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Chapter 1
   
 
The wind clawing at Terin’s back was cold from the winter still clinging to the neighboring mountains. He pressed closer to the cliff, digging at the stone until his fingers and toes ached. His boots hung over his shoulder, but until he reached the top, he didn’t dare to put them back on. Howling its fury at his resistance to its will, a gale blasted at him before settling to a calmer, whispering breeze.
As the sun set, the shadow of the columned manor stretched over him and cast him into darkness. Lantern light spilled over the plateau’s edge, and its glow taunted him.
Terin risked looking down, and a shudder coursed through him. One by one, the lights of Lower Erelith City winked to life. From his perch near the top of the plateau, they resembled stars in the night sky. If he made even one mistake, he wouldn’t need to worry about his master’s will or his mission; there wouldn’t be enough left of him to bother scraping off the stones.
At least it wouldn’t hurt for long if he did fall.
Every muscle ached with the effort of maintaining his grip. Until true night fell, he couldn’t climb to the gardens above. So long as he remained hidden, so long as he obeyed his master’s will, he’d be safe from his master’s wrath—so long as he succeeded at his task.
Worry gnawed at him as he stared up at the sky. Remnant streaks of red and gold lit the western horizon. The stones beyond the manor’s shadow glowed with the crimson hue of blood.
One finger at a time, Terin peeled his right hand off the stone he’d been clutching for the better part of an hour, biting his lip to keep silent. His skin pulled and tore open old when he reached for the next handhold above his head. Ignoring the protest of his stiff muscles, he inched his way upward.
While most of the cliff was bare stone, the presence of a spring encouraged things to grow. Scrub clung to the rocks, cracking them and making the cliff unstable. Where he’d spent most of the afternoon waiting, the strong, rugged rocks offered stable handholds. Near the estate, gnarled roots protruded from crumbling stone, tearing at him as he sought to grip something that wouldn’t break away under his weight. Too many of the mossy stones shifted and creaked when he brushed against them. Sweat dripped from Terin’s brow, stinging his eyes before falling to his chin.
Laughter echoed from above, and the faint melody of a harp ushered in the night.
Terin sighed and stared at the tangle of roots he was crawling over. It should’ve been an easy mission: Sneak into the estate, find any sales slips lacking the Emperor’s seal, and bring them back to his master. All before dawn. No one was to be killed or injured if he could avoid it. It was something he’d done before.
Any other night, the task would’ve been simple. What had he done to earn his master’s ire, to have to do such a thing during a festival party? At least he hadn’t been ordered to assassinate someone, though he didn’t expect the respite to last long.
“Time to get this over with,” he muttered, worming his way up to where the Citizen’s garden skirted the cliff’s edge. The hilt of his short sword jabbed him in the ribs, and he twisted around to adjust it. He would’ve rather left it behind, but his master had insisted he bring the weapon with him.
Arguing wasn’t an option; he’d brought it without voicing his complaint. Shaking his head, Terin forced his attention to his task.
A thick hedge of roses formed a fence around the property. The foliage blocked his view of the estate, but it didn’t mask the giggling of women or the lusty chuckles of men.
Terin wiggled as close to the roses as he dared, pausing to catch his breath. A flash overhead drew his eye. Balls of light, brought to life by God’s Word, danced in the sky and cast opalescent hues on the revelers within the garden. His mouth gaped open.
Seven balls, each one matching the colors of the rainbow, darted to and fro, leaving streams of colors in their wake. Terin swallowed back the lump in his throat. While seven wasn’t so great of a feat, it meant trouble lurked on the other side of the hedge.
The thought of meeting a Speaker left a sour taste in his mouth. Worse, the possibility existed that the Speech-wrought display wasn’t the work of just one Speaker. One Terin could handle. Two would add more complexity to his mission than he liked.
Terin’s hope of a bloodless night faltered as two more of the lights burst into existence. Those within the garden let out a cheer. Adjusting his grip on the cliff, Terin lowered his hand to his sword and fingered the leather grip.
While one Speaker could conjure nine lights at one time, it was unlikely enough that Terin was forced to assume there were at least two in the gardens. He would plan for three being present and hoped he could slip by them as they worked to entertain the Citizens.
Terin hesitated a moment longer, watching the balls bob and dance among the stars to the melody of the harp. Without any warning that he’d crossed the line between doing his duty and disobedience, heat stabbed at his neck. His breath hissed through his teeth, and he grabbed at the collar around his throat. The metal singed his fingertips. He forced his eyes back to the ground, struggling to keep silent.
Such displays were meant for the eyes of the Citizens alone, not for slaves, and especially not for a slave like him, who had a duty to fulfill.
The collar fell inert, and the burning ebbed to a throb. Terin spared one more glance at the lights. Warmth spread through his throat in the promise of punishment. He sighed, lowered his eyes, and crawled onto the precarious ledge.
Resentment left a bitter taste in his mouth. The scripture to bring the lights to life was on the tip of his tongue, but he didn’t dare Speak. That was a privilege of the Citizens. His Speech belonged to his master, and his master wouldn’t reward him with something as useless as watching lights.
A rainbow glow illuminated the ground in front of him, mocking him. Terin shook his head and forced himself to focus on his duty. Where the hedge of roses ended, a pale stone wall guarded the estate. It perched on the decaying edge of the plateau. Its foundation, clinging to the rocks, was warm to his touch.
The whispers of God’s Words clung to the wall and the underlying stone in a litany meant to keep the edge from crumbling to Lower Erelith City far below. With a few Words of his own, he could send it plummeting down. Terin secured his hold on one of the stones and peered over the edge.
Lights flickered below, though they were few and far between, lacking the strength of the lanterns in the center of Lower Erelith City. None of the lights moved. While few risked living so close to the plateau, Terin didn’t want to be responsible for even more deaths. He’d killed enough people—innocent people—all at his master’s will.
Terin sighed and traced his finger along a line of mortar sealing the marble blocks together. With a few Words, a little concentration, and the sapping effort of Speaking, he’d have all of the distraction he needed to obey his master’s orders.
As if sensing his intent to obey his master, the collar cooled and erased the remnants of his punishment for staring at the lights meant for the Citizens’ eyes alone.
Terin’s mouth twisted into a humorless smile. If he destroyed some of the Citizen’s wall to do his master’s bidding, it mattered none to the collar—none to his master—as long as he didn’t kill any of the guests or guards.
Terin closed his eyes and drew several deep breaths. He slid his legs off the edge of the cliff and dangled from his hands until he found a foothold below. He climbed below the wall’s foundation, listening to the whispers of the ensorcelled stone until it faded to nothing more than a faint hum in his mind and ears. A great outcropping of smooth, weather-worn granite jutted out from the softer white stones, marking where the cliff stabilized.
Water trickled down its face from a crack above. A fine mist cooled his face. Thick blankets of moss and fern clung to the stone, in sharp contrast to the rest of the plateau’s faces.
The top of the vein stretched a few feet above where the wall overlooked the cliff. Terin dug his fingers into the cracked mortar and climbed up. The added height let him peek over the top of the wall.
Glass shards reflected the colors of the rainbow, and the light illuminated the rusting nails embedded in the stone.
Terin scowled at the deterrent. The precaution would keep a Citizen out, of that he had no doubt. It stopped most thieves, since the good ones let themselves in through the front gates when no one was looking. Terin would’ve preferred the gates, too, but his master had been adamant: He was to approach the estate from the cliffs, not from the streets.
He glanced down at the city below again, and let out a frustrated huff. With one slip—one little mistake—he’d be free, but even the thought of it triggered the collar’s warning heat. His muscles stiffened, and alternating waves of hot and cold stabbed at his muscles and bones.
Terin closed his eyes.
Death would have to come to him another way—a way his master hadn’t forbidden. When the paralysis faded, Terin reached up to touch the thin ring encircling his throat.
It cooled to the temperature of the air, sensing his resignation to his fate and his master’s will.
His day would come. Until then, he’d do the best he could and hope to dodge the fall of his master’s heavy hand, not that he had much luck with that in the past.
The lights exploded overhead in a shower of streamers which fell off the side of the cliff and then swooped. Delighted cries once again shattered the peace of the night, followed by a softer applause.
It was time. Terin untied the laces of his boots and put them on. Shaking his head at his sword, he unbuckled it and set it down. Lying down on his stomach, Terin placed his hand on the marble wall below. He stared at where the foundation and the cliff met.
“O, Land, Gift of God, treasure of the Mortal Man, open and share thy wealth with all,” he Spoke, focusing his will on the weakened cliff. The whispers of God’s Word imbuing the stone swelled to a discordant scream. The lingering presence and will of the Speaker who’d once secured the wall to the plateau struggled against him.
With the tips of his fingers tingling from the power that flowed through his hand and into the rock, Terin fought back against the power interfering with his master’s work. One by one, his fingers went numb, and the stab of a thousand needles crept up his arm.
A pebble bounced from the edge, its clatter lost among the cheers of the Citizens and the cacophony in his ears. The cry swelled to a shriek, and the Speaker’s influence shattered.
The cliff groaned, and the stone beneath Terin trembled. Mortar flaked away, and a web of cracks raced upward. White chunks tumbled and bounced off the cliff face, plummeting to the ground hundreds of feet below.
Terin pressed closer to the granite and clung to it. The plateau rocked beneath him, and before he could grab his sword, it bounced over the edge. With a thunderous roar, the wall and a chunk of the cliff collapsed around him.
In the glow of the dancing lights, Terin caught a final glimpse of God’s roses before they were pulled down to the city below in an explosion of dust and stone.
 
~*~
 
Under the cover of dust and darkness, Terin jumped down from his perch. His legs crumpled beneath him. Staggering to his feet, he hurried toward the columned manor. The ground lurched beneath him as it shifted in the aftermath of the collapse.
If the dancing lights remained, they didn’t penetrate the gray cloud settling over the gardens. Terin choked on the dust and clapped his hand over his mouth, but it didn’t spare him from the burn in his throat and lungs. The ache intensified with his every breath. Hurrying to the veranda, he slipped behind one of the pillars supporting the stone overhang. As the rumble of the landslide faded, the Citizens’ screams grew louder.
Several figures burst through the double doors leading into the manor. They ran past the twin statues supporting the second story balconies. Terin caught a glimpse of a mosaic portraying white and red roses before the dust billowed in and obscured the foyer. 
Under the cover of the clouds of dust, Terin dove through the door. Another pair of statues stood guard within. The billowing robes of a sword-bearing woman offered him shelter from those rushing through the cloud to the outdoors.
Terin waited until the dust shrouded everything—and everyone—in white before making his move. When the foyer emptied of the stream of those headed outside, he emerged from his hiding place, ducked his head low, and shuffled down the hall.
With his heart pounding in his ears, Terin glanced through his dust-coated hair for something to offer him a clue to the whereabouts of the papers his master desired. It took all of his will not to look up at those who did pass him by, his collar warning him whenever his eyes lifted from the ground.
There were a lot of things slaves weren’t supposed to do, but the collar’s insistence wasn’t enough to stifle the temptation to look. Too often his master desired more than asked, and if Terin didn’t anticipate those wants, his reward would—yet again—be the lash.
If Terin failed beyond what his master viewed as tolerable, he’d face the Arena again. A shudder ripped through him with the same intensity of the cliff’s collapse.
He wouldn’t find death there. Others would, however, and he’d be powerless to stop it. Terin shuddered again, and focused his attention on the job at hand. If he got caught, not only would the arena await him, his master would be watching and waiting to reclaim him. There were things worse than death, and his master wouldn’t hesitate to find a worse punishment for him.
The shiver started at Terin’s toes worked its way up his spine.
“You!” The heavy step of a boot on stone approached from behind. Terin whirled and struggled to keep his head lowered. “What are you doing here? This is off-limits to slaves.”
A hand struck out at his face, a blur in his peripheral vision. Terin twisted away from the blow; the tips of the man’s fingers brushed against his cheek instead of catching him full in the face.
The instinct to strike back and remove the threat burned in Terin’s chest. His foot slid back and he adjusted his weight.
The collar sent a jab of pain through his throat, cutting off his breath. Terin balled his hand into a fist and danced back out of the Citizen’s reach. Through his bangs, he risked glancing up.
The Citizen, covered in pale dust, closed the distance between them. A finger caught Terin under the chin, lifting his head up. “We’ve no slaves with green eyes. Who are you? Who is your master? What are your orders?”
Terin clamped his mouth shut. When he didn’t answer, the collar burned his neck. The slap struck his left ear and snapped his head to the side. He scrambled back, ducked beneath the snatching hands of the Citizen, and sprinted down the hall, his breath burning in his throat and lungs.
The slap of running feet followed him. Terin slipped by someone emerging from a room. A lantern cast light and shadows down the hall. Shouts rang out for him to stop. When Terin didn’t obey, orders for his capture echoed in the corridor. 
The hallway branched into four different wings. Terin skidded around the corner and collided with someone. His face slammed into a broad chest and he bounced back, the breath rushing out of his lungs. A cloud of dust choked him from the impact. Terin didn’t remember snatching for the man’s clothes as he fell, but they hit the floor together. Terin kicked up and out with his right foot. His ankle throbbed from the impact of his foot against the man’s chest, and the Citizen let out a startled cry.
With his muscles straining, Terin threw the pale-haired man over his head. The Citizen hit the ground with a thud. Rolling to his feet, Terin scrambled for the end of the hall. The doors lining the way were closed, and a great window fashioned of many square panes of thin strips of iron stretched from the floor to the ceiling. 
Without slowing, he twisted around and crashed through it. The window shattered, and shards of glass and metal bit at his shoulder. The ground he expected on the other side wasn’t there.
Terin fell.
 
~*~
 
Invisible hands jerked Terin to a halt, leaving him to dangle upside down staring at the lights of Lower Erelith City far below. The Speech holding him place stabbed at his ears and thundered through his skull. With each breath, the grip tightened until he couldn’t even manage a wheeze.
“Bring him up,” a man’s voice called from above.
“Is it really worth the effort?” a woman asked. Someone snickered. “Let him fall. No one will care.”
Laughter rang out. Voice light with amusement, a man replied, “Are you going to be the one to retrieve the collar, then, mistress? That’s a gold collar he wears. I won’t be at fault if he dies in the Arena for his crimes.”
“I’m sure its owner will understand,” the woman grumbled. “I can always send down one of my slaves if needed.”
Terin struggled to draw a breath to Speak and free himself—even if it meant plummeting the hundreds of feet to the ground below. Not even the flash of heat from the collar quelled his desperation as his lungs ached with the need for air. His vision dimmed until the lights below were nothing more than faint specks in the darkness.
His right hand tingled and a chill spread up his arm. The Speech holding him shattered and he gasped in a gulp of cool night air. He didn’t drop far before several hands grabbed ahold of his legs.
Instead of falling to Lower Erelith City, Terin’s face slammed into the cliff. Stones pierced his cheek, gouged at his stomach, and scraped his arms and knees. The little air he’d managed to gasp in rushed out of his lungs.
“He broke my window. The Arena is too good for him,” the woman said with a sniff.
Terin was dragged through the broken window, the shards of glass tearing through his side and arms. The heat of his own blood didn’t compare with the surge of pain radiating from his throat.
The collar knew; it knew he’d failed, and punished him for it.
He was thrown down to the hall’s polished stone and a boot cracked against his ribs. “Who is your master?”
Terin bit his lip. The answer was on the tip of his tongue, and he swallowed back the need to obey the Citizen. It didn’t matter what Terin said; if he bowed to the Citizen’s will, the collar would punish him for defying his master, like it punished him for his failure to escape without getting caught.
“Check his collar,” the man growled.
It wouldn’t do them any good, but Terin didn’t say anything. He suffered through the fingers digging at his neck and the collar in silence. Nails tore his skin in the effort to get beneath the ring around his throat.
A man Spoke in a whisper. Terin tried to blink away the darkness, but he could barely make out the tiles of the hallway floor, and they were shrouded in gray.
“It isn’t marked, sir.”
“What do you mean? All collars are marked,” the woman said.
“I’d turn him over to the military right away, sir. Only a few are allowed by the Emperor to have unmarked collars, and if he’s one of the Emperor’s slaves, it’ll be our heads if we don’t return him,” the Speaker replied.
“Just my luck. Summon the guards, then. If he is the Emperor’s slave, he can be retrieved from the Arena.”
The boot cracked against Terin’s rib again, and the pain of it robbed him of breath.
The Words for sleep were murmured in his ear. Before Terin could mutter the counter, his will crumbled and he descended into the depths of unconsciousness.
With luck, he’d never awaken.
 
~*~
 
Blaise leaned against one of the cathedral’s many columns and fought the urge to sigh. The man skulking in the garden darted from the sculpted hedge to the rose-covered fountain. The figure paused at the statue’s feet to drink.
If the early summer evening was a bit warmer, Blaise might’ve enjoyed the hunt. His prey crossed to the cathedral’s promenade designed to let worshipers admire the church’s two-storied stained glass windows.
One by one, the lanterns within flickered to life. The windows shed colored light on the pale stones until ghostly roses decorated the walkway.
Without lowering his head in prayer, his prey trod over the roses, the light illuminating the man’s dark doublet. Blaise narrowed his eyes. There was no evidence his prey wore a slave collar.
It’d been at least three or four years since a Citizen dared to infiltrate the cathedral instead of sacrificing a slave.
Blaise sniffed. The scent of fear hung in the air, growing stronger when his quarry hurried by where Blaise hid. Savoring the metallic taste teasing his tongue, he shoved away from the column and followed. The hem of Blaise’s frock coat swept out behind him, the white fabric bright in the moonlight. Lifting his gloved hand to adjust the collar hugging his throat, he undid the top button and slipped a finger between the material and his skin to loosen it.
The red of blood clung to him when he passed through the window’s portrayal of God’s roses. Blaise’s lip curled upward. Blood and fear. Both scents taunted him, rousing the instincts that refused to die away despite over a thousand years of living among humans.
Humans who, despite the insistence of Blaise’s tongue and stomach, were not food. He didn’t dare prey on them yet, not while he wore their form and hid among them, and certainly not without His permission.
Not until a human sinned beyond redemption, their soul too tattered and worn to return to God’s garden. Blaise almost wished the fool would turn and notice him.
If the man ran, Blaise would have an excuse to hunt. If the man got away—just for a little while—Blaise would have the excuse he needed to let loose and stretch his wings, which were trapped beneath the veneer of thin, flimsy human skin. Frustration erased the sweetness on his tongue and replaced it with a strong, bitter flavor.
His prey didn’t turn and run. To Blaise’s annoyance, the man didn’t even hurry in his prowling around the cathedral, adopting the stride of someone who belonged there, of someone who admired the art of the windows. The only indicator that the figure didn’t belong there at all was the infrequent pauses to stare into the shadows of the veranda in search of a way into the towering monstrosity of a cathedral dominating the Church Ward.
The temptation to reveal himself and show the fool the way into the building rose, and Blaise forced it back. He smothered his impatience by drawing a deep breath.
The scents of fear, blood, and excitement taunted him. The taste of it roused Blaise’s appetite; he licked at his lips and his stomach rumbled.
A worshipper seeking God’s compassion or the soothing words of a bishop felt such things. The intensity of it, however, was unusual and roused Blaise's hunger. 
That left one other option: The man sought the Heart of God, and thought so low of the Erelith Church of God to believe he could acquire what the Emperor and all of his power could not.
Until Blaise had proof, he couldn’t lift his hand to strike. A sigh escaped him, and he followed the unbeliever.
 
~*~
 
Blaise whispered God’s Word and enticed the side door to obey his will. The metal and wood resisted for a moment, but the click of it unlocking carried to where he stood behind the stone framing one of the windows.
The Citizen twisted the vine-engraved knob with no sign of having heard the sound. With a soft, triumphant cry, his prey pushed through the door and vanished inside. Blaise counted to thirty before following.
Giving the man a head start made things a little more interesting.
An empty hallway greeted Blaise, the silence adding to the heavy weight of antiquity to the church. Lanterns hung from chains far overhead, illuminating the stone floors polished smooth with age. Rose mosaics lined each side of the hall.
Blaise breathed deep and followed his nose. The scent of fear was all but gone, replaced by the richer aroma of anticipation and excitement. It led him around the central sanctuary toward the inner cloister.
Toward Alphege, who carried the Heart of God. Blaise’s awareness of the relic manifested as a tingle in his lower spine when he concentrated on it. Its voice was similar to someone still lost in sleep; mumbles without words or true feelings.
Blaise turned back long enough to reach out toward the door and lock it once more with a whispered Word. The door didn’t fight him this time, clicking in obedience of his will.
If the figure gave Blaise the slip and he had to hunt, at least the locked door would slow the fleeing human down a little. Blaise’s Speech wasn’t perfect; he wasn’t God, but few could open a door he didn’t want them to pass through. His prey would have to find another way to escape the cathedral.
If the servants and worshippers complained of a stuck door in the morning, Blaise would deal with it after the would-be thief was eliminated. He smiled.
The last time someone had gotten so far, they had spent hours exploring the maze of halls, chambers, altars, and small cloisters pocketing the cathedral. Blaise’s prey took the most direct route, ducking through empty hallways, skirting the three-storied library, and crossing the inner gardens before descending into the hive of rooms flanking the entry to the catacombs.
“Bishop,” the raspy voice of the steward greeted him.
Blaise slowed to a halt and forced a smile before turning to face the hunchbacked man clad in the simple brown robes of those who lived within the monastery adjacent to the cathedral.
“Steward Volas. God’s Blessing upon you,” he replied.
“You’re late,” Volas scolded before letting out several wet, heavy coughs. The perfume of blooming roses tickled Blaise’s nose and his smile faded.
“You should rest, old friend. You’ve done your duty well.”
The steward’s smile transformed the leathery, wrinkled visage into a thing of ancient beauty. “He descended into the catacombs where the Archbishop prays.”
Blaise reached out and brushed his fingers across the man’s forehead before dipping down to press his lips to Volas’s gray-haired head. “I will see to it. Rest well, Child of God.”
The steward bowed his head and shuffled away, and the presence of God’s roses clung to the old man in a shroud invisible even to Blaise’s keen eyes.
Blaise stared at the steward’s back and waited until the man was out of hearing before murmuring the prayer for the dead. When the Gates to God’s Garden opened in the middle of night or early morning, Blaise hoped He would guide Volas’s weary soul to peaceful rest until the time of rebirth.
A sigh escaped him, low and long, and Blaise couldn’t resist glancing toward the tallest spire of the cathedral housing the lone bell. He pressed his lips together in a thin line and abandoned his slow, leisurely pursuit for a purposeful, ground-eating stride.
It didn’t surprise him that his prey knew the Heart was held by the mortal Voice of God, the Archbishop appointed to rule over all of the Erelith churches. But how had the man known where to go?
Who had spoken of Alphege’s whereabouts? Few knew where the old man rested after sunset services until the midnight prayers.
Blaise descended the stairs leading to the catacombs. Not even dust dared to defile the plain sarcophagi inset in the walls from floor to ceiling. The sense of eyes watching him sent shivers through him as always, as though those interred within recognized that the deathless stood among their mortal remains, and glared at Blaise from God’s Garden
The tingle in his spine erupted into pain, stabbing through his back into his skull. Blaise’s bones burned, and his teeth clamped down on the tip of his tongue. The hot, metallic and sweet taste of his blood flooded his mouth.
A wordless cry thundered in his head. The tip of Blaise’s precious tail, severed over a thousand years ago to create the Heart of God—called out to him, and its rage pierced through him like a blade made of ice.
Someone other than Alphege touched the Heart, and the relic cried out at the violation. Blaise let out a growl from deep within his chest and obeyed the Heart’s call.
Taking the narrow steps two at a time, Blaise glared at the ancient doors barring his way to the Heart and Alphege. “Only through destruction may there be renewal, so Spoke God,” he hissed through clenched teeth, snapping his arm out to dismiss the barrier from existence. The stone trembled, and the ancient voices of the catacomb’s creators fought against him, but Blaise splayed his fingers and dispelled them with a snapped Word.
The door exploded in a cloud of dust. The shower of debris plummeted to the floor under the weight of his will, as if fearing the rage storming within him.
The intruder held the Heart of God aloft. At the man’s feet, the Archbishop was still. Alphege’s short-cropped, brown and gray hair masked his face. The red patterns on the Archbishop’s white robes resembled pools of blood.
Blaise forced himself to focus his attention on the Heart of God. The bone staff gleamed in the light of the red gem embedded in its center. It pulsed in the beat of a living heart. The Heart faltered, skipping several beats, and its cry hammered at Blaise until he let out a chiding hiss to silence it.
Within the gem, the final remnant of God’s Daughter obeyed and the blood-tinged glow dimmed. Blaise almost felt guilty at scolding her, but so little of Aurora remained that Blaise doubted she would remember after the unworthy released her staff. 
“Give me that,” Blaise demanded, holding out his hand.
His prey jumped and whirled around. Dark green eyes were marred with glowing flecks of blue and red. Spittle clung to the man’s lips.
“Obsessed,” Alphege coughed out from the floor.
“So I see,” Blaise replied with a relieved sigh. “Most of them are.”
So much for his hunt. With the Archbishop’s keen eye on him, Blaise couldn’t afford to do more than Speak his prey into quiet submission and let the military deal with the unbeliever who had touched the Hand of God.
Not that there was much left of the man; madness lurked in his prey’s eyes, and the remnants of his tattered soul faded under the onslaught of Lucin’s influence.
“What do you want me to do with him, Archbishop?” Blaise asked.
“Ease his suffering, Child of God. I absolve you of your sin in His name.”
Blaise felt both of his brows rise to his hairline. Lifting a hand to brush away one of the golden locks falling in his eyes, he considered the ruined man holding the staff.
“You can’t have Her,” his prey rasped in the dry voice of Lucin. The last fleck of green withered away to nothing. “Mine! Mine!”
The staff was swung in a wide arc and caught Blaise across the ribs. Wheezing for breath, Blaise slapped his palm against the bone staff and took hold of it.
“Blaise!” Alphege screamed.
The staff burned at Blaise’s touch, and its rage joined with his. The crystalline squeal of the Heart drowned out the words tumbling from his lips.
A tingle swept through him. The catacombs vanished with a crackle and a flash of blue-white light.
 




