely declined.

      Exhaustion seemed to be catching up to both of them. Neither spoke most of the way back to the city. Occasionally Rynara winced if she stepped wrong, and Dietrich would place a worried hand out and ask if she was all right, but otherwise, their return to Sarabai was quiet and uneventful.

      That changed quickly when they reached the Tower’s Shadow.

      Another crowd had formed. At first Rynara feared the Redeemers were holding another execution. She couldn’t imagine they’d risk that after what’d happened a few days before, and none of her Hawks had caught wind of any such plans. Plus, as part of their jubilation, the people of Sarabai had torn the gallows down and burned the wood. The Redeemers would’ve needed to rebuild the structure, hire or bring in more of their followers, and attempt to combat the fighting spirit that’d been reignited in the city.

      But no, the crowd didn’t seem angry this time. They seemed manic, almost, but not angry.

      They were loud and boisterous and excited. They were like the rapids of a river. The hooves of a herd.

      Rynara cursed her short height, wishing she could see what was happening. The maelstrom of sound was giving her a headache. The press of so many bodies made her dizzy.

      People let out a collective cheer.

      She turned to Dietrich, trying to determine if he’d seen what’d happened.

      His body went completely still.

      “What?” she asked. “What’s going on?”

      He snapped to attention, grabbing her arm and yanking her aside. A part of her was glad to escape the heat of the crowd. The other part was furious.

      “What are you doing?” she hissed. Even with the distance he’d put between them and the people nearby, she still kept her voice low, not wanting to draw attention.

      “You don’t want to see what’s down there.”

      She wriggled her arm free.

      “I need to know.”

      She softened, noting the horror in his eyes. For him to look the way he did, pale, sweaty, shocked, she knew something had gone terribly wrong.

      “The tradesmen,” he said. “They were found. The barricade we put on the doors must’ve been broken through. People are . . . people are killing them.”

      Rynara shoved her way back into the crowd. Dietrich followed close behind, his larger frame cutting through more easily.

      There were curses directed at them, a couple of people spitting, but most seemed too distracted to care for long. Rynara managed to reach the edge of the walkway they were on, which looked over the Tower’s Shadow, not quite as high as the clock tower itself, but enough to grant her a view of what lay beneath.

      A few other people pressed against her, one stepping on her foot, another smashing her hand against the walkway’s railing. Cursing, Rynara spun around, called air, and, with a gust of wind, pushed them away.

      “Stand back!”

      Dietrich, seeming to sense the wrath of the crowd, added, “It’s the Phoenix!”

      The anger immediately shifted, swapped by quiet awe. A few people whispered. A few apologized.

      Taking advantage of the short calm, Rynara turned back to the roof’s edge, peering at the scene below.

      Where the executions were meant to take place now stood hundreds of people. The fearful quiet they’d possessed only a few days before was replaced by a frenzied, hyper, gleeful fury.

      Rynara had never seen anything like it. They were a mob motivated by hate and revenge, yet hungry, desperate even, so collectively lustful for blood it seemed an almost primal, sensual thing.

      They’d managed to cluster together tightly enough to allow for an open space to form between them, uneven and circular.

      Within in it lay two bodies.

      The crowd was cheering.

      Then they all looked up.

      Up, up, up, to the place she’d jumped from before. To the place where now, a group of people stood, shouting to the crowd below, “This one too?”

      They held Eren, the third tradesman, on the edge of the clock tower. Rynara couldn’t hear him, but even from a distance, she knew his face was twisted with tears.

      She remembered Dietrich holding Eren over the edge. She remembered what he’d said.

      After everything you’ve done, I think if anyone saw you up here, screaming in such a fashion, and they realized who you were, I’m rather certain they’d encourage me to let go.

      They didn’t just encourage. They begged. Screamed. Shook. Jumped. They began chanting, fists pounding in the air.

      It took a moment for Rynara to decipher the chant.

      Drop him.

      “Don’t watch,” Dietrich whispered, suddenly there. He stood slightly behind her, a shield between her and the eager crowd around them. Even after her orders, even after the respect they’d granted her, the people around her were closing in, ravenous for the violence they were about to see.

      Rynara wanted to stop them. She wanted to press everyone back again, then leap from the balcony and demand everyone cease their madness. She wanted to snap everyone out of it, put the dead tradesmen back together, keep Eren from being dropped. There was no love in her heart for the man, but he didn’t deserve this. What of the mother he’d been trying to help? Was she in the crowd? Who would care for her, once her son hit the ground?

      She could do none of that. If she put herself in the middle of that mob, and made any attempts to change their minds, they’d tear her apart.

      There was no stopping what was about to happen. She could only bear witness to what her lawlessness wrought.

      They let him go. No one stopped his descent.

      His body hit with a sickening crack.

      He’d still been bound when they’d dropped him. His neck snapped at a terrible angle. His head burst open.

      Rynara flinched.

      The mob erupted.

      With Eren being the last of the three tradesmen dead, bodies shoved forward, filling the circle they’d formed.

      Rynara couldn’t imagine what they could possibly want from the bodies or what there was left to do with them. The men were already dead.

      The crowd should’ve had enough.

      They’ll burn them, likely, she thought, trying to keep herself calm. It was common during wartime to burn the bodies of enemies. Burning was believed to force auroras from the bodies of the dead too quickly. It was like the soul itself was being ripped from its host. No one could know for certain if that was true or if it was painful, but there was something about the way auroras almost screamed when forced from the body before the three-day mark that left the theory relatively uncontested.

      Expecting the burning made Rynara feel as though she were one of Xenith’s generals, having delivered the enemy to the people they’d harmed. She should be able stand tall, knowing she held a place among those who’d come before her, the mighty soldiers who lived in many a painting across her palace’s walls.

      She wished the pride she was supposed to feel would sink in. She wished she could quell the urge to vomit and shout and cry.

      It was not a fire that was built, though.

      Instead of flames emerging from the plaza, the bloodied hands of Sarabaens lifted. There was more yelling. Laughter, animated and pleased, bubbled up from the crowd.

      Rynara stumbled, realizing what they’d done. Dietrich was there, one hand pressed firmly to her back, the other holding the underside of her arm. She wordlessly thanked him, almost imperceptibly dipping her chin, then straightened, leaning on the walkway’s railing.

      The mob might yet still burn the bodies. Maybe. For now, they held up the heads of the tradesmen, arms covered in blood, before passing and tossing them around.

      “I need to tell the others,” she said. “About this, and . . . and everything else we learned today. Will you walk with me, until we’re away from here?”

      “Of course.”
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      It took some time before Rynara felt she could properly breathe again. There were more direct routes to the warehouse for her meeting with Teniv, Luthier, and the other Hawks, but she wanted some time to walk, blisters and worn ankle forgotten, before she saw them.

      If she met with them too soon after what she’d just seen, she feared they’d see the mortification in her eyes—the shock—and be more concerned with doting on her or reassuring her it wasn’t her fault than they would be on the matters at hand.

      Walking slowly, and taking in the fresh air, Rynara and Dietrich made their way through quieter parts of the city. A number of times, enforcers passed opposite them, weapons at the ready, heavily armored bodies trudging along with urgency. She wondered how many of them didn’t care about what they would see. Would they join in the revelry? The ecstasy of bloodshed? For those who didn’t, were they ready for what they were about to find? How much worse would the situation be, by the time they got there?

      Would anyone even be able to recognize the bodies?

      Rynara kept on. One foot in front of the other.

      Dietrich followed behind.

      “I’m not sure you should attend this meeting,” she said. “I’ve not yet explained to the others about you, and I’d rather the meeting primarily be centered on what we discovered about the Sanctuary.”

      “I was thinking the same thing. Do you want me to wait outside?”

      She shook her head. “No, that won’t be necessary. I don’t want them thinking I need a bodyguard or a spy protecting me from them, if they happen to spot you. It won’t go far in the way of trust. You can go back to the Tired Cat, if you’d like. Or whatever else you feel up to. I don’t much care.”

      She waved her hand flippantly, stopped, then decided she very, very much needed to sit down. The area around them was homes on one side and a small field of grass and trees on the other. She chose the closest tree to where they stood and sauntered over to it, plopping herself down and folding her legs beneath her. Dietrich did the same, one shoulder of his touching one of hers, one leg bent, the other outstretched.

      “I should’ve moved them,” he said. “I should’ve found a different place to keep them.”

      “Don’t,” she said, pinching the bridge of her nose. “I mean, yes, we should’ve found someplace else to put them, or turned them over to the enforcers—something else. But we didn’t. And note I’m saying we. I wasn’t thinking straight myself last night. I was too eager about the information for the Sanctuary.”

      “The enforcers killed the others,” he said. “I looked into it last night, after we parted ways. They did it with less fanfare, but I’m not sure you’d have felt much better if we’d turned the tradesmen over too.”

      He blew air from his cheeks. Noisily. It seemed almost comical. It was far from funny, but she oddly felt the urge to laugh.

      “Do you think it was the Redeemers who actually killed them?” she asked. “Do you think they were trying to cover their tracks?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not sure it really matters.”

      “I suppose it doesn’t.”

      They sat for a while. Dietrich gave her more sundrops, noting that she’d need the energy for the meeting coming up. She insisted they drink more water, as they’d likely not packed enough for how long the trek to the Sanctuary had been, and it was important they stay hydrated. Water helps with fatigue too, she thought, though it really wasn’t worth saying.

      Silence was all they seemed capable of, for a time, as they quietly passed the canteens of water and sundrops back and forth.

      When they’d finished both, they shared some unspoken agreement that it was necessary they get back to their day. She told him she’d relay any important information discussed at the meeting back at the Tired Cat, and he told her he’d go get some sleep.

      “Some horrible woman made me wake up very early,” he said, returning her satchel. “I want to make sure I’m plenty awake when she visits me tonight.”

      She felt a bit empty, then, as they went down their separate paths. His presence had been something solid for her to cling to, and now that he was walking away, the reality of what she’d seen started to settle.

      The sense of wrongness, of loneliness, of having to process her thoughts alone, made her suddenly very anxious to be near people.

      More than anything, or anyone, she wanted to see Luthier. She wanted to be close to him, if only to borrow some of his steady calm, that resounding, stoic strength he always seemed to possess. She was glad, for his sake, after hearing the crack of Eren’s body on the ground, after seeing the horrible angle of his neck, that she hadn’t followed through on the temptation to fling herself off a roof only a short time ago.

      She couldn’t begin to fathom what it would’ve done to her knight, if it’d been her body on the ground and his eyes watching it happen.

      I need to apologize to him, she reminded herself. I need him to know how much he means to me.

      Concentrating on that, and forcing out, or down, or away, all the haunting thoughts now plaguing her, Rynara made her way to Teniv’s old warehouse, eager to refocus her mind on the task ahead of them and not on all the ways she’d played a part in what she’d seen.
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      The warehouse was used for storage.

      With how many people had started moving to Sarabai the last few years, many a wealthy homeowner in the Dividing Wall, Voradeen, or Riverdee traveled to the clock city and found their coin only afforded them a small apartment. They thought it was worth it for a variety of reasons—the temperate climate, the innovation, the opportunities—but often the things they’d brought with them on carts and wagons couldn’t fit in their new dwellings.

      Knowing how sentimental people could be, Teniv had bought several warehouses in Sarabai just before the city’s population had boomed. For a fee every season, people could store whatever things they didn’t have room for in their homes but loved too much to sell. Visiting hours to see the items were only on some days of the week. The rest of the time, employers cleared out belongings from those who hadn’t paid, cleaned the space, checked for rats or other vermin. Or, as was the case today, they did nothing.

      On nothing days, Teniv set up a mismatched array of lounge chairs, rocking chairs, sofas, and whatever else she thought looked comfortable, and she made a colorful and comfortable place for the Hawks to meet.

      Rynara came through a different entrance than everyone else. She kept to the back, her body hidden by an old armoire and a few bookcases.

      She wasn’t ready to be seen just yet. The day had been a whirlwind of information and feelings, in some ways a reminder of all she strove for. In others, it was an addition to the horrors that haunted her at night.

      I don’t think you should keep doing this.

      Luthier’s words, only a few days before.

      You’ve brought a new beginning to a lot of people.

      Dietrich’s words, mere hours before.

      She listened to the chatter of Hawks as they poured themselves some of Teniv’s best wine. Given her many connections, and the many taverns she owned, the older woman often found herself in possession of beverages most people wouldn’t be able to afford in their entire lives. One of the Hawks, a Sadiyan girl of indiscernible age named Sasha, joked that the wine was the main reason she joined.

      Already, they were discussing the news of what’d happened to the tradesmen. The crackling of conversation carried to Rynara’s hiding place revealed that while the Hawks weren’t sure of the specifics, a few of them had been in the mob when it’d happened.

      Rynara slunk down, pulling her legs to her chest. She wanted silence. That, or she wanted meaningless noise. Music, maybe. Or a cheery fire in a hearth. Though it might unsettle her nerves, she’d even take the rumble of a distant storm.

      Luthier’s right, she thought, wrapping her arms around her legs and resting her head against her knees. I can’t keep doing this.

      No. That’s not what he’d told her.

      He’d told her she shouldn’t keep doing this.

      Her knight believed her capable of whatever she put her mind to. He’d proven countless times over her life that he followed her not because she was his charge, but because he thought her worthy of his devotion.

      He’d also proven he loved her as a parent did their child. It was a gift, to have someone be her everything, as he was. It was also a curse, for him at least, to have the various roles he filled constantly warring inside him.

      Gwen?

      She looked up.

      No one was there.

      The voice hadn’t been spoken, she realized. Not now, at least. It was a memory, one where she’d been smaller than her current size, with less muscles on her frame, and her hair red.

      Gwen, was your father . . . unsettled again?

      She’d been fourteen. Too old to hide in her wardrobe.

      The dresses had made her feel safe, though. Some of them had been her mother’s.

      I tried to come with him, she’d explained. He found me pretending to be one of the squires.

      She’d not cried at the question or her answer. She’d only closed her hand over the finger marks on arm.

      I see, Garron had said. He’d not whispered, but he’d crouched down until he was level with her. He spoke gently. He’s left now. He’ll be in Mesidia for at least a few weeks, and I know there are some sword stances he didn’t want you learning, but if you don’t tell, I won’t either.

      He’d offered her a hand and smiled.

      Rynara pulled herself from the memory. She wasn’t surrounded by extravagant gowns; she was shoved between dusty shelves and old furniture. She wasn’t about to spar with her knight. The warehouse wasn’t her castle.

      Standing, and brushing off her pant legs, Rynara became the Phoenix, slipped on her red cloak, and walked over to her Hawks.

      “Is everyone accounted for?” she asked. A few of them startled, not realizing there was another entrance. To them, she’d materialized from thin air.

      “All here,” Teniv said.

      “Good.” Rynara nodded to the Hawks. Besides Teniv, Luthier, Sasha, and herself, there were sixteen additional people who Rynara had welcomed into her trusted circle. None of them besides Teniv and Luthier knew her true name, but the rest were allowed access to plans and information, they were given more coin than the other followers, and while most of them had at least a proficient level of skill for fighting, they were all willing to accept training from Teniv and Luthier.

      Many of them were in the warehouse, but others had stayed behind in the towns and villages she’d liberated. They ensured the enforcers or city watch or whoever else was given authority stayed far removed from the Redeemers’ hold.

      Some cities, especially those with connections to nobility or wealthy merchant houses, couldn’t be entirely purified. In those instances, the Hawks did everything they could to keep illegal contraband away, thus eliminating the potential for influence.

      If they couldn’t get to the people, they could get to the goods.

      The meeting started with the Hawks seated before Rynara now updating her on what information they’d received from their contacts in the other towns. Each of them was responsible for maintaining contact with several of their brethren. They reported back any immediate emergencies, of which there were none, blessedly, and juxtaposed what they were hearing from their contacts against what gossip was traveling through.

      It was important to Rynara that they compared facts against rumors. The truth meant nothing if the perception among the masses reigned supreme.

      Rynara knew that from personal experience.

      “Riverdee still seems to be the largest supplier of slave labor,” Sasha said, moving from domestic to international connections. Though Rynara had yet to move her influence outside of Xenith, she understood logically that the Redeemers cared little for borders.

      “Once we find the Sanctuary,” Sasha continued, “I imagine the Redeemers will operate primarily from there. Sources indicate that the entire capital city watch is corrupted. The only reason—from what I can tell, at least—they haven’t made a full exodus from Sarabai to there is because the Sanctuary dates back to before the trade ban. They’d already set themselves up here. If we find the Sanctuary and liberate it, we’ll likely eradicate their hand in Xenith, but a hand in Riverdee could be disastrous.”

      “Agreed,” Teniv said. “Riverdee has long been an ally to all, enemy to none. Its access to the ocean, its border with a handful of countries, and it being the main source of Evean goods has made it off limits for conquering. Any one country taking it over would turn every other country against it. Unofficially controlling it, though, at least through its trade, would mean the Redeemers would regulate the lifeblood of the continent.”

      “They’d become wealthier than they already are,” Luthier added. “Once they have wealth comparable to kings, other countries won’t bother trying to eradicate them.”

      Sasha nodded. “And let’s not forget their main message. They’ve preached to Prianthia and Sadie for over a decade at this point that the West is evil. To use your metaphor, Teniv, if they become the continent’s lifeblood, then they could easily poison it. Trust me.” She pointed to her green eyes. “For most of my life I’ve heard how much they hate you.”

      “Fear naught!” Antigone said. She was a short Xen woman, with more freckles than seemed possible, and auburn hair that wasn’t quite red or brown. She was a lovely person, though her constant happiness was something Rynara found draining.

      “I bring news from Riverdee,” Antigone continued. “It would seem they have their own version of you, Phoenix.”

      She stood from a velvet chair and passed out printings to each of the Hawks. She gave Rynara one last. Not intentionally; she wasn’t trying to make any kind of statement. She just often forgot, having been raised in a family with eleven children, that sometimes there was a hierarchy to things.

      Rynara thanked her for the printing, glancing through it.

      “An Evean?” she said, surprised. “They don’t usually get involved in our politics.”

      “They’ve claimed she’s the same person who led the Attack of Fiends in Riverdee,” Antigone said. “Though others have come forward and claimed she helped them during and after a recent storm. A few even said they saw her helping people during the attack.”

      “She’s been captured, though,” Teniv said. “Does she have any followers? Any allies? She can’t possibly be trying to eradicate the Redeemers on her own. They’ll execute her immediately.”

      “The Redeemers have always had an undercurrent of religious fanaticism in their messaging,” Sasha said. “The printing here says X’odia—that’s the woman’s name—willingly turned herself in. She was quoted saying, ‘I am innocent in the eyes of the Creator, and soon, in the eyes of men. You will see that it’s not you, Navar, that the Light blesses but me and all others who stand against darkness.’”

      “That doesn’t mean anything,” Teniv said, disappointed. She tossed the printing on a nearby table and crossed her arms.

      “It means everything,” Sasha countered. “If she manages to win the favor of Riverdians, and she undercuts the faith people have placed in the Redeemers, she’ll dismantle everything they’ve built there. It will be her word against theirs.”

      “Enough,” Rynara said, holding her hand up. “We’ll keep our eyes open to this situation, but there’s no reason to argue over its merits so long as it’s in a stalemate. If this X’odia woman does manage to rise up against the Redeemers, we’ll make attempts to contact her and bring her to our side. If not, it’s a moot point.

      “Those of you assigned to Eastern information. Have there been any recent developments?”

      Gregor, a burly Prianthian man, handed her a recent Xen printing. He didn’t speak much, which had concerned Rynara initially, but then she’d recalled how little Luthier spoke, and her suspicions toward him softened. He’d actually become one of her favorite Hawks because of how little he irritated her and how dedicated he was to their cause.

      “Anastasia’s soldiers, who’ve been stationed outside of Sovereignty.” He’d only brought the one printing, unlike Antigone. “King Abaddon has still not woken from his coma. Ambassador Dorian has made the decision to allow the soldiers into Sovereignty while the king remains inactive.”

      He returned to where he’d been standing beside Luthier and nodded that he was done speaking.

      Dietrich . . . Rynara thought, gripping the printing tight. All of Dietrich’s work to shift the blame to himself, and it seemed the Treaty of Five still wasn’t doing anything to lift the ban and discourage the Prianthians from moving in.

      I’ll have to tell him of this tonight, she decided, stuffing the printing into her pocket. She gave a curt nod to Gregor, who dipped his head in acknowledgment. That was usually the extent of his exchanges.

      “I will of course need to be kept abreast of this,” she said, trying to sound unmoved. She didn’t usually react to Eastern politics, but now, with what she knew, she found herself impassioned.

      She didn’t wish to show that though. The time wasn’t right to reveal Dietrich Haroldson had become their ally, and her sudden concern with the East—outside of its connections to Redeemers—would be out of character.

      “The Sanctuary was brought up earlier,” she said, resisting the urge to bite her lip. “I’m sure many of you are aware of what happened to the tradesmen, but if not, a quick summary: After the execution, the three men who Sasha had discovered knew the Sanctuary’s location escaped. Last night, I and another new member of our group”—she looked to Teniv as if to say, See, the dangerous one proved helpful—“questioned them. The man had captured them in an effort to prove his loyalty to our cause, and the two of us were able to get the information from them that we’ve been wanting.”

      The Hawks let out a collective gasp. The ones on benches nudged one another while the ones in large chairs sat up, trying to make eye contact with whomever was closest.

      Teniv gave Rynara a playful punch, and Gregor gave another dip of his head.

      Luthier, stoic as always, only looked on with furrowed brow.

      “You celebrate too soon,” she went on. “There is good and bad news to accompany this.

      “The bad, as many of you were discussing earlier, is that the tradesmen were killed. I and our new connection had thought it best to barricade the clock tower’s rooftop door and leave the men there until we’d confirmed whether their information was true. We intended to hand them over to the enforcers after we did so, but unfortunately, they were found and killed.”

      She swallowed, forcing down the sound of Eren’s body hitting the ground.

      “The good news, however, is that the information they gave us was sound. Earlier today, I traveled to the Sanctuary, and can confirm that we’ve found it.”

      The Hawks reacted. Rynara smiled, though it felt wrong to do so.

      Some of them have had friends who’ve been taken to the Sanctuary, she thought. Family, even. For them, this is it. This is the final battle of the war. If we take the Sanctuary, this plague in our country will be gone.

      She licked her lips, allowing the Hawks their revelry.

      Teniv walked over to her, leaning down and whispering in her ear, “You’ve done well, Ryn.”

      They were simple words, but her guilt lessened.

      She looked to Luthier. Beneath his beard, she saw him smile.

      “You’ve got your good news,” she said. She crossed her arms, hiding that her hands were shaking, and forced her shoulders back. “Now let’s discuss the Sanctuary itself.”
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      After all the Hawks but Luthier had left, Rynara finally took a seat.

      They’d discussed different routes of entry and how they might destroy the building itself. Fire wasn’t entirely out of the question, but it was a risk, given all the pollutants in the Cave of Death and Dreams. They didn’t know how the flames would react, and it might result in more harm than good if they went about it unprepared.

      Infiltration was an option, but from what they could tell, the Redeemers mostly kidnapped Westerners, ruling out a lot of the Hawks. Teniv, Rynara, and Luthier were options, but everyone agreed Rynara shouldn’t be the one to go in. Teniv had too many connections, so, not knowing how close Rynara and Luthier actually were, Luthier remained an option.

      She’d not liked that plan, but for now, it was only one of many options. First, she thought it important that more of the Hawks saw the caves for themselves. Maybe one of them would see something she and Dietrich hadn’t.

      “Hello,” she said, as Luthier walked over. He took a seat on the now vacant bench several of the Hawks had been sitting on before.

      “Hello,” he said.

      She coughed, then folded her hands in her lap.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “For snapping at you.”

      His mouth quirked.

      “For all the times, or. . . .”

      She laughed. Some of the tension she’d been holding slipped away.

      “Sure, all,” she said. “But more specifically, for the other day. I know you only want what’s best for me. I know you want me to be safe. I want the same for you. If anything, between the two of us, you deserve to live out the rest of your life in peace. You already fought in the War of Fire. You didn’t just fight—you became the most respected and renowned soldier in Xenith.”

      She’d opened her hands wide, as though the gesture could encapsulate just how grand of a title that was.

      “Then you spent the rest of your life serving my family. You’ve been the most loyal knight I could’ve ever asked for. Now you have a chance to finally rest. If I asked you to stop, would you?”

      He said no before she’d finished the question.

      “Well,” she continued. “That’s how I feel too. I don’t want to stop.”

      Luthier abandoned his rigid, perfect posture and leaned forward, elbows resting on his knees, hands laced together.

      “Do you know that I held you before you father did?”

      Rynara started at the question. She shook her head.

      “He was away. For good reason—he was securing a trade deal that resulted in a great amount of work opportunities for Xens, but that’s beside the point.”

      He cleared his throat.

      “You remember I was your mother’s knight, before yours, yes? I was there when she had you. After she held you, she wished to rest, and the midwives asked me if I could hold you while Rose slept. They said the skin-to-skin contact would be good for you.

      “I’d never held an infant, let alone the heir to a country. I’d held baby animals, but that’s not the same. I told them I was afraid I’d drop you.”

      Rynara smiled, curling her legs up in the chair. “I imagine I screamed quite loudly. And squirmed a lot.”

      “You did,” he admitted. “I’m not sure Rose actually wanted rest; I think she just needed to build up the energy to deal with you. Before she fell asleep, she told me to stop being stupid, and that I was your knight, now, not hers, and that it was my responsibility to keep you safe. In that moment, keeping you safe meant letting her sleep, and holding you against my chest.

      “You were very fat. Everyone ironically said you’d be tall, like your father. You made a lot of noise, and you were very pink, and all the midwives said you were beautiful and had that beautiful newborn smell, but I thought you looked and smelled odd.”

      “That’s nice, Garron. Thank you.”