 
Chapter 2
 
 
Sparks danced over Blaise in blue and white flashes. His clothes clung to his twitching limbs, and the touch of the soft material on his skin set his nerves on fire. The stench of burnt hair and charred flesh mingled with the fading remnants of fear without any hint of the perfume of God’s roses.
He staggered back, stirring the dust on the catacomb floor. The back of his heel cracked against the step. The Heart of God slid from Blaise’s numb fingers and clattered the floor. With aching bones creaking in protest, he sank down on one of the steps and struggled to catch his breath. His throat itched with the need to cough.
“Blaise!”
Alphege swept through the settling dust and smoke, the long hem of his frock coat trailing behind him. Flashes of blue and white arched between the paired silver, rose-shaped buttons, drawing Blaise’s eye to the flash of light and color. The Archbishop reached out with both hands.
The touch on Blaise’s shoulders startled him. He blinked and shook his head to clear it of the buzz in his ears.
“Blaise?”
“That was a little much,” Blaise admitted, unable to stop from coughing.
The urge to transform, to shed off his human form, if only for long enough to lick his wounds, roused as a hunger in his stomach, which threatened to drive away his reason.
His desire to feed faded beneath the force of Alphege’s scolding. “How many times must I tell you to control your Speech, son? Are you hurt?” Each word was accompanied with a shake of Blaise’s shoulders.
“Only my dignity and pride,” he replied with a scowl. At least his call of Divine lightning hadn’t struck the Archbishop.
The Church might’ve accepted Alphege’s death as an accident and necessary sacrifice to protect the Heart of God, but He didn’t look so kindly on the death of His mortal Voice.
Blaise shivered. Alphege frowned, shook his head, and stooped down to retrieve the Heart of God.
“All is well, then. I shall go pray for this lost soul’s deliverance to God’s Garden,” the Archbishop said. “Rest a while.”
Blaise struggled against the urge to reach out and touch the Heart of God. His bone, serving as Aurora’s vessel, cried out for him in his head, and its mournful wails accompanied by the murmur of the Daughter’s fragmented soul. It didn’t complain long, but it roused the phantom sensation of him having a tail when he was trapped within a body never meant to have one.
Alphege knelt beside the husk of the obsessed man, the prayer for the dead was whispered in so soft of a voice that Blaise struggled to make out the words. There wouldn’t be a warm greeting into the Gardens for a soul devoured by Lucin, but Blaise remained silent.
The humans didn’t need to learn the truth—not from him.
“You could’ve gotten yourself killed,” Alphege said, rising from the floor, tapping the Heart of God against the stone. “Why didn’t you just step back and Speak him to sleep?”
Blaise scowled and stared down at the dead man. “My apologies, Archbishop.”
“Do you need help to your chamber?” Alphege asked, reaching out to Blaise with a hand, but Blaise rose to his feet without accepting the assistance. The tingling in his fingers and toes remained, but the pain faded to a tolerable sting. 
“It isn’t necessary. I’ll take care of his body.”
“Do see if there is any sign of who he was as you do so,” Alphege ordered.
“And if there isn’t?”
“Add a tally to the book of the nameless.”
Blaise stepped out of the Archbishop’s way and bowed his head, as was proper and expected. “Very well.”
“Report to my inner study at first light,” the man ordered. “I’ve an assignment for you.”
“Yes, your Eminence,” he replied. Alphege ascended the stairs and halted at the top. Blaise looked up to meet the man’s dark blue eyes.
“You did well protecting the Heart, Child of God. You always rise above your call of duty. I will pray that God’s smile is always upon you.”
Blaise acknowledged Alphege’s compliment with a nod. “May He smile on you as well.”
It wasn’t worth trying to convince the Archbishop that Blaise expected at least a scolding when he finally did return to God’s Garden. He hoped he counted as a little too old for a spanking, but He liked surprises.
Blaise hid his grin behind a cough. When Alphege vanished from sight, he turned to the corpse. “What am I going to do with you?”
His prey didn’t reply. A sneeze erupted from Blaise, so strong that he staggered back and fell on the stairs. Grumbling curses, he sniffled and tried to will the itch away.
Getting back to his feet, he walked to the body and knelt down. The Citizen’s soul was gone, and the Gates to the Gardens hadn’t opened. He shook his head.
“You really need to learn some moderation, Lucin. How many souls must you devour before you’re satisfied? Aurora’s gone. Mikael, too. Not even having the Heart will bring her back, and it isn’t going to lure your brother back to your side,” he muttered.
Blaise’s voice wouldn’t reach Lucin. It took so little of the divine’s power to destroy a mortal’s soul that Blaise doubted the other divine even noticed the mortal had been cursed with his obsession for God’s Daughter.
Sightless eyes stared at him; the right, one the same sky blue as Blaise’s, while the left was the crimson of fresh blood.
Lucin’s eyes.
“You could be more considerate of them,” Blaise chided, reaching out to close the dead man’s eyes.
Like so many times before, there’d be no funeral for a failed thief.
He didn’t spend long checking the body for something to identify who he’d once been. Those who touched the Hand of God belonged to the Emperor, and the Emperor was no fool.
Whispering a Word, Blaise summoned divine fire to purify the catacombs, leaving nothing behind on the stone, not even ash.
 
~*~
 
Blaise hungered, and gnawing on the bread and cheese pilfered from the pantry awakened his need for something more substantial. The bell in the tallest spire of the cathedral tolled once to mark the conclusion of the services he had skipped. He looked up at the ceiling with a scowl. Soon, those seeking sustenance to tide them over until dawn would invade his hiding place.
Gnawing on the crust of the driest loaf of bread he could find, Blaise considered his dilemma. His frustration boiled within him, spurring him to hunt, but he couldn’t reveal his true self, not yet. Forcing a neutral expression took all of his will.
If the few he passed in the halls noticed his hurried stride and his lack of elegance, he wasn’t sure that he cared. Blaise was content to let the mortals worry.
It might wake them to the truth that God wasn’t the only one watching them in the night. The desire to shed his disguise roused again, until his skin crawled with his need. Blaise wondered if it would be worth His wrath to see the expressions of the humans when they realized there was more than a little truth to the myths of the church.
Blaise swept down the halls to one of the side doors, glaring at the lock until it opened without him forcing it to do his bidding through the use of Speech. It door clicked locked behind him. Blaise’s stomach growled, and he wrinkled his nose. “Yes, yes,” he muttered.
His stomach didn’t listen.
One day, Blaise would have to find out who had come up with the fool’s notion that He didn’t approve of His clergy eating meat. Then he’d find that soul, pluck its rose from God’s Garden, scatter every petal across the mortal coil, and piece it back together after a hundred years.
At least Blaise didn’t need to hide on his way off the cathedral grounds. He doubted he could control his temper if he had to skulk away. The devout attending the midnight mass poured out of the sanctuary and headed to the streets, too absorbed in their conversations of the service to notice or care he wore a white coat, which resembled the military’s darker gray under the cover of night.
If he wanted real food, he needed to cross the city, out of the Church Ward, to where the Citizens were less likely to care about the color of his coat and more about the crystals in his pocket.
The lights of a nearby tavern taunted Blaise. Even the brothels close to the cathedral didn’t dare to disobey the tenants of the church. No one had made any mention in over a hundred years of a clergyman going out for a nip, but that didn’t ease the fear of the consequences of leading one of God’s children astray.
Somehow, Blaise resisted the urge to snort his disgust.
If he wanted sustenance of any sort, he’d have to wander closer to the Imperial Ward than he liked, but at least he could calm his appetite without preying on some fool of a human.
Maybe Genevieve would humor him. It’d been several weeks since his last visit. The sigh escaped before he could stop it, and Blaise let himself get lost in the shuffle of people heading home. One of these days, he’d be able to enjoy her without the sour taste of a failed hunt in his mouth. With a destination in mind, he walked with more purpose.
Many moved out of Blaise’s way without noticing his presence, but a few cast curious glances his way, which he answered with a smile.
He wasn’t sure what they saw when their eyes met his, but they didn’t stare for long, which made his smile widen. Anticipation fluttered within him, but Blaise wasn’t sure if it was for Genevieve, for a real meal, or over how easily the humans bent to his will.
Genevieve didn’t back down like other mortals; her defiance and acceptance of Blaise’s stare was as intoxicating and sweet as wine.
She was one of the few mortals with true fire in her eyes.
When her time came to an end, he hoped her rose was yellow or white. Maybe, if He was in a good mood, the rarest blue.
Until then, Blaise looked forward to watching how bright her existence burned before it was snuffed out.
The shadow of the elevated aqueduct fell over him, with moonlight streaming through the arched supports. The circular Arena dominated most of the Arena Ward, and the flow of people moved toward it. Passing by the Arena suited him; if he found a fight among the lesser Citizens, not even the military would question a bishop working to keep the peace, even if Blaise bloodied his knuckles a bit in the process.
The road dipped beneath one of the arches supporting the aqueduct. The old, pale stones sang out as he passed beneath, hundreds of voices chanting in harmony. The sacred Words used to preserve the structure were so loud he winced.
Clapping his hands over his ears wouldn’t help; something as weak as flesh, bone, and blood couldn’t stop His Words. A few around him also grimaced, and he wondered how much the humans perceived. Was it a buzz to them, or did the echoes of the deceased Speakers who had helped create the city long ago somehow reach them?
Blaise hurried along the main street circling the entire plateau, the noise fading after he walked several blocks. It left behind a dull ache in the back of his head. He slowed, stepped to the side of the cobbled way, and stared back at the arch.
Something excited the remnants of souls long since called back to God’s Garden. Not even Blaise knew why the echoes of Speech remained, but whatever had excited them was something he couldn’t sense.
A sneeze caught him by surprise. The hint of roses lingering in the air was tainted by the bitter imprint of the countless deaths within the Arena. The metallic undertones of fresh blood set his stomach grumbling.
The scent didn’t surprise him, not so close to the Arena, but the structure was dark and silent, the iron gates closed and guarded by two young men little more than boys. They stared at Blaise as he walked by.
“Father,” one of them called out.
Blaise frowned and turned to face them. “Good evening, Citizens.” Neither noticed he didn’t offer God’s blessings to them. “How may I be of service?”
“We’re on orders to ask someone of the Church to come look at a slave brought in this evening, Father.”
Blaise wanted to scowl, but settled with dipping his head down in acknowledgment of the words. He dropped his gaze to the white tassels of the cadets. “It is our duty to serve all children of God who are in need,” he replied. “I would be pleased to bring God’s blessing to this house.”
The Arena needed it, and as if sensing his loathing of the place, the lads stared at him with wide eyes. They glanced at each other before turning to wrestle open the gates. The cadets waved Blaise through, and he obeyed, casting a look over his shoulder toward the Imperial Ward.
As always, Blaise could trust the church or military to find some way to interfere with his plans.
“This way, Father.”
The cadet left behind didn’t say a word. He was led down the stone-paved walkway to the Arena proper.
“Are there games tomorrow?” Blaise asked.
“Yes, Father. You haven’t heard? Catsu will be fighting in all events as a blessing from the Emperor in hopes of a prosperous year. Some are even saying His Imperial Majesty will be making an appearance.”
Blaise rubbed at his temples and tried to will his growing headache to disappear. It didn’t obey. “I’m afraid I’m a bit behind on the Arena gossip,” he said. Each step closer to the tiered, arched, and columned Arena, the more pervasive the stench of death became. Something lurked beneath the stones he trod over, but he couldn’t tell if the presences were ghosts unwilling or to pass through the gates to God’s Garden, or it was an imprint of the countless deaths within the ancient structure.
The ground’s silent cries for the Gardens, for the surge of the divine power accompanying the reclamation of a soul, nipped at his heels. By the time they reached the tunnel descending beneath the Arena, Blaise’s head throbbed.
“I will take you to my sergeant,” the cadet mumbled.
Blaise forced a smile. “Let’s make haste, then. It wouldn’t do to leave your sergeant waiting.”
With a little luck, he could escape the accursed place before he went deaf or insane.
The cadet bowed his head and gestured, obeying the suggestion to hurry. “This way. It isn’t far.”
A maze of corridors dipped beneath the Arena, lined with empty cells, the barred doors cracked open. Sobs echoed in the hall, growing stronger with each step closer to where the sergeant waited. Blaise couldn’t tell if the sounds were real or fragments from those who’d been sentenced to death long ago.
A closed portcullis blocked the hall. Reaching up, the cadet pulled on a cord, which rang a bell on the other side.
A woman clad in a gray coat and ankle-length skirt appeared from a doorway on the other side. A frown tugged at her red-painted lips.
“Sergeant, sir! I’ve brought someone from the church here as you ordered,” the cadet announced.
“So I see,” the woman replied. “Back to your duty, cadet. I’ll handle this from here.”
The boy saluted and fled.
“How may I be of service, Sergeant?” Blaise asked, careful to keep his tone neutral and his hands clasped in front of him where she could see them. He dipped his head low enough to be polite.
“None of your preaching to me, Bishop. I’ve a few new ones I want ready for tomorrow. Make them useful. Come,” she said, turning the winch to open the portcullis.
“As you wish, Sergeant,” he replied, ducking beneath the metal spikes as soon as the gate was lifted high enough for him to pass beneath. It crashed down behind him, snagging the hem of his coat. His collar cut off his breath. When the fabric didn’t tear, he wheezed. Twisting around, Blaise drew his lip up in a snarl and snapped out a few Words.
The hem separated into the original threads it was made of, pooling around the spikes embedded in the stone. He jerked his shoulder and the tangled mess came loose. Coughing eased some of the ache in his throat. Focusing on the image of the coat’s true and proper shape, he Spoke. One by one, the threads wove together until the hem was restored.
Blaise turned to the sergeant and offered her his best smile. She paled when he narrowed his eyes. “Please do lead the way, Sergeant.”
Waiting until he knew she was aware of him staring, he lowered his gaze to admire her figure.
Her face turned a bright red in the lantern light. Pivoting on a heel, she marched down the hall. Her skirts billowed out around her in sharp contrast to the way her tight-fitted coat clung to her lithe frame. 
“We’ve one with an unmarked collar I’d like you to look at first, fresh in from the guards,” the woman said, stopping at a cell door. Pulling out a ring of keys from beneath her coat, she unlocked it and stepped aside. In one smooth motion, she drew her sword and waited. “We need to know who owns him and his number. The usual.”
“Is this slave dangerous, then?” he asked, grasping hold of one of the bars and pulling the door open. The woman shrugged and didn’t respond.
The light from the hall lanterns didn’t penetrate far into the gloom of the cell. Blaise stepped in and stared down at the still figure lying on the floor. While not tall enough to be a man, the boy was too well developed and too muscular to be young, either. Blaise tilted his head. Maybe fourteen or fifteen, if his guess was right.
Kneeling awoke aches in Blaise’s legs and back.
“Well?”
Blaise ignored the woman, responding with the same silence she had answered him with, focusing on the slave in front of him. Instead of the copper, bronze, or silver collars he frequently saw, the polished circlet of gold gleamed in the light. Unevenly cut locks of dark hair framed a smooth jaw and tanned face. Blood darkened the torn singlet. Blaise reached down and touched the boy’s throat.
The heartbeat beneath his fingers pounded strong and even. He slid his hand down to touch the collar and listened for the voices of its creator.
Silence.
“There are no secrets in a world watched by God,” he Spoke in a whisper.
The collar burned beneath Blaise’s hand and its flames devoured his every thought in a fury before everything went dark.
 
~*~
 
Sand rained down on Terin from the cracks in the stones above. The beat of hundreds of stomping feet drummed through him, dictating the thud of his heart. Each and every breath ached in his chest and roused the pain of his bruised ribs.
The memory of waking eluded him, as did his arrival at the cell packed full of children. Terin’s hands were bound by manacles with a thick chain connecting him to the small boys on each side of him.
The weight of another shackle around his throat sought to cut off his breath, its sharp edge biting the tender skin beneath his chin.  The chains rattled with the shifting, fidgeting motion of the children staring at one another with wide eyes and pale faces.
The crowd overhead roared its approval at something, and more sand fell down on Terin. His eyes itched and burned, and he blinked away the grit.
Standing at the portcullis, a gray-clad guard stared out through the tunnel at the sand-filled pit beyond. The man whooped his satisfaction, echoing the cheering Citizens above.
“When they take you in,” someone whispered from the bench opposite him, “grab a weapon—any’ll do. Don’t wait for them to come to you. It’ll be too late.”
Terin glanced over at the dark-haired boy and frowned at the bronze collar encircling the slave’s throat. When he went to look away, dark eyes met his.
“He’ll kill you first,” the bronze-collared slave muttered.
“Who?” Terin asked.
“You.”
“Who will kill me first?” Terin stared down at his hands. Sand caked where he bled, and where it didn’t, a pale, yellow dust coated him. It wasn’t quite enough to hide the scars criss-crossing his skin. Only a few of them were acquired from the Arena, but he didn’t want any of the his fellow slaves to know he’d experienced the events before and survived.
“Catsu,” was the reply. “Have you been living under a rock, goldie? Maybe you were discarded for your stupidity. Steer clear of him. I’ll show you how to survive the arena. If you’re smart, you’ll do what I say.”
“What do we do? I can’t fight,” a girl whispered, her voice choked with tears. Terin glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. No older than five or six, she clung to the only other girl in the cell. The gold of the older girl’s collar stood out against the blue and black streaks marring her pale skin. Blonde hair draped over the girl’s slim shoulders, covering rags so thin it left little to the imagination. 
Dried scabs and bruises showed through the threadbare material.
“Nonsense,” the older girl murmured, her voice soft and pleasant, twisting around to embrace the child. The silver and black tattoo of a pleasure slave marked the center of her back.
Terin shivered at the girl’s faint smile.
“What would you know? I hope you live, girl. When I’m made a Citizen, I’ll buy you as my prize for surviving a year in the arena.” The boy leered, his eyes fixed on the girl’s chest.
The pleasure slave didn’t reply. Terin glanced her way. Hatred burned in her eyes, but her smile didn’t falter. She spoke soothing words to the children on both sides of her.
“I’ll treat you really well,” the bronze-collared slave said. “Just do what you’re told and you’ll survive.”
Terin shook his head and tried not to look too hard at the children around him. Most of them were young—too young. Of the twenty or so of them, five looked over the age of twelve, and with the exception of himself and the pleasure girl, they all wore bronze collars.
“The real threat is Catsu. Lucky for us, he likes those with green eyes. When he goes after goldie here, we’ll all jump him and take him down. We’ll be the heroes of the Arena instead of him.”
“We’ll be dead,” the pleasure slave retorted. “Don’t listen to him. He probably hid behind a combat goldie thrown in to keep things interesting.”
Terin flinched when her gaze darted to him, meeting his eyes for a brief moment before glancing down to his collar.
“Quiet! I can’t hear what’s going on,” the guard snapped, lashing out with the whip. The leather cracked against the stone between the benches, missing Terin’s toes by a mere inch. He yanked his feet under the bench, and the man sneered at them.
Instead of the desired silence, the sobs of the younger children drowned out the muffled sounds of speech outside.
“I said be quiet!” The whip snaked out and caught one of the children across the top of his foot. The screams didn’t stop until the whip lashed out one more time, striking the same spot. Blood dripped to the dusty floor.
Terin’s vision narrowed to the guard and his smile. The Citizen’s blue eyes met his, and the smile widened to a grin. Abandoning his spot, the man strode to Terin. Crying out, the children recoiled from the soldier.
Rough fingers grabbed Terin’s chin and forced his head up.
“So, you do have the Daughter’s green. If only I could have fun with you first. I hope they kill you where I can watch. Filthy, disobedient, foreigner scum don’t deserve her eyes.” The guard cracked him across the cheek with the back of a hand before returning to his post.
Terin swallowed and tasted blood. Without knowing why he did it, he stared at the loud-mouth slave sneering at the pleasure girl. “She’s right. You’re just going to get the little ones killed faster,” he said through clenched teeth.
“What would you know, goldie? You’re just a discarded pleasure slave like her.”
Terin opened his mouth to reply. The heat of the collar seared his throat and sucked the breath out of him. It didn’t cool until he stared down. The red of the child’s blood vanished beneath the rain of dust and sand from above as the crowd’s enthusiasm peaked.
His mouth twisted up in a humorless smile. Not even in the final moments before facing the Arena did the collar relent in its duty. Terin couldn’t betray his master, even if it cost him his life.
He hoped it would.
“Well, goldie? What would you do?”
Terin felt the eyes of the other slaves on him. The weight of the children’s hopes  and desires for life fell over his shoulders, and he struggled to draw breath through the tightness in his throat and chest.
The last time he’d stepped into the Arena, tasked with making the battle interesting for the Citizens, he had been ordered to assassinate a man too close to freedom. He’d been doomed to be the only one left standing on the bloodied sands.
Terin’s best effort hadn’t saved the children who had stood with him. He closed his eyes and waited for the crowd above to quiet. “When it starts,” he whispered, “do not run. Stand firm. Hide behind the older of us. When they come for you, run then, but never to the gates. When you can, throw things at them.”
“And what good do you think that will do, goldie? Pathetic,” the boy said, sneer in his voice.
Terin lifted his head, opened his eyes, smiled, and said nothing.
Even if he couldn’t save them all, maybe this time he could spare a few before he died.
Assuming Catsu could strike him down and set him free.
If Terin’s master didn’t reclaim him before it was their turn within the Arena. The crowd erupted into cheers and their stomping thundered in the cell. One word—one name—rang out clear despite the stones that muffled the calls.
Catsu.
“Ready to die?” the guard asked.
The door opposite of the portcullis creaked open and three men with graying hair stepped into the cell, clad in the yellow-tasseled, gray uniforms of a lieutenant. While Terin didn’t recognize any of them as his master’s associates, he ducked his head low and hoped none of them looked at him for too long.
“This all of them?” one of them asked.
“Yes, sir!”
“Very well. Unchain them and get them inside. The crowd is waiting.”
“Surely not without a blessing first,” a low, soothing voice murmured. Terin risked looking up. A man in a long white bishop’s coat swept into the room and stared down his equally long and hooked nose at them.
“How could I have forgotten, Bishop Frolar? By all means, do give them your God’s blessings,” the lieutenant replied.
The bishop smiled, his dark-blue eyes brightening as though sharing some joke with the soldier. “May God grant you His gift of eternal life so that your souls might rise to his Garden, children.”
“That’s more than you deserve,” the lieutenant muttered. “On your feet, slaves!”
Terin defied the order until the collar’s heat forced him to his feet to escape the pain. The pleasure slave rose last, her eyes dark and face pale.
A small hand slipped into Terin’s. He jerked and stared down at the brown-eyed child beside him.
“You have green eyes,” the child whispered to him in a calm, steady tone. “Aren’t you afraid? Catsu likes those with green eyes the best.”
Terin didn’t dare bend down to look the child in the eye and settled with shaking his head. “I’m not afraid.”
“God’s Daughter had green eyes,” the boy replied.
“I know,” Terin said.
With a toss of her head, the pleasure slave let out a low, disgusted snort. “What does that have to do with anything?”
The boy smiled and all Terin saw in the child’s eyes was madness.
“Take them in,” the lieutenant barked. Yanking on the chains binding them together, the guard dragged them through the opened portcullis. The three soldiers followed with their swords drawn.
 