      “And then they told me to take off my shirt—which was very embarrassing for me, as I was very shy then⁠—”

      “Only then?”

      “Hush. I was very shy then, and Rose said, ‘Garron, you just saw urine, shit, and a baby come out of me, and you want to fuss over a bunch of women seeing your chest?’ I’d never heard her curse before, so evidently having you impacted that.

      “Anyway, I finally—although very reluctantly—took off my shirt, sat down in the chair at your mother’s side, and let them hand you to me. They finished cleaning Rose up, and she went to sleep, and they left, and then it was just me and you. And even knowing you weren’t mine, once you stopped crying and looked up at me, all I could think was, Light . . . how stupid I’ve been —to think I knew what love was.”

      Rynara nodded, then looked away. What was there to say, or what expression could you give, to convey an understanding that you were someone else’s whole world?

      “That’s what you’ve given me,” he said. “That’s a gift every child gives their parent. What I give you, in return, is given freely. There’s no trade or exchange that matches that.”

      “What you give me is everything,” she said, annoyed when her voice came out choked. She gritted her teeth, pushing her tears down. Her chest ached from the effort.

      “I know it was hard for you,” she continued. “When my father . . . got angry. I know you felt like you’d failed me, but you didn’t. You’ve always been my protector. But if you don’t feel like you can do this anymore, if it’s too difficult to watch me put myself in danger, that’s all right too. I don’t want you to go, but at some point . . . at some point every parent has to let their child live their life. I hope you’ll stay in mine, but if it’s too hard, I’ll understand.”

      “I’m your knight,” he said. “I will always be at your side.”

      “Are you sure?”

      He smiled. It was a simple gesture but filled with a warmth that made Rynara feel like a child again.

      “I’m sure.”
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      Back at the Tired Cat, Rynara rapped on Dietrich’s door.

      Unsurprisingly, she heard no stirring at all. Generally, there was a bustle of noise or a calling out that the person would be right there. Dietrich seemed to suddenly materialize before her, like an aurora being called into existence.

      He smiled when he saw it was her.

      “Here to relay the meeting’s notes to me?” He stepped aside to let her in. If he noticed how stiff her shoulders were or the grim set of her mouth, he was doing a fine job ignoring it.

      She mumbled something in reply. Glancing around the room, she saw the design and furniture were nearly identical to her own across the hall, though Dietrich’s number of touched blades was much higher than her own, and the contents of whatever filled the vials beneath the window of the western wall were far more interesting—and likely deadly—than anything in her room. She walked over to them, bending to squint at the rainbow of concoctions. With the setting sun coming through the window, each vial was cast in a yellow glow, mixing with the already vibrant greens and blues and reds.

      As much as she still felt a fool for agreeing to trust Dietrich, she was glad that, with what were likely extremely lethal poisons sitting haphazardly in his sleeping chambers, he had chosen a path that aligned with hers.

      “You probably don’t need telling,” he said. “But it would be best if you didn’t touch any. Especially the green one.”

      “Are these what you use for the needles?”

      “Ah, no. Here, let’s go through them.” He crossed the room and joined her by the window. With long, gloved fingers, he delicately put a stopper over the top of a vial, lifted it from its holder, then held it up. “A drop of this will cause sweating and twitching. You could recover from it, but I’d advise caution when handling it.

      “The exciting part is when it’s no longer in liquid form. If turned into a gas, it can cause someone to lose consciousness, become paralyzed, fail to breathe . . .” He was staring at the liquid, the color a few shades away from his eyes, before suddenly looking back at her, clearing his throat, and putting the vial back.

      “It’s quite deadly, is the point.”

      “Oh really? I hadn’t gotten that.”

      He laughed, but it was a strange, almost tittering sound. She stared at him, brows furrowed, trying to determine what had him behaving so oddly. Perhaps he was tired, and the fatigue was making him manic.

      “I don’t get to talk about this much,” he said, noting her stare. “I used to be a fiend hunter. I’d bring certain parts back to Abaddon, and the two of us would try and come up with new cures together. He was usually the one to make the helpful discoveries. I usually had fun with what was left.”

      “You came up with all of these yourself?”

      “Well no, not all of them. The blue one, here—well, it’s the only blue one, so I suppose I didn’t need to point to it. Anyway, the blue one was already a known substance. If put into the blood, it puts a person completely under, a bit like how the needles do, but deeper. It’s useful when performing things like amputations. The person won’t go to the bathroom for a few days though.” He sniffed, then scratched the back of the head. “That’s probably not worth noting.”

      “No, no, it’s interesting.” She crouched down and looked at the vials again. She pointed to the only blue one, then sarcastically asked, “Was this the blue one you were referring to?”

      He didn’t quite roll his eyes, but his slightly lifted brow looked like the tired man’s equivalent.

      Crossing his arms and leaning against a bookcase beside the desk, he welcomed more of her questions and answered them in detail. He explained that his fiend hunter alias was Yeltaire Veen, and that it’d allowed him to walk in and out of Sovereignty’s main hospital without anyone realizing who he was.

      “Nobody suspected it,” he said. “Abaddon and I don’t look much alike. I’m the brute, he’s the prince. I’m fiendish, he’s handsome. That sort of thing.”

      “I don’t know if I’d say that.”

      Even avoiding his gaze, Rynara could tell Dietrich was smirking. She rose from where she’d been surveying the vials, and all the pieces of parchment strewn about the desk—barely legible scribbles Dietrich apparently considered notes—and turned away from him, not wanting the red of her face to match the vibrancy of the poisons.

      “You’d say that if you saw him,” he continued. “The little shit is quite beautiful.”

      “I have seen him,” she replied, sitting down in one of the room’s chairs. “Though I was quite a bit younger then. He was here in the West, with your father. I played the harp for him.”

      “Did he then learn how to play it just by watching you?”

      She laughed. “No. He tried, though. He got very frustrated with the pedals.”

      “Sounds like him. I bet to this day he remembers that. He hates not being good at something. Hates it. I wouldn’t be surprised if he begged our parents for a harp after that visit, just so he could try to get better than you.”

      Rynara took a breath, attempting to school her features. “You love him, after everything?”

      Dietrich, still leaning against the bookshelf, turned slightly. He had one foot crossed over the other, and with his arms folded over his chest, he looked calm. It was only the slight working of his jaw and the tension in his neck that revealed his answer.

      “Yes,” he said softly. “I feel like I shouldn’t, though. He killed our father. The idea of not drifting when you die? If you take your own life? It’s a lie. If Abaddon ever bothered to take the critical eye he applies to everything else and use it, just once, on his own faith, he’d see that.

      “When our people were enslaved, it was common for them to kill themselves. It wouldn’t have mattered much to our captors, given that they themselves beat us to death frequently. What was one more dead serpent to them? It wasn’t until the deaths were affecting their economy that they started to care.”

      Dietrich stopped suddenly, standing a little straighter. “I’m sorry. I’m telling you all of this, but you might already know.”

      Rynara shook her head. “I didn’t know. Please.” She held out her hand, beckoning him to continue.

      He cleared his throat. “They placed Sadiyan priests and priestesses among the slaves. Not real priests, mind you. Or maybe at one time they had been real ones, but that’s beside the point. The point is that the Prianthians had them spread the message among the other slaves that it was a slight against the Creator to take one’s life—that if they did it, their souls wouldn’t rest. It was the ultimate betrayal of the Creator’s plan. It was a complete loss of faith.”

      “Light above,” Rynara cursed, horrified. Then, realizing the irony, muttered, “Sorry.”

      Dietrich gave a one-shouldered shrug. “Bastard. Shit. Damn. It doesn’t make a difference to me.”

      She gave him a weak smile, though she still felt guilty. Not just for the poorly chosen curse, but for everything awful in Sadie’s past. The shackles that’d kept them chained, the heat that’d burned their skin, the boots that’d kept them down. The women who’d kept the population alive. The whips that’d lashed their backs.

      Yet what words would be enough? There would never be enough apologies to make it right. She could never undo the past that’d befallen them. She couldn’t rework the gears of time.

      Sometimes she wished she could. Often, she wondered about her Amulet, about its ability to undo what’d been done, and she found herself musing on its untested powers. Could it only undo what’d been done in reference to the other Artifacts? Or could it reverse the effects of fate, of life itself, if she called upon it?

      She wasn’t meant to call on it, though. As a Guardian, she was meant to do the exact opposite: keep anyone from ever calling on it.

      Absently, she reached up to her arm, rubbing at where the Amulet rested hidden beneath her clothes.

      If she was forbidden to explore its powers, what was there to do when a descendant of atrocity stood before her? What broken parts of his nation now fell on him to repair? What parts of the soul had his father lost, all those years in chains, in rebellion, in leadership, that now had been passed on to him?

      And my own father knew, she thought. He’d known his actions were prolonging the Sadiyan’s suffering, and he let it continue.

      “The Redeemers,” she started. “They aren’t entirely wrong. It doesn’t justify what they’re doing now, but I understand it.”

      Dietrich repositioned himself, stiffening. “What are you talking about?”

      “That idea? Planting religious leaders among the populace? We did it here, in Xenith. We haven’t done it in years, but the disparity between nobles and peasants used to be much wider. It should have led to a mass exodus of farmers and workmen, and without them, there’d be no one left to build the roads, or tend the farms, or whatever other things needed doing. The exodus never happened, though. For years, unless they were sent to war, people stayed. It’s part of why Xenith and Mesidia are so homogenous.

      “The Temple of the Stone, funded in part by lords, would preach to the peasants, tell them that if they were ever to leave their land or their homes, without the blessings of the Light—which only our priests could intercept, evidently—then when they died, their auroras would be lost, and rather than going to the Light, they’d drift endlessly, searching for the land they’d left behind.”

      “And Prianthia perfected the act,” Dietrich concluded.

      “Ironically,” she said, shifting in her seat and lightening her voice. What she was about to say wasn’t really ironic, but she found herself suddenly wanting to bring Dietrich back to his more carefree self. “I was, um—I was referring to this.” She tapped her stomach. “The stabbing incident. When I asked if you still love Abaddon. But I appreciated the detour. I learned something valuable.”

      To her relief, he smiled. “Does this mean you believe me?”

      “I believe it’s very possible that if you’ve been on one of your never-ending chatter fests, someone might indeed try to stab you.”

      “A fine point. How my dear Seera hasn’t set me ablaze yet, I’ll never know.”

      “That poor creature. Her strength truly knows no bounds.”

      “Truly.”

      They stayed put for a moment, Dietrich still standing against the bookcase, practically in the very corner, Rynara seated, legs crossed, back straight. She knew she should tell him about Sovereignty, should pour alcohol on the wound and get it over with, but she still felt anxious. This man, if everything he said was to be believed, had endured so much already. It was bravery, in a sense, that he chose each day to quip and be merry and jest in defiance of the trials that sought to weigh him down.

      She didn’t want to contribute to those. Even if she was only the messenger.

      “Would you like to sit?” She extended her foot and scooted the chair that sat opposite hers. “I’d feel less like a child about to be punished if you did.”

      “Is that a comment on our heights?”

      “If by heights, you mean currently, with me sitting and you standing, then yes.”

      “I’m fine standing.”

      “I’d really prefer you sat.”

      “I don’t like sitting.”

      Rynara rubbed her forehead.

      “You don’t like sitting?”

      “I don’t like sitting.”

      “Is this a new development? I recall you sitting very comfortably last night, when we were in the booth.”

      “That was different.”

      “How?”

      “I picked a booth in the corner. And there was alcohol.”

      Rynara half sighed, half growled. “Do you have any alcohol on your person? Or somewhere in this room?”

      “I do not.”

      “So you’ll stand, for eternity, until you die?”

      “Certainly not. I will sleep at some point. I just . . . have an aversion to chairs.”

      “I see that.”

      He lifted his hands. “People have snuck up on me more times than I can count. I’ve also been tied up in a chair. And not in the exciting way.”

      “What’s the exciting way?”

      Dietrich gave her a pointed look.

      “Oh.”

      “Is that not as common in the West? Or among nobles? It’s not entirely uncommon in Sadie, surprisingly. There’s a whole market for it, especially in the brothels. Sometimes people like to act out certain roles, one person being the powerful one, the other submissive. It’s very popular among the older generations, believe it or not. They feel like they’re mocking the Prianthians, claiming power over what they once feared—I’m very surprised you’re not frantically waving for me to stop.”

      Rynara swallowed. “I suppose it’s important for me to . . . become more enlightened, regarding other cultures and peoples.”

      “If you really want to be enlightened, I am happy to provide a demonstration.”

      “Just sit in the chair, please.”

      Smug, and with a face much less red than her own, Dietrich walked over, pushed the chair up against the shelves he’d been leaning on and, finally, took a seat.

      Taking a breath, Rynara retrieved the day’s printing from the pocket of her vest and slowly unfolded it.

      She read over the article again, willing the words to change, wishing she’d simply misread them, that Dietrich’s home hadn’t welcomed in the very enemies he’d dedicated most of his life to keeping at bay.

      “I got this at the meeting,” she said. “A man named Gregor gave it to me. Abaddon still hasn’t woken up. The group of Prianthian soldiers who’ve been waiting outside the capital have been allowed into Sovereignty.”

      She watched him for a moment. It seemed intrusive, studying him, waiting for his reaction, so she looked back at the printing, smoothed out the creases, then set it on the small tea table between them.

      Dietrich licked his lips. After a moment, he leaned forward and took the printing, read it over, folded it back up, and tossed it back onto the table.

      “I’m sorry.” It was all she could think to say. She folded her hands in her lap.

      “Why? Did you let them in?”

      It was said with levity, but Rynara could hear the bite in the words. Not at her—she had to remind herself. It was so obviously not at her that the reminder felt needless, but after years of her father’s anger being improperly placed, it seemed important she make efforts to not put onto others what her father had put onto her.

      “No,” she answered softly. “I’m sorry all the same. Will you be going back?”

      Dietrich shook his head, a sad smile cutting his face. “I can’t. I’ve been exiled.”

      “That doesn’t matter.”

      “Do you want me to go back?”

      “No, I . . .” She stopped, realizing she’d scooted to the edge of her seat, furious on Dietrich’s behalf. She couldn’t imagine what it must be like to have her own family know of her innocence and still deem her exiled. “If you want to go back, then you should. Sadie is your home. You shouldn’t let a label, a falsely given one, keep you from returning.

      “But if you don’t want to go back, then don’t. You can stay here and help us fight the Redeemers. If we don’t stop them here, I imagine their influence in the West is only going to build. We could use your help.”

      She leaned forward, elbows resting on her knees. “You also don’t have to help anyone. You can live for yourself now, if that’s what you’d like. You’ve already done so much for Sadie, and for the brief time you were here before, you did much for Voradeen. I don’t think any of it would be standing if not for your efforts.”

      She stopped, letting her words settle. Realization dawned on her, how similar her statements were to the conversation with Luthier. The difference, of course, was how much Dietrich had done. Sure, she might’ve fought alongside him during the Attack of Fiends, but that was her own city, and that was the only real act of importance she’d taken on behalf of her country. Before that, she studied Abra’am’s history, trained with her knights, mastered her harp, then her elements, then her swordsmanship. She’d admired old paintings that’d lined the palace and castle halls. She’d read books in her library. Consumed delicious food. Drank expensive wine.

      How did that compare to what Dietrich had done? He’d lived most of his adolescence on the streets of his city, separated from his family and the comforts of their palace. He’d had no coin, no one to prepare food for him, no one to keep him safe. He’d killed his first man when he was barely more than a boy, then he’d been expected to continue killing when he’d barely been more than a man.

      He’d done all of that while still finding time to help his brother create cures, master poison work, study fiends, and set out on whatever fanciful quests his family sent him on.

      “You could do the same,” he said, after a long stretch of silence. “What keeps you from stopping?”

      “My brother,” she said instinctively. “I think I’d be much more tempted to stop, if he wasn’t still in the palace. A part of me wants to protect him. Another part of me, selfishly, wants him to know I didn’t do it. I didn’t kill our father. He might . . . hear things about how my father treated me when I was younger. Some of the servants might tell him about what they overheard, the bruises they saw. It stopped, mostly, after a couple years, before Aden could’ve really retained anything, but given how little he saw my father and me interacting, he wouldn’t have much to counter the statements, if they did make their way to him.”

      Dietrich’s hands formed fists. “Your father abused you?”

      “He didn’t abuse me,” she said defensively. “He would get angry sometimes, and when I went to him, he’d sometimes, I don’t know, he’d push me aside, but harder than he meant to. I think he forgot how small I was.”

      “Did he hit you?”

      She glared at him.

      “He only struck my face once. He’d never hit me like that before, though. But it’s irrelevant, because I was⁠—”

      “Irrelevant?” Dietrich interrupted. “I believe you came here to inform me of the meeting you had, and yet we spent a great deal of time discussing, let’s see. . . .” He held up his hand, tapping his fingers. “Poisons, to start. Religion as a weapon of control. Chairs. A good roll around with ropes⁠—”

      “I wouldn’t say we spent a great deal of time on that.”

      “Not to mention when we were supposed to be discussing the Sanctuary last night, we talked about meedla and sandmilk, waking up at Light-forsaken hours, and the merits of describing me as a stalker.”

      He lowered his hand, eyes softening.

      “We stray from topics, but not quite as intentionally as you’re doing now. And that’s fine. If you don’t want to talk about this, we don’t have to. If you don’t want to call what happened to you abuse, then we don’t have to call it that. We can talk about something else.”

      He twirled his finger in the air, as though he were pulling an idea to his mind.

      “How was the meeting?” he offered. “Are you all right after what happened at the clock tower today? Can we both agree that the fourth chime was too early?”

      He attempted a smile.

      “If there’s ever anything you don’t want to go into detail about, then don’t. Just tell me you don’t want to, and I’ll leave it be. But you don’t need to try and diminish what’s been done to you. I don’t know if you were doing it for yourself or for my sake—but please, especially don’t do it for my sake.  Just . . . Just know it’s all right to be angry. I haven’t known you very long, but you seem like you’re constantly angry anyway, just usually on behalf of the wrongs done to others. You’re allowed to let others be angry on behalf of the wrongs done to you.”

      Her face grew hot. “But I just told you what happened to your home. I should be comforting you.”

      She heard her voice crack, and her fingers started to tremble. Frustrated, she folded her lips in, inhaled deeply through her nose, and squeezed her eyes shut.

      Desperation pressed just beneath the surface of her skin, a desperation to let everything out, to let everything come freely through her eyes, her nose, her throat. It was almost painful now, keeping it all back.

      It was childish, she thought, that she wanted to cry at all.

      Dietrich, seeming to realize she hadn’t finished her point and that she was making an effort to collect herself, kept quiet.

      “He did it a long time ago,” she finally said. “The pain is old. It’s not pressing, and it only impacts me. Everything going on with the Redeemers? That affects thousands of people. It affects you. That’s what we should be focusing on. That’s what I should be focusing on.”

      “Are we doing anything tonight?”

      She sniffed. “What?”

      “Tonight,” he repeated. “Your little army. Are we going through with any plans tonight?”

      “No.”

      “You don’t have to feel guilty then, talking about something that affects you. There’s nothing else we have to be doing right now.”

      He called a flame element, igniting the fireplace in the space between and beside their chairs. The sun had mostly gone down, and while twilight still kept some light in the sky, Rynara hadn’t realized just how dark the room had become until the fire started.

      “Unless you’d rather not,” he added, settling back in his seat. “There’s plenty more to discuss. But trust me, if you think it’s a great burden for me to do the listening rather than the talking, I assure you, it’s not.”

      She gave an uneven wobble of her head, pretending to mull the point over.

      “All right.”

      She licked her lips, unsure where to start.

      “I don’t know why I can’t stop thinking about it. When it was happening, I could forget about it immediately after. He was away a lot, and when he left, I was relieved. Then, when he came back, I’d find myself happy again. I loved him and I missed him, and each time he returned, I hoped he’d come back the way he’d been before my mother had died. He’d been happier, then. I just wanted him be happy again. Everything had been good before. I figured everything has to be good again eventually, right?

      “And things were getting better. He was controlling his anger more. And now . . .”

      She choked on the words, her face heating, her fingers digging into her leggings.

      “And now he’s gone. I finally had him back, if only for a bit, and now he’s dead, and I’m angry at him for being dead, even though I know that doesn’t make any sense. I’m mad, but I’m a bit relieved too, and I hate myself for feeling like that because I loved him. He was my father. He was just a person, and I know he loved me.”

      She stopped, catching her breath, realizing she’d started quickening her words to the point that she’d stopped breathing.

      “I suppose I just keep hoping I can go back. That feeling I’d have, when he’d leave, and I hoped he’d come back a little bit better? Something in my mind keeps thinking that’s my reality. I keep forgetting that someday, when I do finally go back to Voradeen, he won’t be there.

      “But that’s all I want. I want to be home, waiting for my father to come back, and for him to remember that I miss my mother too. I don’t know how to help raise Aden without her around. I need help. I need him to help me.

      “I feel like my life started over when he died, and I don’t know how to live without him. Sometimes I don’t even know if I want to.”

      A tear fell from her eye. She couldn’t have stopped it, eager as it was to be free.

      She wiped at the streak it left, irritated. It was one thing to reveal her thoughts. It was another thing entirely to reveal how those thoughts crippled her, sank her, pulled her into the depths. She swallowed again. Sniffed. Pulled her sleeve down past her wrist and dabbed at her nose.

      She did whatever she could not to look at Dietrich.

      Hearing him stand, she let her eyes drift to his feet, watching as they crossed the room.

      They stopped in front of her.

      She finally looked up.

      “There’s no poison on it, if that’s what you’re wondering.” He held out a kerchief. She took it with a mumbled thanks, dabbing it to her nose, then, more discreetly, at the streaks tears had left.

      Dietrich walked over to the fire. He crouched down to it, his back turned to her. He had something in his hands. She hadn’t noticed him grab it, whatever it was, while she’d tended to her cheeks and nose and eyes, but when he turned around, she saw it was a blanket, one that’d been draped across the back of his desk chair.

      Wordlessly, he walked back over to her and wrapped the blanket around her shoulders.

      She imagined she made a rather sore sight, huddled into herself, enveloped by the warmed blanket. She likely resembled an elderly woman who found a light breeze comparable to an arctic blast.

      It was when Dietrich pulled both ends of the blanket around her front, and kneeled before her, green eyes filled with some emotion she couldn’t name, that she finally let her tears fall freely.

      He leaned forward, letting her head fall against his shoulder, arms wrapping around her. Tall as he was, with her seated in a chair, and his knees planted firmly on the floor, he was still nearly even with her. The realization oddly amused her, even through the sadness that was spilling out.

      He didn’t shush her. He didn’t whisper empty platitudes. There were no reassurances that everything would be fine. He couldn’t promise her that, and it wouldn’t have made her feel better anyway. They’d both seen too much in their lives to know such words weren’t true.

      “Do you want some tea?” he asked, when her sobs had quieted. “Or a hot bath? I can bring in a washbasin, if you’d like to wash your face.”

      “Tea would be nice,” she said weakly. “But . . . is there a tea you like? Something Sadiyan?”

      Dietrich pulled away, giving her wrists a reassuring squeeze. He didn’t ask her why she wanted something Sadiyan. He only answered, “Sure,” with a quick smile before getting up to make it.

      The quiet after a cry, especially after one in front of a person you weren’t all that close to, was strange. All the little noises in the room stood out, as though they were being amplified by the pure silence of the two humans present. The fire was certainly not roaring, but the small crackles seemed as though they were hints of an explosion about to happen. The sounds of the tea being made were a small chamber orchestra, made up solely of unskilled musicians who couldn’t quite keep rhythm.

      The city lamps were alighting outside the window, as were the people of Sarabai who were already enjoying the end of their workday with wine-induced reverie.

      Rynara almost wished she’d taken Dietrich up on his chair demonstration offer, thinking sex might’ve been less intimate than whatever she’d just let happen. She wrapped the blanket around herself tighter, as though that could block out her embarrassment, but when Dietrich returned with the tea, warm voice stating, “It’s quite hot,” she found it wasn’t as difficult to meet his eye as she’d expected.

      He grabbed his chair with one hand and lifted it back over to its original spot. He sat down, blowing on his tea. He took a sip, eyes toward the fire.

      “Thank you,” Rynara said, clearing her throat. “The tea is very good.”

      “Our head watchman, Culter, used to make it for Abaddon and me. I miss him. I saw him when I”—he looked into his cup—“I saw him recently. It made me homesick. I hadn’t felt like that, being at the palace, or seeing my brother, or walking through Sovereignty again. All of that had felt like a mirage. Seeing Culter again, though, made it all real. I think for the first time, I really understood what I was doing in letting everyone believe I’d tried to kill my own brother. It’d never really sunk in until I saw the horror in Culter’s eyes.”

      He took another drink of tea, wincing at how hot it was, then wiped his mouth.

      “Anyway, he liked this tea. It could taste like shit, for all I know, but it makes me think of him, so I can’t tell the difference.”

      “It’s good,” Rynara reassured. “Really.”

      They sat in silence again for a time, both drinking their tea. It was a companionable silence. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had that.

      “I hope this doesn’t come out wrong,” Dietrich started, “but so much of what you said, I’ve felt before too. All of it. I remember a moment of time, when I was young, before the Redeemers came, when all I really knew was my father and mother happy, and Abaddon being good at everything, and Sovereignty being”—he snapped his fingers, trying to find a suitable word—“alive, I suppose. Everyone was happy. People were kind and generous. People were always shouting too, but not in anger. It was like every day was a celebration. I suppose it was, for a lot of them.

      “And then the Redeemers came. It was like a plague. Nobody died, obviously, not that first night, but it was like everything darkened.

      “My life started over when I made my first kill. I kept feeling like, I don’t know . . . like if I could just kill them all, then I could go back to that old Sadie.

      “I think my brother felt it too. I think he figured if he could heal everyone, and make us so valuable as a nation that we’d have allies everywhere, then we could all go back.