~*~
 
Terin rubbed at his wrists, staring up at the crowd waiting in hushed anticipation. The circular arena was full, and those in the fifth tier looked more like ants than people.
“Your death is mine,” the bronze-collared slave hissed in Terin’s ear.
Terin managed not to frown. “I thought you said Catsu was going to kill me. Not that I care either way, as it seems you’re determined to see me dead one way or another. Unless, of course, you’re just here to keep things interesting?”
The pleasure slave snorted. “Him? A combat slave? A bronzeling? Maybe your owner really did get rid of you due to your stupidity.”
“Quiet,” the guard snapped.
The lieutenant cleared his throat. “This is how this is going to work. Cadets, give them their ribbons. Your goal is to take as many red ribbons as you can using any means possible. Kill your opponents, steal from them, I don’t care what you do, just take as many ribbons as you can. When all ribbons from a side are claimed, the one holding the most wins.” The man ran a hand through his gray-streaked hair and scowled. “Should you somehow survive, the top three contestants will be rewarded. Don’t leave this spot until the gong sounds. Should you try to attack a Citizen, you’ll be killed immediately.”
A cadet thrust a green ribbon into Terin’s hand. After he took it, the soldier removed the iron collar from his throat. The cadet looked no older than ten or twelve, not much older than many of the slave children sentenced to death. Terin tied the ribbon around his throat tight enough it squeezed him with his every breath before triple knotting it.
“You’re dead, goldie,” the bronze-collared slave hissed in Terin’s ear when the soldiers moved away from them.
Terin ignored the other slave, prodding the sands with his bare foot until he felt the leather and metal of a hilt. Reaching down, he pulled out a short sword. Sand clung to the drying blood until he couldn’t see the edge of it for all of the filth covering it. Tossing it aside, he searched until he found a sharp blade. While it wasn’t his sword, it felt good enough in his hand.
The pleasure slave hooked her foot under something in the sands and kicked it upward. She snatched the wooden staff out of the air and gave it a spin and thrust before jabbing the butt of it into the sand. “Since I’m going to die anyway, might as well make it worth something. One last dance.”
Terin’s mouth turned up in a grin. If she wanted to die with pride, that was her choice.
Better than many others who knew what they faced and wept as the reality of their deaths crashed down on them. 
“Remember,” Terin said, thrusting the sword out in a practice jab, “do not run until after the gong sounds, and not towards the gates even then.”
A few sniffles and the shuffling of feet on sand answered Terin’s warning. On the other end of the arena, a portcullis lifted. One by one, tall figures emerged from the tunnel. The bronze of their skin was broken by nothing more than fluttering red ribbons tied to their throats and the pale linen of loin cloths. When they drew closer, the sun gleamed off of the sweat, sand, and blood on each of them. 
Terin frowned. The hope some of the children would survive faltered as the convicts stalked closer, halting twenty feet away at the barked order of a soldier.
Moving to stand at his side, the girl gave a few swings of her staff before thrusting it upward. The cries of approval shook the ground.
“I’m ready,” she said.
Someone behind him gave a strangled cry at the noise. Terin twisted around, reaching out with his left hand to try to stop the child. Hair slipped through his fingers, and the child’s rags tore at his attempt to catch hold of the boy before he could run.
Terin’s cry was silenced by the searing of the collar at his throat, and his muscles stiffened from the pain and the cold stabbing at his bones. His blood chilled in his veins.
A stone hurled from the stands struck the child in the chest. The second caught the boy in the shoulder and drove him to his knees. The crowd quieted to listen to the shrill screams.
With a crack of bone and the thud of a body falling to the sands, the third stone heralded silence.
Stones rained down from above, thudding down on the body to bounce among them. One struck Terin’s shins, but the collar refused to let him acknowledge the pain. It forced him to watch as, stone by stone, the slave’s body disappeared.
A lone cheer was answered by the rest of the crowd. The collar released Terin, and he staggered a step. The pleasure slave grabbed hold of his elbow and shook her head at him. Terin’s cheek twitched. He lifted his head and turned to face the convicts.
With their delighted cries filling the arena, the Citizens waved red cloths and pounded the stones with their feet.
The gong sounded.
Terin tightened his grip on his sword and turned his back to the pleasure girl, sparing a glance at the bronze-collared boy. The slave’s eyes widened and he scrambled back a pace. The men stepping toward them grinned, their weapons lifted high in acknowledgment of the Citizens.
One of the convicts didn’t lift his weapon, and he was one of the few men wielding a staff instead of a blade. Terin tensed. If the man had lifted his weapon like the others, he wouldn’t have noticed him at all. Neither short nor tall, with plain features and a brown hair tinged with yellow, nothing set him apart from the others slated for execution within the arena.  
As one, the convicts stalked forward, weapons held at the ready. The staff-wielding man moved with such grace that Terin didn’t dare look anywhere but at him.
A child cried out and Terin crouched, lowering the tip of his sword so he could bring it up to parry when the first wave of men struck at them.
The convicts strode forward, and as soon as they were within reach, the pleasure slave advanced. Leaping high, she spun around and kicked out her leg. Her golden hair fanned out around her, each strand lit beneath the glow of the afternoon sun. As she dropped down she smashed the end of her staff against the collarbone of the leader.
The blow knocked the convict back a pace and the girl spun out of reach, her body swaying to the beat of some melody only she could hear.
A low, appreciative huff escaped Terin before he could stop it. The girl whirled to glare at him. Terin offered an apologetic shrug and forced himself to stare into her eyes despite the temptation to let his gaze wander.
“I’ll save you for last, little girl,” the struck convict snarled. The girl turned back to face him, her grip tightening on her staff.
Terin didn’t wait to find out if the girl had a reply for the man.
The fleet-footed convict holding his staff smiled, and Terin hesitated. With a shake of his head, he leaped forward and entered the fray.
 




 
 
Chapter 3
 
 
Blaise forced a smile for the benefit of those staring at him and tried to ignore the pounding in his head. The pain surged with each cheer of the Citizens in the Arena. He kept still, and the throb in his temples prevented him from succumbing to the temptation to reach over and throttle the violet-robed man at his side.
Murdering the Emperor of the Erelith Empire, however satisfying wringing the man’s neck might be, wouldn’t do him or the church any good, and it’d certainly get his immortal nature revealed to the worst people.
At least he had a real chair instead of having to share a bench with those who would inevitably jab him with their elbows due to their excitement.
“I do hope you’re enjoying yourself, Bishop,” the Emperor said, his tone lacking any real emotion. Blaise turned to face the man, swallowing back the surge of rage and self-loathing as he bowed his head as was expected and proper.
“It is an unmatched view, Your Imperial Majesty,” he murmured. It was the truth. His normal seat in the arena was on the highest tier on the furthest bench from the rail. It was seating designated for the poorest of Citizens who managed to somehow afford attending the events.
For once, he didn’t need to rely on his heightened eyesight to make out the faces of those below.
“I do hope you don’t mind your garb.”
Blaise’s cheek twitched. The blue and green doublet lacked any sign he belonged to the Church, save for the rose-patterned cuff-links he had insisted on stealing from his frock coat. It clung to him in all the wrong places, tight across his shoulders instead of hugging his chest. “I’m honored, Your Imperial Majesty,” he replied, matching the man’s serious and dour expression.
“I trust you’re well. I’d rather not have to go explain your unfortunate accident to the Archbishop.”
Once again dipping his head, Blaise drew a deep breath and tried to will the throb in his skull out of existence. When that failed, he sighed. “I should’ve been more cautious when examining the collar. All of the fault, of course, is with me, Your Imperial Majesty.”
The Emperor looked away, staring down at the sands below. The portcullis off to one side opened with a grind of metal on stone. Whispers rippled through the crowd.
Blaise swallowed back the bile rising in his throat. Led by a guard and flanked by three soldiers, a group of children stepped onto the sands. Pale faces and wide eyes took in the Citizens crammed together to watch them die.
The stench of their fear hung heavy in the air.
“The highlight of our day soon begins,” the Emperor said. Blaise risked glancing at the man.
For the first time since Blaise had been herded to the Imperial Observatory after waking up dazed, confused, and with a pounding head, the Emperor smiled.
The temptation to claw the man’s grin from his face kept Blaise quiet. Anger kept him still and poised, ready to strike with claws a human couldn’t hope to have.
The crowd quieted, and most within the Imperial Observatory leaned against the gold railing for a better view of the children below. From the other side of the pit, a group of men clad in nothing more than ribbons and loin cloths stalked across the sands, taking up their weapons to slaughter the children.
Blaise closed his eyes and focused on the pain in his head to control the urges surging within him. The desire to lash out was the strongest, and it took all of his will for him to keep still.
A cheer thundered through the arena and Blaise opened his eyes. All was calm and still on the sands. The crowd quieted once more, and the silence smothered, thick with the anticipation of those lusting for the surge of divine power accompanying death. He doubted the humans were even aware of what lured them to the arena or their addiction to the presence of the divine.
The shrill cry of a frightened animal on the fringe of death rang out, torn from a young throat. Blaise didn’t catch more than a glimpse of the child before the first stone struck. The second felled the child, and the third heralded a gray rain that pounded the sands from those in the first tier.
Blaise whispered the prayer for the dead and the perfume of the Garden tickled his nose. Over the body, the shimmer of the Gate flickered before vanishing.
“There’s always at least one,” the Emperor said, laughing. “Look there, Bishop, don’t you think she’s a lively one?”
The man’s purple-gloved hand gestured to the remaining children.
Praying for the patience which Blaise’s long experience dealing with mortals still hadn’t granted him, he stared down at the sands. The Emperor’s elbow jabbed him in the ribs. The human let out a lusty laugh. Blaise bowed his head to hide his eyes behind a curtain of his hair.
It’d take more than meat and Genevieve’s touch to erase the loathing boiling within him. It’d take more than blood to satiate his rage that burned in his chest.
When Blaise could move without risk of succumbing to his desire to devour the soul of the man at his side, he watched the girl who had made this mistake of capturing the Emperor’s attention.
She held her staff high, and her blue eyes gleamed in the sunlight. Blaise wondered if the humans next to him could make out the vibrant color, but he doubted it. Bruises in the shape of fingers marred her creamy skin, and when she turned, the brand of a pleasure slave showed through the rags she wore. At her side, the dark-haired boy with the unmarked collar stood still and quiet, a short sword held in his hand. The boy stared at the approaching men with a frown.
An ancient, tired quality dulled the slave’s pale eyes. Sucking in a breath, Blaise leaned against the rail and squinted, calling on his true sight.
The boy’s eyes were the true green eyes of the Daughter, not the darker emerald or hazel touched with green that some mortals possessed. Anguish dissolved Blaise’s anger.
The weight of a miserable existence dulled the color. For a brief moment, Blaise wanted nothing more than to devour those who had hurt the child and dared to enslave someone with Aurora’s eyes.
“You seem intrigued. Most curious for a devout man such as yourself,” the Emperor said.
The man to Blaise’s left snickered. A clearing of the Emperor’s throat silenced those around them and the laughter died away under a faked cough. Blaise glanced at the Citizen on his left out of the corner of his eye. The man’s violet doublet almost matched the Emperor’s, barely light enough to avoid being the color reserved for the ruler of the Erelith Empire. 
Blaise curled his lip up in what he hoped passed for a smile and didn’t bother to acknowledge the Citizen to his left before turning to bow his head to the Emperor yet again. “The boy and his collar intrigue me, Your Imperial Majesty, though the girl, as you so wisely observed, is fascinating as well.”
“Ah, yes. That collar. I suppose it would catch your interest. I’ve a few of them I give to my most trusted to do with as they please. I’m sure I’ll find out who lost their slave when they come calling for it,” the Emperor replied with a faint frown. “Do watch that girl. She’ll prove most entertaining.”
Blaise sighed. The gong sounded, worsening the ache in his head. With weapons lifted high, the convicts prowled toward their prey.
The girl’s leap brought her to the first of the men, and she brought her staff down with a crack. Letting out a whoop, the Emperor surged to his feet. The crowd followed his lead and their cheers shook the stone. A few green cloths fluttered among the thousands of red. The girl danced back out of the convict’s reaching, and she glared over at the green-eyed boy.
With mouths opened in war cries that Blaise couldn’t hear over the crowd, the convicts charged. Their fury twisted their scarred faces, and Blaise braced himself for the slaughter.
The spray of blood heralded the opening of the Gates, the pearly curtain of light unnoticed by the mortals that surrounded him. It hovered over the corpse, and he squinted.
Instead of one of the children, a convict lay on the sands. The green-eyed slave pulled his short blade free of the man’s throat, stepped over the corpse, and jumped forward.
Blaise whispered the prayer for the dead and wondered what God thought of the men who dared to lift a hand against one born with Aurora’s eyes.
The convicts turned their attention to the boy and swarmed him. A second man fell, gutted with a strike so swift that Blaise missed the blow because he’d blinked.
The Emperor let out an appreciative whistled echoed by the man to Blaise’s left.
The silence of held breath gripped the spectators, and the hope some children would survive tore at Blaise’s heart. He wanted to look away, at anywhere other than the blood-stained sands, but he couldn’t tear his gaze from the boy who danced on the sands despite his worn and bruised body.
In the child’s hands, death became beauty and the Gates opened wide for those who fell to him, as though God reached out to the mortal world in hopes of reclaiming one of His children, but settling for those slain at the hands of the boy born with Aurora’s eyes.
“A hundred prisms Catsu will win,” the Emperor announced in a voice just loud enough for all in the Imperial Observatory to hear. “Any takers?”
The number surprised Blaise. Most Citizens lived their entire lives without acquiring even half as many of the prized crystals. He kept his expression neutral and stared down at the sands.
“I’ll take you up on that,” someone said from behind him. “But, a hundred on the boy, but he won’t take the contest.”
“Agreed. What about you, Bishop?”
Blaise didn’t look away from the slave facing off against two men bigger and stronger, both holding weapons with a longer reach. Without any sign of fear, the boy ducked beneath their guard.
The first fell, cut from groin to chest. When the second lunged, the slave rolled behind his prey and ran him through from behind. The crowd screamed, and the drumming of their feet on the stone matched the throb in Blaise’s head.
“I’m a pious man, Your Imperial Majesty, but one would like to hope that the young would have a chance to prove their worth in the days to come.”
The Emperor clapped him on the back. “Well said, well said! Pious men don’t gamble, or so I’ve heard, but perhaps an arrangement can be made. Should these young ones have worth and can prove it, I’ll grant the Church a boon. I’ll double the number allowed in both my Palace and the Arena. Of course, if they prove worthless,” the Emperor continued, pausing to allow the snickers of the Citizens around him to add weight to his words, “then, of course, I shall halve the number allowed.”
Blaise’s cheek twitched and the corner of his mouth twisted upward. If only he could indulge, if only he could reveal what was trapped beneath the thin barrier of human skin, then he could rip the smug look from the Emperor’s face. “You’ve my thanks and appreciation for your generosity, Your Imperial Majesty.”
The rancid taste of his words left him nauseated and disgusted. 
With another laugh, the Emperor stomped his feet and lifted a scrap of red silk high over his head. “Win, Catsu!”
Red dominated the arena, and all signs of green vanished from the hands of the Citizens.
With his mouth opened in a pant, the green-eyed boy fell back to where the other children waited. The pleasure slave put her back to his and the two tensed in anticipation of the convicts’ attack. She said something that was answered with a jerked nod, and both stared at one of the older boys cowering with the youngest children.
The respite didn’t last long. The tallest of the remaining men led the charge, letting out a whooped cry. The crowd quieted.
“Wind, breath of God, blow so that all might live!” a man’s tenor called out, the tone sharp with authority and demand.
A gust of wind erupted from the center of the pit, tugging at Blaise’s clothes. Sand spiraled upward to darken the sky. Shielding his eyes with one arm, Blaise leaned against the rail and stretched out his other hand. “When man believed the world would drown ‘neath the fury of the storm, the winds stilled and the seas calmed,” he Spoke.
The sandstorm and the will of the other Speaker fought against Blaise, and he was aware of the whispered echoes of power despite the terrified screams of those around him. Curling his lip, Blaise let out a snarl, his bones aching with the need to punish the mortal who dared to defy his will.
The sands fell to the ground in a rain and the winds fell silent. Several forms lay still below, but no shimmering of the Gates or scent of roses marked the bodies.
Abandoning the staff, Catsu took up a sword and lifted it high. The crowd cheered for the hero of the Arena. With a wild grin, the man plunged the blade through the back of the nearest convict.
Catsu’s victim slumped, mouth and eyes wide from shock.
The Gates opened to welcome the souls of the men slaughtered as Catsu cut a path to where the slave children stood stunned from the winds that had battered them but moments before.
 
~*~
 
Chaos took hold of those in the Arena, and not even the bellowed demand from the Emperor brought order. The rail bit against Blaise’s stomach as he tried to figure out what was happening in the pit, but the screams of the Citizens drowned out the sounds from below. If God’s power had been invoked, Blaise couldn’t sense it.
“God devour them,” he spat, slamming his opened hand against the marble wall. With all of his power as a bishop and his heritage, he couldn’t do anything without hearing the scriptures as they were Spoken. His lip curled up in a snarl, exposing his teeth. If the culprit chose to slay those fleeing, the Gates wouldn’t close until every last one of them resided in the Gardens.
God didn’t care how they’d died, only for the quality of the souls ascending to the Garden.
Red splotches marred the Emperor’s face and the man leaned over the rail, pointing at the battle below. “How dare those worthless things ruin my event? Kill them!” 
The cries of those fleeing the Arena drowned out the man’s demand.
“Look,” the man beside Blaise said, mimicking the Emperor’s gesture.
Blaise wondered if God would get too upset with him if one or two extra numbered among the dead. He stared down at the sands at the human’s request.
Catsu stalked forward and bodies fell in his wake. The man didn’t wait to find out if any survived his blows, and not all of them died. Men writhed on the sands while clinging hopelessly to their lives, not even realizing the Gates poised over them, cracked open in anticipation of the moment their last breath fled their bodies.
Where the boy with the Daughter’s eyes turned death into something almost beautiful in its swiftness, in Catsu’s hand, it was a nightmare born of flashing steel and the red of blood. The children roused to the convict’s presence. The pleasure slave lifted her staff, and the color drained from her face.
One blow knocked her weapon aside. The second felled her, the pommel of the blade cracking against the side of her head. She crumpled and lay still on the sands.
The green-eyed boy lunged at Catsu. Their blades clashed with a ring that cut over the screams of the Citizens. When their blades locked, the slave stood firm despite their difference in size, staying positioned between the so-called Hero of the Arena and the younger children.
One of the older slaves, wearing a bronze collar, lifted his sword and jumped at the two fighting. The blade stabbed at the unprotected back of the green-eyed slave. Blaise barked out a warning and drew a breath to Speak.
Catsu’s mouth moved and a bolt of fire and lightning streaked down from the clear sky.
The bronze-collared slave fell screaming, writhing as a shroud of flame and sparks engulfed him. The blade he’d held, instead of piercing through the other slave’s spine, grazed his side instead. The Gates to the Garden didn’t open. Blaise frowned and forced his muscles to relax.
To his amazement, neither slave had died.
Blaise shook his head. If he interfered, he’d risk exposing his true self and his secret. Should the mortals discover the truth, God would punish him as He had punished Lucin and Mikael. Blaise didn’t savor the idea of spending the rest of eternity trapped in an inanimate object, doomed to become the plaything of foolish mortals desiring power. Settling on muttering the prayers for the dead, he watched and waited.
A shove from Catsu split the two apart. The slave staggered back, one hand clamped to his side, body twisted to present as small a target as possible. Instead of striking at the boy who dared to fight as an equal, Catsu went for the bronze-collared slave on the ground.
Blaise felt his eyebrows rise.
With a flick of his wrist, the Hero of the arena gouged out the fallen boy’s left eye.
“What are you fools doing? I said ‘Kill them all!’” the Emperor screamed, slamming his fist against the gold rail. “Curse you all!” 
Someone shoved Blaise against the marble retaining wall. Several soldiers surrounded the Emperor and took up guard positions. Face twisted in rage, the Emperor screamed curses and orders as he led the way out of the Imperial Observatory.
A Citizen too slow to flee the Emperor’s path fell to the sword of a orange-tasseled soldier. Blaise rubbed at his brow and tried to will away the surge of pain stabbing through his skull, muttering the prayer for the dead under his breath. 
The Citizen to Blaise’s left whistled. “He’s gone mad.”
The screams of mortals intensified, and Blaise twisted around to look up at the tiers of the Arena. He wasn’t sure what had triggered the mortals’ instinct to run from danger, but the Citizens swarmed over each other, oblivious to those they hurt in their need to escape. The stench of fear in the air choked off, rather than whetted, his appetite. “He’s not the only one,” he muttered.
Dropping back down to the stone chair, Blaise rubbed at his temple and stared at the standoff between convict and slave below. Catsu stood at ease, tip of his sword dripping blood. The boy stood over the pleasure slave’s still form, his expression blank and eyes dulled.
Catsu’s lips moved, and the sands behind him swirled up in a cyclone. The air stirred in obedience to the convict’s call, hissing as though a snake poised to strike. A second cyclone burst into existence near the slave, whips of sand lashing out.
Grit blasted Blaise in the face. He lifted his arm to shield his eyes.
“Holy God, they’re both Speakers,” the man next to him gasped. Instead of running away, the Citizen leaned closer to the rail. Blaise rose to his feet. The wind clawed at him, grit tearing at his exposed skin and working its way into his clothes.
The hand touching his elbow shook. “We can’t stay here, we’ll be killed.”
Blaise couldn’t tell if the man was daft, courageous, or a fool. He shook the Citizen off and curled his lip up, letting out a low growl that rumbled in his chest. “Quiet!” The winds recoiled from him and the human at his side froze at his command. While the one word wasn’t enough to break the powers of either Speaker, he took the chance to catch his breath.
The twin columns rose up and clashed far above. Both burst into a cascade of sand that pelted those below. When the cloud of dust cleared, the slave and convict both stood. Catsu glared with narrowed eyes, while the boy’s expression remained neutral and lifeless.
Nothing remained of the convict’s victims except bone. The shimmer of the Gate lingered as though God was tired of opening the way for those who hadn’t died.
Yet.
Whatever force held the slave children calm and still for so long shattered. They ran for the nearest portcullis, stretching their arms through the gaps in the metal bars. If any of the military lingered nearby, they didn’t open the way into the tunnels or reveal themselves.
The screams of the Citizens quieted enough for Blaise to catch the murmur of the convict Speaking. Those who hadn’t fled cheered and waved down at the two still fighting. A spark of light formed over Catsu’s head and shot upward, roiling into a great ball of flame awaiting its creator’s bidding. The boy’s lips moved in response, so soft that Blaise heard nothing at all. A shiver coursed over his flesh, and static cracked between his hand and the golden rail.
The man at his side grabbed his arm again and pointed upward. “Look!”
A lone cloud marred the clear sky. It churned, growing until it blocked out the sun and replaced the blue above with black. A drop of rain splattered on Blaise’s cheek and a sheet of water fell in its wake, drenching him from head to toe. With a spluttered curse, he reached up to shove his sodden hair out of his eyes.
Catsu’s fire was extinguished beneath the force of the deluge. The pain in his skull eased to a dull ache, and the rain whispered to him, its babbling accompanied by the warmth of pleasure and satisfaction. Blaise frowned but saw no emotion in the boy’s face, not even with the help of his inhuman eyes.
“I suppose I better put an end to this,” Blaise muttered, eyeing the distance between the seats to the pit below. Water and sand mixed to create murky pools littered with discarded weapons. He turned his glare on Catsu and the slave.
The boy swayed and the sword he held dropped to the ground. The pounding rain and the warning rumbles of thunder drowned out the cries of those who remained within the Arena. A streak of blue and red light struck the rail circling the lowest tier and raced toward Blaise. He whipped his arm out, threw the human at his side away from the wall, and jumped away from the charged metal. A ball of flame and lightning swept by, blackening the marble and leaving charred, twisted hunks of molten gold in its wake.
“What sorcery is that?” the Citizen gasped.
“That wasn’t sorcery,” Blaise replied, “it’s the power of God’s Word.” He glared at the melted ruins. The divine power sang to him, and it whispered a promise of destruction. 
Taking shelter behind the Emperor’s stone throne, he glanced around the edge and through the gaps in the ruined rail. The clouds spun around an eye of blue lightning and red fire. The scripture to calm the storm stuck in his throat.
He hadn’t seen such a display in so many years, and he wanted to see how it ended, yet part of him was aware of the severe consequences if he didn’t put an end to it.
A single bolt of lightning struck the other side of the arena, and the stone trembled beneath him. A pillar of light laced with gouts of flame linked the ground and sky.
The Gates to the Garden didn’t shimmer into existence. The pit was engulfed in pure, holy light, but Blaise didn’t catch more than a glimpse of His red roses before they vanished in plumes of smoke. Shrapnel erupted upward, with embers flashing brightly before falling to the ground.
Illuminated in the light of destruction, the boy staggered forward a step and fell. Catsu dropped his weapon, ducked low to lift the slave over his shoulder, and vanished into the haze which reeked of molten stone and burned flesh. 
~*~
 
The wind and rain battered at Blaise. He longed for his coat and its hood. The storm muffled the cries of the injured and the dying. Rays of sunlight pierced through the fringe of the clouds and streamed over the pit below. 
Flashes of red and blue illuminated the wet marble. Blaise gripped the ruined rail, vaulted over it, and splashed down to the ground. The sand and water sucked at his legs with each step. The edges of discarded blades beneath the muck scraped against his shins. Ignoring the sting of his cuts, he knelt beside the unconscious bronze-collared slave lying where Catsu had felled him. The white of Blaise’s gloves turned red when he touched the boy’s throat. While sluggish, he could feel a heartbeat.
“Spill not the blood of life, lest thine own blood be spilled,” Blaise Spoke, trailing his fingers over the child’s skin to the sunken remains of his left eye. The wounds closed, glowing with a faint crimson light, leaving behind crusty scabs. It would leave a scar, but he didn’t dare help the human any more.
He wouldn’t help the mortal further, even though he could restore the slave’s eye, if he really wanted to. Helping the boy who had tried to kill the golden-collared slave with Aurora’s eyes left a foul taste in his mouth.
Blaise rose to his feet, shook his head, and left the slave for the military to deal with. The girl lay not far away, her golden hair turned brown from the rain. Sand encrusted her too-thin figure. Stooping down hurt, but he ignored the pain and slid his hands beneath her back and arms. To his relief, she didn’t weigh much. A trail of blood oozed down the side of her face. He clenched his teeth and carried her to where the children crowded near the portcullis.
On the other side of it, two men in military coats gawked at him.
“Open it and take them inside,” Blaise said, unable to quell the hope that one of the humans would argue with him.
“We’re not to let anyone out or in,” one replied. Blaise fought against the urge to smile, dropping his gaze to the man’s yellow tassels.
“He’s with the church,” someone said from the darkness. It took Blaise a moment to recognize the voice of another bishop. Frolar emerged through a doorway on the other side of the cell beyond the portcullis. “I wasn’t expecting to see you here, nor dressed in anything other than white.”
Blaise shifted the girl’s weight in his arms. “It is what it is, Brother. I doubt the Emperor will be pleased if those involved with the ruin of his games drowned in the rain.”
“I’ll take responsibility for him if needed, as I am his senior in the church,” Frolar said.
The two soldiers exchanged looks. 
“I’ll hold you to that, Bishop,” the lieutenant growled, but turned to the winch and gestured. While the other man was also marked with a yellow ribbon, he hurried to obey the silent order, and opened the portcullis.
Blaise stepped through, ducking his head below the spikes and watching in case the soldier let go early. With a shake of his head at his folly, he lowered the girl onto one of the benches.
“In!” 
At the lieutenant’s command, the slaves hurried into the cell, staring back at the pit.
“There is one slave still alive out there you may wish to retrieve,” Blaise said, nodding in the direction of the pit. “He shouldn’t die, so long as you take care of him soon.”
“Do it,” the older of the two lieutenants said. The younger man scowled, sighed, and sloshed through the sand and rain.
“Good afternoon, Frolar,” Blaise greeted, dipping his head to the other bishop.
“You’ve been busy I see. The Archbishop’s been looking for you all morning.”
Blaise echoed the soldier’s sigh. “One does not refuse an invitation from the Emperor.”
Frolar’s bushy brow arched to his graying hairline. “You have been busy.”
“Later,” Blaise said with a wave of his hand. “Have you seen to the injured? Who’s on duty with you?”
“No one. Bishop Nikal left to take word to the Archbishop. While we’d been told one of the church was here for the evening, I hadn’t thought it’d be a bishop, let alone you!”
“Later, Frolar. We’re wasting time. There are injured to tend to.”
And prayers to say for the dead, but he tried not to think too hard about that—the Gates were closed and they didn’t need his guidance. Not anymore.
“Do you really believe anyone survived?” Frolar asked, stepping through the door to wait for him in the hall. Blaise prayed for patience and followed after the human.
The two soldiers snickered.
“Stay here if you want, but I’m going up top,” Blaise snapped.
“Wait, Blaise,” Frolar said, snatching his elbow. Blaise stopped and stared at the man’s hand. “It’s too dangerous. Part of it is collapsing—some of it already has.”
“And?” Blaise growled out, tempted to take a bite out of Frolar’s hand.
“You’re too important to risk.”
Blaise hissed, “I’m no more important than any other. Unlike me, they need help. If it is Alphege you’re worried about, I’ll accept whatever punishment he deems necessary, should it become a concern. I’ll take the upper tiers. I trust you can handle the first? It isn’t just those who were caught in the storm. Many were surely trampled as people left.”
Frolar’s blue eyes seemed black in the shadows of the corridor. “Yes.”
Turning to the soldiers, Blaise dipped his head in a nod to them. “Excuse us, gentlemen.”
“What’s gotten into you, Blaise? The Archbishop is looking for you. I can handle this on my own. He’s ordered to see you immediately. You’ve never—”
“My duty is here, Brother. The Archbishop will understand.”
“You’re adamant for someone who hates the Arena,” Frolar muttered.
Blaise lengthened his stride and the man had to jog to catch up with him. “I know.” 
“Why are you here dressed as a Citizen? The military said the clergyman here was hurt. You don’t look injured at all! What are you doing?”
“Have I ever lied to you?” Blaise halted, and Frolar collided with him. Blaise turned and offered a smile to the aging human.
“N-no. You haven’t.”
He almost laughed from wondering what Frolar truly thought. While he hadn’t exactly lied, he wasn’t fully honest either. His nose didn’t tell him anything of use—and no matter how long he stared, the bishop revealed nothing more than a suspicious frown.
“I forgot a basic rule and paid the price for it,” he admitted. “How was I to know the collar I was asked to check was warded? A painful misunderstanding, but nothing that will come between me and my duty.” Blaise grimaced and shook his head.
How many times would he need to lower his head to mortals in one day? How many times would he embarrass himself to those who lived such short lives?
“A collar, Blaise? Really?”
“Really,” he replied. “Satisfied? The Emperor doesn’t want to answer to Alphege, so I was ‘invited’ to sit with him the entire day. The Emperor does not sit with a mere bishop, so I was dressed to his standards. I should be happy I got away with my cuff links.”
“Blue and green don’t suit you,” Frolar replied. “You really aren’t hurt, are you? The Archbishop won’t be pleased with me if—”
Blaise cut him off with a wave of his hand. “I’m fine.”
“If you’re certain.”
It took several deep breaths of smoky air that burned Blaise’s lungs before he could force what he hoped passed for a grateful smile.
Frolar huffed out a laugh. “You never change. Oh, very well. It won’t be the last time I get scolded for letting you do as you want. Did you see what happened from where you were seated?”
“Front row,” he replied, clearing his throat to stifle a cough. “Catsu and one of the slaves dueled and one of them lost control. Beyond that? All guesses.”
The clap against his shoulder took him by surprise. Blaise blinked at the gray-haired man.
“There’s nothing you could’ve done to stop it. Nothing anyone of us could. Still, we were lucky. I don’t envy their fates for interrupting the Emperor’s events today. We’ve much work to do, and many prayers for the dead to recite.”
Blaise frowned and stared into Frolar’s eyes. The man tilted his head. Had the other bishop not noticed that Catsu had escaped with the slave? “Assuming they figure out who did what,” Blaise said with a shrug.
“They’ll find out. One doesn’t deny the will of the Emperor.”
“So I’ve noticed.”
The tunnels branched out into four, with two of them leading upward in different directions. “Shout up if you need me,” Blaise said with a farewell wave to Frolar. Before the man could reply, he hurried to where the ramp curved out of the underground prison complex.
On the ground level, people staggered toward the gate, herded by gray-clad figures with their swords. The stench of their fear made Blaise sneeze.
“You can’t go up there,” a deep voice rumbled, and a hand tapped his shoulder.
Blaise lifted his sleeve without turning to expose the rose-shaped cuff buttons. “I’m with the church. Is there word on the number of injured?”
“No. Wait but a moment. Gavrin! I’m taking this clergyman up top.”
Someone shouted a reply.
“This way,” the soldier said, gesturing to the ramp leading up to the next tier. “My apologies for not recognizing your affiliation. We don’t usually see anyone other than the white coats. Ah, pardon, Bishops. I don’t believe the major will refuse any aid from the church.”
Without replying, Blaise followed the man up to the second tier. A few Citizens braved the rubble strewn over the walkways. The stench of fear, sweat, and death blasted his nose. Blaise lifted his sleeve to his face.
“Major, sir!” the soldier called out. A young man with blond hair touched with hints of red tossed aside a chunk of blackened stone before standing. “This man claims he’s with the church and offers his aid.”
Dark eyes bore into Blaise. “You’re not wearing a coat,” the man shouted up.
“So I’m not, but I’m with the church all the same. Any injured?”
The major frowned. “Those who survived walked away. We’re looking for others now.”
Blaise nodded. “I can help with that.”
Kneeling down, he touched the broken stones. “There are no secrets in a world watched by God,” he whispered.
The voices of past Speakers mingled with the cries of those who lived. One by one, he tuned out the strong, healthy lives around him. The ghosts of the long-dead refused to be ignored, but as though respecting his wishes, they faded to mere whispers in his head. A faltering heartbeat echoed in his ear. He turned his head and pointed in the direction. “There is someone that way.”
Blaise clambered over the rubble, and the stone groaned beneath his weight.
“Careful!” the major barked.
Letting out a huff didn’t ease Blaise’s disgust over the men who stayed off of the balconies in case it collapsed. 
It didn’t take him long to find a woman lying with her legs pinned beneath a slab of marble. The remnants of the Speech-wrought destruction manifested as the red and blue lights staining the stone. Blaise scratched his head and considered the problem of the rock; too much force, and he’d hurt or kill the woman, but if he didn’t use enough power, he wouldn’t be able to shift the debris off of her.
He glanced over his shoulder at the soldiers. They stood still, watching him with ill-disguised curiosity. Wrinkling his nose, he turned back to the Citizen, lowering his hand to brush it against where the rock glowed.
Warmth radiated from the stone. As he considered the words to Speak, the red and blue luminescence erupted beneath his hand and the marble shattered to a fine powder. One of her legs twisted at an unnatural angle. He muttered the words to stop her bleeding. The strength flowed out of him, and his muscles quivered.
The woman groaned but didn’t open her eyes. Furrowing his brow, he brushed away the dust from her and felt for her pulse.
“She’s alive,” he announced, easing his hands beneath her shoulders and knee. Taking several deep breaths, he gathered his strength and lifted her up.
“Watch the stairs, they’ve been cracking. Help him! Don’t just stand there gawking, fools! You’ve seen Speech before,” the major barked.
Three cadets rushed to obey, scrambling down to take the woman from him. He sighed out his relief as she was taken from him. The cadets strugged with the woman’s weight, and their faces paled to white as they stared at the blood covering her. Blaise turned back to the rubble, placed his hands against the stone once more, and listened for the injured among the dead and the echoes of the creators of the Arena.
Too many cried out for salvation—too many lived among the wreckage of lightning and fire. It should’ve killed any in its path. He stood and worked his way over the debris, loose stones bouncing to the tier below.
The storm rumbled overhead and its lightning stained the rain and stone red.  
 




Chapter 4
 
 
Pain stabbed through Terin’s fingers and toes, rousing him from sleep. Something cold and wet splashed against his face. It trailed down his cheek and dripped from his jaw. His arms and legs swayed back and forth in a gentle motion.
Someone held his legs behind his knees and kept him from moving. The air reeked of decay and sewage. Terin slammed his elbow against his captor. A man’s voice cried out. The grip on his legs loosened and Terin kicked out, his bare toes digging into flesh. 
He tore his nails against bare skin. A curse rewarded Terin’s efforts. His teeth closed on flesh, and the man holding him howled and released him.
Terin landed in icy water with a splash. His hands and forearms submerged first, followed by his head. The rest of him plunged in, sinking into the sluggish current of the sewer. A hand snatched at Terin’s hair and yanked him above the surface. Shudders ran through him, and if it weren’t for the hold on him, he would’ve fallen.
A bare arm slipped around his throat from behind and squeezed, but not so hard he couldn’t breathe. A flexing of muscles warned Terin that he’d choke if he dared to move.
He gagged at the foul taste in his mouth. At first he feared he was blind, then a ripple spread out around him. The sheen of light on water illuminated the outline of sludge-slicked walls. The rancid odor of the sewers struck him hard, suffocating him until tears stung at his eyes and his vision blurred.
“That was foolish.”
With those few words, sound assaulted Terin’s ears, triggering a throb that threatened to shatter his skull into countless pieces. He struggled to pull away from his captor, but his body refused to acknowledge his will.
“Don’t try anything else, boy. It’ll hurt, you’ll lose, and I’ll be angry. Just keep quiet and behave,” his captor said. “I beat you once, and I can do it again.”
Terin tried to make sense of the man’s words, but he couldn’t remember the voice, nor could he remember why he was in the sewers in the first place.
Terin’s master hadn’t ordered him to venture beneath the city. The route to the Citizen’s estate had followed the promenade fringing Upper Erelith City to the decaying steps carved into the cliffs leading to Lower Erelith City.
He didn’t remember leaving his perch beneath the estate while waiting for night to fall.
“Who…?” His question emerged as a croak.
“Don’t recognize me? I suppose our introduction was brief.” The man laughed. “I am Catsu. I’ve you to thank for freeing me from the arena. The least I could do was bring you with me, slave.”
Terin flinched. The memory of wind and sand battering at him roused his awareness of drying scabs, bruises that throbbed in time with the beat of his heart, and the sting of fresh cuts. He writhed and grabbed at the arm wrapped around his throat. 
“You should be grateful for the chance at freedom,” the convict muttered. “Up and walk!”
He wasn’t aware of the moment when Catsu’s arm slipped from his throat and seized the back of his neck. With a warning squeeze, Terin was hauled to his feet and shoved forward through the sludge.
“What’s your number?”
Terin struggled to draw a breath to answer, and his collar flared around his throat, driving away the cold from his soaked clothes. “734152.”
“And your name?”
“734152.” The collar’s warmth remained, the promise of punishment strengthening to the brink of real pain.
“I asked for your name,” Catsu growled out.
“That is my name,” Terin whispered. His number was his identity, and the existence of his secret name belonged to his master and no one else. Fear warred with self-loathing until Terin longed for the collar to tire of him and wipe it all away in a wave of agony.
“A born slave, then? Hah. I’ll find some use for you. Who was your master?”
Terin opened his mouth to reply, but he hesitated. The collar cooled, but he knew it was poised to strike him if he dared to speak his master’s name. When the expectant silence grew unbearable, he whispered, “I can’t say.”
“An order? Even more curious. You’re lucky I’m a kind master,” Catsu murmured, his quiet tone chilling Terin more than the sewer water. “Why were you in the Arena?”
At Terin’s silence, the collar’s heat grew until his pained breath hissed through his teeth. He struggled to find words—any—that wouldn’t violate the orders his master had given him.
Catsu’s blunt fingernails dug into his throat beneath the collar. “Answer me!”
“I failed my master,” he whispered, cringing from anticipation of the pain from the collar. It didn’t materialize, but that didn’t stop his legs from quivering.
“Is that all? Fool of a master you had, then, wasting a slave like you in the Arena. Want revenge? I can help you. Wealth? I can provide it. Tell me, slave. Just how valuable are you?”
The man’s grip tightened. Then, the pressure eased and Terin gasped for air, stumbling when he was shoved forward.
“Don’t think you can deny me, slave. I’ve felt your collar’s warmth. At least he knew a little of your worth. Your collar won’t allow you to do anything that will purposefully risk your life. All I have to do is tell you to obey or I’ll kill you, and you’ll have to obey, won’t you?”
Terin trembled from more than the cold of the water soaking him. A hand struck him behind his ear.
“Don’t make me ask twice,” Catsu warned.
The collar’s punishment forced a yelp out of Terin. He jerked his head in a nod. 
“What have you been ordered not to answer?”
“Who my master is. What my duty is. Anything other than my number. Anything about my master,” Terin gasped out. The collar cooled, and he shivered at the tingling the punishment left in its wake.
Catsu laughed. “So self-important. Very well. Cooperate, and I won’t demand the answers to those questions.”
When the man said nothing more, Terin focused on forcing his feet to move fast enough to keep from being shoved. He stumbled over his own feet, and without Catsu’s help, he would’ve fallen.
“If I didn’t know better, I’d believe you a pleasure slave with how clumsy you are,” Catsu grumbled. “Walk like you mean it, boy. Still, I shouldn’t complain. I couldn’t have asked for anything better than this. You’ll do nicely.”
Terin flinched at the man’s pleased tone, kept his mouth shut, and tried to walk without stumbling. He weighed the odds of his escape against the strength of the man’s hand on his throat. As though reading his thoughts, Catsu’s grip tightened on him. Being shoved along every step of the way, he splashed through the sewers to a junction in the tunnel.
“Go right.”
Terin obeyed.
“Do you have any questions?” Catsu asked. The grip on his neck eased and the man’s hand slid down to press against Terin’s spine between his shoulders.
Expectant silence spurred the collar to warn Terin again, and he shook his head.
“Well aren’t you the good little slave,” the man muttered. “This is far enough. Out of the water. Ech, so quiet. Even when asked, you don’t have anything to say? Ask me a question, boy.”
“Why didn’t you kill me?” Terin sucked in a breath when the realization of what he’d asked hit him. It was one of the forbidden questions, one a slave was never to ask. His life and his death belonged to his master, and no one else. Clapping his hands over his mouth didn’t take back his words or quell his fear of rebuke.
“No wonder your master didn’t want to be known,” Catsu muttered. The man shoved him forward a step. “I didn’t because I didn’t want to. That’s all you need to know. Step lively, boy.”
The collar remained inert, and without its warmth, the cold numbed him to everything but the incessant chatter of his teeth and the heat of the man’s hand against his back.
 
~*~
 
Terin walked in a daze with Catsu’s ever-present touch anchoring him to consciousness. If the collar tried to warn him of disobedience, the numbness enveloping him smothered its power.
A sliver of light appeared in the wall next to him. Terin scrambled back and sucked in a breath, and Catsu’s arm once again coiled around his throat to keep him in place.
“Enough, slave,” the man growled.
The light illuminated the shape of a door that creaked open. A shimmer played over the sewer wall and revealed a wooden door covering a hole in the stone.
“This wasn’t in the plan,” a deep voice rumbled from beyond the doorway.
Catsu dragged Terin through the door. Heat blasted him in the face as he crossed the threshold, and he recoiled from it, but he couldn’t escape Catsu’s hold on his throat to retreat back into the cold of the sewer.
“You know what they say. Plans change,” Catsu replied. 
A Citizen clad in purple pinched his nose, breathed out of his mouth, and shut the door. A streak of soot marred the man’s pale-toned skin while locks of matted, dark blond hair plastered to his broad forehead. “You reek.”
“These are the sewers, Brother. What were you expecting? I’m sorry, it seems I forgot to go roll around in the roses before I came in,” Catsu replied in a mild tone.
“I was expecting you to use the pathways, not wade through it. What is the meaning of bringing this slave?”
Catsu’s hand dropped on the top of Terin’s head, and the man’s fingers pressed hard against his scalp. Bowing his head to ease the strain, Terin focused on the white and black tiles of the floor, the pattern was broken by red splotches of paint. Were the marks supposed to represent God’s roses? He squinted. If they were roses, they were painted by an artisan who’d never seen a plant in his life.
“Maybe that’s why I asked you to install a bath down here,” Catsu growled. “You brought clothes, didn’t you?”
“I brought clothes for you, Zurach, not for some stolen slave. What were you thinking? At this rate, you’ll ruin all of our plans,” Emeric replied.
Terin flinched at the man’s words and glanced out of the corner of his eye at the convict. Catsu –Zurach?– was smirking.
“Ah, it’s good to hear my own name after so long. I don’t know how that pathetic excuse of an obsessed man dealt with the name Catsu. So crude,” Zurach said. 
The Citizen sighed and pinched his nose again. “What about our plan? That slave isn’t a part of our plan.” While the Citizen didn’t quite bellow, Terin winced at the man’s tone. 
“He is now. We can’t let him go.”
“Are you blind, stupid, or both, Zurach? That’s a gold collar he’s wearing. They’ll come for him just to retrieve the cursed thing.”
“So we take it off,” Zurach replied, forcing Terin’s head up by grabbing a handful of his hair and lifting. “He wasn’t a part of our plans, but we’ll make him a part of our plans. A very important part of them.”
If Zurach had ever been a convict, if he had ever lived as the man called Catsu, all evidence of it was gone. The Citizen held Terin in an iron grip, and he stood with all of the arrogance of a true noble lord.
“If collars could be removed so easily, do you think the Emperor would tolerate the church’s presence at all? We can’t just remove it. We could just cut off the slave’s head to take it off if necessary.”
“Don’t be such a prude, Emeric. He’s the one who gave me the opportunity for escape. Isn’t it the good and just thing to reward a service done?”
“Did you hit your head? He’s just a slave.”
Zurach’s hand dropped to rest on Terin’s shoulder. He shivered at the mingling of sweat and water dripping from his hair to run along his cheek and down his neck.
“He’s a slave with a preservation collar, brother. He’s been given some interesting orders, too. I’d be curious to learn just who his master is, one way or another. I think you’ll be pleased with what I hope to do with him. He is, after all, just a slave.”
Terin’s hands shook with the desire to lash out at both of them. The collar’s heat cut off his breath, but it didn’t smother the anger growing within him.
“What’s your plan, then?” Emeric asked.
“Have you stopped long enough to actually look at him? He’s almost as talented as I am as a Speaker. With those eyes? He’s perfect.”
“His eyes?” Emeric reached out and seized Terin by his chin and forced his head up. “Ah, that’s a nice shade of green.”
“Not just any nice shade of green. While I think it’s just hearsay and rumor, if the Church’s stale teachings are right, it just helps our cause,” Zurach said with laughter in his voice.
Emeric sighed. “While you make a good point, I don’t see what’s so funny. Fine. Fine! He’s your problem. I’ll see what I can find out about him and that collar. What’s his name?”
Zurach poked Terin in the spine with a finger. “Tell him your number.”
“734152,” Terin whispered. The collar cooled at his obedience. He drew several long breaths before biting at his lip. His anger faded. Too many questions tripped over each other in his head, all of them circling back to the man who’d once been named Catsu, the Hero of the Arena.
“I hope you’re right and that he’ll work as a vessel. I dislike gambling on this, Zurach,” Emeric said, letting go of Terin’s chin.
“Trust me.”
“734152. I’ll remember that. With all of the excitement, there’s a good chance I can learn something tonight. I expect a summons to the Palace soon enough. For the love of God, please bathe before I suffocate and your fumes contaminate the rest of my house.”
Zurach let out a hearty chuckle. “Do something about the smell, slave.”
His futile effort to resist the man’s command ended with the flare of heat from the collar. With a sigh, he Spoke, “The Gates open for all men, but not all reach His Garden. Tread with care, for He watches over all.” The scent of flowers and roses drowned out the stench wafting off of him and Zurach. A faint glow washed the room in a crimson radiance, but when Terin blinked, it was gone.
“Better?” Zurach asked.
“That’s just as disgusting. Just bathe. Please.” Muttering curses, Emeric marched out of the room, down a long hall, and out of sight around the corner at the end of it.
“Come. I trust you know how to serve as an attendant?”
Terin nodded and managed not to sigh. “Yes, sir.”
“Good. Follow me and make yourself useful.”
 