      “We never spoke of it, but I saw it in the way he was always working, always looking for a new cure, always losing sleep.”

      Rynara slid from the chair to the rug beneath it, scooting closer to the fire.

      “I don’t think there’s anything wrong with what you said,” she told him. “I can’t imagine what that was like.”

      “I didn’t want you to think I was trying to topple your admission,” he said, drinking the rest of his tea in one large gulp. “I’ve met people like that. The moment you reveal something of yourself, all they want to do is wait until you’re done so they can talk about themselves. I didn’t want you to think that’s what I was doing.”

      She smiled, and said quietly, “I didn’t think that.”

      “Good. Good. I was only wanting to say that I . . . that what you said, I’ve never heard someone say that in a way that was so similar to what I knew. How I felt. How I still feel. And I suppose, I figured, if it made me feel a little less alone, maybe it would make you feel a little less alone too, knowing a bit about . . . a bit about me.”

      He returned her smile, then placed his now empty cup on the table, removed his gloves, angled his chair toward the fire, and warmed his hands.

      “I used to be jealous of you,” Rynara confessed. “When I was younger. I used to think your life sounded amazing. You were a prince, and you got to roam about your city, taking out an evil uprising, with no one knowing it was you? It was like a real-life version of the heroes I read about in books. I think I actually wanted to be you. I think maybe that’s what I’m doing now.”

      “How’s that going for you?”

      She leaned back, squinting and hmm-ing loudly. She uncurled her legs, stretching.

      “Oh, you know, it’s completely divine. Everyone loves me. I can come and go where and when I please. I’ll admit that the horrible acts of violence can be a bit alarming, but you take the good with the bad.”

      He kicked her booted foot. “I know you’re jesting, but it does have its perks.”

      “What was the worst part for you? You said the other day . . . wait, no, last night. Has it really only been a night? Anyway, you said you slept in hay barns and stables. I’d imagine, in the summer especially, that was rather difficult.”

      “It wasn’t so bad. The stables especially. I always enjoyed being around horses. They never got spooked by me, surprisingly. And the stable boys—or girls, occasionally—would play cards with me, or dice. It reminded me of when Abaddon and I were boys.

      “I think the worst part was never having anyone know who I was. Always feeling like, no matter how close I was to someone, they’d never really know me. Not entirely. It made me feel like I was always living a lie, even when everything else I said, or every other part of how I was around another person, was the truth. There was something about when they’d say my name, whatever false name I’d given them, that I’d be reminded I was alone.”

      Rynara nodded. She’d only been living as this version of herself for a short time, and already she understood. At least she had Luthier, who might call her Rynara, but who knew that was only a false name. He kept her anchored, in some small way, to who she really was, what she stood for, what she was trying to do. Dietrich had still occasionally seen his family, but for most of his life, from one day to the next, one week to the next, he had only himself. That part, that level of solitude, she wasn’t sure she could ever truly comprehend.

      Setting her cup down beside his, she gently tapped her booted foot against his leg.

      “When we’re alone, you can call me Gwenivere, and I’ll call you Dietrich. We’ll remind each other. Unless you’d prefer not to of course.”

      He stared at her a moment, fingers clenching and unclenching. She saw his chest rise and fall once, twice, three times, his eyes nearly aglow from the brightness of the fire.

      “That’s a fine idea, Lady Gwenivere,” he said.
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      When the sun had completely set, and twilight had given way to night, Rynara informed Dietrich of everything discussed during the meeting. They agreed he’d eventually have to reveal himself to the others. He’d go by Yeltaire Veen, when he did. He was used to that name. He’d respond to it.

      Though the plan hadn’t come together yet, he decided he’d get to work on studying substances that might cause smoke, or an irritating gas—anything that might be able to be set off inside the Sanctuary, to make everyone evacuate. He was rather certain he could come up with something if he started working on it now. Rynara asked to be given some of the books he’d apparently gotten recently from Sarabai’s library, realizing now that many of the books in the bookcase he’d been huddling himself against were not decor but texts he’d been studying.

      Despite how little he’d slept the night before, Dietrich’s nocturnal instincts seemed to kick in, and his energy came to him the longer the night went on. Rynara, however, never having been one for the darker hours, nor really being able to make heads or tails of what they were studying, found her eyelids were heavy, then drooping, then closed.

      She remembered being picked up at some point and protesting slightly, then ending her protest when, after a moment, she was planted gently into a very soft, very warm bed. She awoke a few times, dark images forcing her from her sleep. Sometimes they were of a head removed from its body. Sometimes they were her father’s auroras, so far away but still visibly ascending. Other times, it was her city, her capital, burned to the ground by the Behemoth.

      Each time, she need only to gain her bearings, see Dietrich in the room’s corner, on the floor, with several books open around him, to return to sleep.

      In the morning, when the sun began rising over the city’s buildings, Rynara woke up, and stayed awake. She found Dietrich fast asleep on the floor, his long body curled tight, now that the fire had died. She remembered mumbling something about the Attack of Fiends to him, after one of her nightmares during the night. She remembered him exchanging the fire for a lamp. She felt guilty for that now, seeing him asleep on the floor, clearly cold and likely uncomfortable.

      She rose from the bed and grabbed the blanket he’d given her, and another from the bed, and placed them both over him. She brought a pillow over too, but settled on putting it beside him, afraid she’d wake him if she tried getting his head under it. At least it was there, she told herself, if he rustled a bit and sleepily managed to get it where he wanted. He’d likely be awake enough to move to the bed if that happened, but the option was there, if he needed it.

      Making as little noise as she could, she grabbed her boots and cloak—two things she’d taken off during her attempt at helping him study—then she gently turned the door’s handle and walked out of the room.
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      Without gaining entry into the Sanctuary, the Hawks were at a standstill.

      Each new meeting, they argued how best to take it over. All the members of Rynara’s circle—which included Dietrich, though she still hadn’t introduced him to the others—had observed the Sanctuary, yet none of them could agree on how to liberate it.

      Rynara and Dietrich had only seen three guards at the entrance, but since their visit and the death of the tradesmen, those numbers had gone up.

      The upside was that the Redeemers within Sarabai itself seemed to have lessened. Fewer kidnappings had occurred, trade of illegal substances hadn’t been spotted in over a week, and according to the enforcers working for Rynara, no murders had been reported.

      The city had been saved.

      Now Rynara needed to save those who’d been taken from it.

      The most lawful position was informing the enforcers of the Sanctuary’s locations. None of the Hawks favored this idea, given how corrupt the enforcers were. If they were notified of the Sanctuary’s location, it might just result in her showing her hand and losing any leverage she’d gained.

      Rynara’s preferred plan was training the new recruits for a unified attack. More had joined the Hawks in recent weeks. If they gained enough members, she could lead them against the Sanctuary herself, rather than hoping the enforcers would do it.

      That idea came with flaws, of course. The biggest was in thinking that the number of guards stationed outside the Sanctuary—twenty had been the largest amount seen by the Hawks—was their entire retinue. It was likely more guards resided inside, and, given how long they’d had their hideout in the caves, they might know additional exits to escape from.

      The issue of kidnappees also came up. With a fight coming straight on, the Redeemers might threaten the lives of those they’d taken, regardless of the fact that said kidnappees were their workforce. There was no way to know if the Redeemers might send their slaves out to face off against the Hawks, rather than coming out themselves.

      Though it wasn’t entirely a problem, Teniv had also pointed out the amount of time it would take to carry out the plan. Luthier didn’t feel confident that the new recruits would be ready for at least a few months, and the longer they waited, the more time people were kept in the Redeemers’ hands.

      Knowing all that, Rynara still favored that plan over the one the Hawks currently decided was best.

      Sending Luthier in.

      It was a simple plan: Allow Luthier to be caught, then send him notes through the cracks in the cave’s ceiling. Already Rynara and the Hawks had been back to the Sanctuary, surveying it from the land above, and they agreed that someone skilled enough with calling air could try and spot Luthier and send notes down to him. So long as he was ‘captured’ with a bit of charcoal on his person, or if they sent charcoal down alongside the notes, he’d be able to write about what he discovered and gain them the valuable information they needed, such as who all was in the Sanctuary, how many trained guards were there, if the slaves had fighting experience.

      So on and so on.

      It was a good plan, and Luthier was willing to do it.

      Rynara just wasn’t willing to let him.

      Not yet, at least.

      We’ll train the new recruits for another month, she’d said. We’ll see how well their progressing. If they don’t seem ready by then, we’ll consider sending Luthier in.

      She’d explained the situation to Dietrich. Even without opening up to him about how much she hadn’t wanted to let Luthier go, he’d seemed to figure it out.

      Garron is your Culter, he’d said. The watchman I mentioned to you? The one who trained me? He was like a second father to me. He was a father to me, in a lot of ways. Your knight is that for you, I suspect?

      You suspect correctly.

      Let’s try to find another way, then, shall we?

      When she wasn’t hosting meetings, or watching the training with the new recruits, or managing any one of the many things she did as the Phoenix, Rynara spent her time in Dietrich’s rooms, trying to come up with another course of action.

      She was surprised at how tirelessly he worked. While the Redeemers had been his main enemies for most of his adult life, the goings on in Sarabai didn’t feel like his battle. Saving Luthier certainly didn’t feel like his battle, yet there he was, every night, every day, and, to her surprise, even on most mornings, hunched over his notes and his books and his poisons, trying to find her another path.

      Despite knowing next to nothing about his work, Rynara poured herself into it. If he was searching for the properties of a certain herb, she’d reference every book on his shelf or head to Sarabai’s several libraries to try and find what she could on it.

      If she found something, but couldn’t determine whether it was useful, she’d mark the page, then stack the book onto his desk for him to flip through later.

      Sometimes her tasks were a little less academic. She’d hold vials for him as he mixed different liquids together, or she’d write things down as he conducted experiments.

      Other times, she simply brought him something to eat.

      “I’m trying to figure out a way to replicate what my needles do,” he explained to her, bending over so he was eye level with one of his vials. “Specifically, if I can replicate the effect through the air, and for only a short period of time, I think we might have something. We could distribute the gas through the cracks, and while everyone is out, your Hawks could get in, retrieve the slaves, and get out. Once everyone is safe, we could destroy it, or turn it over to the enforcers—whatever you want to do. As long as we get the innocents out, it doesn’t really matter what happens to the building or the people left in it.”

      “Do you think you’re close to making that happen?”

      Dietrich cursed as the liquid dripped onto his finger, burning his skin.

      “If I have a month, I think I can make something.”

      It had been nearly a month. They only had a few days left, and the new recruits definitely weren’t ready.

      If Dietrich couldn’t figure something out, Luthier was going in.

      Rynara rubbed her eyes. She was reading through a text on dangerous gases. Apparently, people couldn’t go through certain swamps without dousing and wrapping kerchiefs around their faces like masks, though the finer details confused her.

      She was tired, and the lamps they’d been using grew dim. Current metal often needed to be recharged, which would happen at the inn at the end of the week, but until then, the lamps the metal were powering in their rooms would continue to dim.

      Normally it wasn’t much of an issue, as residents didn’t usually light lamps for the entire night, but with how much Dietrich had been working and the hours he often chose to work, they’d run through them quicker than was typical.

      The fireplace had been blazing at the start of the night. Now there was nothing left but a few embers.

      Deciding it best to rest her eyes and get Dietrich’s opinion, Rynara yawned and scratched her neck. When she blinked a few times and looked around the room, she saw Dietrich was on the floor a few feet away, sitting against a bookshelf with his knees tucked close to his chest. He had a book propped up to read, but his eyes were closed, and his head rested again the wall.

      Rynara didn’t want to wake him. She’d barely gone to her own rooms the last few weeks, never wanting to stop assisting his work, so she knew firsthand how little he’d slept. Always, with how accustomed she was to morning hours, she fell asleep before him, and, through some miraculous force of will and a great deal of sundrops, she’d even discovered Dietrich had been waking up before her.

      Granted, he was practically falling over at the end of his work and would fall asleep quickly after. He also didn’t have anywhere he needed to be during the day, but still. He’d woken her up a few too many mornings by bumping into something after his eyes had completely lost focus.

      You really can’t be doing that with all those poisons in here! she’d scolded one morning.

      He’d mumbled an apology, but hadn’t done anything in the way of getting more rest.

      Looking at him now, Rynara wondered how often he’d fallen asleep in such a position. He’d told her multiple stories about the strange places he’d slept in. Rooftops were his favorites, as he liked being up high, where he could look at both his city beneath him, and the stars above, but sometimes he found himself crammed between wine barrels, or beneath carts—anywhere tight and hidden—where pursuers weren’t likely to spot him.

      Sleep didn’t appear peaceful for him. He didn’t toss and turn as Rynara did, nor did he make much noise, but there was an apprehension to him, like he was an animal about to be slaughtered. Rynara remembered watching deer when she’d hunted with Garron in the forests outside her castle. If she made a noise, the deer would perk up, still and tense, body ready to spring into flight.

      That’s how Dietrich looked to her. Was it because he truly never felt safe when his body was succumbing to the vulnerability of sleep, or was it because of what lay in his dreams?

      She almost thought he woke for a moment as the tendon in his neck flexed and his folded arms tightened. She startled, quietly taking a quick breath, but he wasn’t awake.

      He was having a nightmare.

      Careful not to frighten him, Rynara grabbed the blanket she’d draped over her lap, rested her book on the tea table, and carefully lowered herself to the floor. Making sure not to let her chair legs screech, she came to the floor slowly, then nudged forward. When she’d crossed over to him, she lifted the blanket, and gently made to rest it over his legs.

      His eyes opened.

      Her hand was smacked aside.

      Her body was thrown against the floor, knocking the air out of her.

      A knife was pulled from a sheath—from where, she didn’t know. It happened so quick, her sleep-addled mind barely registered what was happening before he was on top of her, and the hand holding the knife hurled toward her neck.

      “Dietrich!”

      He halted. The knife rested inches from her skin.

      She could hardly breathe. His free arm pressed against her throat. His chest heaved.

      “Dietrich,” she soothed. “It’s me. Gwenivere.”

      His eyes, bloodshot and wide, seemed to finally see her. The touched knife clattered to floor. He pulled back from her, his face contorted.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered. He sat on his knees. His breaths were ragged. “Gwen, I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s all right,” she assured, feeling terrible. “Dietrich, calm down. It’s all right.”

      “I almost killed you.”

      “I wouldn’t have let you.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “Dietrich.” She inched closer, looking him dead in the eye. “I’m fine.”

      He stood, seeming almost . . . ashamed. He grabbed the touched knife from the floor and returned it to its sheath, then began the process of removing all the touched knives from his person.

      Rynara sat quietly, her back facing the fire. Even with how little remained, it still emitted a pleasant heat.

      “I’m sorry,” she said softly. “I was only trying to help.”

      Dietrich had been letting each knife drop to his desk with a loud, furious thump, but at that, he removed the last one, and set it down softly.

      “You have nothing to be sorry for.”

      He finally turned to face her, making his way back to the floor and sitting beside her. She hadn’t realized it, but she’d pulled her legs up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them, trying to take up less space.

      Cautiously, Dietrich reached out to her. She looked at him, confused, then let him take her hand.

      “You did nothing wrong,” he said. “I was ashamed of myself, but I didn’t realize how my anger might remind you of your youth.”

      Rynara almost pulled her hand back. She made an effort to cool her nerves and force away her defensive impulse.

      She closed her eyes. He was still holding her hand. His thumb brushed across her skin, letting her know he was there, and he wasn’t upset.

      Not at her.

      “You were having a nightmare,” she said, opening her eyes. “I thought you were anyway. I tried to give you this.”

      She felt stupid as she took her hand back and picked up the blanket, plopping it on the rug between them.

      Dietrich wrapped the blanket around her shoulders.

      She stopped him.

      “No,” she said. “You need to sleep.”

      “I will. I just need to⁠—”

      “No.” She rose, let the blanket fall, and reached out her hand. “Come on. You’re exhausted. We’ll start again in the morning.”

      He chuckled, then took her hand.

      “Am I a child being put to bed?”

      “Yes.”

      When he rose, she found herself taken aback by his height. He still had his shoes on, and she’d taken hers off hours ago, but regardless, his full height always seemed to surprise her.

      “You’re going to sleep too I presume?” he asked.

      She swallowed. “I might retire soon. I still have some energy.”

      “If I’m being forced to sleep, you have to sleep too.”

      He smiled.

      She frowned.

      She didn’t know why she felt so warm, suddenly. She stepped back, holding her hand out to his bed as if presenting it.

      “I’ll retire soon,” she repeated.

      He nodded, then, rather than making his way to his bed, began unfastening his vest.

      Her eyes widened before she quickly looked away. After his vest would come his shirt, likely. That was how he opened the door that one morning, after all—without a shirt.

      Light, was this really the first time he’d gone to sleep before her? By the time she woke up, he was either still awake, or had already risen, and he wouldn’t head to sleep again until after she left. It was completely normal for a person to be in some state of undress before sleep, but she hadn’t thought about that until now, given that she’d always fallen asleep accidentally, when she was fully dressed and sitting on the rug beside the fire, or curled up in a chair, or laying on her stomach atop the bed, a book propped up on a pillow.

      “Gwenivere?”

      “Yes?”

      “Have you fallen asleep standing?”

      She opened her eyes, not realizing she’d squeezed them shut.

      “Um, no, sorry. I was just trying to give you privacy.”

      Her eyes flicked to his general direction for a moment, long enough to note he still had his trousers on, but that his shirt and vest and shoes had been removed.

      “We’ve addressed this before, I believe,” he said, walking past her. She kept her eyes forward.

      “Addressed what?”

      “That I have nothing here worth noting.”

      “I don’t recall addressing that.”

      “When you woke me up at that Light-forsaken hour? When we first went to the Sanctuary?”

      “Ah, yes, right.”

      She finally mustered up the courage to look at him, annoyed to find all his previous guilt and shame gone as he leaned against the bedframe, arms across his chest.

      She locked her jaw, determined not to look at the dark scars on his stomach, or any of the other scars, or any other part of him besides his face.

      “Sleep,” she ordered. “Go to sleep.”

      She pointed to the bed as though he was a dog who’d be rewarded as soon as he went where he was meant to go.

      He glanced down, cheeks dimpled slightly, but the expression faded when he looked back up and met her gaze.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “Really. I don’t know that I can go to sleep without knowing that you’re all right.”

      Lowering her pointing finger, she let her hands fall to her sides, and curled her toes.

      “It was a bit disconcerting, when you walked away. I don’t know how you could sense that, though. I think I’m embarrassed, more than anything. I feel like I’ve ruined the night.”

      “You didn’t.”

      “I feel like it,” she insisted. She scrunched her mouth, one eye squinting as she clucked her tongue. “It’s quite ridiculous. I know it is. I didn’t care at all that you . . .”

      She’d been about to say attacked me, then thought better of it.

      “That you’d pinned me down,” she said. “That’s the part that should’ve frightened me. I know that. I suppose I’m just confused at what my body deems a threat and what it doesn’t.”

      She expected Dietrich to crack a smile and make a jest, but instead he stared at her intently. His eyes made her uneasy, though in a completely different way than they had before. It was something in the way they held hers, not with anger, or with question, but in acknowledgment.

      Unfolding his arms, he held a hand out to her. She stared at it, then at him, unsure of the gesture but choosing to trust him.

      As she took it, he pulled her toward him and enveloped her in an embrace.

      She tensed. She was rarely ever held like this. She was rarely ever held at all. Embraces from her father, for many years, had come after hurt and were accompanied with justifications. You know I only want what’s best for you. You know I just want you safe.

      Luthier rarely held her at all. It seemed a miracle he’d been as open as he was after the meeting at the warehouse. That alone had felt like an embrace, for how little her knight normally shared his thoughts and emotions. To pour out such a soft memory had been the warmest hug she could imagine from him.

      This, though—this tight, encircling hold, not when she was crying, but when she was merely herself—was different. It seemed a friendly thing, and an intimate thing, and a thing of innocence all wrapped in one.

      When she let her arms fold around him, it seemed a freeing thing too. For all she’d shared with him and all that’d been discussed between them, there was something all-together different about sharing touch.

      She thought to pull away, but she’d been a woman starved, just given food. She wasn’t ready to let go so quickly. She stepped closer, squeezing him tighter, her shoulders sagging with some unknown relief when he rested his head atop hers.

      “I thought you’d make a stupid comment,” she said.

      “Me? Never. I’m only ever dignified.”

      “Need I remind you that you called the caves ‘The Serpent’s Farts?’”

      He chuckled. The low sound rumbled through his chest, and Rynara smiled, enjoying the experience of holding someone as they laughed.

      “Young Dietrich called them that. You cannot hold me to the things he said.”

      She pulled away, smiling as she met his gaze. He was smiling too, and she expected him to say more or thought she herself would say more, but when he was silent, she found she didn’t have the will to speak.

      He still held her. Her arms were no longer encircling him, but her hands rested against the sides of his stomach.

      She cleared her throat and stepped back.

      “Sleep, then,” she said. “You may rest well. I am at ease now, I promise.”

      His hands rested against the bed’s frame. She tried not to immediately look away, though it felt unusual, to purposefully let herself view his naked torso as a means of pretending she wasn’t noticing his naked torso.

      “What were you reading?” he asked. “That you feel so compelled to continue on?”

      She opened her mouth to answer, then glowered when she couldn’t remember.

      “I honestly don’t recall.”

      He smiled, then took his turn to gesture to the bed in the same awkward way she had before.

      “Sleep, then?”

      “I told you to sleep.”

      “I intend to.”

      “Yes, but you should sleep in your bed.”

      “I intend to.”

      “Yes, but you’re—oh.”

      Oh. Yes, that made sense. She’d slept in that bed most nights, and it was certainly big enough for them both. Her own bed hadn’t warmed her in weeks, and it would seem like she was making a fuss over nothing if his presence a foot away from her sent her stomping over to it.

      She didn’t want him to think her flustered over their hug.

      Or his partially undressed form.

      He’d certainly think that if she left.

      Batting his hand away, she walked to the side of the bed she usually claimed, and began undoing the buttons of her own vest. He climbed into the bed, and she expected him to pull the blankets over his head and turn away with a cheerful Good night, but the thought seemed more a wish than an actual expectation.

      What he actually did was rest one hand on his stomach, and the other behind his head.

      Suddenly, she didn’t feel as tired.

      “Swamps,” she said. “I’d been reading about swamps.”

      He peeled open a single eye, the corner of his mouth lifting.

      “And?”

      She undressed hurriedly, pulling off the cuffs around her arms, and the belt from her hip. She grabbed the shirt Dietrich had tossed to the floor and put it on—over hers, which didn’t make much sense—then shimmied out of her trousers, grateful now that he was so damnably tall, and that his shirt came down practically to her knees.

      “Some swamps are poisonous,” she said, swiftly ducking beneath the sheets once she’d pulled her shirt out from under the long one. “There are things in the air that are dangerous if breathed in. I marked the page. We can go over it in the morning.”

      His shirt smelled like him, a scent she’d just gotten a lot of, given their hug. It was something Sadiyan—his own washing soaps, rather than the inn’s—a combination of sandalwood and some pleasant spice, mixed with the wood of the fire, the pages of the book, and a bit of the potions he was always working on.

      The scent was soothing, she realized, which made her pull the blankets up higher, and clutch them tighter.

      “Ahem. Gwen?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do I get any of those?”

      She bolted upright, seeing that she’d pulled all the blankets to her side. He was completely without cover, and still lay in that same position. Both eyes were open now, and his grin looked far more amused than it had any reason to be.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled. She’d been about to hand some covers over, then decided she was done letting him always do the unraveling. She wanted him to be uneasy, for a change. She wanted to be the mischievous one, smirking at his discomfort.

      Hoisting the blankets even further to her side, she turned away, snuggled comfortably with her pillow, and muttered, “Is that better?”

      “So no, then? I don’t get any?”

      “Sorry, no. I’m very small and have very low body heat. I’m much like Seera: I don’t do well with the cold.”

      She made an obnoxiously loud sound of contentment.

      Truthfully, she loved the cold, but this was worth it. With how easy it was for him to constantly make fun of her and cause her cheeks to redden, she was finally getting her revenge.

      It failed when his arm wrapped around her stomach, and his chest pressed against her back.

      “Like Seera?” he asked. There was an intense heat, and she realized that he’d called warmth to his hand. She stopped breathing when his fingers found her skin between the buttons of the shirt.

      “Yup,” she forced out with feigned nonchalance. It took her a moment to puzzle out what he was doing, and she inwardly cursed herself when she put it together.

      The dragon enjoyed her scales warmed and rubbed through with his auroras.

      He rested his head against her pillow.

      Her pillow. Not his.

      She supposed that’s what she got for stealing the covers.

      “Are you still wearing your stockings?” he asked.

      “Yes. You aren’t?”

      “In bed? No, I’m not insane.”

      “Didn’t you traverse Sadie’s desert, cross the Dividing Wall, and fight a Behemoth in hopes of getting the Dagger?”

      “After having just met, didn’t you beg me to marry you?”

      She used her heel to kick his shin. “First of all, I didn’t beg for you to marry me. I offered it, as an option.”

      “Ah, I see. And second?”

      “Second, I don’t believe you proved you’re not insane.”

      “Apologies.”

      “Had you chosen to marry me, though, is this what I would’ve had to deal with? You bemoaning the state of the blankets, and making fun of my stockings?”

      He laughed. “No, Gwenivere. Not every night at least.”

      The sound of her name from him, low and deep and soft, sent shivers down her spine.

      “You said we should sleep,” he whispered.

      “And yet you aren’t sleeping.”

      “I feel inclined to inform you that you aren’t, either.”

      “A shrewd observation. Can you take a guess as to why?”

      “Because it’s almost your sacrificing hours?”

      She took her turn to laugh. It wasn’t very funny, but she was finding she was, indeed, exhausted, and the statement caught her off guard.