~*~
 
Instead of the claw-footed tub Terin had expected, a steaming pool dominated a blue-tiled room. Zurach’s stare bore into him when he didn’t step through the doorway.
“What are you waiting for? Strip and get in,” the man snapped. “We don’t have all day.”
Terin swallowed and stood as still as he could. “The master bathes first,” he replied, staring at the rippling pool. Light and water reflected on the polished marble overhead. Lanterns nestled in sconces along the wall burned with a pure white light born of Speech instead of fire.
“Damned slaves.” Zurach swept past him, the whisper of fabric dropping to the floor accompanied the slap of the man’s bare feet. 
Terin glanced back at the door leading to the foyer. If he could get back to the sewer, he could find his way to the city above. If he did, he wouldn’t live long enough to face the Arena again. He bit his lip. 
“Fine. I’ll bathe first. God forbid anyone dare change the habits of a trained slave.”
Warm water splashed over the pool’s lip and washed over Terin’s bare feet, leaving behind trails of yellowed sand and filth. Zurach let out a sigh and splashed again.
“There should be soaps in one of the urns, knowing my brother. Fetch some,” Zurach ordered.
Terin frowned and twisted around. It took him a long moment to spot the urn tucked in the corner, patterned in the same tiles as the floor and walls. It stood as tall as his knee. Pulling the ceramic stopper free revealed bars of soap and bottles arranged on linens. Taking as many as he could carry, he hurried to the pool’s side, bowed his head, and held them out.
Zurach grabbed Terin’s wrist and pulled. The bars of soap flew from his grip and splashed into the pool. His feet slipped on the water-slicked tile, and he pitched forward. A hard, muscled arm cracked against his chest and drove the breath out of his lungs, holding him long enough for him to suck in a breath before dumping him into the pool.
Terin’s cry cut off in a choked gurgle. A white rose inlaid among the blue mosaic of the pool’s bottom shimmered beneath the ripples of the surface. Seizing his hair, Zurach yanked Terin’s head up. A sharp blow to his back forced the water out of his mouth. Terin gasped and kicked his legs. Panic choked off his breath. While he knew how to swim, he couldn’t move his arms, and it triggered his fear of drowning despite Zurach’s grip on him.
With the fervor of a man possessed, Zurach scraped one of the bars of soap against Terin’s scalp. He gasped at the sharp pain of pulled hairs and struggled to free himself. His slick fingers slipped off the man’s hand.
“I can’t stand filth,” Zurach snarled, jerking Terin’s head with each word. His breath hissed through his clenched teeth. As if Terin weighed nothing, Zurach dunked him beneath the water and pulled him out again. “With God as my witness, I’ll scour it all off you—the sand, the stench of that arena—all of it!”
Terin struggled to escape, clawing at Zurach’s arm. A shake of the man’s hand jerked Terin’s head from side to side and rattled his teeth. Not even the heat of the water managed to drive out the chill of his fear as he was shoved beneath the surface and held there until his lungs burned. The strength flowed out of his arms and legs until he floated in water that darkened with each stroke of the rough bar on his skin and clothes.
Zurach pulled Terin up, slipped the bar of soap under his singlet, and scrubbed his back until he coughed and sucked in a breath.
“You’ll thank me for this later,” the man said, continuing to scrub. Terin hissed as the edge of the bar scraped against his cuts. It was as though Zurach tried to erase every memory of the Arena off of him and his clothes, until he ached from the scouring.
A finger prodded at his side and heat spread up his ribs. Terin gasped and flinched from the touch.
“At least that fool of a bronzeling didn’t mark you too deep. It’ll hurt, but it won’t kill you.” Zurach’s hand lingered on his side, fingers probing at the cut. Terin’s breath hissed through his teeth from the pain of it.
“Get out,” Zurach said in a tired, dull voice. Terin scrambled to obey, crawling up the steps to the safety of the other side of the room. Every breath rattled in his chest as he panted. His heartbeat pounded in his ears. Still facing the pool, he backed toward the door.
Zurach slapped his hand against the surface of the water, sending ripples across the murky water. Clean water flowed through the center of the pool, driving the filth to a drain hidden in the depths. “Tell me, slave. Don’t you want to destroy them for what they’ve done to you?”
Terin opened his mouth to reply, but closed it. The collar warmed in warning. Lowering his eyes to the floor, he struggled for words that wouldn’t get him punished for disobedience or displease the man. “I don’t know,” he whispered when the collar’s heat grew too much for him to bear.
“Better than no, I suppose. Don’t you want to be free?” The man’s tone betrayed nothing. “You were discarded by your master. Why fight me? I can give you your freedom.”
Terin balled his hands into fists and shook his head. “I failed my master.”
“It’s the same thing, slave. There’s no difference. You were sentenced to death in the Arena. Combat slave you may be, but you faced me. You’d have been better off as a pleasure slave.” Zurach laughed and slapped his hand on the surface of the water. “You’d fetch me a high price, that’s for certain.”
A shiver ran through Terin and he glanced toward the door and the foyer beyond. All signs of the passage to the sewers were gone, and no matter how long and hard he stared, he couldn’t spot the outline of the door.  He counted the number of steps, his entire body tensing as he considered whether or not he’d make it to the threshold before Zurach noticed him.
“How many masters have you had?”
“One, Citizen,” he whispered.
“He got tired of you, then.”
Terin winced. Was the man right? Had his master purposefully set out to abandon him? Still shaking, he slid his foot across the tiles toward the door to the foyer. “Yes.”
“Useless.”
The next step took Terin to the threshold. He pressed his toe against the marble lip, staring at Zurach’s back. The man draped his arms over the pool’s ledge and paddled at the water with his feet.
“Get out doesn’t mean leave the room.”
The collar’s heat burned away Terin’s every thought and he recoiled from the door to escape its punishment. He gasped and shuddered. With one more step, he might’ve at least made it to the foyer. With one more step, he might’ve escaped Zurach’s influence over his collar.
One more step, and he might’ve been able to find out if his master had abandoned him, even if it meant his death.
Zurach tilted his head back to look at him. “That’s a good expression, boy. You almost look serious. Angry, even. It seems you didn’t learn your lesson in the arena.”
The man stepped out of the pool and his grin had a feral quality to it. “This time, remember it.”
 
~*~
 
Blaise stared at the shredded storm clouds overhead. The wind tore at them, scattering them across the clearing sky until nothing remained but a few dark smudges. Dust settled around him, tickling his nose and obscuring everything yellow haze. Distant cries filtered through the buzz in his ears.
Falling had hurt. Tumbling from the second tier would’ve killed a mortal. Blaise’s breath left him in a sigh, and he wondered how he would explain his survival.
A tickle in his nose gave birth to a sneeze that tore through him and woke fire in his bones. Muttering a curse at the human body’s inability to handle his heightened senses, Blaise clicked his tongue and tapped his fingers against the broken stones beneath him. The burn concentrated in his hand and worked its way up his arm when he moved. His bones cracked and writhed beneath his skin and his muscles ached and convulsed as though trying to escape the confines of his human shell.
If he wasn’t careful, the injuries he sustained from the fall would trigger a transformation to his true form in front of too many mortals.
The pain grew, but his breath stuck in his throat and kept him silent when he wanted to scream. Heat flared through him and threatened to consume him from within and turn him to ash. When it cooled, his body throbbed with each beat of his heart.
“Blaise!” Frolar didn’t quite scream, but the panic in the man’s tone roused Blaise’s hunger and for a moment, all he could smell was blood, flesh, and food.
His fingers curled into claws, but the trembling weakness born from fighting against transforming and coping with the pain of his bones mending kept him still. The hunger died away beneath the desire for rest so he could heal and recover. 
Frolar knelt beside him, one hand held out. Sucking in a breath, Blaise tried to avoid the man’s touch, but the bishop’s fingers brushed against his skin.
“I’m not dead,” he rasped. Finger by finger, he forced his hand to relax and struggled to avoid lashing out. Hunger once again roused, and Blaise closed his eyes until the urge faded away.
“You fool! I warned you,” Frolar snapped. Blaise cracked open an eye and met the old bishop’s gaze. The man’s mouth twisted in a snarl. “It’ll be both of our heads at this rate. The Archbishop is going to tan both of our skins to make rugs for his floor. What did you break?”
“Nothing is broken,” Blaise replied. His divine nature had taken care of that problem. When he struggled to sit up, Frolar slipped an arm around his back and helped him. Another sneeze ripped through him. Flashes of white burst in front of Blaise’s eyes, and he shook his head to clear it. The movement made the pain worse. He breathed through his clenched teeth.
His fingers curved into the arch of talons, and he pressed his hands against the stone to flatten them. It was his fault he hadn’t listened to the fading song of the Arena. The effort of remaining upright robbed him of the satisfaction of reaching out and clawing the smug look off of Frolar’s face. While there was concern in the man’s expression and pose, the unspoken “I told you so” hung between them.
Blaise let out a long, slow breath and focused his attention on maintaining the illusion of life when his human body tried to feign death to rest and recover from the fall that would’ve killed a mortal.
Luck—or His intervention—spared him from needing to explain how he had escaped being buried beneath the stones he lay upon. He let out a breath in a huff and lifted his shaking arm to wipe at his stinging brow.
Frolar caught his wrist. “Don’t touch it.”
The frown pulled at Blaise’s cheeks and made them ache, but he didn’t fight the man’s grip. The effort of holding his arm up, even with Frolar’s hold on him, left Blaise shaking. The stinging of his forehead made the rest of his face twitch. Jabs of pain pierced his skull and stabbed down his spine.
Blaise muttered a curse on a faked breath. The simple effort of pretending he was a living, breathing mortal sapped him of strength.
“Really, Blaise. I did try to warn you.” Frolar sighed and let him go. The man sat back on his heels. Blaise’s arm flopped to his lap and the tips of his fingers twitched. The bones in his hands shifted beneath his skin.
“Your Holiness?” a soft voice asked from somewhere behind him. Blaise’s nostrils flared and the scent of terror taunted him. Not daring to turn around, he swallowed and tried to ignore his watering mouth.
“Get bandages,” Frolar ordered with a sharp gesture. The slap of boots on stone answered the bishop’s demand. “What am I going to do with you, Blaise?”
“Nothing. Yes, yes, you warned me. Yes, yes, I should’ve known better,” he grumbled. Frolar didn’t stop Blaise when he reached up to touch his brow. The warmth of blood soaked through his glove, and his mouth twisted up in a grin. At least he wouldn’t have to explain why he didn’t bleed, though it was at the cost of enduring the pain and weakness of healing at the wretchedly-inferior speed of a human. “I won’t tell Alphege if you won’t.”
“Have you lost your wits? We can’t do that, Blaise!”
“I’ll tell him I fell down the steps,” Blaise replied, prodding at his forehead. At Frolar’s glare, he shrugged. “It’s true. I did trip going down the steps.”
“Except, in case you weren’t aware, the entire thing collapsed beneath you.”
“That’s not my fault.”
“The Archbishop isn’t going to be happy.”
“I’ll make certain to tell him you did try to stop me.”
“Here, your Holiness, sir.” A cadet scrambled up the pile of rubble at Blaise’s side to thrust out a handful of linen scraps. The boy stared at Blaise’s head and he scowled but remained silent.
“Thank you, cadet. Go tell your superior that our work here is done and we best get back to the Cathedral.”
The boy saluted, the white tassels of his coat bouncing and drawing Blaise’s eye. Soot and blood stained the fringe, and darker splotches marred the gray of the uniform. “I’ll arrange a carriage for you, your Holiness, my Lord.”
Instead of climbing down, the boy jumped to the sands and ran for the nearest intact gate.
“I can’t believe you fell from the second tier,” Frolar muttered before letting out a long and low sigh.
“It could’ve been worse,” Blaise replied.
“You could be dead, I suppose. May God show His mercy, Blaise. You’re completely covered in blood, and I’m convinced most of it is yours.”
Blaise flipped his hand and if Frolar noticed the rudeness of the gesture, the man said nothing. “Nonsense.”
“I’ll pray the Archbishop doesn’t make me your keeper,” the bishop grumbled in a low enough tone that Blaise doubted mortal ears could’ve heard it.
He felt the corners of his mouth twitch up. “What was that?”
“Nothing, just an old man’s grumbling.”
“You’re not old,” Blaise replied. Closing his eyes, he drew a long and deep breath to catch the man’s scent. Despite Blaise’s human form, his own blood lacked the sharp, metallic tones that triggered his hunger more often than not. It smelled of roses in the dark, of blossoms folded and waiting for the dawn, and of the cool crispness of the deep and lifeless void that both birthed and destroyed souls. It tickled another sneeze out of him.
Frolar’s scent lacked true fear. There was an undertone of some worry, but it was very mild. Blaise narrowed his eyes. When the man hooked an arm under Blaise’s, he gritted his teeth and rose to his feet. Thousands of years of living a lie slammed down on his shoulders and he weighed his pride against the desire to lie down and sleep.
If he were able to embrace his divine nature, it wouldn’t take him long to recover. Blaise flexed his hand and shook his head.
“Stand there,” Frolar ordered, gesturing to a flat stone several feet below them.
Too tired to argue and too annoyed to speak, Blaise forced his trembling legs into motion and fixed his gaze on the other end of the Arena.
“I’ve said it once, I’ll say it again: God made you too tall,” Frolar groused.
“I like to think I’m perfection given life by His will,” Blaise replied with all of the arrogance he could force out in the hopes it masked the weariness in his voice.
“You never change.” 
Blaise laughed at the irony of the man’s words. “I change.”
“A bishop shouldn’t lie,” Frolar rebuked.
“I do.” After pausing long enough to earn a glare from Frolar, he gestured down at his clothes. “I change my clothes. Every day. So do I swear on His name.”
A laugh escaped Frolar and the man dabbed at Blaise’s forehead with one of the bandages. With deft hands, the man wrapped Blaise’s head in a layer of linen so thick and tight that he wanted to claw it off.
“I just hope your good humor is still intact when the Archbishop is finished with you.” With one final tug at the wrappings, Frolar climbed down the rubble pile to the sands. “Don’t scare me like that. I thought you’d surely died.”
Blaise froze. The man’s words were laced with the acrid stench of deceit and lies, but Blaise couldn’t figure out what was truth and what wasn’t. Had Frolar been afraid, but confident Blaise would live, or had the mortal hoped for his death? The man waited for him at the base of the debris pile.
“It’ll take a lot more than that to kill me,” he muttered as he eased his way down to the sands.
“Don’t think yourself immortal because you’ve God’s luck on your side,” the bishop warned. “You know better. God punishes those who believe themselves more than they are.”
“Yes, yes. And he blesses those who believe themselves less. It’s Alphege’s favorite scripture.”
“I wonder why,” Frolar replied in a dry tone. “Do tell me if you need help. You’ll be all right, won’t you?” At his nod, the man smiled. “Good.”
Once again, the scent of deceit and lies tickled Blaise’s nose and he rubbed his smoke and blood stained sleeve against his face to keep from sneezing. “I’m fine,” he lied.
Frolar nodded and walked toward the nearest gate, leaving Blaise to follow. While he would be fine—eventually—his muscles trembled and his bones ached.
All he had to do was keep his temper and hunger in check until he healed enough that his urges didn’t get the better of him.
“Bishop Frolar,” a deep voice boomed out from the tunnel. Blaise sucked in a breath and staggered to a halt.
“Oh blessed God, He who sees all, please tell me that isn’t the Emperor’s dog,” Blaise groused.
“Blaise!” Frolar hissed before waving at the tall figure emerging from beneath the portcullis. “Colonel Cassius. It’s been a while.”
“Ha! I thought I recognized you. Wait, is that you, Blaise? What in the blood-stained hells happened to you?”
“Colonel!” Frolar gasped.
“Ah, my apologies. I’m afraid I must impose on your hospitality. You’ve been summoned, Bishop Frolar, and I’ve no doubt that the same summons applies to you as well, Bishop Blaise. I’m surprised. It seems you were here at your leisure.”
“I’d rather be in the blood-stained hells,” Blaise muttered under his breath before managing a smile. “I was seated with His Imperial Majesty today, Colonel, and he felt blue was a more fitting color.”
“I’ve always thought you best suited for red, but one doesn’t argue with His Imperial Majesty. Please, come with me.”
“What’s going on?” Frolar asked.
“The Archbishop requests your presence,” Cassius replied.
Frolar’s mouth dropped open. “What could be so important that His Holiness would ask the military to—”
“Not now,” Cassius interrupted, shaking his head. The stench of the man’s fear burned Blaise’s nose, so strong it nauseated him.
Blaise swallowed back bile and gestured to the opened portcullis. “We should hurry, then.”
Cassius jerked his head in a nod. The man’s terror overwhelmed the stench of smoke, blood, and death hanging in the still air.
Blaise glanced up at the sky. The last shred of black clouds dissipated as if it, too, was frightened. 
 




Chapter 5
 
 
The vase shattered against the divan Terin crouched behind and the shards clattered to the marble tiles. The fragments of glazed ceramic bounced across the floor, gleaming in the glow that manifested in the air overhead.
“Slippery child,” Zurach spat. “How long do you plan to run for? Didn’t you want to fight me?”
Terin rubbed at his smarting jaw and tried not to let the man’s words bother him. It’d taken one blow—a mere clip to his chin—for Terin to realize if he got caught, he’d live to regret it, and he’d pay for his failure with pain.
The collar didn’t even bother to punish him, as though sensing what waited for him when he was captured by the man who mocked him. 
Crawling across the floor, Terin dodged the broken pieces of vases, bowls, cups, and plates, as well as the broken arm of a silver candelabrum. The crunch of ceramics under foot froze him in place.
“You can’t hide behind the furniture forever,” Zurach said, laughter lightening the man’s tone.
“Why not?” Terin muttered the question, glancing around the arm of the divan. Silver glinted in the Speech-wrought light and cracked gainst the wood above his head. He jerked back, catching a glimpse of his nude opponent across the room.
“You can do better than that, my little slave,” Zurach said in a rumbling voice. Terin shuddered.
“What in the darkest, coldest depths of the bloodstained hells do you think you’re doing?” Emeric bellowed from the doorway across the room. “I leave you for no more than three hours, and I come back to this? Why are you naked?”
Zurach laughed again. “I was teaching the boy a lesson.”
“By scarring him with the visage of your nudity?” 
“You’re just jealous.”
“If you want a pleasure slave, Zurach, I’ll send a few of my girls to you tonight. For the love of our mother, at least tell me you didn’t ruin the bath,” Emeric muttered.
Zurach snorted. “I might have cracked a tile or two. No worries, no worries, I’ll fix it.”
“I hope you intend on fixing the rest of this mess, too. What in God’s name were you trying to do? Kill him?” Emeric asked.
Zurach sniffed, and Terin dared to peer around the arm of the divan again. A cushion slapped him in the face. With a startled yelp, his heart leapt into his throat. Terin scurried to the middle of his shelter and crouched down. The broken candelabra lay beside him, and the filigree bit at his fingers when he picked it up to test its weight.
“Well?” Emeric asked.
“Well what?”
“How good is he?”
“He’s a slippery little runt, I’ll give him that much. Got a hit on him once—ah, twice, if you count the pillow.”
“Really, Zurach? All of this for one hit? Are you serious?”
“I told you, he’s really slippery.”
Terin heard Emeric sigh. “Did he hit you?”
“Just what do you take me for, Brother?”
“A fool for letting a slave run you in circles for three hours. Bring him out, then.”
“Do it yourself, you know where he is,” Zurach grumbled.
“I’d hope so, seeing that there is only one piece of furniture left that is large enough to protect him from your stupidity.”
A slow clapping of hands answered the Citizen. “Your powers of observation amaze me.”
“Come out, slave,” Emeric demanded.
Terin hesitated, and the collar burned. Sucking in a breath, he snatched at the back of the divan and stood, his gaze slid over Emeric to fix on Zurach.
Zurach leaned against the doorway and blocked Terin’s one route of escape from the room. The man’s tanned skin glistened with sweat.
“You’re going to decrease his value if that scars,” Emeric said.
“Nonsense. We’re not selling him, anyway. Little cut like that isn’t going to scar. The gash on his side? That’ll leave a scar, for certain. I really should’ve killed that bronzeling instead of just taking his eye,” Zurach replied with a shrug.
Terin’s brow furrowed and he lifted his hand to his chin. Heat radiated from his swollen jaw, but there wasn’t any pain. When he pulled his fingers away, his blood stained them.
“That’s not his face, though. Some like their boys scarred up, but not on their faces! Were you taking it easy on him?”
Zurach chuckled. “I wanted to test him, not kill him, Brother.”
“So you destroyed an entire wing of my villa instead. Unbelievable.”
“You’re in quite the mood. What’s wrong now?”
Emeric stepped forward, and Terin flinched. The Citizen smiled. “Come here, slave.”
A shiver ran through Terin, and he glanced over at Zurach. The man nodded and made a curt gesture for him to obey. The collar warmed and Terin hurried forward before it could punish him further, avoiding as much of the broken ceramics, cracked tiles, and splintered wood as he could.
Terin stopped within arm’s reach of the Citizen and stared down at his feet. Blood smeared against the white marble from a gash across the top of his foot. Lines of red streaked between his toes. Like his jaw, the wounds didn’t hurt.
“Did you manage to hit my brother, slave?”
Terin trembled at the man’s emotionless tone. Before he had a chance to reply, the back of Emeric’s hand cracked against his sore jaw. “Answer me.”
“Yes, Citizen, sir,” he whispered.
Another hit jerked his head to the side and tears flooded his eyes. He blinked until the room refocused.
“How many times did you strike him?”
“Th—”
Zurach’s arm curled around him from behind and the man’s hand clapped over his mouth and silenced him. With the other hand, Zurach captured his brother’s wrist. “That’s quite enough. He’s my slave, Emeric, and I won’t have you damaging him.”
“You have no idea what you’ve brought into my house,” Emeric snapped back.
“I don’t care what I’ve brought into your house,” Zurach rumbled. The arm wrapped around Terin pulled him out of Emeric’s reach. With a low laugh, Zurach shoved Terin away and shifted his grip to take hold of his wrist. “Judging from your oh-so-pleasant expression, this should be good. Do tell me what I’ve brought your house, Brother,” Zurach said.
Emeric jerked free from Zurach and let out a snort. “You’ll like this.”
“Oh?”
“Not only did you steal a General’s slave, you stole from the Emperor’s favorite General. It gets better.”
Zurach’s grip tightened on him and the man grinned. “Oh is that so? How could this get any better?”
“I’ve brought you a present. Clean this mess up, get dressed, and I’ll show you.”
Zurach let go of Terin’s wrist and shoved him toward the divan. “You heard him, boy. Clean up this mess. When you’re done, take a proper bath. Don’t even think about trying to escape. Am I understood?”
Swallowing back a sigh, Terin bowed his head. “I understand, Citizen, sir.”
“Good. Let’s go, brother.”
“You’re just going to leave him alone?” Emeric asked.
“He’ll obey one way or another. Isn’t it fortunate for us that he wears a golden collar?”
Emeric chuckled. “You don’t even know how fortunate we are for that.”
The two men left and their laughter stirred something deep within Terin. It welled up from his stomach and settled in his chest, demanding release. It wasn’t until his nails clawed at his palms that he recognized the emotion as rage.
 
~*~
 
Blaise pinched the bridge of his nose and pretended the carriage didn’t sway. He’d lost track of how many times his stomach tried to claw its way up his throat. Using a cough to mask his too-frequent swallowing, he closed his eyes in the futile hope of ignoring the two men staring at him.
“You look terrible,” Frolar whispered in his ear.
“It’s been a long day,” Blaise replied, shrugging. The motion triggered a blast of pain centered behind his eyes.
“It’ll be longer still I’m afraid, Bishop Blaise,” Cassius said. “There is one other I must bring with us to the Cathedral, then I’ll explain everything.”
“Is this about the escaped convict?” Frolar asked in a low enough tone that Blaise let out a relieved sigh that the man’s voice didn’t add to the pain in his head. 
“Yes and no, but I can’t tell you any more than that until Leopold is with us.”
“Leopold?”
“One of the Emperor’s advisers,” Cassius replied. The man let out a sigh. “All things considered, it isn’t wise for His Imperial Majesty to make another appearance, at least not yet.”
Frolar made a thoughtful sound. Blaise pinched his nose again before lowering his hands to clasp them together on his lap. He opened his eyes and focused his gaze on the other side of the carriage, not meeting the stare of either human.
“Understandable,” Frolar said. “It would bring too much notice if the Emperor came to the Cathedral.”
Cassius didn’t laugh loud, but there was no humor in it. “That it would. That it would, indeed.”
“I don’t see what this has to do with us,” Blaise said in a soft enough voice that both Frolar and Cassius cocked their heads toward him to catch his words. “The Emperor saw the exact same thing I did. I was right next to him. Why didn’t he just tell you to tell the Archbishop?”
“That is where the ‘no’ comes into play,” the Colonel replied. The carriage jerked to a halt and Blaise felt the blood drain out of his face from the motion. Cassius reached out to brush aside the dark curtain. “Ah, good. We’re here. I won’t be long. Make yourselves comfortable while I fetch Leopold.”
Cassius let himself out of the carriage and hurried toward a gated manor. Frolar reached over Blaise and shut the door.
“I don’t like this none at all,” the aging human muttered.
“Agreed,” Blaise replied. Something had spooked the Emperor’s man enough the scent of his fear lingered despite him being gone.
“You look ill,” Frolar whispered.
“I’ll survive, I promise you. I suspect I’ll just wish I wouldn’t for a while.” Blaise tried to force a smile, but couldn’t manage to do more than make the corner of his mouth twitch upward. “You did warn me.”
Silence fell between them. Blaise leaned back and closed his eyes.
“Steward Volas returned to God’s Garden during the night. There will be a service in his honor at midnight,” Frolar said. “It seems this is an ill-fated day.”
“May God welcome him with open arms and give him the brightest spot in His garden,” Blaise said. He should’ve muttered the prayer for the dead, but the feel of Volas’s brow on his lips was too fresh of a memory, and he couldn’t force out the words he’d already spoken.
“You don’t seem surprised.”
Blaise shook his head and winced at the throb the motion caused. “He’s been tired these past days,” he lied. “He deserves a pleasant rest until He plants his rose among us once more.”
Frolar made a displeased, wordless sound and Blaise cracked open an eye to tare at the other bishop. The man was frowning.
“He was smiling.”
Blaise’s smile came unbidden, and he didn’t fight it. “Is that not a good thing, Frolar, that his last moments with us were worth smiling for?”
The scent of anger wafted from the man and Blaise’s smile widened. If the steward’s joy bothered Frolar, Blaise could live with that.
Had God held open the Gates for His most loyal steward? Although Blaise’s eyes were divine, all he could see of the Gardens was a shimmer and a glimpse of the glory he’d left behind long ago. Frolar couldn’t understand.
Mortals never remembered the glory of the Garden in their lives, and Blaise wasn’t sure if their lack of memory was a curse or a blessing.
“You know, Blaise, I’ve never seen him smile before.”
Blaise felt his smile fade away,  and he struggled not to scowl. “I see. How curious.”
“What could make a man like that smile?”
The temptation to reach over and throttle Frolar dulled the throb in his head and his hunger roused until his mouth watered. He flared his nostrils to catch Frolar’s scent, but Cassius’s fear was too strong.
Blaise swallowed back his desire to devour the human’s soul and shook his head. If the old steward’s smile was even a shadow of its true beauty, it was more than many deserved. If Volas hadn’t smiled for Frolar, Blaise didn’t doubt there had been a good reason for it.
“He had a beautiful smile,” he said, and was rewarded with Frolar’s puzzled frown.
When Frolar didn’t break the silence, Blaise closed his eyes again and focused on keeping his breaths slow and even. The pain settled to a tolerable ache that promised agony if he moved too quickly or pushed himself any harder. He sighed.
Unless He took pity on Blaise, it’d be a long time until he’d be willing and able to give Alphege the slip and escape the confines of the church.
The door opened and Blaise felt the carriage bench shift under someone’s weight. It rocked when a second person entered and bumped into Blaise’s knee. He opened his eyes to see Cassius sit in front of him.
A young man sat across from Frolar. If the Emperor didn’t wear so many decades, Blaise suspected he would look a lot like Leopold. Blond hair fell over blue eyes and his beak of a nose was best suited for staring down at people with contempt.
“Citizens,” Leopold greeted, his tone far more pleasant than his face.
Blaise was surprised.
“Citizen,” Frolar echoed. Blaise remained silent and stared at the Imperial Prince with a thoughtful frown.
A footman clad in the pale purple of the Emperor’s livery shut the door and the carriage swayed into motion.
“What’s going on, Cassius?” Frolar asked.
“You were seated with my brother, weren’t you, Citizen?” Leopold asked, staring at Blaise with a frown, while ignoring Frolar’s words. “I’m surprised he permitted you to wear the rose at all.”
Blaise lifted his hand and stared at the cuff buttons. His blood stained the heart of the rose red. Silver gleamed at the ridge of each petal. “Who am I to question His Imperial Majesty’s good will?”
“Brother? You’re one of the Imperial Princes?” Frolar’s voice rose in tone and volume, with the last word cracking. Blaise glanced over at the bishop. The man’s face paled to white.
“An accident of birth, I assure you. Still, you must be influential for my brother to have allowed you to sit with him. Wearing my clothes, mind you.” Leopold let out a piercing laugh that kindled the pain in Blaise’s head. “I suppose it’s well enough I wasn’t so fond of those clothes. Cassius, introduce us.”
“This is Bishop Frolar and Bishop Blaise. Frolar, Blaise, it is my hon—”
“I’m Leopold, and I’ll have you executed if you use any title other than my name. I hope you don’t mind.”
Cassius sighed.
“I’m pleased to be your acquaintance, Leopold. I’d say the same, but I doubt I’d be permitted to execute an Imperial Prince. Please, call me Blaise.”
Leopold’s grin was far warmer than his brother’s. “I think I could get to like you, Blaise. As much as I can like a bishop, of course.”
“I’m not sure this is the ideal time for joviality, sir,” Cassius said.
“Do you want to be executed, Cassius?”
“I’ll get back to you on that, Leopold. If you kill me right now, His Imperial Majesty will take your head for a trophy,” Cassius replied in a dry tone.
“You might be right about that. So, what has he told you?” Leopold glanced over at Frolar and gave a nod, giving the aging bishop permission to speak.
“Nothing,” Frolar mumbled. When the man stared down at the floorboards of the carriage, Blaise couldn’t hold back a grin.
The steady rocking of the carriage roused Blaise’s queasiness and he leaned back and swallowed, hoping to settle his stomach.
“You really look like something dragged you face down through the hells,” Leopold said. “Would you rather wait to hear this when we’re at the comfort of the cathedral?”
Blaise lifted his hand and waved it in a dismissive gesture before touching his bandaged brow in the futile hope of dispelling the throb in his head. “I’ll live. Don’t wait on my account, Leopold. What’s going on that His Imperial Majesty would send his little brother to the Cathedral?” 
“Which problem should I start with first, Cassius?”
“Just how many problems are there?” Frolar asked.
The two Imperials ignored the bishop. Blaise fidgeted under their stares.
“The slave, I think,” Cassius said.
Blaise let his hand drop to his lap and met Leopold’s eyes. “The boy Catsu stole? He wore the Emperor’s unmarked collar.”
“A grand collar, isn’t it? So you’re the one who got surprised by it? Better still! Did you like it? It’s my best creation,” Leopold exclaimed, then grinned.
“It was a jolting revelation. It’s well made,” Blaise replied, careful to keep his voice level and his expression neutral.
Leopold smirked. “It wasn’t too much of a shock for you, was it?”
“Oh, yes. We had quite the blast together,” he replied.
The Emperor’s brother snickered. “I think I could like you a lot, Blaise. Anyway, my brother wants that boy returned to his owner immediately. Alive and unharmed, if at all possible. I’ve been ordered to give the command phrases and unlocking keys for the collar to all bishops. He wants the collar returned intact.”
“What’s so important about this slave, Leopold?” Blaise asked.
There was a long moment of uncomfortable silence. “He’s the vessel for the Hand of God,” Leopold whispered.
Blaise stiffened and a low groan forced its way out of his throat. “You let a child hold the Hand?”
Rubbing at his forehead antagonized the gash and pain radiated through his head. The boy hadn’t shown any of the common signs of Obsession, but if the slave had been taken over by Lucin, it explained the way the slave had withstood Catsu’s attacks.
It also explained the restlessness in the song at the Arena. But, how had Blaise missed the signs of Lucin’s presence?
“An accident, I assure you. There’s always someone trying to steal it, you know. One of them got into the room with it, but the combat slaves on duty stopped the fool. Well, one of them fell against the case during the scuffle and the Hand landed on him. Of course, he cracked his head on the floor and knocked himself out for a week. I’d thought for certain he’d be mad like the rest of them. Surprised us all when he woke up as though nothing happened. He doesn’t remember any of it, but I don’t think I’d remember much either if I hit my head like that.”
“Unbelievable,” Blaise muttered under his breath.
“What was he doing in the Arena, then?” Frolar asked.
Leopold shrugged. “It seems his master sent him to do something for my brother, and he botched it. It happens. The Arena isn’t much of a punishment for a slave of his caliber. It would’ve served us all well if he’d killed Catsu.”
Blaise weighed the consequences of devouring the Emperor’s men against the satisfaction of ridding God’s Garden of both of them. It wasn’t their fault he disliked the Emperor. They hadn’t been responsible for his fall, either. Part of him wanted to like both of the mortals, although Cassius was too firmly leashed to the Emperor.
Leopold, at least, seemed to be too irreverent to be completely under the Emperor’s thumb.
“Instead, Catsu kidnapped the boy,” Blaise said, when he tired of the expectant silence.
“Stole,” Leopold corrected. “Bad luck, really. Only His Imperial Majesty, those in the room, myself, and now you two, know what he is.”
“You want the Erelith Church of God to get him back for you,” Blaise said on a sighed breath. He closed his eyes and wished the problem would vanish in a puff of smoke and flame, but when he opened them, Leopold and Cassius remained, staring at him with somber expressions.
The fact that Lucin left the boy’s soul intact chilled him more than the fact that the Emperor, for the first time in hundreds of years, possessed someone capable of holding the Hand of God. Memories taunted him, awakening from at least a thousand years of slumber, and roused fear he hadn’t felt in centuries. He swallowed back the bile that rose in his throat.
“It gets worse,” Leopold said in a cheery tone. “I don’t suppose I can convince you lads to pass on the news for me, can you? I’d appreciate it.”
“I don’t understand,” Frolar burst out. “How can this get any worse?” 
Leopold and Cassius both sighed.
Blaise’s apprehension erupted into fear that kept him silent for a long moment and drove away his pain. The memory of destruction long-since forgotten by mortals haunted him. “You lost the Hand, didn’t you?” he whispered.
Silence answered him. Blaise groaned, rested his elbows on his knees, and buried his face in his hands.
 
~*~
 
As if sensing their salvation lay in the hands of the church and the military working together, the people of Upper Erelith City swarmed the Cathedral in a pack so thick Blaise yearned to unleash his true nature to scatter them. He wasn’t sure if he trusted himself to pass through them without devouring a few of them due to his frustration.
Blaise leaned against the carriage and considered sitting on footman’s step.
“Is there another way in?” Cassius shouted over the incessant murmur of the crowd. While the people didn’t scream or shout or run, their fear clung to them in a miasma so strong that Blaise’s stomach churned.
“We could try entering through the gardens,” Frolar suggested.
“The place looks surrounded on all sides,” Leopold said, gesturing to the crowds flanking the cathedral grounds. “Bishop Blaise? Will you be well?”
Blaise winced. “I will be once we find out if the Heart is where it belongs.” No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t sense his tail’s bone with the pain ripping through him.
“We don’t need more trouble, Blaise,” Frolar snapped.
“Someone did try to steal it last night,” Blaise admitted with a shrug that worsened the ache in his head.
“Are you serious?” Leopold groaned.
“They tried,” Blaise replied.
“No wonder the Archbishop was in a panic when searching for you this morning. Don’t you know what the word ‘moderation’ means?” Frolar asked with a shake of his head. Blaise wrinkled his nose at the gray-haired man.
Blaise opened his mouth to reply when Leopold cut him off with a wave of his hand. “Please don’t argue, bishops. You’re drawing attention.”
“Of course I’m drawing attention. You did happen to notice I’m covered in blood, right? I’ll take care of this problem,” Blaise said, letting out a snort despite the pain it caused him.
“Moderation!” Frolar snapped.
“Cassius?” Turning to the Colonel, Blaise took off his gloves and handed them to the man. They were brown and red with his blood.
“And what do you want me to do what with these?” Cassius replied, taking them and waving the gloves in Blaise’s face. The scent of his blood tickled his nose and he sneezed.
“Hold them for me a moment.”
“I’m not your burden slave, Bishop.”
“You wanted to get to the Cathedral, right? You can be quiet and hold my gloves, or you can expect to get through sometime tomorrow. Frolar, if I can’t manage to follow, take them both to Alphege. I’ll join you when I can.”
“Blaise, can you please use a little moderation? Your face is white,” Frolar replied. “Please?”
“Can you handle this crowd?” he challenged.
“No, but…”
“I can. I’ll be fine,” Blaise replied, hoping it wasn’t a lie. While he didn’t doubt he could clear a path, he wasn’t sure how long his tired human shell would last before it forced him to hibernate and heal. “Alphege needs to know what’s going on now. Not tomorrow, and not in an hour or two, which would be our best hope otherwise.”
“Do what he says,” Leopold ordered. “Go on, then. Make us a path, Blaise.”
“Don’t waste any time once I start. Understand? If I can’t follow, I’ll catch up later.” Blaise drew a deep breath and let it out in a slow and controlled breath. The simple act of standing tired him, and the thought of calling out enough of his very essence to drive away so many exhausted him.
Leopold gestured to the driver and footman on the carriage seat. “Keep an eye on him.”
“Yes, Leopold, sir,” the driver replied, saluting the imperial Prince. 
“Don’t get in my way,” Blaise warned before holding out his hands and splaying his fingers. The caked blood cracked and pulled at his skin. He didn’t Speak, instead he focused on a more primitive part of him. His flesh shivered and twitched, and Blaise struggled to contain the desire to embrace his true form.
The part of him predating Lucin and Mikale cried out for release, fighting against the binds keeping his divine nature contained within a mortal shell. Blaise whispered a prayer, not sure which one he uttered or who it was meant for.
“Move.” Blaise whispered the word, and allowed some of his essence to escape through his lips. Without turning around, without so much as a curious glance, the humans shuffled out of his way. A gap large enough for them to file through opened. Blaise forced his breath to remain even. Sweat beaded on his skin and chilled him.
Frolar and Leopold dove through the opening and shoved their way through the crowd. They shuffled into a jog before breaking into a full run. Blaise grinned and wondered if either of them realized what they fled from.
Cassius’s hand wrapped around Blaise’s wrist and pulled him into the crowd. His startled cry didn’t make it out of his throat, smothered by the exhaustion weighing him down. With each ragged breath, Blaise’s strength flowed out of him.
He didn’t remember crossing the distance from the carriage to the cathedral steps, or how his arm ended up draped over Cassius’s shoulders.
“I told you to leave me,” Blaise mumbled.
“And risk the Archbishop’s wrath? A good Colonel knows which battles to pick,” Cassius replied. “Get us inside before he collapses, Frolar.”
Frolar stammered, “O-of course.”
Blaise struggled to pull away from Cassius, but his wobbling legs betrayed him. The ground invited him to lie down and rest, its silent and seductive call pulling at his consciousness. Someone pinched his ear, drawing a snarl out of him.
“Sit him there,” Frolar said. “I’ll find the Archbishop.”
The cool of a stone bench soothed his burning skin, and he let out a relieved sigh. “I told you to leave me,” Blaise repeated.
Cassius let out a chuckle. “Orders are orders, and my orders were to bring you here.”
Each beat of Blaise’s heart threatened to crack his head open. Closing his eyes kept the worst of the pain at bay, but did nothing to settle his churning stomach. “Please at least tell me there is no other news.”
“I won’t tell you then,” Leopold said.
“Unbelievable.”
The Emperor’s brother snorted. “It’s nothing near as important as to what we’ve already told you.”
“What is the meaning of this?” the Archbishop demanded. 
Blaise sighed and draped his arm over his eyes and winced at the pressure against the bandaged wound. Ignoring Alphege wouldn’t make him vanish. “He did try to warn me. That’s all I have to report, your Eminence,” he announced.
“Blaise Gabriel, God has far too much patience with you,” Alphege replied. “Please forgive my rudeness. Be welcome to the cathedral, sons of God, though I wish it were under better circumstances.”
“Your Eminence,” Cassius replied. “I am Colonel Cassius, and this is Leopold.”
“We’ve met,” Leopold and Alphege said. There was a moment of silence. Leopold chuckled.
“Frolar, take Blaise to his chambers,” Alphege ordered.
“I’m afraid I’ll have to insist he join us,” Leopold interrupted. “He was in the Imperial Observatory when Catsu fled the arena.”
“I see that I’ve missed much,” the Archbishop replied. “Can you walk, Blaise?”
Before Blaise could think of a reply, Cassius took hold of his arm. “I’ll see to him,” Cassius replied. “My apologies, your Holiness. I insisted he push himself more than wise out of necessity.”
Anger bolstered Blaise. With a jerk of his arm, he freed himself from Cassius’s grip and rose to his feet to glare down his nose at the Colonel. “I’m not dead yet,” he muttered, grinning at the taunt, though he didn’t quite dare to explain its nature to the victim of his sour mood. Cassius frowned as if knowing he’d been mocked. The man shrugged and remained silent.
“My study isn’t far. Blaise, here,” the Archbishop said, thrusting something at him.
It wasn’t until Blaise’s fingers curled around the Heart of God that he realized what he’d been handed.
“It’s many things, but no one has ever claimed it wasn’t a staff,” Alphege whispered in his ear.
Blaise wrinkled his nose and kept silent. Leaning on the Heart surpassed relying on a mortal for support, even if it didn’t mask his weakness. He felt his lips curl up in a grin.
At least he wasn’t likely to find any true predators in the cathedral, not with so many suffering from fear and nerves.
“Thank you,” Blaise muttered.
“I don’t think this will take long. My brother asks for your official aid in this matter,” Leopold said. “I trust it won’t take much explanation for you to understand the import of your cooperation.”
“Wait until we get to my study, Adviser Leopold, so no overeager ears listen before due time,” Alphege replied.
The Heart of God sang in Blaise’s hand, and its joy smothered all but the worst of his aches. His healing bones resonated with Aurora’s song and strength flowed into him. The scent of roses tickled his nose and surprised a sneeze out of him.
“Don’t tell me you’re getting sick,” Frolar groaned.
“Sneezing doesn’t mean I’m plagued,” Blaise replied. Straightening, he tapped the Heart of God against the floor just to hear its click.
“Enough, you two,” Alphege scolded.
The study the Archbishop led them to wasn’t located within in the inner sanctum, but attached to the library. Blaise sank down on the first of the chairs scattered in front of the old desk that dominated the far wall. He stretched his legs out and swallowed back a groan. The others waited for the Archbishop to sit before choosing their seats.
Alphege stared at the Heart of God, but the man didn’t ask for it back and Blaise didn’t offer it. “I understand that a convict escaped with a slave from the Arena. Many were injured, and many more killed. I already sent some acolytes to aid, should the Emperor permit it. What else is there?”
“That’s as good of a place to begin as any,” Leopold said, pulling out a piece of parchment from his pocket. It bore the Emperor’s seal in purple. Blaise sniffed and the acrid fume of ash, smoke, and wax teased his nose. “I would’ve been here sooner, but the Emperor wished me to bring this as thanks for your aid.”
The parchment passed hands and Alphege cracked through the seal and read the note. The man’s brows rose to his hairline. “You’ve been busy, Blaise.”
“It’s been a long day,” he mumbled, squirming under the Archbishop’s glare. “Is there a problem?”
“I don’t recall asking you to renegotiate the terms of the Church’s presence in the Arena, Bishop Blaise.”
The silence suffocated, and Blaise studied the crimson stone set in the center of the bone staff.
“I’m pleased with the results. We’ll have to have a long talk soon, I believe.” The Archbishop stared at him until he lifted his gaze and nodded his acknowledgment.
Blaise wondered how angry the Archbishop would be if he vanished, preferably for long enough for all who might remember him to be gone from the mortal coin, called back to God’s Garden. “As you wish, your Holiness.”
“What’s going on?” Frolar asked.
“The Emperor has granted the church the right to have five bishops and ten of those of lower rank within the arena during events. When called upon a Bishop will be invited into the Imperial Observatory, clad in casual Citizen’s attire,” Alphege announced.
“Which, of course, means the best that crystal can buy. I’ll recommend an excellent seamstress for you,” Leopold said. The prince let out a hearty laugh. “Surely your God plays a great game with our lives, Archbishop. With that out of the way, there is a more pressing matter: The Hand of God has been stolen and its vessel taken as well. His Imperial Majesty requests for the Church’s aid and confirmation that the Heart of God is safe.”
“Granted. The Heart is right there,” Alphege replied, gesturing to the staff in Blaise’s hand. “Of course the Church will offer all of the help possible to ensure that the Hand of God is returned to the Emperor.”
Fear drowned out all other scents and Blaise pinched the bridge of his nose so he could breathe out of his mouth. That the Archbishop kept his voice so calm amazed Blaise. The worst of the stench came from old man.
“Who is the vessel?” Alphege asked.
“The boy Catsu stole from the Arena,” Cassius replied.
Leopold cleared his throat and the Colonel fell silent. “I’ve been ordered to give you the commands for his collar. The Emperor asks that he be returned alive if possible.”
“I’ll need a full description of this boy. A slave, you say?” Alphege leaned back and pressed his fingers together. The man frowned and met Blaise’s gaze. “Is there anything else I should know?”
“If it appears that the Hand will be used, the slave is to be killed.”
“Understood. Frolar, take Blaise to his chamber and come see me when you’re done making certain he is resting comfortably. Blaise, I’ll speak with you later. After you’ve been tended to.”
Another sigh escaped him and Blaise rose to his feet and offered the Heart of God across the desk. The Archbishop shook his head. “Knowing you as I do, Blaise, you would sneak out at the first chance and search for the Hand with the other bishops. Not this time. Your duty is to remain in your chambers and guard the Heart until I tell you otherwise. We’ll be spread thin enough as it is.”
Blaise pressed his lips together and swallowed back the wordless growl building in his throat. He tightened his hold on the staff fashioned out of his bone, tapping it against the floor. When he didn’t reply, Alphege smiled.
“Cassius, go with them. It’s in the interest of the Emperor to ensure that the Heart is protected, and I think it is a suitable that both the military and the church safeguard the Heart until the Hand is found,” Leopold said.
It took Blaise several deep breaths to contain his rage. When he smiled, the Archbishop flinched. “I’ll be in my chambers, then.” Resting the Heart of God against his shoulder, he swept out of the room, leaving Frolar and Cassius to follow in his wake.
He prayed his confinement wouldn’t doom all of their souls to Lucin’s hunger. His frustration peaked and something snapped within him. He could no longer force himself to care if they were all devoured.
The mortals might have very well deserved it.
It wasn’t Blaise’s problem if the humans learned first hand that the hell of blood and flame they believed in didn’t exist, and only oblivion awaited those devoured by the Hand of God and the prisoner contained within it.
 