      “The moon isn’t full enough for that, unfortunately.”

      “Hm. A different reason, then.”

      “Yes, a different one. Ultimately unimportant, though.”

      She closed her eyes, finding that, although he’d slowly vanished his element, the heat of his body, still tucked firmly against hers, kept her warm.

      “Unimportant?” he asked, after a moment of silence.

      “In the grand scheme of life, yes.”

      “And in the grand scheme of your life, specifically?”

      She brought her hand to his, lacing her fingers through it before answering, “I suppose, in the grand scheme of my life, specifically, it’s something of ever-increasing importance.”

      She felt his smile at the nape of her neck.

      “Goodnight, Gwenivere.”

      He rested his forehead against crown of her hair.

      “Goodnight, Dietrich.”
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      Rynara woke to a knocking at the door.

      No, not a knocking at the door.

      A knocking at her door.

      Across the hall.

      Someone was knocking at her door across the hall.

      Dietrich was still asleep beside her. She was entangled with him, his back flat on the bed, one arm around her, the other at his side. She’d ended up tucked against his chest, curled up and comfortable.

      She sat up, praying to the Light the person knocking wasn’t Garron.

      If he sees Dietrich, he’ll kill him, she thought, frantically jumping from the bed. Dietrich finally stirred. For all the tension that usually held him at night, he seemed completely relaxed now.

      Not wanting to miss a potentially important message, Rynara ignored him as he rubbed his eyes and sat up. She sprinted to the door, opening and closing it hurriedly as she stepped into the hall.

      Teniv was there. The big woman turned at the noise, noticed it was her, then looked back and forth between the rooms.

      “You switched?” she asked.

      Before Rynara could answer, Dietrich opened his door.

      Just be glad it’s not Garron. Just be glad it’s not Garron. Just be glad it’s not Garron.

      Teniv’s eyes widened at the surprise of another person walking out. They widened further when they realized who the person was.

      “Hello again,” the woman said, collecting herself. She lifted her chin and crossed her arms, showing off impressive muscles.

      Maybe Rynara did wish it was Garron.

      “Hello, Madam Teniv,” Dietrich said. Rynara refused to turn and look at him, but given how quickly he’d followed her out, she had to guess he still wasn’t wearing a shirt.

      She hoped her body in front of his at least covered his strange scars.

      Or that he had the common sense to cover them with his hands.

      “I didn’t realize there was a new initiation process,” Teniv said. Her words were for Rynara, but her hooded eyes stayed locked on Dietrich.

      “We were researching ways into . . . where we wished to go,” Rynara said. She wished she’d thought to put on trousers. Or a different shirt. She wished she wasn’t obviously wearing Dietrich’s shirt, which hung on her like a nightgown.

      My hair is likely a mess too, she thought, fighting the urge to pat it down.

      “Might we discuss things inside?” she offered, gesturing to her room. “I’ll just need to get my key.”

      Teniv didn’t answer. She flexed her arms, her eyes boring into Dietrich.

      Rynara could only imagine he was meeting Teniv’s terrifying glare with a honey-filled smirk.

      “I’m going to get my key,” she said. She turned around and shoved past Dietrich, then snatched her clothes from the floor, then her boots, then her tossed-aside stockings, which she’d eventually agreed to take off, begrudgingly admitting at some point that the sheets felt far better on her bare feet. When she’d grabbed all her clothes, she pulled her key from her vest pocket and ran back to the hall.

      Teniv and Dietrich were still standing as they’d been; her expression hadn’t changed, and his, when Rynara finally glanced at him, was exactly as she’d predicted.

      “The book I marked is on the table,” she said. “Let me know later if there’s anything there that could help.”

      “Will do.” His voice was lower than normal and rough from sleep. The sound made something stir inside her, but she couldn’t let herself react. She didn’t want to pour salt in the wound that was bloody and exposed to Teniv.

      Without saying a word, Rynara opened her door and hurried Teniv in.

      She expected the woman to scold her. Instead, once they were alone, she found Teniv nodding in approval.

      “A warrior,” she said. “I knew you had fine taste.”

      “That wasn’t what it looked like.”

      “You didn’t fall asleep in his rooms semi-naked?”

      Rynara clutched her bundle of clothes tighter.

      “It’s not exactly what it looked like.”

      Teniv laughed. “I don’t care what—or who—you do in your spare time.”

      She ducked when Rynara tossed a stocking at her.

      They were both grinning.

      “He’s knowledgeable on poisons,” Rynara explained. “I’ve been working with him to see if there’s something we could use to get into the Sanctuary. Last night, I just happened to fall asleep there.”

      “Just last night, hm?”

      Teniv made a show of bending her body and looking around Rynara. The bed behind her was made, and clearly hadn’t been slept in for weeks.

      “I’ve been working with him a lot.”

      Teniv righted. “You’ve seemed happier these last few weeks.”

      “Did you have a message for me?” Rynara asked, trying to refocus. “I heard your knocking. It sounded urgent.”

      “The new recruits aren’t ready,” Teniv answered, matter-of-factly. “Unless you and the plate of breakfast have a poison ready, then we either inform the enforcers, and leave it up to them, or we get Luthier in.”

      Rynara quirked a brow. “Plate of breakfast?”

      “It’s the best meal.”

      “And if I tell him you said that?”

      “Don’t do that. It’ll inflate his ego.”

      Rynara snorted. “I’m not sure that’s possible.”

      She sat down on the edge of her bed. Before, she’d thought her and Dietrich’s rooms were identical, but she saw now, sitting comfortably against the thick, unused blanket, that her bed didn’t have the same frame. There were no railings at the foot or anything to hold on to at the head.

      Focus. She needed to focus.

      “Not the enforcers,” she said, crossing one leg atop the other. “We send someone in. Not Luthier, though, anyone else⁠—”

      “It has to be Luthier.”

      Rynara glowered. “There are others. The three of us are not the only Westerners in the group.”

      “Do you trust anyone else as much?”

      She sighed, not wanting to concede the point, but quietly answered, “No.”

      “Is there anyone else who’s as calm and even-keeled as he is?”

      Rynara thought about the other trusted Hawks. Antigone came to mind, with her smattering of freckles. The woman’s near constant stream of energy and too innocent spirit would likely be crushed as a slave within the Sanctuary.

      The other Westerners were all somewhat similar to Antigone. They were strips of fabric cut from the same cloth. Different keys, but the same song.

      None of them would do as well as Garron

      “No,” Rynara admitted reluctantly. “There aren’t.”

      Teniv walked over and sat on the bed. Her muscular frame and bulk made it dip noticeably in her direction. In the morning light, the burn scars on her neck shone.

      “I know you love him,” she said. “And trust me, I understand why. He’s among the best of men. There was a reason he went from being Luthier to Garron Hillborne, the great Golden Knight of Xenith. He’s selfless and good. He’s the kind of man you want to believe the heroes we’ve heard about in stories are actually like. If kings were like him, we wouldn’t have masquerades and gatherings celebrating peace, because peace is all we’d know.”

      Teniv placed a hand on Rynara’s arm, rubbing in consolingly.

      “But he’s not a king. He’s a soldier. And he’s a damn good one. If you’re going to lead this group, you can’t treat the rest of the Hawks like fodder, and him like like a pampered prince.”

      The older woman couldn’t possibly have known, but with her brief speech, she’d revealed to Rynara that she’d done to Garron what Gerard had done to her.

      She’d undergone so much training throughout her life, and still her father had thought it best to keep her confined. He’d deemed her too delicate for the cruelties of the world, too inexperienced to attend trade deals. When she’d eventually reign, he thought she’d need a husband to protect her.

      She was free from the cage, now. She was putting her skills to use, and, with the support of her Hawks, and Teniv and Luthier, and Dietrich too, she was starting to find her footing. The shoes she walked in weren’t as fine. The rooms she slept in weren’t as large. There were prices to her freedom, but they were prices she’d pay again and again if it meant she could finally serve the home she loved.

      I can’t take that away from Garron, she thought. He can’t have sacrificed everything to serve me, only to be kept to the side.

      “If he’s truly fine with this plan,” Rynara said, grabbing Teniv’s hand and holding it, “then we’ll go through with it.”

      Teniv’s smiled. “That’s a fine decision. I’ll let him and the Hawks know.”

      She rose to leave, hands resting on her knees as she muttered something about getting older and not being as spry as she used to be. When she stood fully, and yawned loudly, she turned back to Rynara, touching the blunt ends of her hair.

      “Did you know you let it go back to red?” she asked.

      Rynara instinctively grabbed her hair. It rested just above her shoulder. She’d cut and dyed it when she’d left the palace, knowing trackers would be searching for the royal red waves. She’d cut and dyed it many times since then, but recently she’d stopped using the dye, letting the baths she’d taken slowly rinse it out. When she walked about the city now, she wrapped her head, noting that many of the Easterners in Sarabai did the same, and even some Westerners who’d adopted the Sadiyan style.

      “I know,” she answered, smiling. “I suppose I wanted to be more like the Phoenix everyone calls me.”

      Teniv smiled back, dropping her hair. “Seems more like Gwenivere Verigrad than the Phoenix.”

      It wasn’t a scolding statement. If anything, it was said with a motherly pride.

      Making sure there were no other things to report, Teniv gave a small salute, walked to the door, and bid Rynara a good day.
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      The decision was final. If Dietrich couldn’t find a poison to use against the Sanctuary, Gwenivere’s knight was going in.

      She slept even less than she had before, which meant that he too was sleeping less. Both of them often fell asleep on the floor, books in hand, trying to find helpful information.

      The swamps she’d told him about had seemed promising, until he discovered that they were out in the Far West, a place well beyond Xenith and its neighbors, and with international tension, it likely wouldn’t be possible to ship anything in. Even if it was, it wouldn’t arrive in time, and it would cost them an enormous fortune. Teniv seemed to have deep pockets, but it would still be an exorbitant expense.

      His lack of sleep was making words jumble together when he tried to read. He drank a lot of sundrops, but the drink couldn’t keep him from writing nonsense in his notes, things that became indiscernible mere hours later. When he tried to pour liquids from one vial into the other, he found he rarely did so without dripping some onto himself, accumulating new scars.

      Gwenivere was the only thing that could make him sleep. When she’d decided he’d done enough—or when she herself was too tired to continue—she bid him rest. She’d wrap his injured fingers, then beckon him to the bed.

      He wanted to find answers for her, but the thought of sleep was always too sweet a temptation to resist. Especially when it was accompanied by her, wearing his clothes, and folding herself comfortably against him.

      Now it was the last night. He expected they’d both be up until the morning, likely not sleeping at all, but instead, she decided to retire early and pulled him away from his desk.

      “You can stop,” she said quietly. The lights in the room had been recharged by the inn’s staff a few nights before, specifically the woman Dietrich had grumbled hello to the morning he’d gone to the Sanctuary. Gwenivere walked to each lamp, turning them down to nothing, leaving only the fire to light the room.

      “It’s the last night,” he countered, writing something in his notes. He’d had to hide them and all his vials when the woman had come in, but it’d been worth it to have the lamplight stronger and his eyes not ache from the strain of reading in the dark.

      “I know,” she said. She sounded resigned. “You did what you could. We need to commit to the other path now.”

      Dietrich turned, facing her. He expected to see her angry, or at least attempting—and failing—to suppress her anger, but instead, she seemed resolute.

      At no point had she stopped believing they could find a solution, but now that they hadn’t, she seemed at peace.

      He brushed a hand through his hair.

      “I’m close,” he said. “I really think⁠—”

      “Dietrich.” She closed the distance between them. She put her hands against his vest, and he forced himself to take steady breaths as she began undoing its buttons.

      The result wouldn’t be any different than it had been the last few days. They always ended up in his bed, worn out and deprived of sleep, each wearing whatever they deemed finest for rest. Still, something about her rasped voice, tranquil and a touch hoarse, along with it being her fingers slowly undoing the buttons, made him dizzy.

      “Are you close enough that you could have this done, with absolute certainty it wouldn’t kill anyone we’re hoping to save?”

      The words weren’t admonishment. They weren’t spoken harshly. He expected them to still wound him, to force him to accept he’d failed.

      Instead, they gave him permission to forgive that he had.

      “You can’t know how much I’ve appreciated this,” she said, forcing his vest off. “All the effort you’ve put into trying to keep Garron safe.”

      He dropped his shoulders, letting the vest fall to his hand. She took it from him carefully, knowing he had dangerous things placed within its pockets, and draped it over the back of a chair.

      “If ever I meet your Garron,” she said, returning to him, her fingers now starting on the buttons of his shirt. “If I ever meet Culter, I’ll do anything I can to repay this kindness and help him in any trials he might face.”

      Dietrich settled against his desk, hands clutching tightly to its edge.

      “Do you remember what I said, about people not knowing my name?”

      She paused, turquoise eyes meeting his.

      “I told you how it made me feel like no one ever really knew me. I’d only thought about myself in that scenario; I hadn’t realized that part of what was missing was having someone acknowledge the other people in my life.”

      He bit the inside of his cheek, unsure whether he was speaking clearly.

      What she’d said was important. Meaningful.

      He wanted her to know that, he was just so . . . tired. It was hard to think straight.

      “I don’t think I’m making sense,” he said, pressing his fingers into his forehead. Her hands, he noticed, still hadn’t moved from his chest.

      “I think I understand,” she said, finally continuing to unbutton the rest of his shirt. “When people only knew the false you, that was all you could ever be. When people know you for who you really are, that includes the people who make you who you really are. Your friends, your family. . . .” Her fingers pushed his shirt open, finding the scars on his stomach.

      His grip on the desk tightened.

      “Whatever else you love,” she finished. She pushed gently, and he acquiesced, letting her slip the shirt from his shoulders. She buttoned it back up, then folded it neatly, setting it on the seat of the chair his vest rested on.

      Once she’d done that, she turned from him and began undressing.

      He thought to look away. He’d always looked away before, the few times she didn’t put one of his shirts on first, but something between them seemed different tonight. There was a wall that’d stood between them before, something tall and intimidating but easily dismantled, once they’d begun removing the stones. There seemed fewer barriers, now, fewer borders or lines that weren’t meant to be crossed.

      Some still existed. He’d only really known her for a short time, and she him, but that time had seemed like finally breathing clean air when he’d been trapped within a sandstorm.

      As she tossed her own vest on the chair she usually sat in, he made out her silhouette through the light of the fire. When her shirt followed, he saw the lean muscles of her back, and the definition of her arms, the hours and weeks and years she’d spent mastering blades and bows and daggers.

      There was a cloth tied around her arm, one he assumed hid her Amulet. She fingered at it, a thing he’d noticed her do when she was nervous, or anxious, or lost in thought.

      She kept the wrapping that held her breasts tight as she took his shirt—a different one than what she’d just removed—and placed it over her head. Her hair was still too short to need to pull it free from the shirt’s collar as it fell over her, but it was long enough to sit oddly after the static had caught it and cast it in different directions.

      Not sure what compelled him, he crossed the room to her, thinking to pat her hair down. Instead, he found his arms circling her. She sucked in a breath, then settled, resting her head back against his chest and her hands against his own.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t find something,” he said. “I know tomorrow will be difficult for you. Whatever you wish to do, I’ll join you.”

      When she didn’t say anything, he added, “You think sparring is relaxing. Perhaps we can do that.”

      She smiled. He brushed her hair to the side, wanting to see it.

      “When is it happening?” he asked. “How . . . how is it happening?”

      She took a heavy breath. He let her gather her thoughts. He knew it was challenging for her—even if she’d accepted the plan—to let the person she loved the most risk his life.

      “Early tomorrow morning,” she said. “Or tonight, depending on how you look at it. There’s a place called Jezalee. One of the Hawks we have working for the enforcers says she heard Redeemers are meeting there to pass contraband along. Garron is going to be ‘in the wrong place at the wrong time.’ When they spot him, we’re hoping the Redeemers will take him peacefully and bring him back to the Sanctuary. A lot of previous kidnappings happened that way. The Redeemers don’t seem to want any witnesses revealing their hideouts or trading spots.”

      Dietrich nodded, holding her tighter.

      “I will let Seera know,” he said. “I imagine you have Hawks that’ll be watching to make sure it goes according to plan, but once they actually get to the caves, Seera can let me know if anything goes awry.”

      “Thank you,” she whispered, clinging to him. There was pain in her voice.

      Gently, Dietrich turned her to face him. She kept her arms where they’d been, firmly held together at her stomach. Her face dipped down. She was afraid, it seemed, to let him see the tears in her eyes.

      How bizarre, that she could be so strong when comforting others, only to be so ashamed when she needed comfort herself.

      He knew she’d loved her father, but it angered him that the man who was supposed to have made her feel safest had forced her inward. He’d made her believe she could only show anger, frustration, or strength.

      Though she looked away, Dietrich felt it miraculous that she’d come to trust him enough to stay nearby when her vulnerability surfaced. She didn’t change the subject anymore or push the emotions down. She didn’t storm off or shove him away or return to her rooms. Defying all she’d been taught, she let herself be small. Sad. Uncertain.

      He lifted her chin, wiping away her tears. Her nose was red. Her eyes were red too, the tears making their turquoise color almost green. The crying was a quiet thing, unlike the sobs she’d released weeks before, but it was a picture of her pain, nonetheless. He folded his arms around her again, finding even this motion between them had changed.

      She was usually reluctant when he comforted.

      Now, she didn’t resist having her pain acknowledged.

      “Come on,” he said, pulling away and rubbing her arms. “Let’s go to sleep.”

      She nodded, and they parted ways as they each went to their unclaimed yet understood sides of the bed. Before she settled in, she slipped out of her leggings, then quickly hurried into the warmth of the bed and the welcome of his embrace.

      Dietrich felt more of her tears fall against his chest. He didn’t say anything, only settling one arm around her, the other stroking her hair. She’d been letting it go back to red, he’d realized, the color almost pink as it escaped the blonde. He was quite fond of the shade, and he found the thought of it returning completely red strangely exciting.

      “What is Culter like?” she whispered.

      He took a breath and laughed, the first thing coming to mind being all the lewd songs the watchman had taught him. Gwenivere looked up, smiling when he kept laughing. He waved his hand in apology, then wiped at his face, forcing his expression to reset.

      “He’s like a puppy,” he said. “He’s very excited about things. He seems oblivious sometimes, like he doesn’t realize why everyone seems so amused by him.

      “His humor is that of a child. He’s nearing his sixth decade, and he still laughs anytime he hears a story involving farts.

      “He treats every woman with the utmost respect. He used to teach me songs no boy should sing, then listen to me sing them in front of my brother just to see how confused he’d get by the lyrics.”

      He remembered that last look Culter had given him, the look of horror, and despair. He fought against a shudder. He’d hated that so quickly after he’d been reunited with his mentor, he’d brought him such pain.

      “He sounds delightful,” Gwenivere said. Dietrich agreed, noting the way her fingers had almost imperceptibly begun brushing against his chest, rather than simply resting there.

      He let his head settle again hers.

      “And Garron?” he asked. “What was it like, having the mythical knight as your personal guard?”

      “Not as fun as Culter,” she said, smiling. “Growing up, he was the perfect knight: loyal, collected, protective. He has an infinite amount of patience. He’s quiet, but when he does talk, you can’t help but listen.

      “He’s a wealth of wisdom and kindness, but he’s also the strongest person I know. He’s endured a lot in his life, yet he’s never allowed his pain to seep onto others.”

      She moved her arm until it wrapped around his torso.

      “He’s my favorite person in the world.”

      Dietrich kissed the top of her head.

      “Then he’s one of mine too.”

      Gwenivere pressed herself up, her weight leaning against him. He let his hand find hers before meeting her gaze.

      Seera, he thought, opening his mind. He told her quickly of the planned kidnapping, and she confirmed she’d look out for the knight.

      “Seera’s too,” he added. “She’s going to look after him.”

      Gwenivere continued to stare at him, wordless.

      It was unnerving.

      “We should sleep,” he told her. “As best we can, anyway. I’ll listen for any news from Seera.”

      Gwenivere nodded. He felt he could breathe again when she blinked and returned to settling her head against his chest.

      He kissed the top of her head one more time before pulling the blankets up and covering them both.
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      Six hours later, Garron was caught. Everything had gone according to plan. The knight wasn’t hurt. He’d been pretending to be drunk, so the Redeemers were a little rough with him, but only because he was large, not because they were hurting him unnecessarily.

      Seera relayed the news to him, her body hidden within the cliffs, but her ears and eyes listened and watched as the Redeemers made their way to the caves.

      Dietrich let Gwenivere sleep as the updates came, until a single problem with the plan came up.

      They’re not going to send him to the Sanctuary, Seera said. Due to his strength, they’ve decided to send him over the mountains into the Dividing Wall’s mines.

      Dietrich jolted awake, shaking Gwenivere. He told her what Seera had said.

      She immediately began dressing, dawning her finest element-resistant clothing and gear.

      “Tell Teniv!” she ordered. “Her room is⁠—”

      “I know which one it is,” he said.

      They didn’t waste time talking or planning. If Garron was brought over the Dividing Wall, he’d officially be in the most prominently held of the Redeemers’ lands. With countless mines running up and down the Eastern side of the mountains, they’d lose months, maybe even years, trying to track down which one he’d been brought to.

      Dietrich found Teniv’s room. Leaving Seera’s part in everything out of it, he brought her up to speed. The woman sprang into action, just as he had, then looked around him, searching for Gwenivere.

      “Where is she?”

      Dietrich turned around, expecting she’d been just behind him.

      She wasn’t there.

      He and Teniv shared a look before running outside. Gwenivere couldn’t have gone far. Maybe she was upstairs, equipping herself with more weapons or jotting down commands for Teniv to give the rest of the Hawks.

      He ran back in and sprinted up the steps, four at a time. He was back to her rooms in a matter of seconds. When he burst in, spare key in hand, he found the room empty, save for a note sitting on the edge of her bed. He hurried over to it, nearly collapsing as he read.

      

      We have your Phoenix. Meet us at the Sanctuary in three days’ time.

      —Navar
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      X’odia’s cell was made of wood.

      It’d been a hastily fashioned thing. Shoddy. Easily destroyed.

      Before it’d been built, city watch had been assigned to guard her. People would come to gawk at her, curious of the strange Evean woman with the swirling eyes. Some remembered the messages that’d spread about her the year before, when Markeem and the innkeeper had been killed by Rellor. Murder hadn’t run rampant in the city, then. She’d been the most hated person in Riverdee for a few weeks, even though very few had seen her. For those who had remembered that hatred, they’d approached her with stones in hand, ready to enact their revenge.

      The guards had managed to keep most of the stones away. She kneeled in the center of them, skirts perpetually wet from the puddles on the ground. There were twelve guards in total assigned to watch her. They didn’t complete a full barricade around her. Some of the stones found their marks.

      Without the ability to heal, those first few days were agony. She returned to being separated from her elements. Bruises and cuts marked her temple and arms where the stones landed. One of the guards, the young man named Scavol, applied a healing salve where skin was split, but there was little else she could do. The people around her believed her responsible for the terrors that faced their city, both the murders and the Attack of Fiends. Even Scavol was struck by stones when he got too close.

      X’odia thought to escape early. She wished to, but the time wasn’t right. When she was ready, she’d come out of the chains. The city would see that she’d suffered, and they would see that she’d triumphed. Navar’s manipulation of their faith was a twisted and tangled thing. She sought to undo the threads and set it right.

      It occurred to her that it was arrogance, to some degree, that drove her. When she emerged from this penance, the people might truly believe her a product of divinity.

      Not might.

      Would.

      She remembered feeling blasphemous when she’d saved the sailors, all those weeks ago, for letting them think her a sliver of the Creator sent down to help them. She didn’t worry about that now. Any tool at her disposal would be used.

      Let the people talk, when she had her freedom. If it gave them comfort in the end to make her more than a person, fine.

      It would be better than the thing Navar had reduced her to.

      After the first few days, the guards left, and it was only the hastily erected cage that held her. She no longer had her elements available to keep people away, as she had when she’d first come to the square. Attempts to harm her would go unimpeded.

      The cage was the size of a small shed. Rather than cell bars, there were wood planks of various sizes.

      A week into her captivity, someone tried to burn it down.

      She’d been tempted to leave, then. When the blaze had first begun, it’d burned through some of the planks, leaving a wide opening in the cage. She’d been completely exposed to whoever might try to come for her. Fortunately, the flames kept fearful passersby away. Two young men had started the fire. She’d watched them light the matches and had heard one of them whisper, Look how she just watches us—look at her eyes! She’s not natural. They’d run off once the flames had caught.

      The heat spread up and around the wood. It licked the edges of each plank. The heat surrounded her, intimidating.

      Leave now, it seemed to say. The people will never believe you innocent.

      Run.

      She’d stayed. There was no top to the cage, which, in the end, had likely been what saved her. Smoke had swept into her lungs, but without anything above her to risk collapsing, only the perimeter had burned away. Emergency task force members came before the cage was completely gone, and though some only sat back and watched—likely Redeemers themselves—others rushed in to put the fire out.

      Stop this, one of them had urged, grabbing her arm. Face the Riverdean courts. You’ll die out here.

      Navar would buy the courts, she’d said calmly, pulling her arm back. If I’m to die, I’d rather it be in the light. I don’t wish to be murdered in the shadows.

      When the man had stood there, imploring her still, she’d added, Fear naught, for I will not die. The Creator will grant me the power to break these chains. You will see then that it’s the Redeemers who are evil.

      The man had crouched down, kneeling in front of her.

      I know he’s evil, he’d whispered. More of Riverdee believes you innocent then you might think.

      Another cage was made.

      It was coated with fire-resistance paint.

      How many weeks went by after that, X’odia couldn’t be sure. She couldn’t risk sleeping, not fully, at least, and thus, the days blurred together. She drifted off from time to time, her body unable to renew as it usually did, but the rest came in bursts and blinks. If her theory about her visions proved true, there was a link between them and dreams. When she’d been imprisoned by the Elite, she’d learned the Sight could not claim her while she was in chains, and if it tried, she’d face great pain.