Chapter 6
 
 
Terin sat among the shards of broken vases and piled the pieces together. Blood smeared the glazed surfaces and gleamed in the light. He bit back a yawn and considered the quickest way to clean away the evidence of Zurach’s attempts to kill him.
He wasn’t sure what the two men wanted with him or why he was wanted at all. He didn’t recognize either one of them as an enemy of his master. He frowned.
If he hadn’t resisted, hadn’t dodged, and hadn’t fought back, he could’ve escaped slavery in the most permanent way possible. He reached up and touched the collar. Through it all, it hadn’t warmed, it had done nothing, because he obeyed Zurach’s will. It remained inert, as if trusting his aching throat to keep him quiet and obedient.
It worked, and he hated himself.
Terin snatched a stray shard and dropped it on top of the pile. The whole thing collapsed, scattering the pieces across the floor. Scooping up the ceramics, he shoved them back to their proper place and winced as the sharp edges sliced his fingers.
Even if he wanted to escape, he doubted his quivering muscles would carry him as far as the bath, let alone to the sewers, assuming he could figure out how to open the door.
The burn at his throat he expected didn’t come, and the cool of the collar mocked him, knowing his thoughts of freedom were futile and pointless.
“Only through destruction may there be renewal, so Spoke God,” he whispered, waving his hand over the fragments in front of him. The remains of the ceramics crumbled away to dust. With a sweep of his hand, he scattered the powder. The scripture to clean away the dust stuck in his throat.
The strength flowed out of him and his eyes watered. Brushing away the tears, he forced himself to take several deep breaths. His throat tightened and he struggled to keep calm. Crying wouldn’t help anything, it never did, and it never would, and if they caught him, he’d be punished for his weakness.
With his eyes burning, he crawled to the damaged divan. Every breath emerged as a pant and he struggled to concentrate on the words for renewal. A buzz filled his ears and head. Unable to sit without trembling, he leaned against the armrest, the tips of his fingers brushing against the plush upholstery.
The words he Spoke came out mumbled, but the wood creaked and shifted beneath him. The damaged cushion unraveled before retaking its original shape. A pale light surrounded his hand and enveloped the room. Colors long since faded due to the steady passage of time brightened beneath the glow.
Terin slumped and struggled to slow his gasps. Sweat stung his eyes and trailed down his face. Once again, his frustration boiled within him and manifested as tears he couldn’t force back just by wiping at his eyes and pretending everything was as it should be.
If he disobeyed Zurach and Emeric, he would be punished. If he returned to his master, he’d be punished. Then he’d be killed for his failures. If Terin were truly unfortunate, his master would strive to make him suffer as much as possible before letting him die.
His breath left him in a sigh. The collar remained cold and inert. That it didn’t force him to return to his master confirmed the truth: Returning to his master was death, and his death was forbidden.
So long as Zurach met the collar’s order to preserve his life, he couldn’t escape. Terin balled his hand in a fist and punched the cushion. All he could do was throw himself at the only orders he could follow: Cleaning.
He could do that much.
 
~*~
 
Terin awoke to a finger jabbed between his ribs. He lay still in the hopes that he wouldn’t wake at all. The pressure intensified until he cried out and wiggled to escape from the pain.
“Get up,” Emeric demanded.
At the command in the man’s voice, he jumped to his feet and swayed. He almost succumbed to sleep again, and he shook his head in the effort to wake himself up. Clenching his teeth to keep from yawning, he saluted before the memory of where he was and how he got there slammed him to full awareness.
Before either man could rebuke him, Terin bowed his head and focused on the floor, blinking to clear his blurred vision.
“Now, now, brother, at least acknowledge the boy did his job properly,” Zurach said before laughing. “I’m not so proud I can’t admit he’s done a better job than I could.”
“Of course he did a better job cleaning. You are a Citizen and he is a slave. It’s beneath you,” Emeric snapped.
“That may be so,” Zurach agreed. “What has he done wrong?”
“He didn’t bathe,” the Citizen grumbled.
“Brother, if he bathed to your standards, he’d die. Normal people require their skin to survive.”
Terin struggled against the need to yawn and stared down at the tiles. The marble gleamed in the glow of a orb of light that hovered in front of the two Citizens, and its radiance that of the sun, warm and comforting.
“No matter. I’ve work for you, boy,” Zurach said.
Without looking up, Terin bowed as deep as he could and shivered at the feel of the noble’s eyes on him. “What would you have me do, Citizen?” Terin asked, unable to speak any louder than a whisper.
“Hold this. Don’t let it out of your possession. If you must put it down, don’t lose sight of it. Only Emeric or I are permitted to take it from you. Don’t open it unless either one of us tells you to. Am I understood?”
Zurach thrust a box crafted of dark red wood into his hands. 
A silver lock held the lid closed. Terin’s fingers closed over it and he bowed his head in a nod. “I understand.”
At a few inches wide and not much deeper, it didn’t weigh much despite being as long as his forearm. It made no sound when Terin stuffed it under his arm to pin it against his side. Zurach dangled a silver key in front of his face.
“If you are given this, you’re to open the box and take out what is inside,” Zurach ordered.
“Yes, sir,” Terin replied.
“I’m still not sure this is wise,” Emeric said.
Zurach chuckled. “It’ll be worth the risk. So long as he’s collared, I don’t believe we’ll have any problems with him.” The man paused and the key was tucked away in a pocket. “We can ask ‘what if’ all day long without ever knowing if we’ve made the right choice. If you’re right, his master doesn’t tolerate stupidity among Citizens, let alone among his slaves.”   
“He is who I say he is, and they’ll want him back,” Emeric warned. “Alive, too.”
Terin sucked in a breath and stiffened. If either man noticed his reaction, neither man spoke. If his master wanted him alive, he could escape.
He had to escape. He had to hurry back to where he belonged. The collar remained cool around his throat and he trembled.
“Nonsense. He’s an escaped slave now. The Emperor makes no exceptions when it comes to foreign-born slaves,” Zurach grumbled.
“He isn’t one to show mercy on Zorsan filth, that’s true,” Emeric said, his tone softening. “Interesting.”
Zurach huffed. “His ilk wasn’t lenient to Worsoran-born filth, either.”
“I’m aware,” Emeric snapped. “You don’t need to remind me.”
Terin shifted his weight from foot to foot, adjusted his grip on the box, and tried not to think of what lay within. With both men ignoring him, he struggled to commit their words to memory.
If Emeric spoke the truth and Terin’s master did want him back alive, the knowledge of what the two men talked about might save him from the worst of his master’s punishments. He glanced up at the men.
Emeric wore a yellow doublet with matching buttons decorated by twisting vines of black roses embroidered along the trim. The man next to him wasn’t Zurach, wasn’t the person regaled as the Hero of the Arena, for all his voice was the same. While still graceful, the man was taller and slimmer, a little less muscular, and as perfect as one of the Emperor’s prized statues.
Terin’s mouth dropped open. With a grin, the man stepped forward and stooped to look him in the eyes.
“Finally noticed, did you?” the man asked in Zurach’s voice. A gloved hand reached out and took hold of Terin’s chin and pulled him closer. He shuddered at the warm breath blown in his ear. “You could tell them, if you tried to escape me, but no one will believe you. Your master will torture the words out of you, you know, then he’ll kill you for lying to him. With me, you’ll be safe. I won’t send you to the arena. I won’t betray you, so long as you do as you’re told,” Zurach whispered to him.
“If you’re going to seduce him, could you at least wait until I’m out of the room? He’s a little young for my tastes.”
Terin flinched. The grip on his chin tightened. He wanted to run or pull away, but his muscles froze and he couldn’t even force his fingers to twitch.
“You’ll behave, won’t you?” Zurach asked.
His entire body shook, but Terin managed to jerk his head in a nod.
“Emeric, don’t act so shy. Anyway, I prefer women. I want him to remain untouched for now,” Zurach said. Terin held his breath.
“Don’t lie, Zurach. It’s unbecoming. We’re very similar, you and me. That said, he’s your slave. I’ve enough of my own, I assure you.”
Both men laughed and Zurach clapped Terin’s shoulder hard enough that he staggered forward. He took the chance to step out of the reach of both Citizens.
“I’ll be expected at the palace tomorrow in the early afternoon. Stay here for tonight, and I’ll guide you to the manor proper in the morning. Don’t take any chances,” Emeric said.
“No chances,” Zurach promised.
“I’ll send a slave down tonight with food and drink. You know what you need to do. Have fun with her first if you’d like. I need to get back in case I’m called on.”
“Don’t bother with the slave. I think we’ll survive for the night,” Zurach replied, laughter in his voice. “I’d rather have her when I have the time and privacy to deal with her properly.”
“Your loss,” Emeric said. “I’ll send one of the servants, then. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
Terin fidgeted under the scrutiny of the two brothers, and he stared down at a crack crossing one of the marble tiles. The thud of feet faded away.
Zurach let out a low, gusty sigh. “Well, he hasn’t changed a bit. Time for you to get bathed and in proper clothes, boy. Move it!”
Before Zurach’s outstretched hand could touch him, Terin hurried to the bath, clutching at the box to keep from dropping it.
The man laughed.
 
~*~
 
Zurach’s snores thundered, and curling up with his hands clapped over his ears didn’t let Terin sleep. The darkness smothered him, so deep that he couldn’t make out the outline of the cushion he rested on. He stretched and his hand thumped against the divan’s armrest. Mumbling curses, he sat up and rubbed at his eyes. He whispered the Speech to summon light and a rosy aura enveloped his hand to illuminate the sitting room.
Zurach sprawled on the divan across the room, and one of the man’s arms dangled off the side, his fingers limp against the marble floor. The rest of him was curled in a tight ball, face hidden in the shadows.
Another snore burst out of the man, so loud Terin flinched and stuck his fingers in his ears in the futile effort of drowning out the noise. The box gleamed in the red light from his hand. Zurach snorted and the snores settled to a softer rumble. Terin lowered his hands from his ears and reached for the box, setting it across his lap. Trailing his glowing fingers across the smooth surface, he considered what it could contain to make the two brothers so strict about its handling.
He pressed his finger to the lock. With Speech, he could have it open in moments, without any need for the silver key in Zurach’s possession. He braced for the collar’s punishment, but it didn’t come. Letting out a snort matching Zurach’s snores, Terin tossed the box on the cushion next to him. He stood and slid his feet across the floor toward the door.
Terin wasn’t certain if he trembled or if the man’s snores were so strong they shook the floor. By the time he sneaked to the threshold, he struggled to keep his breathing quiet and slow.
If he crossed to the other room, he’d disobey Zurach. He already disobeyed, leaving the box behind on the divan instead of taking it with him. If he continued, escape would be in his grasp.
He winced and waited for his punishment, but the collar remained cool and inert.
With one final, deep breath, he stepped forward.
Nothing happened.
Zurach still snorted, and the man’s thunder masked the whisper of Terin’s clothes and his steps. He rubbed at his arms and hurried to the wall hiding the door to the sewer. A silver candelabrum, twin to the one Zurach had destroyed, stood in the corner. The light from his hand stained it red.
He froze in place, unable to tear his eyes away from it. It came up to his chest with a central staff so thick he would need both hands to wield it. Clawed feet formed the base and each arm bore an elaborate tangle of thorns and roses.
With one, maybe two strides, he could take up the candelabra and never have to worry about Zurach ever again. He reached out to pick up the makeshift weapon.
The collar struck with such intensity Terin crumpled to the floor and writhed. Bursts of light exploded in front of his eyes and danced to the throb in his head.
He couldn’t scream. He couldn’t breathe, and his lungs ached with the need for air. Tears blurred his vision and the heat searing his throat didn’t subside until his vision faded at the edges and he struggled to remain conscious.
The pain faded away, but it took Terin a long time to gather enough strength to crawl to the far side of the room where he’d be safe from the temptation of the candelabra. 
Through the opened doorway, Zurach continued to snore. Terin rubbed at his eyes, but it didn’t ease the threat of tears. His frustration was a heavy weight in his stomach, and his throat was tight with the need to cry. He struck his thigh with a fist and focused on the ache in his leg from each blow.
With a trembling hand, Terin reached up and touched his neck and hissed at the sharp pain of raw and blistered skin. The collar remained inert when he tugged at it with a single finger.
Hope flared to life in his chest and stole away his breath. While he couldn’t hurt the Citizen, it hadn’t punished his desire to escape.
It hadn’t tried to stop him.
Taking several deep breaths to calm his anxiety and fear, he turned to the wall he leaned against it. Escape depended on locating the hidden door without waking Zurach.
That much Terin could do.
Escaping depended on his strength not failing. He closed his eyes and struggled to concentrate. The gash across his side would prove the largest obstacle for his success. It hurt when he took deep breaths, which would make running problematic at best. Terin had lost count of the other scrapes and bruises, but he could ignore them. He didn’t have any other choice.
Touching the wall, he whispered, “There are no secrets in a world watched by God.”
Speech-wrought voices called out to Terin, loud enough that he winced. With another whispered Word, the echoes quieted and he focused on what he desired. The wood warmed beneath his hand. He stretched his arm out to the right. When the temperature cooled, he turned the other way until the heat grew so intense he marveled that the wall didn’t burst into flame. A single Word ended his search. He Spoke again to find a way to open the door.
The wall dissolved beneath his hand, but the opening didn’t lead to the sewer channel as he expected. Instead, a tunnel of loose soil and stone twisted out of sight. Terin crawled forward, ducking his head low. Mud clung to his hands and knees as he worked his way into the darkness.
The glow from his hand illuminated carved stones and a section of collapsed wall. He twisted around in the tight tunnel. Behind him, the wall flickered and rematerialized with a crack of wood and the grind of stone on stone.
Water dripped from somewhere nearby, and the soil sucked at Terin’s hands and knees. His toes slipped through the muck and scraped at the rocks buried beneath the surface. When the passage narrowed, he stared at the gap. He held his breath and considered the hole. He thought he could fit, but his light didn’t reveal how long the tunnel was. His side throbbed, and he reached down to press his hand to the wound.
Terin swallowed and glanced over his shoulder.
If he turned back, he could bathe and pretend he’d been there all along. Zurach and Emeric wouldn’t know Terin had attempted to escape or had disobeyed their orders.
Turning back was an option.
The memory of Zurach leering at him sent shivers racing through him, and frightened him even more than the thought of getting trapped in the tunnel. If Terin wanted to get away, time wasn’t on his side. He needed to hurry, or they’d discover him missing before he could get away from them.
The need to run and hide struck Terin hard. For a moment, all he could do was gasp for air. The sense of eyes watching him tickled the back of his neck.
He needed to hurry.
Terin reached out and slid his arms through the opening. Rocks scraped at him. He shuddered and eased into the hole with both arms stretched out in front of him.
Wiggling through the gap using his toes to propel him forward, he worked his way deeper. The ground swallowed him, clinging to his clothes and sucking at him. Broken, jagged stones dug at his stomach and he struggled to draw breath. His side ached, and tears of pain blinded him. 
The noise of his passage was loud enough to drown out the frantic beat of his heart and the sounds of the water ahead. Each thrust of his legs hurt, and he felt his toes tearing on the rocks beneath the mud.
The light surrounding his hand flickered once before vanishing and leaving him in the dark.
Terror choked off his breath and the pressure of the ground around him intensified until he feared he’d be crushed in its unyielding grip. He clawed at the ground and shoved through with his feet. The need to escape the confines of the tunnel and sewer spurred him into moving faster. Still blinded by his tears, he lunged forward with all of his strength.
The ground released him with a wet, sucking noise. The tunnel trembled and collapsed beneath him, mud flowing around him and plastering him in its sticky grip. It dumped him in a pool of stagnate water.
A too-sweet stench choked off his breath and bile flooded his mouth. Terin jerked free of the debris, staggered upright, and spat. The ground trembled again and the tunnel fell in on itself.
Terin gasped out the Speech for light. The rosy aura encapsulated his hand and illuminated the dusty tunnel with a stagnant canal between two elevated platforms. The body of a rat lay at the fringe of the collapsed passage, and it was so decayed its bones stuck out through patches of fur.
The need to hurry roused again, and his feet answered the compulsion. He stood and staggered forward.
Not far ahead, the tunnel intersected a circular chamber with five other paths branching out from its center. He shook his head and his hair whipped against his cheeks.
It didn’t matter which way he went, so long as it took him far away, and fast. Choosing one at random, he ran.
 
~*~
 
The tunnel twisted through the dark. The water gleamed in the light radiating from Terin’s hand, turning the brownish-red of congealed blood. 
He shuddered and cupped his hand over his mouth, wishing he didn’t have to breathe. The air was thick with humidity and a sickening, too-sweet scent. His throat tightened, and he gagged. Avoiding the ledge and the murky waters below, he hurried along the platform.
Relief eased the tension in his throat and chest when the passage widened and joined with a large room. He drew a breath to let out a sigh and the stench intensified. He staggered back a step, pinching his nose shut. Lifting his other hand, he squeaked out the scripture to strengthen the light.
Twisted bodies covered the ground, barely visible through the pale fog rising from the black water surrounding them. As though trying to reclaim the lives they had long-since lost, rotting bits of flesh clung to their pale bones.
The corpses piled on top of one another, seeking escape through the hole in the domed ceiling above. Several rats scurried out of the midden and vanished down one of the far tunnels.
Terin’s knees knocked together before collapsing beneath him, slamming against the stones. A shudder tore through him and his stomach heaved. Tears blurred his vision. He choked back bile and panted until the nausea eased enough he could stand.
Leaning against the wall, he struggled to catch his breath without smelling the rot polluting the air. He closed his eyes, but he couldn’t erase the memory of what lay before him from his mind. When he opened them again, he focused his gaze on the far tunnel.
He couldn’t stop from looking down at the corpses.
A few of the bodies—all of them men—hadn’t been dead long. Their sightless, accusatory eyes bore into him. Terin whimpered. Scars marked their faces in the familiar pattern of those who’d survived the arena for far too long.
Terin bit one of his knuckles. Unlike the convicts he was accustomed to seeing, the bodies were clad in the finery of men like Emeric and Zurach.
The belief that the Arena could be escaped crumbled beneath the reality of the men who’d been disposed of before they could obtain their freedom from the Emperor’s games.
Terin turned his head, and disgust warred with his fear of what lurked beneath the black waters. A ledge circled the chamber, leading to next tunnel. He slid his foot to the edge of the platform. If he stood on his toes, he could traverse it. It wasn’t any different than climbing the cliff.
While death waited for him if he fell from Upper Erelith City, he feared what lurked beneath the stagnant pools more than the thought of falling. Terin shivered again, and tried to convince himself he could cross the ledge without tumbling off of it. So long as his weight didn’t send the decaying stone and mortar breaking away from the wall.
He tried not to think of what would happen if it did.
Terin faced the wall instead of the bodies abandoned to rot by those living in the city above. Unable to stop his trembling, he stepped on the ledge and eased his way across toward the next tunnel, his nails digging at the mortar between the stones.
Rats scolded him from holes in the wall, their chatter chasing behind him. Something brushed against his shins and tiny claws scratched at his feet.
Terin jumped, letting out a high-pitched cry. His toes slapped against the ledge, and the stone cracked beneath him. Losing his grip on the wall, he fell backward, splashing down into the pool below.
Cold water closed over his head. Something—many somethings—poked at him from below, and all he could imagine was the bony hands of the dead reaching out for him.
Scrambling out of the water, Terin struggled toward the nearest tunnel, a choked sob escaped him. By the time he hauled out of the water and up on the platform, and his empty stomach heaved. He spat out bile and water.
The need to escape and put as much distance between him and the horror of the midden overwhelmed him. Without knowing or caring where he went, Terin ran.
 