      She sat awake as much as she could, then. Always watching. Always on edge.

      When night came, she shivered. Her body ached from how hard she shook. Her lips dried and bled when frost came. Her scalp itched. She’d forgone food and drink when she could. It was the only thing Navar’s men bothered to bring her, and she’d been afraid of poison when it’d first come, but she knew it would’ve looked bad for him to have her die by such a cowardly hand.

      Her challenge had been to allow the Light to determine her innocence. If he interfered in that, it would only serve to prove her point.

      She was ravenous and thirsty, but she forced herself to consume little. It was humiliating enough to be chained and caged like a rabid animal. Relieving herself in front of everyone was not something she wished to become commonplace. As much as possible, she waited until the dark hours of night. Sometimes people were awake then, but they were usually drunkards or young people hurriedly sneaking out to engage in mischief. Her presence had become such a staple in the bell tower plaza that few in those instances paid her mind. She was as much a fixture to them as the bells themselves.

      Eventually, a group of mostly men and a few women approached. They appeared in the early hours of the morning, before the sun had risen. They held crude weapons, clubs mostly, and small daggers. X’odia had thought they’d come to kill her. She’d watched them, readying her auroras as more and more poured out from the alleys, even knowing the disconnect calling would provide.

      One of the men advanced toward her. He had weatherworn skin and dark brown eyes. His sleeves were rolled up, revealing inked forearms and wiry muscles.

      X’odia fought the instinct to back into the corner of the cage. Whether she was in the center of it or at the edge, it would matter little. If this man wished to harm her, he’d find a way.

      “It’s her,” he grumbled, squinting. He stepped up to the edge of the cage, hand wrapping around one of the smaller planks.

      “Do you remember me, lass?”

      X’odia shook her head. “I’m sorry. I do not.”

      “It was dark that night,” he said. His voice was as coarse as his appearance. Prianthian, mixed with Mesidian. X’odia had never heard such an accent.

      “Enlighten me, good man,” she said. Her own voice was hoarse from disuse. Her throat ached from the effort, and her dried lips cracked. “I don’t wish to offend.”

      He crouched down and offered her a smile. It was astounding how it completely altered his face.

      “You saved me and me crew,” he said. “I carried you back to an inn after.”

      “The ship,” she managed. “The one caught out at sea during the storm.”

      “You were the Light come to life,” he said. “You saved us. Why?”

      X’odia swallowed and shrugged. “Because I could.”

      The answer seemed to satisfy him. He nodded approvingly, then stood, back resting against the planks.

      “We can do the same for you now,” he said.

      No one tried to throw things or burn the cage down after that.
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      Sailors were highly respected in Riverdee. Each time someone came to the plaza and began arguing with the ones now guarding X’odia, others would join in, more often than not on the side of the sailors. They were the lifeblood of the city, after all. Sea trade and ocean cuisine were staples. To have the sailors defend X’odia was like having priests offer blessings.

      The story of their miraculous voyage and her courage in saving them began to spread.

      They took turns protecting her cage. X’odia discovered they spent their off time going around the city, tearing down any posts that spoke poorly of her. They put up their own in their place, the drawings and stories as crudely done as their weapons. They’d shown her a few once, handing them through the cage bars. She’d smiled, appreciating the gallant way they had depicted her, though sometimes their penmanship had been difficult to decipher.

      Azgar, their leader, spoke little. He offered to cut the cage down and help her escape, and though the offer was tempting, she refused.

      “The storm,” she said. “It will be my deliverance.”

      He seemed skeptical but didn’t argue. She was a piece of divinity in his eyes, after all. He accepted that whatever she said would come to pass, would.

      Days later—how many later, X’odia didn’t know—a Mesidian woman came. She asked the sailors if she could speak to ‘the captive,’ as if they were her jailors. They searched her for weapons, patting her down, and when they found none, they allowed her closer.

      “Hello,” the woman said. She seemed nervous and timid, but her eyes were a clear blue and steadfast. X’odia leaned forward. She knew she smelled, so she didn’t want to get too close.

      “Hello,” she said. “My name is X’odia.”

      “I know your name,” the woman said. She pulled her cloak’s hood tight over her head. It was raining today, a light drizzle but strong enough to hurt if the raindrops landed in one’s eyes.

      “From the printings?” X’odia asked.

      “No. From these.”

      The woman pulled out a few parchments from a satchel at her side. She didn’t hand them over and, likely due to the rain, swiftly placed them back in the satchel, but not before X’odia caught handwritten words.

      Not printings. Letters.

      “My husband’s name was Markeem,” the woman said. “He was one of the Elite.”

      X’odia perked up. “Your husband was very kind. He gave me hope when I was imprisoned before.”

      Droplets clung to the woman’s lashes. They spilled down her cheek, and X’odia wondered if it was only the rain, or if tears had joined them.

      “How did he die?” she whispered. “They told me you killed him. I use to get his letters all the time. Then I got a letter that he was dead. He never got to meet our child.”

      The woman’s lips quivered. X’odia wanted to reach out to her, to hold her, but of course, the cage separated them, and she didn’t know if the woman would believe her testimony.

      “I was imprisoned outside of the city, in an abandoned shack,” X’odia said. “When I was brought here, into the city itself, Dravian Valcor’s Elite joined again with Odin’s. Most of the soldiers got drunk that night. Markeem kept watch over me in one of the rooms. He didn’t partake in the drinking or whoring.

      “I awoke that night to Rellor Bordinsua attempting to rape me. When I escaped, I saw Markeem dead in the room’s chair.”

      Everything X’odia said was true, but laying it out so bluntly made her feel cold and callous.

      “Rellor killed him,” she said. “He was wild. He didn’t seem like he cared for anything but inflicting pain, but I do think he reserved that for me. For your husband . . . I think his death was quick.”

      The woman nodded. X’odia had no idea whether she believed her, but she walked away, not bothering to give parting words.

      X’odia watched her go. She’d care for that woman, if she could. Riverdee and its crises may have been at the forefront of X’odia’s thoughts, but she knew vaguely of what’d happened after Dravian’s men were killed. She’d had to know, given how attached Roland was to it all.

      Markeem’s death would’ve brought coin to the woman from the crown, as recompense, if the crown still stood. X’odia hoped she had family or friends to help give her shelter and partake in the raising of her child.

      “Was all that true?” Azgar asked. “The Elite really did that to you?”

      “Yes.” X’odia folded her legs beneath her. “Rellor Bordinsua did. Markeem, that woman’s husband, was very sweet. Dravian Valcor was perhaps not kind, but he treated me like a person. He believed me innocent right away, but his orders were to keep me imprisoned. I think it weighed on him.”

      Azgar replied with a grunt.

      “You don’t believe me?”

      “No, I believe you. I just think you must be a bit dull in the head, to take pity on your captors.”

      “I took no pity on Rellor,” she said. “He was less than a rat.”

      “What happened to him?”

      “Dravian cut off his head.”

      Azgar nodded. “Good man that.”

      “For decapitating his fellow general?”

      “For decapitating a monster.”

      After a moment, Azgar lit some kind of large, soft stick, blowing smoke from his mouth as it burned.

      “I take it back,” he said, holding his hand over the stick to keep the rain from putting it out. “I can see why you’d not hate the man who you saw do some good by you. I don’t think any of them were good, though, not even that Markeem. A good man would’ve defied his king and set you free from the start.”

      X’odia didn’t argue with him.

      She wasn’t sure she disagreed.

      “The storm’s coming tonight,” Azgar said, changing the topic. He shielded his head from the rain and looked up. “It won’t be as bad as the one we were caught in, but it’ll be close. We’ll guard you for as long as we can, but I’m not asking my crew to sit out here and risk death.”

      “You’ve risked yourselves enough,” X’odia said. “I’m in your debt.”

      “No, you’re not. Our lives are yours. You ever need anything, just ask, and we’ll see that you get it.”

      X’odia smiled. “Thank you.”

      “You ready for your reckoning?” he asked. “Your cleansing or whatever it is you’re waiting for?”

      “I’m ready to be out of the cage.”

      “We could get you out now. You don’t have to go through with this.”

      “No, that won’t be necessary. Though . . . when the storm starts to die down, might I ask a favor?”

      “Depends.”

      “It’ll make you very rich.”

      “Definitely, then.”

      She chuckled.

      “Where will I find you all? Is there somewhere you’ll all be?”

      He gave her the place they planned to stay in, and the directions to it from the plaza.

      “Perfect. I will see you when the storm begins to die.”

      He glanced back at her, brow raised, smoke stick pressed between his lips.

      “Whatever you say. You have any wishes before that?”

      X’odia was about to say no, then smiled.

      “Make sure there are writers watching my cage tonight, through their windows. I want to make sure everyone knows it wasn’t any of you who set me free. Pay them what you have to—I’ll make sure you’re compensated. I also could use a new pair of clothes and a hot meal if you can spare it.”

      “I’ll get you the finest of both things, Lady X’odia.”
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      The storm would arrive around midnight.

      Even without Azgar’s warning, the city made it clear what was coming. The bells rang their ominous tones. People boarded up windows. When X’odia listened to the conversations of passersby, she caught scared whispers.

      The roof hasn’t been repaired fully since the last storm.

      Father refuses to leave his house.

      I don’t know what to do with the horses.

      She felt sympathy for them after seeing the carnage of the last storm, but she had her own fears. If all transpired as she hoped, she would emerge from her cage unchained, healed, and prepared to finally destroy Navar’s stronghold.

      Just as the storm clouds began to roll through, one last person came to see her.

      Zuri.

      “I told you not to come,” X’odia said, patting down her clothes. Azgar had indeed found her the finest of garb; thick black pants that tucked into sturdy boots, and a long, sleeveless overcoat to keep her warm. It tied in the back, and was lined with wool and scales. She’d needed something that could be laced up, as she couldn’t get the clothing on with the shackles still tight around her wrists, so her current shirt remained beneath everything else. The sailors had all stood shoulder to shoulder along the cage as one of them reached around the planks and helped her get her old clothes off, and her new clothes on.

      One of them, a sailor with long hair, had insisted X’odia scoot to the cage’s edge so they could redo her braids. The last bit of her ensemble was a few pieces of armor, some lining her arms like blades, others strapped to her thighs and shoulders, and atop her head, she wore what looked like half a helmet. She couldn’t see what she looked like, but she thought that if she could, she too might believe herself a piece of the divine.

      “I had to come,” Zuri said, eyeing her garb. Her friend looked at her with a mix of awe and concern, her hazel eyes wide and her forehead pinched.

      “I didn’t want you to see me like this.” X’odia reached through the cage. Besides eating and changing, she’d also managed to scrub as much of herself clean as she could while her clothes had been off. She didn’t feel bad now, drawing close and clasping her friend’s hands.

      “Roland keeps asking for you,” Zuri said.

      “You didn’t tell him I was here, did you?”

      “I told him you’ve been trying to gather information.”

      X’odia breathed a sigh of relief. Above her, thunder rumbled.

      “How is he?”

      “He’s . . . he’s getting better. He has an addiction to Root. Not as bad as Cara’s, but still.”

      “How did the Redeemers force him to take it?”

      Zuri met her eyes. Though X’odia had been the one comforting her, Zuri’s fingers seemed to twist, until it was her hands covering X’odia’s own.

      “They didn’t,” she said. “Roland’s been taking Root since before the fire. He got it off Dar and Callum.”

      X’odia’s heart sank. She closed her eyes, resting her forehead on the wood in front of her.

      All the signs had been right there. His skin had lost its color. His hair had looked thinner. His body, once strong and stocky, had started to look lean.

      I even thought he resembled Cara a bit, she thought.

      How had she not seen the depths of her friend’s suffering?

      “You swear he’s doing better?” she asked, looking back to Zuri. “He’s not taking it anymore?”

      “He’s not,” she insisted. “And yes, he’s getting better. It’ll take a long time, not just to get better from this but to help him through what pushed him down this path in the first place. It’s like hunger, for him, or thirst.”

      “Tell him I’ll see him soon,” X’odia said. She had tears in her eyes. “Tell him I love him and I miss him. Make sure he knows that.”

      “I will,” Zuri said. She kissed X’odia’s hands. “You’ll tell him yourself, though, next time you see him.”

      She said goodbye, and walked away.

      A part of X’odia wanted her to stay. A part of her wanted someone she loved and trusted beside her as she battled the storm, but this was something she needed to do on her own. No one could help her.

      The people of Riverdee had seen her suffer enough, though. It was time now for them to see her triumph.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      Darkness came. The moon, full and bright, was eclipsed by the clouds. Stars winked out of sight. Torchlight died. The wind screamed its warning.

      The storm had arrived.

      Now was the time. Alone, and deeply, deeply afraid, X’odia closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and began calling ice.

      The storm bellowed. The sky mocked her.

      Look how I wield air and water and wind, it seemed to say. Look how naturally it bends to my will, when you can’t even touch it.

      The shackles around her wrists began to glow as they absorbed the element. X’odia ground her teeth but kept calling.

      Needles pricked at her skin. Her heart and head seemed like they might burst. Enormous pressure built just behind her eyes, and every muscle in her body grew weak.

      She collapsed to the ground, sweating. The shackles continued to glow, though the blue-white color began to slowly dim. Before it was completely gone, X’odia rose to her feet, held her hands out in front of her, and called again.

      Pain. More pain. So much more pain. Her elements were right there in her mind, just out of reach. An invisible barrier blocked them, and each time the lights came up to it, it was as if the entire world came crashing down against her. No one was beside her, but it seemed as if an army was stabbing her with spears and piercing her with arrows.

      She collapsed again.

      No, she thought, seeing lightning spread across the sky. Thunder came next, shaking the ground around her.

      No!

      She rose a third time and called again.

      The shackles grew brighter. The more she hurt, the more they glowed.

      Some of the lights were getting through. Cracks were forming in the wall.

      The shackles were beginning to grow cold.

      If you try to call elements, the chains drain them.

      Roland’s voice, from weeks ago.

      If you try calling them enough, eventually the shackles will fill, and release the elements back out.

      Usually it kills the person chained.

      Usually.

      Usually, but not always.

      And X’odia was no ordinary person.

      What might’ve taken another person months, even years to call forth, X’odia could call in moments. If the chains released all of that at once, in a single explosion, much would be destroyed from the impact.

      Fire would burn.

      Lightning would electrocute.

      Earth would shatter.

      Water would drown.

      Ice, though?

      Ice would sever.

      X’odia kept calling. The storm kept raging. The worst of it was nearing, its winds whipping across her skin, pushing her, forcing her to her knees.

      I bow to you now, she thought, screaming as she called more ice. But you and I will rise together.

      With one last burst, X’odia called every white aurora in her mind.

      The chains shattered.

      The wall fell.

      Shards of ice shot out.

      They stabbed into her stomach. Her thighs. Her chest. They punctured her lungs.

      She fought to breath.

      Blood rushed from her wounds. Spilled out beneath her ribs.

      She collapsed again. Choking, she looked to where the chains had been.

      Her hands were gone.

      It was pain unlike any she’d ever known. She thought of Rellor then, of all he’d inflicted upon her body. She thought of the months in the shack, cold and weary and broken, only wanting food or a kind person to talk to.

      Her soul had been broken. Her faith had been shattered. Her body had been mangled and beaten and defiled.

      Coughing up blood, X’odia prayed. She still believed in something. Her heart still yearned for a comforting hand, a peace at the end of her life. If that end was now, then she’d done what she could to defy that which was malevolent and wicked. If it wasn’t, then she begged to be healed.

      Her sight began to blur. Water poured from the sky.

      The bells rang.

      As X’odia slipped in darkness, she wondered if any bells would ring for her when they found her body.

      No, she thought.

      I’m not going to die.

      Not yet.

      Not here.

      Not now.

      She laid against cold stones. It was peculiar, to have the malleability of water meeting her from above while something hard and unmoving met her from below.

      Get up, she told herself. You’ve hurt before. You’ve always healed.

      Get up.

      Without her hands, X’odia relied on her core to hoist her from the ground. She shouted at the effort, the wounds in her stomach still open, but whatever damage had been done inside her was healing.

      Do you feel that? she asked herself. Do you feel your lungs filling with air?

      She took a deep breath. She relished the expansion within her as she did.

      Look at your wrists, she commanded. Look.

      The skin grows back. The bones grow back.

      She leaned against the planks, sobbing loudly. She was in shock. Her mind, her muscles, her spirit. Everything was in a state of submission, so she sobbed to remind herself that she was alive and that she could still feel everything.

      Without a roof over the cage, water continued to rain down on her. The wood itself, while not sturdy, did help break some of the wind. Her back took the torrent. The strength of her thighs fought back against it, keeping her upright.

      With the eye of the storm still leagues away, the tips of her fingers had finished forming. Nails rested on them, clean and long. No callouses rested on her palms.

      The pain had gone.

      Now we join together, she thought, looking up to the sky. She didn’t know if it was nature she called to or the Light or the elements in her mind that once again shone brightly. Maybe it was something else. Maybe it was everything.

      Pulling herself up, she walked to the center of the cage, called air, and pressed.

      The wood fell to the ground. X’odia stepped out and made her way to the rest of Navar’s storerooms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

          

          
            THE BELLS OF RIVERDEE
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      When the sun broke through the clouds and the dawn had come anew, the people of Riverdee emerged.

      They expected to find destruction. There was some. Roofs had caved. Poorly boarded windows had broken. Leaks had led to flooding, ruining possessions.

      No one had died, though. Not even the animals.

      Throughout the night, a specter had appeared, reached out her hand, and guided people to safety.

      When morning comes, she’d commanded, return to the plaza with ten bells. I will be there.

      The people who’d been saved did as told. First in trickles. Then in waves.

      Others came too. The ten-belled square was where announcements were made, after all. Emergency task forces would notify them of where the worst damage was, and the city would rush out to rebuild.

      Today, the task force wasn’t there.

      X’odia was, dressed in finery, sitting on a pile of trunks, gold, and riches.

      “The Light has found me innocent,” she said. “It revealed to me all the treachery of Navar and his Redeemers. It showed me where to find his stolen wealth, his contraband, and the cures he’s kept from you. It guided my feet so I might find the gold he’d used to bribe the city watch, the judges, and the councillors. It exposed to me the poisons he’s inflicted upon your sons and daughters and the weapons he’s held to their throats.

      “If you are in need, come now. I will give to you what you require. This city will no longer be held by lies and terror. Navar’s reign is over. Your city watch will serve to protect you again. I will serve to protect you.”

      All around her, sailors began passing out bags of coin. The city watch came too, some laying down their spears and daggers to help.

      Others held them firm, so that if Redeemers came, they’d have to come through them first.
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      Atop the hills looking out over the city where larger houses dwelled, an old woman walked outside and checked the damage to her home.

      She found a large bag of coins on her doorstep, and a note reading, Thank you for offering me shelter when the last storm came. Consider this a few tokens of my appreciation.
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      A man named Cillian was brought to Riverdee’s ten-belled square. There was a chest of riches awaiting him.

      “For your new inn,” an Evean woman said. “May it grant others shelter when the next storm comes.”
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      A rough-looking sailor, after much effort, found the woman he’d heard claiming to be the widow of an Elite soldier named Markeem. According to the person he now served, Markeem had been a well-loved and well-respected man.

      The widow, after much shock and confusion, accepted the multiple bags of coins that were given to her.

      “For you and your child,” the sailor said, delivering the message he was meant to convey. “May your husband drift in peace.”
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      A girl named Cara was brought to an inn. She wouldn’t know it, not for a few days at least, but a home waited for her when she recovered, as well as a group of healers who would make sure she was taken care of.
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      Tragedy had struck the previous year, where King Pierre’s Elite had last stayed. A kind woman of middling years had been killed after checking on a fleeing Evean.

      That woman had cared for her family. Twin boys and a daughter.

      That woman had loved her husband. A man by the name of Edwin Calbright.

      Providing for their children was hard work, and Edwin found this especially true while grieving. Some things had to be let go. Health. A nice home. Favorite pastimes. All that mattered to him was trying to fill the gap that’d been left behind. It was difficult enough that his children no longer had a mother. It would be harder still if they didn’t have a decent life because of it.

      After the most recent storm, Edwin surveyed the damage to his home. A writer friend who’d printed his story moons ago approached him, carrying a note and a bag that made clinking sounds as it was handed over.

      In my greatest time of need, your wife was the only person who tried to make sure I was all right. I will never forget that kindness. I know this won’t bring her back, but I hope it will at least make life a little easier for you.

      When Edwin opened the bag, he found it filled with more riches than he could earn in a lifetime.
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      Two city guards were in need of finding: a man named Dar and a man named Callum.

      It turned out they’d last been seen weeks before, fleeing from the Dusty Boot, before it’d been set ablaze. Word had been announced that there was a reward for anyone who had information on them.

      Scavol knew where they were. He’d been the one to free them. They’d been resistant to speak of Navar and the murder victims and the contraband that’d been running through the city.

      Your families will be cared for if you confess, Scavol told them. I think you should take the offer. Especially now that Navar is gone.

      They gave their confession. It listed all the people who’d been killed under Navar’s orders.

      One had been a woman whose body had been discovered in an alley near the Dusty Boot. Her family had wondered often about her death. It brought them . . . not peace, perhaps, but the beginnings of it, to have some answers regarding her murder.

      They were also grateful to know that a young man, an unknown hero who worked at the nearby inn, had been there with her when she’d died. She’d not had to take her last breaths alone.
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      Riverdee, despite being the essence of Abra’am, had no control over international happenings. It certainly didn’t have a say in the trials of foreigners. It was a surprise, then, when a contact between Riverdee’s courts and the Arctic’s prisons was given a note, insisting a case needed to be reopened.

      The case was for a Sadiyan man. He’d killed someone; the note was not trying to deny that. But he’d killed someone to defend his sister. It’d been self-defense on her behalf.

      He also had children. Their grandfather was looking after them.

      The note urged that even if the man couldn’t be set free, he at least deserved to have his sentence lessened.
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      Across Riverdee, where criminals were kept, nearly seventy Redeemers were bound and left in front of gaols and prisons. The ropes that held them were tied in knots only sailors could make, and the ropes themselves were made of materials not unlike that which lay in element chains.

      There weren’t enough cells for them, as the continent was in the depths of winter and the roads to the Arctic’s prisons were snowed in. Fortunately, many inside the gaols and prisons were innocent, and their sentences would’ve shown that months ago, if corruption hadn’t interfered.

      That corruption lay at the feet of each gaol and each prison now. The innocent could be released and room could be made for the guilty.

      Rumors said many of the innocent were sailors. Not ones from Abra’am, interestingly. These sailors came from Eve, and they were eager to go home.
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      A letter was penned to a young Mesidian. It wouldn’t reach her for some time, especially given the cold of winter and the turmoil occurring throughout the country, but when it did, it would hopefully grant her enormous relief.

      I was innocent, and your father set me free, the letter said. I was the last person to see him before he died. He loved you very much.

      Whatever you’ve been told of Dravian Valcor, know this: he lived and breathed and died for you. I will never be able to repay him.

      I thought you should have this. It was his, and he gave it to me to help fend off the cold.

      If the letter eventually reached the Mesidian, it would come alongside a box with a dark blue cloak inside.
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      Though she wasn’t usually one to drink, X’odia enjoyed the rare sunlight shining down, accepted the cup Azgar handed her, and took a swig.

      Much of Riverdee’s suffering had ended. Not all, but much. With it, much of hers had too.

      The city now knew her face, her name, her swirling eyes, and her wild hair.

      That would’ve frightened her once.

      It didn’t frighten her anymore.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SIXTY

          

          
            NATALIA
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      Becca, as Gwenivere, was put on trial.

      She was outfitted in clothing that hid her curves. Her mother, ever the perfectionist, had put creams and powders on her face to make her cheeks look more hollowed and her brows more arched.

      There was nothing to be done about her eyes. They were blue, thankfully, but not the turquoise color Natalia had always been jealous of.

      It wouldn’t matter. No one was going to get close enough to see them anyway.

      Peter hosted a briefing to convey the news. He was still mad at Natalia, but he took his role seriously and made the announcement as his role required.

      “Is it really her?” he’d asked in private. “Can I see her?”

      “No.”

      Natalia hadn’t clarified which question she’d been answering.

      Though Gwenivere hadn’t been seen by most people besides Garron, her father, and a handful of others around the palace, there were still a few knights with long careers who would’ve spotted the differences between her and Becca. The trial was closed, then, rather than being turned into a spectacle, with only the most thoroughly vetted writers present to serve as witnesses. No palace staff were allowed to enter, and only knights who’d never seen Gwenivere up close were allowed in, with the exceptions of Maximus and Nicolas, who were in on the plot.

      As far as Abra’am knew, Gwenivere Verigrad was sentenced to a life of exile and imprisonment.

      Given Aden had never believed his sister responsible for his father’s death, it hadn’t been difficult for Natalia and Vel to convince him of the plan.

      “The imposter is willing, so long as she is compensated,” Natalia had told him. “No harm will actually come to her, and we can call off the search on your sister.”

      Aden had agreed.

      Vel had wanted to say goodbye to him. Though it was her own daughter’s safety she cared about most of all, she still loved the boy. He was a sign of hope for Xenith, a pure soul who could be forged into a fine king, if the steel was shaped correctly.

      She couldn’t say goodbye, of course. If she did, she’d have to explain why she was leaving, and if that news got out, the chances of Anastasia finding out increased. Natalia and Vel might’ve been what the other feared, but that didn’t mean the Prianthian woman wasn’t still a threat. After months of looking over their shoulders, the Mistress of Birds and the Queen Regent understood it was best to operate with a suspicious eye.

      “Take good care of our king,” Vel had said, as she’d packed her things. “And take good care of this country.”

      That’d been it. Those had been the last words spoken between them.

      Vel had traveled through the palace’s secret halls, and when the trial was over, and the sentence was brought down, Natalia had Becca reunited with her mother.

      Her sisters were there too. Vel had revealed the truth to them, about what she did and who she was, and she made it clear they had to leave the country.

      It was surreal now, and oddly emotional, to watch the family of Verigrads prepare to flee. Maybe it was simply that Natalia was jealous. Maybe it was nice to do a good deed for someone else and give them a chance to start fresh, away from the machinations that’d held them captive for so long.

      Becca and her family had decided to go to Riverdee. Natalia thought that a good choice. A small rebellion had just happened there, if she understood the rumors correctly, but the rebellion appeared to have made the country safer, rather than more dangerous.

      “Goodbye, Lady Natalia,” Becca said, bowing to her. “I hope the ambassador from Tiador enjoys the tea you make him.”

      “Goodbye to you too,” Natalia said. She dipped her head, not enjoying the stirring in her chest, and gave a small wave. “I hope you enjoy the ocean.”

      She didn’t watch them leave. There were too many other things to do, as was always the case. Walking back through the palace’s hidden passageways, she headed up to her rooms and prepared her notes for the morning meeting.

      It took her nearly half an hour to remember she wouldn’t be having her morning meetings anymore. Realizing that, she poured herself a glass of wine, sat by the fire, and savored the quiet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

          

          
            RYNARA
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      The first thing Rynara saw when she came to was a fist.

      It slammed into her face, nearly knocking her back into darkness. Whoever struck her lifted her up by her vest, pulled their fist back, and struck her again.

      She gasped from the pain. Both hits landed on her temple. Her head throbbed, and her vision went black.

      Orienting herself, Rynara placed her hands on the ground, attempting to sit up.

      A foot kicked at her ribs.

      “Enough.”

      As her eyes adjusted, Rynara rolled over, looking up.

      She locked eyes with an older man. He looked Sadiyan, save his eyes, which were black in the dim light.

      Not Sadiyan. Prianthian.

      She thought he’d come to save her. Large men stood behind him, all forming a circle around her.

      The small man stared at her with shrewd eyes, contemplative.

      He was stooped, though not just from looking down. Wrinkles creased around his eyes. When he frowned, not much changed, save the cast of his mouth. The lines etched into his cheeks remained the same.

      “Beat or break, but do not stab or sever,” he ordered. He turned to one of the men beside him. “And that includes her ears.”

      Rynara was able to make out the man as the one whose ear she’d bitten off weeks before.

      He glared at the restriction but nodded.

      The old man backed up, and the others closed in. Rynara stumbled to her feet, but whatever had pulled her under before stole her balance. She swayed, trying to right herself, and prepared to call her elements.

      They didn’t answer. It was then she realized there were shackles on her wrists.

      The big man lunged. Lethargic, Rynara barely managed to duck. His weight carried him far. He nearly fell into the others around him.

      Another man came from her left, kicking the same side that’d been hit before. She grunted, falling, but hurriedly got back up, just as someone else grabbed her from behind.

      They wrapped their arm around her throat and squeezed. She brought her chained hands up, instinct telling her she needed to breathe, she needed to breathe, she needed to breathe.

      She forced her mind to calm, searching through foggy memories for a way out of the hold.

      Seconds later, the maimed man came forward, remaining fist clenched.

      He made to punch her stomach, but she leaned into the person behind her and lifted her legs. She caught the fist between them, squeezing, and if she could follow through—if she could just follow through—she’d be able to snap his arm.

      The person behind her kept her pinned. All she could do was release the fist.

      She had to get out of the hold. She’d pass out if she didn’t.

      Her hands were chained, but still free. She reached up from her captor’s arms and toward their eyes. They screamed when she found them and began to press.

      They let her go. She collapsed, gasping for breath.

      The missing-eared man was there again. He struck her stomach, knocking the wind from her.

      She vomited immediately. He shoved her, disgusted, but he’d shoved her back into the person who’d held her before. They kicked her knees out, sending her to the ground, then struck her face.

      More kicks came. More fists. Rynara curled up in a ball, hands shielding her face, arms protecting her core.

      It made little difference. The crows had come to feast, and she was their only meal.

      She prayed for the beating to end and welcomed the blow that finally knocked her out.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      Rynara’s head throbbed.

      Whatever had made her movements thick and syrupy before was gone. Her head was clear, despite the pain, allowing her to look around.

      She was in the Cave of Death and Dreams. She recognized the mushrooms and the crack letting in light above her. She winced when she looked up. The sun’s rays went straight through her eyes and into her skull.

      She’d never thought light could be so painful.

      Coming further to, she tried remembering how she’d gotten to the place; not just the caves, but the Sanctuary itself. She remembered people saying the word as she’d been carried off. She remembered being paralyzed and wanting to scream, but her limbs wouldn’t move, and her voice wouldn’t come.

      Garron. They’d taken Garron. She’d run back to her rooms. In case she was caught trying to find him, she’d not wanted her Amulet tied to her arm.

      She’d untied it and strapped it to her ankle, beneath her pant legs and her boots. People would be so concerned about the touched knives strapped to her thighs than they wouldn’t think to search her further, if they found those.

      Fighting to move now, Rynara wriggled her ankle. The binding was still there. It was still tight. Her knives were gone, unsurprisingly, but as long as they hadn’t found her Amulet, she’d hopefully be safe.

      Maybe not safe, but safer than she would be otherwise. If the Redeemers found out they held a royal captive, they’d slaughter her.

      Relieved, Rynara concentrated, trying to remember the rest.

      She’d repositioned her Amulet. When she’d come out of her rooms, she’d meant to find Teniv and Dietrich. She’d hoped Dietrich and Seera would help her catch up to Garron quickly, while Teniv could let the other Hawks know the plan had gone awry.

      Had she carried out those orders?

      No. She’d been about to. When she’d stepped out of her rooms, someone had been waiting. They’d placed a cloth to her face.

      She’d batted their hands away and struck them, but it hadn’t mattered. Whatever had been on the cloth—a product of the mushrooms, likely—had made her lose consciousness. She’d been in and out after that until. . . .

      The pain in her ribs reminded her.

      She’d been beaten.

      She didn’t want to open her eyes again, but she forced herself to. The light still hurt, but she let her eyes adjust and glanced first at herself, then at her surroundings.

      She was chained. The throbbing in her head was no doubt from the strikes she’d taken to the temple, but the elemental metal compounded it. Wearing the chains from time to time had been a part of Garron’s training so that someday, when she was responsible for sentencing prisoners, she’d know what exactly she was sentencing them to.

      He’d also wanted her to grow accustomed to the sensation, if ever she were to find herself in the position she was in now. People panicked when they were separated from their auroras. It caused them to make mistakes, and mistakes, while held captive, could lead to death.

      Besides the chains, she noted that she was tied to a pole in the ground. It kept her sitting upright, and she had a horrible crick in her neck from it hanging to one side most of . . . the night? The day? She had no way of knowing.

      Her clothes were the same ones she’d worn before. She smelled of vomit, sweat, and the dank wrongness of the caves.

      Her ribs were maybe cracked. Her lip was split. Dried blood had crusted beneath her nose. When she lifted her brows, she could feel stinging above one of them. When she tilted her neck, something on her right side throbbed.

      All in all, not horrible. Her wrists and arms and legs ached but didn’t seem broken. If she attempted to stand—if the ropes weren’t holding her down—she imagined she could do so relatively well. It would be a nightmare to try and fight again, and simple movements would no doubt be painful, but she could work with this. She just had to keep calm.

      Her surroundings were underwhelming. Whatever parts of the caves she found herself in were not the parts where labor was conducted. She could hear it, though. The echo of warbled conversation carried to her, orders spoken loudly, and acknowledgments given timidly. Clanging told her they had a forge. To make weapons, likely to sell, and to man their followers.

      A forge meant they had fire. Watching Dietrich work with poisons and cures told her fire was often needed when experimenting. Different temperatures created different results. Sometimes a gas had different properties than something as a liquid.

      If she could just see around the cave wall and down the corridor dimly lit at the room’s end, she might be able to get information. Garron was supposedly taken to the mines, but maybe after they’d captured her, they’d brought him back here.

      She had no idea why they might do that, but logic, in this area at least, had left her.

      She needed some seed of hope. She needed something to keep her going.

      A door opened nearby. The old man she’d seen before came in. Rynara thought to close her eyes and feign sleep, but he’d seen her too quickly. She followed his movements as he walked toward her, surprised by his slow gait.

      She’d been around the elderly before. Sir Charles had been ancient, but he’d not moved like this man. There was a difference between someone who walked with difficulty due to old injuries and one who walked with a back hunched from books, and shoulders bunched from never being told to stand straight.

      He’s not a warrior, she thought. I don’t think he even knows how to throw a punch.

      She knew looks could be deceiving, but unless this man was acting, she was certain he couldn’t keep up in a fight.

      “Phoenix,” he said, taking off his spectacles and sliding them into his pocket. “We meet at last.”

      “May I speak?” she asked. Her throat was sore, and it hurt to talk, but she kept her voice distinguished. As much as she hated this man, she was a queen, regardless of whether he knew it or not. Today would not be the first time she sat across from an enemy. Her impulse to spit at him and tell him to burn for all eternity would do nothing to help her, her people, or her cause.

      “Such deference,” he said, smiling. He beckoned to someone, and Rynara watched as a young woman brought out a simple chair and set it down in front of Rynara. The woman retreated back down the corridor, and the old man sat. Even that movement seemed to strain him.

      “Yes, you make speak,” he said. Rynara recalled that before she’d been beaten, it was this man who’d told the others not to stab or sever. He might not be the one who delivered the blows, but he was the one who delivered orders.

      Best not to anger him.

      “If it suits you,” she started, “you may call me Rynara. Or Ryn. What shall I call you?”

      He smiled again, amused. “You may call me Navar.”

      This was Navar? This was the mastermind who’d destroyed Deitrich’s life, upended the harmony in the East, and unsettled the peace of Xenith and Riverdee?

      She bit her tongue, but he must’ve read something on her face.

      He laughed. “Surprised?”

      She stared at him, trying to determine if he was lying. “Yes, actually.”

      “How did you imagine me?” His voice was pleasant. Soothing, almost. It made her uneasy.

      “Frightening.”

      “What does frightening look like to you?”

      My father, she thought. “I don’t know.”

      “You’re not quite what I imagined either,” he admitted. “Your reputation seems larger than life. And the name: The Phoenix. It’s so grand.”

      He sounded delighted, as if he was telling a bedtime story to his grandchild.

      “Yet here you are,” he continued. “Barely old enough to call yourself an adult. How old are you? Eighteen summers? Nineteen?”

      “Twenty-two,” she answered.

      “Twenty-two.” He shook his head, amazed. “I’ve not seen you fight properly, but most couldn’t deflect a single blow with that much Cave Dust in their system. You have good instincts. I thought the stories exaggerated before, but now I think I must’ve been wrong.”

      Rynara didn’t say anything. The man seemed to enjoy hearing himself talk, and if he did it enough, he might actually reveal something worthwhile.

      Until then, it was best to keep her own talking to a minimum. Especially given how unnerving she found him.

      “Do you know why I brought you here?”

      Rynara shook her head.

      “Do you want to take a guess?”

      “Hostage?” she asked.

      He smiled and pointed a finger at her. She thought he might bop her nose with it.

      “Hostage.”

      “Do you want coin?”

      “Oh, some, though I have plenty of that.” He shifted in his seat, lacing his fingers over his stomach. He wasn’t a large man in any capacity, but there was a softness around his core common in men of his age.

      “Connections?” she offered, sensing he wanted her to keep guessing.

      “Connections indeed. You seem to have a great deal of them.”

      “I don’t really,” she said honestly. “I have wealthy friends. That’s about the extent of it.”

      “You’ve removed so many of my followers, though.”

      She shrugged. “The West covets its wealth. You’ve disrupted that, and now you’re seeing the result.”

      “Is that what you are? Wealthy?”

      “No. I’m like you in some ways. I saw something I thought should change, and I tried to be the catalyst for it.”

      “I see.”

      He pulled a river stick from his pocket, lighting the end with a small fire element. He tapped the rest back into his coat. It wasn’t particularly cold in the caves, but with his age, she imagined he felt the cold more acutely. The rest of his clothes, brown, and simple, like a priest or a librarian, looked to be lined with some kind of fur.

      “Would you like one?” he asked, noting her stare.

      She shook her head. “I don’t smoke those.”

      “Would you like to try?” he whispered conspiratorially.

      “I’m afraid it might hurt a bit.” She tapped her split lip. “Thank you, though.”

      “I must say, you are far more dignified than I expected. Most rebel leaders are brash and outspoken.”

      She snorted. “I’ve been called those things and more plenty of times.”

      “What is it about me you feel doesn’t warrant such traits?”

      “These, in part,” she said, holding up her chained wrists. “I remember the beating quite well too.”

      “Fear of pain, then?”

      “No. Logic. I know pain well. I’m just not stupid enough to antagonize someone into making me feel more of it.”

      “Tell me, child, what is it you want?”

      She was taken aback by the question.

      “What do I want?”

      “Yes. You said you wanted change. What does change look like to you?”

      “It . . .”

      She’d been about to answer, but stopped. A serviceable answer would not suffice. Navar hadn’t accomplished all he had over the last thirty years because he’d approached what he’d wanted with simplicity. He seemed a man of conviction, one who’d surveyed different paths, ruled out those that wouldn’t best serve him, and cautiously traversed those that might. To answer quickly would be to lose his respect. He’d granted her some of that, to start. If she gave the wrong answer, or a hasty one, that respect would slip away.

      “I see much wrong in Xenith’s makeup,” she answered truthfully. “Since I was a child, I thought my country was blessed. I was taught that and told that over and over. People said we had much, because we were great, and scholarly.

      “I used to look at the palace of Voradeen and wonder why one family needed so much, when others had so little—and so little was only considering other Xens. Many people in other countries have far less than the lowest in mine.

      “I learned, though, that Xenith is not blessed. It has much because it has taken much. I do not agree with how you implement your ideas, but I agree that the West is corrupt.”

      “You explained what you want to change,” he said, blowing out a small plume of smoke. “You haven’t explained what that change looks like.”

      “Our views,” she said. “How Xens see themselves. I want my people to look at what they have, and instead of asking how they could have more, I want them to see what they have and be grateful, then look at what they can give. I want them to not care if someone’s eyes are green, or blue, or gold. I want us to not see ourselves as set apart and better, simply because of where we were born and the arbitrary lines on a map.”

      “Funny,” he replied, though his tone belied the word. “So much of what you seem to hate is from your own people. Why, then, do you go after mine?”

      “You feed the pigs,” she said. “You’re taking advantage of those who want wealth. You’ve made your fortune from them and expanded your reach, all while they fill their pockets and look the other way. If I take out that which feeds them, I can take them out too.”

      “I see. And once my influence has been removed, what will you do?”

      Rynara didn’t like the quality his voice had taken. It reminded her of when she’d thrown a tantrum as a child, knowing she was wrong to do so, but having an adult force her to explain her reasoning for their own amusement, rather than explaining why her reasoning was wrong.

      “Build an army,” she answered truthfully. “I want to rule, and rule justly.”

      “What lofty goals you have.”

      She ground her teeth.

      Yes, he was most certainly patronizing her.

      “Do you know where the problem lies in this?” he asked.

      She shook her head.

      “You think to build atop a broken foundation. I agree with you; the West is corrupt. Xenith most of all. But you wish to patch that which festers. An infection will spread throughout the body from the hand, yet you only wish to trim the fingernails. I have lived much longer than you. I know what the world is missing, and what it’s missing is balance.”

      He said the word like it was a grand truth. A profound secret.

      “Imagine I hold up two scales.” He lifted his hands, one high, one low. “This here is the West, as it stands now, and this here is the East. The West has built itself up, more and more and more, and the East has plummeted. In recent years, the West has insisted it will work with Sadie, and it will help it become an established, steady nation. And while yes, some of their trade has helped Sadie prosper, it is you who prospers the most.”

      He raised his lowered hand minimally, and his lifted hand greatly.

      “Let us now imagine that we wipe everything clean.”

      He lowered both hands.

      “The West builds itself up on its own, and Sadie, Prianthia, and perhaps Yendor, build themselves up on their own. That would be fair. That would be justice.”

      “Turning people into slaves is justice?” she asked, glaring. “Killing innocent people is justice?”

      He laughed.

      The sound filled her gut with fire.

      “I didn’t claim everyone must die,” he said, taking another drag from the stick. “I merely believe the scales should return to level.”

      “If not death, and slavery, then what? What does this change look like to you?”

      His amusement faded. He studied her through the small bit of smoke drifting around his face.

      Respect. He respected her. He liked that she’d thrown his question back to him.

      Rynara felt disgusted. Even if it kept her safe, she found she didn’t want this man’s respect.

      “Some will die,” he admitted. “Many, truth be told. Many more will lose their homes, and their wealth. They’ll have to toil the fields, and work for themselves, rather than build their empire off of someone else’s back.”

      “The trade ban,” she said, eyeing him. “You want the trade ban in place, don’t you?”

      “Of course! The trade ban is the best thing to happen between the West and East in decades. It’s forced each country to think for itself. I control the cures now, and I determine who gets to live and who gets to die. Is that not what you want too? To play the role of nature? You said yourself that you don’t like the pigs I feed. You wish to feed those you deem worthy. I am the same. We just have different definitions of who deserves to be fed.”

      “No.” Her fingernails dug into her palms. “I don’t want to determine who is fed. I want people to know contentment. Those are two very different things. You feed the worst among us. You use the corrupt for your own gain. If you cared about balancing the scales, you wouldn’t reward those who only see people as tools.”

      “I do what is necessary,” he countered. “I will concede the point that many I work with are fiend-infested filth. They care little for anyone. They’re despicable.”

      He tossed what was left of his stick to the floor and crumpled it under his boot.

      “But I am a man who knows change does not happen quickly. I will die someday soon. I need to ensure that systems are in place to keep the gears going. You are young and idealistic. You will learn in time what it takes to enact change.”

      Before he could say more, the woman who’d brought his chair returned. She seemed timid as she approached. She had a set of printings in her hand.

      Navar smiled pleasantly and beckoned her over, as one might call a child who’d picked out a book to be read. The woman hurried over, eyes flicking down to Rynara for a moment before facing Navar.

      She handed him the parchments. He made to put his spectacles back on, then grew frustrated when he still couldn’t determine what the printing said.

      “Just tell me,” he said, waving his hand.

      “In front of . . .”

      The woman looked again to Rynara.

      “Who’s she going to tell?” he asked, laughing.

      The woman licked her lips.

      “We’ve lost Riverdee. X’odia Daer’dee escaped and raided all of our storerooms. She’s handed out cures and coins to the people and turned over seventy of our followers there.”

      Rynara’s eyes widened. It hurt to do so, but it was worth it to get a full view of Navar’s shock.

      Whoever this X’odia woman was, she and Teniv had been wrong to underestimate her. Navar too, if she had to guess.

      You will see that it’s not you that the Light blesses, but me, she remembered the printing saying.

      If she ever escaped this place, she’d have to find a way to meet this woman.

      “Also,” the reader went on. “News from the capital has said that Gwenivere Verigrad has been captured, put on trial, exiled, and imprisoned. The throne is saying the princess was turned over by Sadiyans as an act of good faith. It’s being predicted that the Treaty of Five, upon meeting with an ambassador from Tiador, will vote to lift the ban.”

      That news made little sense, but it didn’t matter. Rynara smiled openly as Navar stood and fumed. The man looked like he might heave his chair or strike the woman, but he settled for pacing and throwing up his hands.

      “Tell Anastasia!” he ordered, struggling to calm himself. “She’ll need to give Victor new commands.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He looked to Rynara. She made no effort to hide her grin.

      “Have this one whipped. I need her followers.”

      The woman hesitated.

      “Y-Yes, sir.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO

          

          
            DIETRICH

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Dietrich had never known three days could last so long.

      Teniv had justifiably suspected him when Gwenivere was taken. After word from the Hawks traveled her way, it’d been discovered that their ins with Sarabai’s enforcers had been found out. Information had been beaten out of them, including the locations of Teniv’s warehouse, where she and Gwenivere had been staying and what they knew about the Sanctuary.

      Fortunately, Gwenivere and Teniv had ensured that no single person knew the names of every Hawk. They all were parts of a web.

      Teniv and Garron had told Gwenivere that it was better that they knew more than her, in case she was ever taken captive. That way, if they were to beat information out of her, she wouldn’t reveal each remaining piece of the web.

      Dietrich prayed now that Gwenivere’s stubbornness wouldn’t push through. He hoped she’d offer up whatever information they asked of her.

      He revealed quickly to Teniv that he knew who Gwenivere really was. The faster him and the woman could swap what knowledge they had of the other, the better. If Gwenivere’s identity was found out, the Redeemers wouldn’t just make an example of her to the Hawks. They’d parade her head around all of Sarabai and spread word of her capture around the city.

      The first day was awful, but some good news had come. Apparently, a false Gwenivere had been captured in the capital. None of the Hawks could see Teniv and Dietrich react to that news, but privately, the two had collectively breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Must be a way to pull attention from some other crisis,” Teniv said. “Makes me feel sorry for the poor girl they convicted, but I’ll take it, if it means keeping the suspicion off Gwenivere.”

      For the sake of transparency, Dietrich told Teniv, as briefly and succinctly as possible, who he was and everything he had and hadn’t done in recent months.

      “No, I didn’t kill the Laighless family.”

      “No, I didn’t kill Prince Roland.”

      “No, I don’t know who did it.”

      “I don’t know where he is.”

      “My brother and I hatched the assassination attempt in Sovereignty together.”

      “Yes, I’m still fighting against the Redeemers.”

      “Yes, I have a dragon.”

      It’d taken far more hours than he would’ve liked to prove himself to the former soldier, though in some ways, he was grateful for her skepticism. As long as the Redeemers held Gwenivere, there really wasn’t much they could do. They might be able to craft some plan to get her out, but until the three-day mark came, he doubted they could do much without either putting her in harm’s way or getting themselves captured alongside her.

      “Trust me, boy,” Teniv had told him. “Leaders are taken all the time. Usually, the other side wants something. As long as we have something Navar wants, he’s not going to kill her.”

      “He might hurt her, though.”

      Teniv’s face looked calm, but her neck muscles tensed.

      “That he might.”
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      Seera?

      Dietrich stood at his desk, staring at his vials. If he’d been able to figure something out, none of this would’ve happened. They’d have liberated the Sanctuary, kept Garron from being sent to the mines, and kept Gwenivere from being used as a hostage.

      Are you sure you want to know?

      Dietrich locked his jaw.

      Yes.

      They’ve hurt her. She was whipped and beaten. They’ve not done anything else.

      Dietrich put a fist to his mouth.

      He would kill them.

      I should come out there. I should⁠—

      No. The breaking may work both ways. If you go into a frenzy, you may send me into one too. We can’t risk that.

      Fine.

      He fought the urge to punch a wall.

      And Garron?

      I’m sorry. I lost track of him in the mountains. He was alive, last I saw, but I believe they are truly sending him to the mines.

      Dietrich couldn’t even give Gwenivere that. It would be the hope she would cling to when he’d see her again in three days. He didn’t want to lie to her, but he also didn’t want to tell her the truth.

      He’s my favorite person in the world, she’d said.

      He reached out to his dragon again. What do I do, Seera?

      She was silent. Even with the distance between them, he could feel her shifting.

      Rest, as much as you can, she finally answered. And be ready. She will need that from you.

      Dietrich wiped at his brow, took a breath, and tried to do as his dragon suggested.
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      They had to meet at the cave’s entrance. Seera had never seen anyone go through the front when they’d first taken Gwenivere, which meant there were other ways into the cave. Likely not wanting any Hawks to spot them, the Redeemers had sent orders along that they would meet a maximum of four people at the cave’s front.

      Teniv was too valuable to go. All the Hawks agreed that the woman had to stay back in case the meeting was a trap. She’d suggested Dietrich go, introducing him as Yeltaire Veen, the new recruit who’d found the tradesmen and gotten the Sanctuary’s location in the first place. Dietrich, along with a Prianthian man named Gregor—who they thought might be helpful in case anything needed translating—a Sadiyan woman named Sasha, and a Xen woman named Antigone were the four chosen. They all covered their faces as they approached the caves.

      Dietrich hardly recognized Gwenivere when they brought her out.

      Her face was swollen. Bruises lined her cheeks, and an ink mark had been etched into the side of her neck. Dried blood stuck in her hair.

      The two men on either side of her held her arms as though she might try to flee. Chains clinked between her wrists. When she was brought out into the light, just outside the cave, she winced.

      “Turn her around,” a man ordered.

      Along with the two Redeemers at her sides, another person accompanied them. He was an older man, Prianthian, and dressed in simple garb. The Redeemers obeyed him, turning Gwenivere so her back was exposed.

      Antigone cried out. Sasha cursed, and Gregor, big as he was, let out a quiet gasp.

      Calm yourself, Seera ordered. Dietrich had instinctively reached for his knives.

      Gwenivere’s back was covered in ugly slashes. Dietrich had never seen such wounds fresh, but he knew what the scars would look like.

      Culter had them. His father’s back had been covered in them.

      Most every person in Sadie over their fourth decade had them.

      Gwenivere hadn’t just been beaten.

      She’d been whipped.

      I want to kill them, Dietrich thought, grinding his teeth.

      Seera, as best she could, sent back a wave of calm.

      There will be time yet for them to die.

      “Turn her back,” the old man ordered. The Redeemers once again did as commanded, spinning Gwenivere back around. Dietrich could see now that, though she had little control over where her arms lay, she was purposefully trying to hold them up to cover her chest. There was nothing holding her breasts in place.

      Do not feel shame, he wanted to tell her. Your Hawks could see you stripped naked, and you would still be their Phoenix.

      He couldn’t say that though. None of them could. They could only meet her eyes and pretend they didn’t want to cry for all the suffering she’d endured.

      I know her reservations, he thought. It’d taken nearly a month for her to even allow herself to be held. She’d allowed more after that to Dietrich, far more than he’d ever expected, but he knew it was rare for her.

      To be stripped of such modesty was no shame, but guarded as she was, she would feel it as such.

      “Where is Teniv?” the old man asked. “I wish to meet her.”

      Gwenivere had given up names, then. Good. They’d trained her to do so. It would keep her alive.

      “In the city,” Dietrich answered. It’d been agreed upon before that he would speak. “She didn’t know her presence was requested.”

      “She is a woman of much wealth,” Navar said. “And much influence. I’ll give you back your Phoenix, if Teniv gives us all of her investments, coin, the taverns she owns, and information on all of her contacts.”

      Almost imperceptibly, Gwenivere shook her head.

      “We want her,” Dietrich said, nodding Gwenivere’s way, “and all the others you hold captive in the Sanctuary.”

      The old man laughed.

      “No. You forget, boy, I am not Sadiyan. I do not haggle. I set out my wares, and if you want them, you will have them. You need only pay the price.”

      Wares. That’s what Gwenivere was to him. A thing to be bought and sold.

      “Write down everything from Teniv you wish to have,” Dietrich said. “We will relay your offer back to her.”

      It killed something in him to say it, but it was only a stalling tactic. As Teniv had said, so long as the Hawks had something the Redeemers wanted, they’d keep Gwenivere alive. Dietrich just couldn’t imagine her enduring more than she already had. He didn’t want to walk away without her.

      “How about this,” the old man said, stroking the stubble along his chin. “I will write down all of what I know Teniv to have, and you will write down all of what Teniv has. That way, I know that you aren’t selling me short.”

      “I don’t know what she has.”

      “Find out then.”

      Dietrich clenched his fists.

      “How long before I have to send this message?”

      The old man hummed, thinking.

      “Three more days.”

      Three more days. Dietrich didn’t think he could do it. It’d been difficult enough to know Gwenivere had been at their mercy. Seeing now what they’d done to her, and imagining what more they might do, made his hands shake.

      “No new wounds,” he said, gesturing to Gwenivere. “If you promise she won’t incur any new wounds, then I’ll return in three days with the list.”

      “Deal.”

      “We wish to speak with her.”

      The old man had looked ready to depart back into the cave. He glanced at Dietrich, then at the other three Hawks, then to his own men.

      “Go on, then,” he said. “Talk.”

      Dietrich didn’t want to speak in front of everyone, but he wasn’t foolish enough to think he’d be given a moment alone with her.

      “Are . . .” He licked his lips, trying to think how best to word his question.

      “The stars,” he finally said. He hoped she’d understand his meaning. “If you feel like you’re losing hope, look to the stars.”

      The original plan. That’s what he was referencing. If Garron had gone into the Sanctuary, the goal was to send him notes through the cracks in the cave’s ceiling.

      That was still their plan. They’d have to be careful, but if he could get notes to her, maybe there’d be a chance of finally determining how to liberate the Sanctuary, and Gwenivere with it.

      She narrowed her eyes, then slowly nodded.

      “I will,” she said. “I will look to the stars always, whether I lose hope or not. I will know that my Hawks look upon them too, and I will feel renewed.”

      The old man seemed to have had enough. He spun his hand in a circle, signaling his followers back into the cave.

      “Three days!” he called, waving. “I’ll see you in three days.”

      With that, Gwenivere was gone.
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      Navar kept his promise. He didn’t have any new wounds inflicted.

      That didn’t mean he hadn’t found ways to still cause her pain.

      Though the heat was bearable, sunlight burned, regardless of temperature. Navar ordered her tied in the same cave she’d been in before, though this time, it was by her neck, rather than her torso, so that her back faced the sunlight coming through the cracks.

      All day she sat, body bruised and aching. The open slits across her back stung. It almost seemed worse than when she’d been whipped. That had been excruciating, but the strikes themselves had been over in minutes. This, this all-day stiffness, the inability to move and protect her wounds, was agonizing. She nearly cried from relief when the sun shifted, and her back was no longer burning. She had maybe twenty minutes before someone noticed, and repositioned her.

      Those twenty minutes were her greatest reprieve.

      “You’re the Phoenix,” Navar said mockingly. “Where else are your wings to sprout from, if not your back?”

      In the evening she was untied and brought to a new part of the Sanctuary. She stumbled several times, then gasped at the pain. There wasn’t any specific wound she winced from. All of them screamed for her to rest.

      She thought she might pass out. Her back felt hot and stung and itched, while the rest of her felt cold. Sweat dripped from her brow and down her neck. She shook, though there was plenty of warmth from the Sanctuary’s fires.

      She’d been right about the forge. Redeemers were making weapons. Forcing her eyes to take in everything she could, she noted the impossibly massive cavern beneath her, where rows upon rows of slaves sat. Like her, they all had chains around their wrists, though they could get up and move relatively freely. Redeemers stood guard around tunnel entrances. No one seemed hurt, thankfully, but still, the cave was a prison, and whatever they worked to make was poisoning her country.

      “Come now,” her captor told her, noticing her stares. “I need to get you patched up.”

      The person walking with her was the same one who’d nervously delivered information to Navar. She seemed far more at ease, now, confident, even, as she led Rynara across stone walkways. There were no natural railings through the caves, but the Redeemers must’ve created some, as metal bars ran along the edges where she and the woman walked. Several times, Rynara slipped on the slick moss beneath her and caught a railing to steady herself. Cursing, she felt liquid drip down her back. She tried not to wonder what it was.

      The woman eventually led her to a small room with a cot. Rynara hoped she’d not be forced to sleep there. Dietrich’s words, if she’d deciphered them correctly, were to inform her that he’d try and message her throughout the night. This room, simple as it was, only held the makeshift bed, a chair, and a dresser. The woman guided Rynara to the bed, helping to ease her onto her stomach, then slipped on a pair of gloves and pulled jars from the dresser’s drawers.

      Wordlessly, she opened one of the jars, pulled a glob of white salve from it, and began rubbing it on Rynara’s back. She hissed, both from the pain and the coolness, but the woman shushed her gently, and pushed her down.

      “It stings at first,” she said, “but it will help.”

      A healer, Rynara thought. She clasped tightly to the sheet on the cot, grinding her teeth as the woman continued her ministrations.

      When she’d finished, she pulled Rynara upright and checked her other wounds. None were as horrible as those on her back, thankfully, but even if she understood that logically, it didn’t make her feel any better. She still could hardly think, given how horribly she’d been injured and burned.

      Bandaging came next. It hurt everywhere, but especially on the lashings, and when the woman tightened them, the pressure on her ribs made her groan.

      “Am I to endure this again tomorrow?” she asked weakly.

      “I will advise Navar to give you a day of rest.”

      She attempted a nod.

      “Thank you.”

      “My name is Nayva, by the way.”

      Rynara tried to have the will to care. “Why do you do this?”

      It’s not what she’d meant to say, but it’s what came out. The woman, Nayva, lifted a brow.

      “Do what? Heal?”

      “Work for them. There are no chains on your wrists. You’re here willingly, I assume?”

      Nayva turned away, sliding the jar lid back on and returning it to the dresser.

      “Look.”

      She grabbed at either end of her robes, and pulled down, exposing her chest. Instinctively, Rynara made to turn away but stopped when she saw the woman’s scars.

      She had no breasts. In their place only lay a crisscrossing of lines.

      She pulled her robes back up.

      “I’m Sadiyan, as I’m sure you can tell.” She gestured to her dark hair and green eyes. “I married a Prianthian man. Can you guess who did this to me?”

      Rynara shook her head. “Any group is capable of evil, I’ve found.”

      Nayva let out a small snort. “Yes, well, my own family did this to me. They said that this way, I’d never be able to feed the fiend that came out of my womb. Then they killed my husband. The Redeemers took me in; they were the only ones who’d take me in. Too many of my brethren told me I deserved this.”

      She pulled something else from a drawer, then lifted a pitcher of water Rynara hadn’t noticed, and poured her a drink.

      “Take these,” she said. “You have a fever. These will help.”

      Rynara did as she was told. The small tablets Nayva handed her were bitter, but she gulped them down quickly with the water, and handed back the glass.

      “I’m sorry,” Rynara said. “For what was done to you. I can’t imagine that level of condemnation, especially from my own family.”

      “You would feel sympathy for me, when I was the one who brought you here?”

      Rynara narrowed her eyes. She didn’t remember clearly who’d put the cloth to her mouth at the inn, but Nayva had all but confessed, and she had no reason to disbelieve her.

      “How did you find me?”

      “I got a job at the inn. I worked the front desk. It wasn’t hard to figure out which room was yours after that.”

      Rynara nodded. She was too tired and in too much pain to do much else. Even expending anger toward this woman seemed exhausting.

      “Even then,” she muttered.

      “What?”

      “Even then. Knowing it was you. I still feel sympathy for you.”

      “I don’t need your sympathy.”

      “No. You just need Navar’s.”

      Nayva stared at her. Rynara hadn’t meant it to sound so biting, but even said quietly, it seemed to awaken something in her.

      Unspeaking, Nayva helped her up, bringing her back to the other cave room. Rynara took one more glance at the makeshift factory beneath them—makeshift town, truthfully, given its size—wishing she could see where all the tunnels led.

      She also made every effort she could not to trip or stumble, lest she bring herself more pain.

      When they reached the room, Rynara fought the impulse to look at the cracks in the ceiling. They weren’t big enough for a person to fit through, but she wished somehow they were, and that Dietrich could come down, and grant her comfort.

      She’d hated being presented to him and her Hawks, weak and harmed as she was. Not because she cared about herself, in that moment, but because she’d seen the anguish in them, the helplessness. If their roles were reversed, she knew she’d feel the same.

      Be at peace, she thought. I’ll make it out of this.

      More than making it out for their sake, she had to make it out for her own. She needed to recover, gain back her strength, and find out where Garron had been taken. She refused to believe her knight had undergone any of the same misery she had. He was safe, somewhere, keeping his head down, minding his captors. He was being taken to a mine, likely, but he was strong, and they wouldn’t want to hurt him for fear he’d make a less productive worker.

      It wasn’t a good fate, but it was one she could save him from.

      Yes. She’d get out of this place. She’d find him.

      “I’ll be back,” Nayva said. She deposited Rynara as if she was an unwieldy sack, then left. When she returned, she had a pillow and blanket. They’d do little to make the cave floor bearable, but with her newly bandaged back, she’d at least be able to cover it with the blanket. It was better than laying with her skin exposed. She didn’t know what kinds of things the mushroom’s pollutants did to open wounds.

      Before leaving, Nayva also started a fire for her. It was small, and would probably burn out well before the night was through, but it confirmed to Rynara that fires could be started openly in this place. She hadn’t been sure before. It seemed the workers had separate areas sectioned off for their labor to take place. At least now the mystery of whether open flames would react with the strange air had been solved.

      “Thank you,” Rynara said as Nayva made to leave.

      The woman didn’t answer her. She pulled the blanket over her back, then left, closing the door to the cave room behind her.

      Rynara had no way of knowing if Dietrich was there. She might not have even understood his message correctly. Fatigue clung to her, a combination of too much pain, too little sleep, her fever, and whatever Nayva had given her.

      She lay still on her stomach. The agony clinging to her wasn’t gone, but it was manageable, if she didn’t move. Looking for the little bit of brightness in all the darkness, she thanked the Light that Garron had forced her to work with element shackles, for she couldn’t imagine how disoriented she’d feel if that had compounded atop everything else.

      To comfort herself, she flexed her leg. She could feel the tie around her ankle, securing her Amulet.

      She stared at the flames, wishing she could call to them. The chains were the least of her worries, but she might be able to free herself of this place, if only she could call her elements. It was odd to think she missed them. She’d not thought the feeling possible for something that didn’t live, but she did miss them. She missed the power they gave her, and the freedom. She missed the security of knowing that no matter what, when she called to them, they answered.

      She wished she could undo the effects of her chains.

      A thought came to her, of what the Artifacts were meant to dp. A thought that had come to her often, when she’d wished to change her fate.

      Ancient scripts hadn’t been detailed, and the text being written in Old Evean made translations unreliable, but the traits of each Artifact were generally agreed upon by scholars.

      The Dagger granted immortality, and the Shield granted invincibility.

      The Ring could bind, and the Amulet could undo that which had been done.

      Rynara took a breath, and attempted to do what she’d vowed never to do as a Guardian: she looked to the fire at her side and, willing it to obey her, called on her Artifact’s power.

      And the power answered.
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      For the first time in months, X’odia allowed herself to fall into a true restful slumber.

      When she woke up, as she thought might occur, the Sight claimed her.

      The vision was short.

      It showed her a dragon, a man, and a woman on fire.

      No, not on fire. The woman was the fire.

      And she burned everything in sight.
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      Gwenivere Verigrad stood. The wounds on her back sealed. The bruises faded.

      She could call elements.

      More than call.

      Absorb.

      The fire Nayva had made—the fire that was now inside her—had proven that.

      She had to escape. She had to escape tonight. If the Redeemers discovered what she’d done, they’d kill her, or worse. They might take her Artifact. She had no idea the influence Navar would wield if he possessed that.

      Dietrich’s note finally came. It fluttered down to her from the crack above. With her pain gone, she was able to run over to it before it drifted further away.

      With it came a bit of charcoal, so she could write back.

      Are you all right? his note read.

      Hurriedly, she wrote out her answer.

      I’m fine. Is Seera with you?

      She looked up, and cast the note to the small shadow coming through the moonlight. She couldn’t see Dietrich clearly, but she imagined he’d be surprised, when the parchment came back to him without his elements to bring it up.

      She’s here. Did they remove your chains?

      No. But I don’t have time to explain. I need you to trust me. Have Seera break through the ceiling until she can fill this cave with fire. Have her direct every flame aurora she can at me. At me! I know it sounds absurd, but please, trust me.

      She sent the note back up.

      Waited.

      Outside, she could here Redeemers talking. If they came in and found her standing, they’d know something was amiss.

      Come on come on come on!

      She was practically jumping waiting for Dietrich’s response.

      He didn’t send another note. She waited minutes, and those minutes felt like hours, given all that was at stake. She bounced on her heels, praying he’d hurry, praying he’d not overthink her command.

      Trust me, she urged, willing her thoughts to him. Trust⁠—

      The room shook. A loud banging sounded against the ceiling. Gwenivere laughed, her blood stirring.

      Come on, Seera, she thought. Break this place to pieces.

      Outside her room, the Redeemers started shouting. The banging echoed throughout the caves, but its origin was indecipherable to any besides her.

      They likely thought an earthquake was happening. They certainly wouldn’t think to check the room with the half-dead hostage.

      Seera’s claw broke through. Gwenivere looked to it, excited, then back to the door. The claw lifted, disappearing, then burst through again. Rocks fell from the ceiling. Moonlight came in. When Seera pressed her claw through a third time, huge chunks of the ceiling fell. Gwenivere jumped out of the way, lest she be crushed.

      It was then that door to her room finally opened. The men who’d taken turns beating her entered.

      Gwenivere smiled.

      “Now!”

      As she’d commanded, Seera roared, and released an eruption of fire. Gwenivere called on her Artifact again, shouting as the fires engulfed her.

      They didn’t burn. Not her at least. The men who’d come into the room were reduced to ash, but Gwenivere’s body remained upright. Like Seera’s scales, and the chains on her wrists, her skin took the fire in. Her body filled with it.

      Seera kept calling fire. Gwenivere absorbed it all, until she glowed with the red of embers and the orange of heat. There was no limit to what she could take. She was infinite flames.

      She was power incarnate.

      When Seera had nothing left, she continued to bang at the ground beneath her, ripping open the cave wall. Once the opening had grown big enough, she crashed down like a torrent, Dietrich atop her back.

      “Gwenivere?”

      She smiled up at him, then lifted her chains to the dragon.

      Seera put her teeth around them, sunk in, and whipped her head back.

      The chains snapped.
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      Gwenivere was a goddess. She was a star crashed down from the heavens. A meteor without flight.

      Dietrich had never seen anything like it. The flames Seera called wrapped around and into Gwenivere’s flesh. She stood beneath him, her skin aglow with fire.

      He could feel the heat burning off her. It licked her skin, yet settled, as though she was the pull of gravity itself.

      “The Redeemers are without chains,” she said. “The slaves are in the cavern below.”

      Then she was off. Dietrich held tight to Seera’s quills as Gwenivere ran through the open door at the room’s edge. It was too small for Seera to fit through, but she’d broken down one cave wall already. What was a few more?

      Ready, Prince? she asked, sensing his thoughts.

      He crouched down low, and dropped his shoulders.

      Seera roared, opened her wings, and barreled forward.
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      Just as Gwenivere crossed the platform, Seera came bursting through.

      All along the various walkways, Redeemers shouted, frantically trying to ready weapons. Those who called elements had them absorbed into Seera’s scales. Those with touched bows tried to aim, only to have a column of fire erupt from Gwenivere’s hands.

      They screamed.

      Their arms burned off.

      Seera and Dietrich landed in the cavern below. Gwenivere lost sight of them as she liquefied Nayva’s door and sprinted into her room.

      “Leave now, if you want to live,” Gwenivere ordered. The woman scurried to the room’s back, but Gwenivere didn’t waste time seeing if she listened. She ran back out, called air, and jumped to the cavern below.

      Unlike the clock tower, there was no preparation. Gwenivere came down like a comet. Her ankles shattered from the impact.

      Crying out, she called upon her Amulet, her bones reknitting themselves. Beneath her, the ground began to melt.

      Dietrich leaped from Seera’s back. He landed beside her, daggers ready. As Redeemers dropped their weapons and made to flee, they were struck down by Seera’s claws, Gwenivere’s flames, and Dietrich’s blades.

      “Kill them!”

      Gwenivere looked up, expecting to find Navar’s orders directed at her or Dietrich. Instead, the man was pointing to the hundreds of enslaved people huddled together.

      “No!”

      Gwenivere cast her fire out, but there were too many of them. Redeemers emerged from various tunnels throughout the cave, swarming the walkways above and casting elements down.

      Navar would rather kill the enslaved then let them go. Gwenivere screamed, but there was nothing she could do.

      They were going to die.

      A gush of wind knocked her back. Seera hurled herself forward, her wings opening.

      The enslaved wept and cried out, but the elements absorbed into Seera’s scales.

      Then she roared and flew toward the pathways above.

      “Get them out!” Gwenivere yelled to Dietrich. He finished stabbing a Redeemer through the chest, kicking the man off his blade. He nodded to her and hurried over to the prisoners.

      Gwenivere cast her fire toward the flurry of Redeemers readying arrows. They were like a swarm, a murder of crows emerging from the remnants of a hollowed-out tree. She pressed her flames toward them as Seera latched her claws onto one of the walkway’s railings, grabbed three men in her jaws, and snapped them in half.

      Their bodies landed with a smack at Gwenivere’s side.

      More men fell. Seera dug her claws through men’s chests, then flicked them down. What’d been the slave quarters transformed into the Redeemers’ deathplace. The cave would soon echo with the sound of their auroras drifting.

      As Seera leaped from pathway to pathway, Gwenivere watched Navar disappear down a corridor. Trusting the dragon to defend herself and Dietrich to lead the enslaved people to safety, Gwenivere dashed through a cave hall.

      She couldn’t let Navar escape.

      The light of her flaming body illuminated the dark labyrinth. She stopped to listen at a forked path, piercing through the screams and shouts of panic, listening for Navar’s voice. When she’d found it, she made her way through the furthest corridor, praying to stop his flight.

      Eleven men were running the opposite direction. Toward her, rather than away.

      Four raised their spears. Two lifted crossbows. Five lifted swords.

      Gwenivere caught her breath, sighed, and rushed them.

      They’d not expected her advance. They struck out, some landing hits, slicing open her skin. A bolt shot through her shoulder. A spear slammed through her chest.

      The weapons burned away instantly, saving her the trouble of pulling them out. Continuing to call on the Amulet, the wounds closed.

      The men backed up, terrified. One dropped his crossbow as she approached. When she lifted her fist, he tried to shield his face, but the heat from her body melted through his arms. As her blow struck, the entire left side of his face burned off.

      She struck out at the others around her. By the time she was through, she’d incurred slashes and stab wound, though none remained. The Redeemers were scattered around her, molten lava along the labyrinth floor.

      Livid at the time they’d wasted, she stepped over what remained of them, and continued her pursuit.
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      Dietrich led the prisoners. He’d not realized how far the Serpent’s Breath had descended within the Sanctuary. It was a massive, waterless well plummeting down, down, down. His lungs burned from the uphill climb, the fight, and defending the enslaved as Redeemers pursued them.

      His enemies should’ve run. They should’ve seen his size, his speed, his ease of movement, and retreated.

      Instead, they tried to fight.

      Where the Redeemers pursued, Dietrich left piles of bodies.

      The captives who’d been brought in most recently and remembered the path told Dietrich which way to go. They’d determined swiftly that they were being freed. They were allies now. It’d not been a thing forged or a treaty signed. It was a chance of escape, and they’d clasped it strongly.

      Many of the enslaved were children and elderly women. When it seemed no more Redeemers came, Dietrich sheathed his knives and lifted those who fell behind. He scooped two small boys up. A little girl, no older than her sixth winter, wrapped her legs around his stomach and her arms around his neck.

      The strongest of them fell back, helping those who couldn’t run as fast. The cracks on the ceiling were closed the further they went, leaving the caves in total darkness. Dietrich understood now why folktales told of an ancient, massive serpent slithering its way through the mountains. The tunnels were stories high and rounded out, smooth and slick above and beneath him.

      With no moonlight to guide their feet, more and more people began to fall. Their feet now splashed through water, fatigued and tired. Dietrich urged them on, always looking over his shoulder, always afraid Navar’s Redeemers would catch up and cut some of them down.

      “Go!” he yelled. “Get up! We’re almost there!”

      He had no idea how much farther, but a few women in the front echoed the call.

      There were some men among them. As Dietrich’s steps began to slow, they ran over to him, giving him the same encouragement he’d given them. They each took one of the children he carried, leaving his body free to care only for itself.

      “It’s here!” someone shouted. “We’ve made it!”

      A small circle of light formed at the tunnel’s end. It sat above a pile of enormous rocks, remnants, it seemed, from a cave in long ago.

      The sight of it, and the declaration, sent a wave of hope through them. Their pace quickened. Their energy reignited.

      They’d done it. They’d liberated the Sanctuary.

      All that was left was the small climb and they’d be among the forest.

      Seera! Dietrich called. Seera, where are you?

      In response, the dragon’s claw once again burst through the cave wall. This time, it’d come from opposite of him. She’d already flown out of the cave and circled back around to this exit, sensing where he’d been within the mountain.

      She pulled her claw back, widening the small escape. Moonlight shone down and illuminated the way to freedom.

      Atop her back, still wreathed in flames, sat Gwenivere.
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      Gwenivere watched the cave’s opening until the last captive emerged.

      Dietrich was among them. Nayva too, as well as hundreds of others. Gwenivere didn’t know any by name, but a few resembled her Hawks. Family members, then. People who had been taken, kidnapped, beaten. Forced to build Navar’s empire.

      When everyone was out, Gwenivere stepped back, far from the massive crowd, and released all the fire back into the cave.

      If any Redeemers still pursued them, they’d have turned to embers. Their auroras would be ripped from their bodies.

      Depleted, but still holding onto her Amulet’s power, Gwenivere turned back to the enslaved.

      No, not enslaved. Not anymore.

      She turned back to her people.

      “You’re safe now,” she said. “The Redeemers can no longer harm you.”

      To prove her point, she walked over to a stone just outside the cave entrance where Seera had deposited Navar. Gwenivere had found him, surrounded by more of his followers. She’d killed them as she had the others. Him, though, him she’d saved. She’d shouted for Seera, knowing that if she tried to grab the man, she’d melt him.

      She didn’t want him dead. Not quietly, in a corner, where no one would see.

      She wanted her people to see the man who’d enslaved them.

      She wanted to give them closure.

      Seera had wrapped him in her claws, and flown back out the way she’d first come in. Gwenivere had asked her to find Dietrich, and though she’d not been able to hear the dragon’s reply, she’d trusted her to bring them back.

      “This is the man who imprisoned you,” Gwenivere declared. With the flames unleashed, she pulled Navar up by his collar, and tossed him in front of her.

      Seera had not been careful. Gwenivere could see a bone protruding from his leg.

      “I endured his torment for only a few days. For some of you, it’s been months. For some, it’s been nearly a lifetime.”

      Her eyes found Dietrich’s.

      She didn’t know what to say next. If the fury in his gaze was any indication of how the rest of them felt, Gwenivere imagined they’d want Navar dead, and they’d want him dead now.

      He deserved it, certainly. He was a darkness upon the world. A disease. To be rid of him would be to rid the planet of a cancer that consumed.

      Yet he was valuable. How much information could be pulled from him, if he was kept alive? How much more of the population might she and her people free, if only they knew how far his fingers of influence reached?

      Gwenivere stared down at the man. She’d never killed before today. In the blaze of the fight, she’d only wished to survive and escape. Now, despite wanting to be rid of him, she found she was only tired.

      Still, there was a harsh truth she had to face:

      She was Xenith’s true queen. The man before her was an enemy to her nation.

      It might not be today, but eventually, with a calm hand and a steady heart, she’d have to order his execution.

      I will take no pleasure from that, she thought. Navar was an evil man, but he was old, and frail. She commanded the power of the divine.

      Before she could speak again, Seera nudged her aside. The crowd, who’d pressed forward, suddenly backed up. The only person to dare step out was Dietrich. He looked different, somehow, like a man possessed. His eyes, which bore into Navar, seemed unfocused.

      “For Zoran,” he said.

      Seera pushed Navar to his back, then grabbed his ankles, and bit down.

      He screamed. The sound of bones breaking shattered through his cries.

      Seera opened her mouth, then clamped down on his torso. She didn’t bite all the way through. She only punctured the surface of his skin, then called fire, not as flames, but as black, burning smoke.

      “For Savine,” Dietrich said.

      The dragon lifted her neck, thrust Navar up, then spat him onto the ground.

      His cries stopped. His neck snapped.

      It was only then that Seera called the flames, and turned Navar to ash.

      It’d happened so quickly, Gwenivere hadn’t had time to stop it. Her mind had gone into shock. Her body too, she realized, for how paralyzed it’d suddenly become.

      Attempting to ground herself, Gwenivere released a breath. With it, she finally, belatedly, stopped calling on her Amulet.

      The act was met with agony. It was so swift, and so sudden, she hardly had a moment to cry out.

      She fell to the ground. She gasped. Reeled. Her world began to spin. Her body submitted to pain, awful, excruciating, unexplainable pain.

      And then her vision went black.
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      The worst of winter was over.

      It was still dreadfully cold, but Elizabeth no longer inwardly cursed every time she needed to change her clothes or attempted to wash her hair.

      Vixeen had left to visit the closest village. Such ventures had been few and far between for the last two months, but now, with ice becoming snow, and snow becoming frustrating puddles you slipped in rather than sunk into, paths could be traversed more easily. The sun stayed out for longer hours too, making travel less dangerous. The woman would be back in a few days’ time, and hopefully she’d return with food, new clothing, and news about what’d been transpiring around the continent.

      Elizabeth chose now to finally widen what she’d begun calling her safety hole. Vixeen had begged her not to call the dugout hiding place that, but seeing the spy so out of sorts had only solidified that the name needed to stick.

      Maybe Elizabeth was more like her brothers than she thought.

      Vixeen seemed relieved when it was finally warm enough to leave their hideout.

      Truthfully, Elizabeth knew the spy would fret over her and miss her while she was away. You didn’t spend nearly every waking moment with another person and get along with them wonderfully if you didn’t at least somewhat like them. And Elizabeth was rather certain she and Vixeen more than liked each other. After experiencing terror and trivialities together, day in and day out, they were practically family.

      Bored out of her mind with the spy gone, Elizabeth rolled back the rug that covered the floor, and got to work. She was surprised at how difficult the job was and how quickly her hands stung from the shovel. Still, there was little else to do. Pounding away, she managed to expand the ditch little by little. Sweat dripped down her brow and stung her eyes. It forced her to take breaks, if only to wipe the droplets from her skin.

      It was during one of these breaks, sitting atop her bed and resting, that she allowed herself to take in the bloodstain on the floor. Usually the carpet hid it, which was fine by Elizabeth, as she wasn’t fond of having to look at it. It brought to mind horrible images of Yvaine Barie tied up to the beam in the room’s center, incurring the wrath of the late king.

      The stain also reminded Elizabeth of the other one, just outside the cellar. It hadn’t been so long ago that she’d visited the shack within the wheatgrass field and looked upon her family’s deathplace.

      Tired and still catching her breath, she studied the one at her feet now, marveling at how far it reached across the floor. If she had to guess, she’d estimate the stain was nearly the same size as the one in the shack.

      That struck her as odd. Her family’s bodies had all been stacked atop one another, but even then, the bloodstain in the shack was only a bit larger than the one beneath her, and Yvaine Barie had only been beaten, not killed. How could so much blood have spilled from a single person without killing them?

      Unless . . .

      Elizabeth bolted up. She’d not wanted to leave the cellar—she’d been ordered to never leave the cellar unless Vixeen was present and the surrounding area was clear—but she ran up the small stairway and pushed open the cellar’s door. Light spilled onto her, blinding her for a moment, but she shielded her eyes from the sun, picked up her skirts, and ran to the shack.

      She burst into the room. There was no wind today. She surveyed the deathplace of her family as she had all those months ago, eyes looking again to the dark stain on the wood. It reached across the floor. More than what was in the cellar, but of course there was more. Four people had died here. If she reduced the stain to a quarter of that size, it was comparable, maybe even smaller, than the bloodstain in the cellar.

      Running back to her hideout, she looked at the surrounding area. If Yvaine Barie had lost that much blood, then surely some of the stairs would have bloodstains too. There might be a bloody handprint on the latch that led out of the cellar, or maybe even—if Elizabeth brushed away the snow—she’d find bloodstains on the nearly imperceptible cover that normally hid the cellar’s entrance.

      There were none.

      There were no traces that Yvaine Barie had ever left the cellar.

      I know who the spy is, she realized. She spun around, looking out across the wheat grass field, but of course, nobody was there.

      She had no way to warn anyone.

      She had no way to let Natalia know what was coming.
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      The Tiadorian ambassador had arrived.

      Natalia met him as he came into Voradeen. She made sure knights and guards throughout the city were relegated to the paths the ambassador would be on. It wouldn’t do to have anyone who’d lost a family member or loved one at the border attempting to enact uninformed vengeance. The printings would undoubtedly comment on the occasion, and the more vitriolic ones would claim that the palace cared more about important, foreign killers than the citizens of Xenith, but after the news of ‘Gwenivere’s’ capture and exile, the majority of them would be feeling more charitable. The usual onslaught of hatred would be reduced to the equivalent of a suspicious glance.

      To Natalia’s surprise, Ambassador Dei-Sol was an exceptionally pleasant man. He was middle-aged with elegant clothing and a regal posture. It belied the low, rough sound of his voice, and the surprising charisma in his eyes. He seemed a person who’d endured much but allowed his experiences to educate him, rather than cause him to become bitter or hardened.

      Natalia found she admired everything about him, from his garb and his demeanor to the warmth in his smile. Simply being around him made her want to be a better person. That was a rare thing. A new thing. She wasn’t sure anyone besides Gerard Verigrad had ever made her feel that way.

      Upon reaching the palace, she offered him the teas Becca had taught her about. The exchange went well, though it lacked any really depth or momentum, as she and Dei-Sol both seemed preoccupied with getting a grasp on the other more than anything else.

      Natalia wanted to say more beyond general trivialities, but the ambassador said he was tired from his travels and wished to retire until their meeting with the Treaty of Five.

      “Of course,” Natalia said. “Let me show you to your rooms. If they are not to your liking, feel free to let myself or any of the knights attending you know, and we will find better accommodations.”

      “Your hospitality is appreciated. Trust me, though, Queen Regent, we in Tiador live with very little. Whatever you offer will be more than enough.”

      Natalia didn’t know if the statement was one of condemnation or if he was simply stating a fact. Regardless, it sent her on a mad hunt to gain more knowledge. Rather than sleeping, she stayed up, looking through everything she could on Tiador—everything else she could, besides what she’d read leading up to the ambassador’s arrival—and tried to memorize all her mind could hold.

      Though she’d not wanted to stop to eat or drink, she knew it prudent to keep her mind sharp and her energy up. Reluctantly, she put her books down, much to Sir Nicolas’s relief, as the candlelight she’d used all throughout the night kept him from sleeping. He’d hoped to nap a bit before the meeting started, but as she dressed, she relayed various facts to him. Teaching someone was the best way to retain information. By the time the foreign dignitaries met, Nicolas would be the third most knowledge person in the room on Tiador, after the Tiadorian himself, and Natalia.

      Despite her preference for lightweight gowns, she’d discovered Tiadorian nobles often dressed with a mix of fine fabrics and armor. Adopting the style, she dawned a light blue dress embroidered with gold leaves along the front, the size of the leaves ranging from small to large as they swept down to the floor. The dress flared only slightly, a contrast to her golden armor bodice, and the tight metal around her shoulders and neck. Her hair, parted in the middle and pulled back from her face, was ornamented with small pieces of gold, bringing out the occasional matching strands among her silver and white hair.

      Pulled back locks, she’d read, symbolized one eager to see unimpeded. It was often associated with a person who wished to take in the world and learn. Apt pupils were drawn with such styles, or newly appointed royals. Natalia thought it a fitting thing for her to wear, then, hoping Dei-Sol would recognize her appearance for what it was: a willingness to meet with him not from a place of judgment but curiosity.

      She’d sent runners down to inform Aden’s servants on how best to dress him. Though he’d not be talking much during the meeting, his presentation still mattered. It had to look as though the boy embraced the path to respectability, rather than appearing as a spoiled child playing at king.

      As for the Treaty of Five members, Natalia didn’t bother providing them with guidance. Commandant Hedford was a lost cause, as the man was always brash and never gave anyone much respect. Edifor was an ambassador himself, so he likely already knew how best to speak and dress and act. Vanessa never seemed particularly interested in anyone or anything. She talked little at meetings and only seemed keen on keeping herself abreast of each situation. The Arctic’s politics were a bit confusing to Natalia, but she understood that Vanessa, a baroness, could never rule her country, despite being a daughter of the current queen, all because she’d left her borders. Thus, only her children could be eligible for the throne, so long as they themselves never left their home and their lands brought in the most amount of wealth. Vanessa, then, would pay attention for selfish reasons, but she didn’t fear Tiador, nor did she care if Dei-Sol liked her. She only wished to wring what she could from the meeting, and figure out how best to capitalize on that knowledge.

      That left Yvaine.

      All Natalia asked of her mother was that she didn’t launch into any accusations. She could say and think whatever she wanted of the ambassador and his country, but she needed to keep her usual abrasive attitude to herself.

      Don’t mess this up for me, Natalia silently pleaded. She sent the thought in the direction of her mother’s rooms, then turned from the mirror she’d been standing in front of, looking to Nicolas.

      “What do you think? Suitable?”

      He blinked tired eyes but managed a small smile.

      “I don’t think you’ve ever looked so regal.”

      Natalia tried not to smile back, but she lost the battle. The corners of her lips lifted.

      She was nervous, but she was excited nervous. For the first time in months, she actually had an opportunity to change things for the better. The news of Gwenivere’s capture and exile had lifted the spirits within Voradeen in a way that was nearly tangible. With the Sadiyans credited for her capture, the tension between them and Xens within the city had nearly evaporated. Even Natalia’s worst critics seemed to sing happier tunes.

      She also, finally, had the opportunity to end the trade ban. With that, she could stimulate Xenith’s economy, as well as help the sick. More money would also mean more ways to help the poor throughout the nation, as well as those who still needed their homes repaired. The squire program could be expanded, which would lead to more knights, which would lead to more people monitoring crime throughout both the upper and lower districts.

      If everything went well with Dei-Sol, Natalia could also potentially expand trade to the Far West and bring home the soldiers that’d been stationed at the border. Those soldiers could then take jobs that helped rebuild the city or they could stay within Xenith’s ranks and enlist to help in other cities, like Sarabai, to the east.

      I can see why Dorian always liked this, she thought. For the first time since becoming Queen Regent, Natalia felt like she truly had power. Not just power. Hope. She was seeing light breaking through storm clouds.

      “We have one stop to make before the meeting,” she said. “Care to join me in the dungeons?”

      Nicolas made a sound of disgust.

      She poked his arm. “Agreed.”

      Having discovered that Vel had been Anastasia’s ‘spy,’ Natalia had possessed little reason to continue interrogating Azar. Clearly what he’d told her regarding a shape-shifter among the palace had been a made-up story fed to him by the Prianthian noblewoman. Its only purpose had been to sew fear and doubt—a purpose that’d worked for too long.

      Still, he had his uses. He’d thrown a weapon during the conference that’d been meant to come across as Tiadorian, and Natalia doubted her western neighbor appreciated the act.

      As a gift to Dei-Sol, she would hand Azar over and allow him to be interrogated as the Tiadorians saw fit. Maybe they could pose questions of him that Natalia hadn’t thought to ask. Maybe they would kill him. It didn’t matter. So long as Dei-Sol saw the gesture of goodwill for what it was, Natalia would be happy.

      Making the detour, she hurried to the dungeon. The guards standing post nodded in acknowledgment as she and Nicolas approached.

      “I wish for the prisoner Azar to be made presentable,” she said. “See that the task is done quickly.”

      The guards looked to each other, then back at her.

      “Apologies, Queen Regent,” one of them said. Natalia thought she remembered his name was Erivahn.

      “Apologies for what?”

      “You . . . you must be in shock. Sometimes that can happen seeing someone die.”

      Natalia frowned. She shared a look with Nicolas, but he seemed just as perplexed as she was.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Azar died,” the other knight said. “You were the one to report it.”

      “You’re mistaken. I haven’t seen the prisoner recently.”

      “We have it here in the logs.” Erivahn pulled a board and parchment that hung just to the side of the dungeon’s entrance. He handed it over to her and Nicolas.

      Her name was signed, as was the time.

      “Were you the ones posted when this happened?” she asked, concerned.

      “No, Queen Regent. Would you like us to get the other logs of who was stationed that day?”

      “Yes, please do. Nicolas, stay back and get this sorted. Just to be clear, though . . .” She swallowed, steeling her nerves. “The prisoner Azar is, in fact, dead?”

      Erivahn nodded. “I’m afraid so. His body was released from the dungeons the day it happened and brought to the Temple of the Stone so he might ascend in peace. It’s what’s done to prisoners who are never given trials.”

      Natalia nodded. She was glad now she’d not promised Azar to Dei-Sol and had merely planned to surprise the ambassador an act of good faith. Even so, her prior excitement grew sour.

      “Even if it interrupts the meeting, approach me when you have this resolved,” she told Nicolas. “I have to go or I’ll be late. You know the room?”

      Her knight assured her he did, and they parted ways.

      Not allowing the bad news to bring her down, Natalia forced her tired mind to run through everything she’d learned about Tiador. She reminded herself of their greetings, the words or terms they considered offensive, what their religious beliefs were, when it was appropriate to speak, and how best to interject if one had something useful to add to a conversation.

      She ran through every useful fact she could until she’d arrived at the assigned meeting room. She took a deep breath, smoothed down her skirts, and entered.

      Surprisingly, everyone was already in attendance. Though her detour hadn’t caused her to be tardy, she’d still not anticipated she’d be the last noble to arrive. Her mother, Hedford, Vanessa, Edifor, and even Aden were all seated, each engaged in pleasant conversation, save the king, who watched with curious eyes. Only Peter was missing, but he arrived a moment later, satchel over his shoulder and notebook in hand. Natalia looked to him as he entered, wanting to apologize that this meeting was only happening because they were holding his brother as collateral over the border.

      He pointedly ignored her. Adjusting his satchel’s strap, he found his seat, which was separate from the rest. It was the only one that wasn’t around the long table in the room’s center.

      This time, Natalia hadn’t been relegated to listener alongside him. That small difference felt symbolic.

      Forcing a smile, she greeted each of the attendees.

      With everyone present, they agreed to start early.

      “I’d like to begin by saying that my personal knight may need to deliver news to me at some point,” she said. “If he does, I offer my apologies for having to excuse myself, but the information is pertinent to the meeting and concerns everyone.

      “Directness is valued in Tiador, so in accordance with the ways of our most recent guest, I think it best we launch immediately into the matter of the trade ban with Sadie.

      “Ambassador Dei-Sol, the rest of us here decided to forgo making a decision on whether to end or keep the trade ban until we’d had the opportunity to meet with you. Given the sanctions placed on Tiador after the War of Fire, we understand that reworking previous trade agreements with your country might be of interest.”

      Dei-Sol nodded, then provided each of them duplicates of a message written by his ruler. It was in depth, more so than any of the financial documents and records kept by Xen advisers. It provided, in detail, all the ways in which restrictions over the last thirty-plus years had impacted their people, ranging from reduced access to the East’s cures, building materials needed to rebuild cities destroyed during the war, illnesses that’d kept people from working, and forests that’d been burned down, leaving them without vital resources for construction and food. Wildlife had suffered, impacting their abilities to hunt. Predators that’d once kept away looked for food inside small villages or from traveling caravans.

      The message was clear: the War of Fire had not ended for Tiador when it had ended for Xenith, Mesidia, and their allies. It still raged, though it’d become a slow, lingering death, rather than a quick one.

      “We do not feel we can progress from this point,” Dei-Sol said, steepling his hands atop the table. “We must make up for the wrongs placed on us from decades prior.”

      “But these demands are preposterous!” Hedford slapped his parchment back onto the table. “You’re insisting that every one of our countries provides you with 30 percent of what we’ve earned over the last thirty years.”

      “Money was stolen from us before the War of Fire,” Dei-Sol answered calmly. “That war started because you all became rich off of the trade meant to come into our country. It was known we were a peaceful people, unable to fight back. You forced anyone trading goods into my home to pay you exorbitant fees. By the time they reached us, much of the goods we’d already paid for went back into your hands. You crippled our economy.”

      “And you burned our fields,” Yvaine said. “You put salt in the soil so a number of our crops could no longer grow. These were the products of war. You chose violence, rather than reworking trade deals, and we defeated you. Why should we now face the consequences for those actions?”

      Hedford passionately agreed. Vanessa and Edifor watched, interested, and Aden sat silently.

      “It is hard to rework deals,” Dei-Sol said, “when the ones in place aren’t being honored.”

      “Then let us make new ones,” Natalia said. “Ambassador, we wanted to present you with the opportunity to have your nation be reopened to trade with us. What if we reopened trade not only with you, but with Sadie as well? To compensate for the loss of trade over the years, we can guarantee that any goods transported from Sadie to you will not be taxed in our lands. Traveling merchants and traders will be given discounted stays at any of our inns, across our countries.”

      She looked to the others. They nodded their agreement.

      “Sadie had invaluable resources,” she continued. “I assure you: They are better than what any of our countries have. We can work through the details of this agreement, and you can write to your king tonight and see what specifications he’d wish documented in a deal, but would this serve as at least a start in repairing the damage caused to your country?”

      Dei-Sol laced his fingers together. He sat on the information, and the room seemed to collectively hold its breath.

      When he nodded, Natalia silently released a sigh of relief.

      “Then we’re in agreement,” she said. “We end the trade ban with Sadie?”

      It was put to a vote. They all said yes.

      Peter, sitting by the room’s only window, documented the monumental moment.

      “There will be much to discuss,” Natalia said, attempting to hide her glee. “We can’t determine anything concrete today with the new trade deals, especially not without consulting Sadie first—which might be difficult, given their current predicament—but Ambassador Dorian might be able to work with the nation to relay their wants to us, and ours to them.

      “For now, I think it best we determine what we’d like out of this new trade deal for each of our respective nations. Those of you representing your rulers, you can pass this information along to them after this meeting is adjourned. How long do you believe it will take to receive information back for each of your nations? Baroness, what say you?”

      Natalia wrote down the estimated times for the Arctic, Theatia, and Yendor. Before she could write the same thing down for Tiador, a knock sounded, and Nicolas was allowed in.

      “Excuse me,” Natalia said. “This pertains to the interruption I warned about earlier.”

      “I think this wonderful start calls for celebration,” Yvaine said, beckoning for Sir Maximus to bring over the wine glasses placed on a table in the room’s back. “I was going to wait until further into the meeting, but this seems as fine a moment as ever.”

      Dipping her head, Natalia thanked her mother for the momentary distraction. She rose from her seat and met Nicolas by the door.

      “What did the knight logs show?” she asked quietly, not wanting to be overheard. “Were they men who don’t know what I look like?”

      Nicolas shook his head. “They’re knights who are normally stationed at the dungeon. They’re absolutely familiar with you.”

      “I wasn’t there,” she insisted. “That wasn’t even my handwriting. Could it have been Vel? Before she left?”

      “That’s the odd part.” Nicolas leaned in closer. “The time that was documented was when you and Vel were both in the palace’s hidden corridors. It couldn’t have been her.” He swallowed, and Natalia noticed a bead of sweat at his brow. “I . . . I think someone murdered the prisoner. And I think they somehow convinced the knights it was you.”

      Natalia fought the urge to lean on Nicolas. Her legs suddenly felt numb. Her stomach clenched.

      Vel had been the spy. She’d confirmed it. There was no shape-shifter. Even if there were, they couldn’t have passed as Natalia. Though there were gaps in her knowledge regarding the lore of the creatures, all accounts agreed that they needed the blood of whomever they were impersonating. Natalia hadn’t sustained any injuries since being Queen Regent, not since the day of the conference, and even then, the only person who’d seen to her wounds was . . .

      Natalia turned around. Everyone at the table sat back in their seats, their conversations having lapsed into something less formal. They all were drinking the wine Yvaine had poured for them, all save Aden, who Maximus had refused to let partake.

      Yvaine herself was at the end of the table, near Natalia’s seat. Her hand was lifted to pour her a drink as well, but it seemed frozen, perpetually hovering over Natalia’s wine glass.

      Slowly, her breaths shallow, Natalia stepped toward her mother.

      Before she reached her, Hedford, having already drained his glass, began to vomit.

      Peter threw his satchel and notebook down and rushed over to the man. Maximus hurried to get him water. Just as he set the glass down, Dei-Sol too began to vomit.

      Vanessa was next.

      Then Edifor.

      Natalia would be as well, if her mother had managed to pour her glass and convinced her to drink. Instead, with everyone sick around them, Yvaine continued to stand frozen, face pained, her hand continuing to hang over the glass.

      Nicolas pulled Natalia back, pushing her behind him. The vomit turned to blood. Peter, who’d been trying to offer consoling words, sprang back, cursing. Maximus lifted Aden up and made for the door.

      “Get him to a healer!” Nicolas shouted, opening the door for him. “Get other healers in here—now! Send more knights!”

      He tried to push Natalia out too, but she stood in place. She couldn’t look away. She couldn’t stop watching as Hedford’s skin became red, then purple, then blue. He reached up to his chest before collapsing from his seat.

      The same things seemed to happen in slow motion to the others.

      Nicolas was shouting something, but Natalia didn’t hear him. She saw Peter no longer paying any mind to Hedford, but instead trying to help Dei-Sol.

      Yes, of course he’d try to help the ambassador. If Dei-Sol died, that meant his brother would be in danger.

      “Pour my glass,” Natalia said, approaching her mother. The woman still hadn’t moved.

      “Do as Anastasia ordered.”

      Yvaine looked up at her. Her eyes, normally blue, shifted to a deep brown red.

      “I . . . can’t,” she managed. Her voiced seemed strained. Deep.

      It didn’t sound feminine.

      “Why?” Natalia asked. Hedford had stopped moving. The others thrashed, grabbing at their throats.

      “The Ageless.” Her mother—or the thing that’d taken her mother’s face—began to undulate. “In this form . . . I . . . can’t.”

      Nicolas finally managed to shove Natalia back. He did so just as Yvaine’s face melted away. Her skin shifted. Her shoulders grew. A guttural yell escaped as she collapsed, and her torso lengthened.

      In less than a heartbeat, Yvaine Barie was gone. In her place stood a man Natalia had never seen.

      “Victor?” she guessed. She remembered the name Azar had given. At the sound of it, the shape-shifter looked up. He’d seemed pained before, but now he looked sorrowful.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. He pulled a dagger from a sheath at his side and lunged for her.

      Peter struck him from behind with the chair he’d dragged Dei-Sol from. Nicolas pulled the sword from his side and deflected the strike.

      The shape-shifter was fast. Inhumanely fast. He ducked from Peter’s attack, turned, and grabbed the chair, yanking it away. Peter stumbled back, but it wasn’t him Victor aimed for. He threw the chair at Nicolas, surprising him, then threw the knife.

      It struck true, landing in Nicolas’s chest. The knight made to yank it out, but Natalia stopped him, fearful he’d make the wound worse.

      “Stop!” she yelled, as much to her knight as the creature in front of her. “If you’re sorry, don’t do this!”

      “I can’t,” he said. “My commands . . .”

      His body returned to the shape of her mother. Nicolas collapsed in Natalia’s arms. She fell with him to the floor, grabbing his sword in case her mother—the shape-shifter—came for her again.

      The creature continued to change. It seemed stuck in a mocking loop, one second holding her mother’s face, the next, a young man barely past his twentieth winter.

      He screamed.

      Natalia continued holding Nicolas, horrified. Petrified.

      For all the research she’d done, nothing had prepared her for this morbid, macabre spectacle.

      As the members of the Treaty ceased their struggling, so too did the being in front of her. It settled on its true form as Maximus returned, along with healers, and dozens of knights.

      Growling, the shape-shifter ran toward the window, broke through the glass, and hurled itself off the balcony.

      The healers tried to take Nicolas away. Natalia refused to let him go. They began treating him there, where she could watch over him. She didn’t want to let him out of her sight.

      She didn’t ever want to let him out of her sight again.

      Some of the knights ran to the shattered window. They returned empty handed. Maximus crouched on the floor beside her, informing her that the king was safe. He said something else, about wine and poison, but Natalia barely heard it.

      It’d happened again.

      First Gerard. Now this. Just as it had before, people had fallen to their knees before her, clasped to their chests, and breathed their last breaths.

      Not just people. Ambassadors. A baroness. A commandant.

      There was no false blame to be placed this time. No escape. Natalia had wrongfully assigned fault before, and something sinister and wicked had decided this was her punishment. To live the moment again, but as the cruelest of nightmares, with her mother at the center.

      Not her mother. She knew that now. Her mother had died months ago.

      It’d only been a short time before when Natalia had been proud of herself for purging her mind of her mother’s influence. She’d not realized that those voices in her head, those echoes of her mother’s chastisement, and scolding, and twisted arrogance, were the last remnants she’d had of her.

      Now they were gone. Her mother was gone. She’d died alone in a cellar. Natalia had never freed her.

      “They’re all dead, I’m afraid,” a healer reported. They’d tried to resuscitate Dei-Sol, Hedford, Vanessa, and Edifor. Natalia wasn’t sure why. It was obvious they weren’t coming back.

      Beside her, Nicolas was being assured he was going to make it. Maximus sat on his other side, holding the hand Natalia didn’t. She hadn’t even realized she’d been clinging to her knight so tightly.

      Peter was there. Eyes wide. Lost.

      “What . . .” He licked his lips, then began shaking. “What now?”

      Natalia didn’t answer.

      She couldn’t.

      She had absolutely no idea what to do.
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