~*~
 
“You’re not dead, are you?”
Cassius’s voice roused Blaise from slumber. He considered striking out at the human, but the urge faded beneath the soothing whispers of the Heart. A yawn forced its way out of him. Aurora’s stone pressed against his cheek, and it radiated warmth. “Go away,” Blaise muttered, refusing to open his eyes.
“It nears the midnight hour,” Cassius replied. “I was told to wake you.”
Blaise snapped to full consciousness, bolting upright so fast his every muscle ached in protest. His joints creaked and he heard his back pop and crack. The Heart of God took up most of his cot, and the severed bone of his tail remained clutched in fingers he couldn’t relax.
Aurora sang to him, soothing the chaos of his thoughts until he remembered why he’d been roused.
Volas.
Cassius stood at the door with a white coat draped over his arm. “I didn’t want to wake you, I’ll have you know.”
“Duty calls,” Blaise replied. As always, his bone wailed its silent displeasure in his head when he let it go to lean it against the wall. He felt the corners of his mouth twitch upward, but he didn’t heed his bone’s call. Stretching awoke more aches and he let out a slow, hesitant breath. The pound in his head he feared would come didn’t manifest.
Stripping out of Leopold’s ruined coat, he tossed it on the floor and examined his bare hands. Dried blood and dirt caked him in a second skin. He glanced at Cassius out of the corner of his eye and smirked. “Only through destruction may there be renewal,” he whispered low enough human ears couldn’t hear him. The filth fell off of him in a fine powder.
Cassius whistled. “That’s a nice trick, Bishop.”
“No time for a bath,” he murmured. 
“There’s time enough, I think. Little less than half an hour.” Cassius yawned. “Many pardons.”
In the glow of a candle nestled in the wall sconce, the man’s face was pale and wrinkles marred the corner of his blood-shot eyes. Blaise felt his mouth pull and twist in a knowing smile. While the weight of exhaustion didn’t cling to him as much as before, he stifled a yawn of his own. “Why don’t you rest during the service?”
Cassius snorted. “I’m pretty certain you’re supposed to be lecturing me about showing respect to God right now, not encouraging me to miss a funerary mass.”
Blaise shrugged and shed off the rest of his clothes, kicking them in a pile before digging through the chest at the foot of his cot for trousers, shirt, and clean gloves. Everything he owned was white.
He frowned.
Something colorful would’ve been a more suiting for Volas’s final farewell. Red, for the steward’s passion and dedication, or blue for the man’s serenity. Green would’ve been better yet; Blaise didn’t doubt Volas would’ve heard Aurora’s song, if the old human had been given the chance to hold the Heart of God.
Remembering Cassius’s presence, Blaise hurried to dress. When he finished buttoning his shirt, he turned to face the colonel. “Would you listen, if I lectured you?”
“No,” Cassius admitted.
“I saved us both some time, then. Just to make you happy, I’ll wait until you least expect it. It’s no fun when you know its coming,” Blaise said, struggling to keep his expression neutral and his tone serious.
“I hate you.”
Blaise grinned and tugged at the cuffs of his shirt before reaching out for his coat. “You just say that because you know I expect you to say that. Admit it, Cassius, you like me. Enough play. I was serious. If you’re tired, rest. I can manage the service alone.”
“I’ll come. Anyway, your bishop friend woke me so I could wake you,” Cassius grumbled, pausing long enough to glance over at the Heart of God. Blaise followed the man’s stare. Aurora’s crimson gem glowed in the candlelight. “My duty is to watch you and that.”
While it wasn’t strong, the scent of fear cloaked the colonel. Blaise smoothed his grin to a thin-lipped scowl and adjusted the buttons on his cuffs of his coat. The silver roses he’d pilfered for Leopold’s shirt had been replaced with ones crafted of red gold. He rested the tip of his finger on one of them. A faint whisper teased his ears, but he couldn’t tell who had crafted them with Speech.
“The Heart of God isn’t like the Hand, you know,” Blaise said, reaching out to take hold of the staff. “Nothing will happen to you if you touch it. Your soul is safe. If, of course, you believe in that sort of thing. I assure you that you should, though. Some people say they can hear it sing.”
“Sing?”
Uncertain of how to explain Aurora’s wordless song, which was nothing more than an echo tied to the fragmented pieces of her soul, Blaise settled with offering Cassius the staff. His bone whined its reluctance.
With the jerky motion of the entranced, the Colonel reached out for the Heart of God and brushed the tips of his fingers against the red stone. It wasn’t her usual song, but a true melody, one unheard for hundreds—if not thousands—of years. In it was the roughness of a mortal life forever touched by the whispering wind of His Garden.
Blaise swallowed. The grief that time couldn’t touch tightened his chest.
Tears gleamed in Cassius’s eyes, but they didn’t fall. Blaise waited for the soldier to make the first move.
The Colonel’s hand fell, and the man rubbed the tips of his fingers together. “What was that?”
Blaise pressed a finger to his lips and tapped the staff against the stone. “That is a secret.”
A puzzled expression flashed over Cassius’s face before shifting to a frown. In turn, the frown faded to small smile. “I see.”
“They’re expecting me,” Blaise said, crossing to the door in two long strides.
“I told you, I’m coming too.”
“Don’t force yourself, Cassius,” he replied, meeting the man’s eyes.
Cassius stood firm and didn’t look away from his gaze, the man’s chin set. Blaise halted, hand halfway to the knob.
“They’re the exact opposites, aren’t they?” Cassius whispered.
“What do you mean?”
“The Hand and the Heart.”
Blaise closed his fingers around the bronze handle and thought about the mortal’s question. Most asked how the Heart could counter the Hand, not about their natures. He wondered how the world would change if more people thought as Cassius did, looking beyond their greed and desire for power in search of more important things.
“You ask a wise question,” Blaise replied in a soft voice.
“So you don’t know, Blaise?” There was a tremor in the human’s voice, and Blaise relaxed his grip and turned to face the Colonel.
“I didn’t say that. You’ve seen someone die to the Hand before, haven’t you?”
A nod answered him.
“I said I wouldn’t preach, so I’ll spare you the long explanations and tell you this: When a soul can no longer rise to His Gardens, it’s devoured. Without a soul, the body is nothing.”
Cassius paled and remained silent.
Blaise shrugged his shoulders and turned back to the door. “Well, that’s what some say. God welcomes every soul, no matter how tattered, to His Garden. That’s what most say.”
“And what do you say, Bishop Blaise?”
“Me? I’m but a humble child of God,” he replied, but he couldn’t resist the urge to grin. At least the man couldn’t see his face. “I know better than to try to give God orders. But I’ll say this much, friend: If you value your soul, pray that the Hand is returned to where it belongs.”
“And if it isn’t?”
“That’s another reason to start praying. Then again, it might not matter, if you believe what some say rather than what most say.”
 
~*~
 
Hundreds stood within the sanctuary of the cathedral. The silence was so deep Blaise held his breath so he wouldn’t be the first to make a noise. To his left, Cassius turned red, lips clamped in the effort to remain silent. The darker gray of the man’s coat stood out among the white coats of the bishops standing with them.
Blaise didn’t pray; he left that to the mortals who believed their thoughts made a difference in the progression of Volas’s soul to the Gardens so long after the man’s death. Standing beside the steward’s body, the Archbishop waited with his head bowed low and his hands held clasped before him.
Someone in the crowd let out a wheeze and a cough. Everyone else gasped for air. Cassius panted and muttered a curse. Blaise bit his lip so he wouldn’t grin and let his breath out in a long sigh.
“Children of God, we gather this night not to mourn, but to celebrate. Our fragile, mortal bodies were not meant to walk under the light of God’s sun forever. Our spirits yearn for God’s Garden, and our beloved steward has gone into His embrace, leaving behind his remains to take his place at God’s side, among the faithful who have passed through the Gates before him.”
Alphege paused to stare out over the gathered crowd. The sanctuary was as still and quiet as the grave they’d soon entomb Volas within. Blaise nestled the Heart of God in the crook of his arm, and clasped his hands to maintain the illusion tranquility and attention.
No one wept when they should have. No one mourned. No one cared. While a few did watch the Archbishop, most focused on Blaise and the staff he held.
“Disgusting,” Cassius muttered. The man’s voice trembled with emotion the soldier couldn’t conceal from him. Blaise sniffed, and almost smiled at the scent of rage similar to hot metal and coal.
Out of the corner of his eye, Blaise glanced at the colonel. A passive and almost pleasant expression hid Cassius’s true mood in a veneer Blaise hoped would crack. The thought of a soldier calling out the so-called faithful amused him enough to keep him still and quiet.
It wasn’t his hunt. Not yet.
“Volas came to the cathedral as a child, taking joy in serving God in any way he could. He lived his days as someone to look up to, to aspire to. We will miss him, and we take comfort in knowing his place in God’s Garden was secured through his countless good deeds and his gentle, loving spirit,” the Archbishop said.
Blaise tightened his grip on the Heart of God and listened to the blend of his bone cooing at him and Aurora’s song. The sound tempered his desire to snap out at the false mourners in the sanctuary. While a few of the men, women, and children sat on the benches lined up in neat rows, most stood.
Whether unaware or uncaring everyone focused on Blaise and the relic he held, Alphege continued to speak. While Blaise heard the words the Archbishop said, he couldn’t concentrate on them. Did those in the sanctuary stare at the white linens covering the gash across his brow, or did they stare at the Heart?
Blaise suspected they stared at Aurora’s glimmering gemstone, its red glow staining his coat a shade similar to the embroidering embellishing Alphege’s robes.
Too many eyes focused on him, and he couldn’t distinguish between friend or foe at a glance. His skin tingled with the sensation of being watched and scrutinized, hunted and judged by mortals who weren’t aware of who—and what—they beheld.
The few unfortunate enough to meet Blaise’s gaze looked away.
Silence fell over the gathering, and the Archbishop stood with his head bowed in prayer. Blaise mimicked the human’s pose, staring at the gathered crowd through his lashes.
The sanctuary doors creaked open, the brighter light of the foyer and hall washing over the gathered people. Everyone turned to catch a glimpse of the one interrupting the mass.
Without lifting his head, Blaise caught a glimpse of gray and red moving forward. Those near the door recoiled from the figure stepping forward.
“He’s here,” Cassius whispered.
Blaise kept his head bowed as if in prayer. “Who is?” he whispered back.
“General Horthoe,” Cassius replied, pausing to draw a long breath. “Where he strides, the Emperor is certain to follow.”
The first twinge of a headache formed behind Blaise’s eyes.
“Make way for the Emperor!” a voice thundered from the door. Blaise recognized the echo born of words enhanced by Speech. The command slammed through his head and pain lanced from his forehead to the back of his skull and down his spine. Before he could snarl out the counter, Aurora’s gem flashed a brilliant red.
While the men and women trampled over each other in their haste to obey the Speech-wrought command, Blaise stood firm, the compulsion flowing around him without taking hold. At his side, Cassius shuddered but stood his ground.
Alphege smiled down at the men striding forward. “Be welcomed among us, sons of God.”
Blaise gripped the Heart of God so hard his hand hurt. Muscle by muscle, he loosened his grip on it.
“This’ll be bad,” Cassius hissed at him.
“You don’t say,” Blaise muttered, glancing out of the corner of his eye at his companion. While pale, the man stood his ground, back stiff and eyes staring out over the crowd in the rigid manner of a military man. None of the fear Blaise smelled reflected in the man’s expression.
The false mourners cowered away from the two men marching down the center aisle of the sanctuary. Like at the Arena, the Emperor wore purple, but instead of the shorter coat, the one he wore was so long it dragged on the ground behind him. Chains of gold glittered at the man’s throat, as well as in the embroidery decorating the cuffs and hem of his garb. The general followed a step behind and to the Emperor’s right. Unlike the Emperor, General Horthoe wore a standard military coat marked with red tassels.
The two men stopped at the base of the dais. “All hail the Emperor!” General Horthoe announced, standing straighter. The man pivoted to face the Emperor before snapping a salute. 
Once again, Aurora’s gem flashed red. The Speech crashed against Blaise, as ineffective as the surf against the cliffs skirting the shore. The red glow enveloped him and spread enough to cover Cassius as well.
The cheers of the obedient shook the cathedral. Cassius remained silent, but matched the general salute.
“God’s blessing upon you, Your Imperial Majesty,” the Archbishop said.
“Prove you’ve done your duty,” the Emperor demanded.
Blaise narrowed his eyes and watched Alphege. The man gestured. Left with no choice but to obey, Blaise straightened, tapping the Heart of God against the stone. Its click echoed in the silence.
“This is the Heart of God, and as you can see, it is quite safe. Our duty, as always, has been done. Bishop, give our Emperor the Heart of God, so he might take it and guard it in this time of need,” the Archbishop announced.
The cold of shock stabbed at Blaise’s bones and shattered his every thought, scattering them like dust caught in the wind. Alphege met his eyes, and with a shake of his graying head, the man looked away.
Blaise swallowed and glanced at Volas’s face, but saw no joy in the old man’s expression. Matching the steward’s smile, Blaise stepped forward and held out the Heart of God.
His bone didn’t cry out, but raged in his head, echoing the ire kindling in his chest. “Your Imperial Majesty,” he murmured, amazed his voice remained calm despite the turbulence of his emotions.
The Emperor’s eyes narrowed and the man reached out to snatch the staff from him. The purple-gloved hand brushed against the shaft fashioned from Blaise’s bone.
At the center of the Heart, Aurora’s light flickered and darkened. A crack appeared where bone and gem met, and lines of black raced from the center to both ends of the staff.
With the thunderous boom of striking lightning, the Heart of God shattered, leaving behind nothing more than a shower of dust and fragments.
 
~*~
 
Aurora’s presence clung to Blaise. His skin tingled and a chill seeped through him to center in his chest, slowing the beat of his heart. Cold radiated from the spot, stabbing through him with his every breath.
He didn’t remember falling, but he lay on the stone of the sanctuary’s dais, arms and legs twitching as though he’d been struck by lightning. Over the centuries, he’d become all too familiar with the sensation. He couldn’t control the way his body jerked and convulsed. It didn’t hurt, but he knew the pain would come later.
A buzz filled Blaise’s ears. Screams filtered through the noise in his head and ears. The warmth of a hand brushed against his throat.
“He’s alive,” the voice of the Emperor’s general announced. “Your Imperial Majesty?”
“What is this meaning of this, Archbishop?” the Emperor demanded.
“I believe it’s obvious someone used Speech to devastating effect,” Alphege replied. “You’re certain he’s alive? Let me look at him.”
“Don’t be hasty, Archbishop,” the Emperor snapped. “Whomever did this is obviously a skilled Speaker, and we’ve no idea if they’ll strike again, or if they’ve done something to your man.”
“He’s breathing and I can feel his heartbeat,” General Horthoe stated. “He’s not dead, though I’ve no idea what has happened to him or if he’ll awaken. It seems safe enough, Your Imperial Majesty. Could it be that this man is the one responsible?”
“If I may, Your Imperial Majesty?” Cassius asked.
“Speak.”
“Bishop Blaise couldn’t have used Speech, General, sir. Your Imperial Majesty, someone must have tried to target you, but instead of hitting you, it struck the bishop and the staff instead.”
Blaise kept his eyes closed and concentrated on the voices around him. Ceasing his breathing wouldn’t kill him and would ease the pain radiating from his chest, but he’d have too many questions to answer afterward. Ignoring the temptation, he forced his breath to be slow and shallow, mimicking the weak pattern of the injured or dying.
“Don’t let anyone leave,” the Emperor said.
The hand touching Blaise’s throat stiffened.
“I’ll handle this,” Alphege said. The Archbishop’s Speech was so malicious and angry it tainted His Words. Blaise fought the urge to Speak to counter the Archbishop’s use of God’s Words, but he managed to keep still and silent. The chill of Aurora’s presence dropped to his stomach.
There wasn’t enough left of Aurora’s soul for words or thought, but Blaise was aware of her need to protect, which spread from where she took up residence in his. The influence of the Archbishop’s Speech shattered without him being aware of what the human intended. The memory of her warmth when she’d lived, before she’d been devoured, roused to haunt him.
“Children of God,” Alphege murmured, and the man’s soft voice echoed in the room. “Please remain calm and still, quiet in the manner of prayer. Be seated, and reflect, and offer your prayers to Him.”
The wood of the benches creaked as the gathered faithful obeyed the archbishop’s command.
“Find out who has done this,” the Emperor hissed.
“And then?” General Horthoe asked.
“Execute them.”
“And if we can’t find who has committed this heinous act, Your Imperial Majesty?”
“Kill them all. Colonel, see that it’s done.”
“Yes, sir,” Cassius replied, and the man’s voice was weak and unsteady.
The stench of terror was so strong it cut off Blaise’s breath.
“What of the bishop?” General Horthoe asked.
“Take him into your custody and question him. While I’ve no doubt he’s not responsible, he may know something we do not. Assuming, of course, he wakens. I trust you agree with my assessment, Archbishop?” The Emperor’s question was more of a statement, and Blaise struggled not to react to the man’s condescending tone.
“Bishop Blaise is without fault,” Alphege replied. The tap of boots on stone drew away, followed by the whisper of cloth brushing against cloth. “If he used Speech, we’d know.”
“Oh?” the Emperor asked.
Alphege’s laugh was without humor. “He’s far more direct, Your Imperial Majesty. And, I hesitate to say, a great deal less discriminate when it comes to his duty to protect the Heart of God. His idea of subtlety is to call down the very wrath of God and let Him deal with what remains of their unfortunate souls in His Garden. He shows no mercy to thieves.”
“How curious. Very well, Archbishop. Horthoe, take him—ah, where do you recommend we put him, Archbishop?”
“His chambers will do. I will guide you there myself.”
“Very well. Colonel, clear us a path. Should any do so much as move without your order, cut them down.”
“Yes, Your Imperial Majesty,” Cassius replied, and the man’s voice was heavy with the weight of his despair.
 
 




 
Chapter 7
 
 
Terin stared at the grate blocking the end of the tunnel. Dark metal bars stretched from the end of the platform to the arched ceiling, leaving gaps barely wide enough for his hand to slip through.
Water gushed through the openings, cascading off the ledge and falling to Lower Erelith City far below. Terin curled his fingers around one of the bars and pressed close for a glimpse of the lights below, but he couldn’t see anything through the mists from the water crashing against the outcroppings of rock jutting out from the cliffs.
A flash of blue-white light reflected on the glistening stone, drawing his eyes to the sky. Thunder rumbled, and heralded a torrent of rain. The drops hammered down on the stone, adding to the spray soaking him.
“You can’t be serious,” he muttered. A crack answered him, accompanied by a bolt of lightning arching across the sky from horizon to horizon.
The bars blocking his way led to a narrow path circling the plateau and offered access to the sewers from the promenade above. Thunder rumbled overhead again, warning Terin of the risks of venturing out in the storm. He pressed closer to the bars, and stared at the path traversing the cliffs.
The rain broke the reflections of the lightning on the slick stones.  
Escape lay up the path, where it curved out of sight to one of the gates in the wrought-iron fence surrounding most of Upper Erelith City, if Terin could get through the bars. The metal was free of rust, and no matter how hard he tugged at them, they didn’t move.
Thunder crashed again and shook the sewers. He backed away from the bars, shivering at the gusts of frigid air sweeping through the tunnel. Rubbing his rain slicked palms against his legs, he paused to consider the blockade and the storm. Backing away until he stood where the platform intersected with the sewer channel, he lifted his hands and splayed his fingers. Terin closed his eyes.
The lightning flashed so bright it left spots dancing in front of his eyes. A tingle swept over him and he heard a crackle. Jolts of static jumped from his hair to his skin and he shivered. Drawing a deep breath and fighting the quiver in his arms and legs, Terin Spoke in a whisper, “Thunder, crack! Lightning, strike! When all things have caught aflame in the light of the heavens, all shall be reborn.”
His fingertips burned, and Terin struggled with focusing on what he desired. The memory of the bars crossing the sewer’s exit filled his thoughts. He drew a breath to finish the scripture. “Only through destruction may there be renewal.”
The storm quieted. Terin opened his eyes to darkness. The ground trembled beneath his feet, accompanied by a high-pitched buzz. The red glow of Speech-wrought light enveloped his hand and where it touched him, his skin tingled and the hairs on his arm rose upward. Bursts of static danced between the hairs.
Like a rose’s vine, a tendril of red stretched out from Terin’s hand, struck the platform, and raced to the metal bars on the far side of the passage. It coiled upward, weaving through the bars to cover the entire grate.
The storm roared its fury.
Blue lightning fell from the sky in a column, and streaks of red raced through it, erupting out as gouts of flame. Heat blasted at Terin’s face, sucking the breath out of him. Flame blossomed and rushed down the corridor at him, stopping so close the stench of his hair burning bit at his nose. The fire recoiled, and the wind gusted behind it, so strong it knocked him to his hands and knees.
Terin stared at the other end of the sewers. The stone exploded, and shrapnel clattered and ricocheted off the walls. He cried out and shielded his eyes against the flash of light bursting through the passage. Debris thudded against his arm and legs.
The pain didn’t start until he shifted his weight and rubbed at his stinging eyes. When he could see again, nothing remained of the bars. Large chunks of the worked stone cracked and crumbled away, falling to the city below. Red and blue streaks of light danced over the water’s surface.
Arcs of energy leaped from the waters to stone. Terin shivered and struggled to stand. It took him several tries to get to his feet and he had to lean against the wall to stay upright. 
His skin shivered and twitched, and rubbing at his arms didn’t ease the sensation of lightning crawling over him. Sticky, wet blood oozed down his arm from several cuts. The wounds stung, and he clutched his hand over the worst of them. The gash was near his shoulder, and he hissed from the pain. It hurt more than the aching cut across his side, and it bled a lot more, too.
The first step he took sent him crashing back to the ground, his knees cracking against the stone. While none of the shrapnel had pierced through his legs, the dull throb of forming bruises kept him from standing for a long moment. Gasping for breath, Terin staggered upright once more and limped to the other end of the sewer. His sweat stung as it fell in his eyes.
A few spikes of twisted metal remained, and the ends of them sparked with red and blue. The skirt of the platform connected the sewer to the narrow stone stair twisting upward and out of sight.
The rain tapered off to a drizzle and the thunder once again rumbled from the dark clouds overhead. Water gleamed on the smooth stones of the path and reflected the glow from the sewer and the restless sky.
Cold seeped through his clothes and numbed him, easing most of his pain save for the growing throb in his head. Terin stepped out onto the ledge, and his teeth chattered by his second step. As if frightened of knocking him from the ledge, the winds stilled to a light breeze. The edge of the walkway dropped away to scraggly brush, leaving enough room for him to stand without having to huddle against the cliff. The open air tempted him; one wrong step and he’d plummet to the unforgiving cobbles below.
He shivered, sliding his foot to where the stone crumbled away, curling his toes over the ledge. Exhaustion clung to him, bringing with it an ache in his eyes and a fog in his head. He lacked the strength to take the one step that would let him escape his enslavement and his master’s hold on him.
Terin didn’t know how long he stood and stared at the darkness. The storm cleared enough for him to make out the dim lights far below. When he managed to move, he drew his foot away from the edge and took his first step upward.
His body ached in protest, the chill clinging to his bones and joints. The throb in his side was back, and not even the cold numbed him to it. Grinding his teeth together, he forced one foot in front of the other, and the impact of each step made his ankles and knees throb. The path weaved up the cliff; it led to a landing large enough for him to sit. Slumping down, he stared up at the sky and at the lightning illuminating the roiling clouds. A glint of red drew his eyes downward.
For a moment, something reflected the lightning; a bloodied splotch darkened the back of his hand. When he blinked, it was gone.
Terin sighed, shook his head at his eyes playing tricks on him, and tried to gather the strength to stand. His aching legs, stiff with cold, refused to obey him. A frustrated noise emerged from his throat.
Angry tears burned his eyes. He drew a deep breath and closed his eyes. With luck, he’d never open them again.
 
~*~
 
Blaise waited, but he wasn’t left alone. Without opening his eyes and betraying his consciousness, he couldn’t tell who was with him.
It wasn’t Alphege; the scent was wrong and the Archbishop hummed when he didn’t think anyone could hear. It wasn’t Frolar or Cassius; Cassius would’ve been cursing, and Frolar wouldn’t have been able to stay so still and quiet. There would’ve been holes worn into the floor by the time the aging human had finished his rounds. Blaise knew their scents as well, and the person with him had a faintly sweet musk he didn’t recognize as belonging to either Cassius or Frolar.
It took Blaise a few careful, silent inhales to identify his keeper as a male. The perfumes of expensive soaps tickled his nose. He swallowed back a disgusted snort. Only one of the Emperor’s men would come to the cathedral so freshly washed and stinking of honey.
The faithful either came with their sweat still clinging to them or bathed in more floral perfumes.
“You can stop pretending you’re asleep now,” the Emperor’s general rumbled. While General Horthoe didn’t whisper, he spoke no louder than necessary to be heard.
Blaise fell to the temptation and snorted. “How did you guess?”
“You almost sneezed.”
“How observant.” Blaise opened his eyes and stretched, wincing as his stiff joints popped and creaked from staying still for so long. The familiar, tight confines of his room welcomed him, lit by a single candle in the lone wall sconce. “The Emperor must be displeased with you to give you such a dull duty.”
General Horthoe shook his head. “Or he desires for me to find out what you know. You don’t look like you’re about to die, so start talking. What happened to the Heart of God?”
Blaise sat up, stretching his arms out over his head and wincing at the ache in his spine. The worst of it was centered where Aurora’s presence chilled his stomach. The general leaned against the door with his arms crossed over his chest. No medals decorated the gray coat, but the man carried such a strong presence that Blaise couldn’t help but grin.
Their eyes met, and the man didn’t look away. Blaise cocked his head to the side. “You’re an efficient one, aren’t you, General? I don’t know what happened to the Heart of God or why it happened. I’m as surprised as you.”
It wasn’t a lie; while he had his suspicions, he doubted that the Emperor’s man wanted to hear his thoughts on the matter. The tip of Blaise’s tail wasn’t quite sentient, but it was a part of him, and he hadn’t forgotten the Emperor’s glee at the murder of those within the Arena.
His bone knew his feelings regarding the ruler of the Erelith Empire. 
“I thought you’d say something like that. I’ve heard a great deal about you, Bishop Blaise. The Emperor is interested in you,” General Horthoe said.
“I don’t believe we’ve been introduced, General,” he replied, matching the man’s fake smile with one of his own.
A frown erased the man’s expression, tugging at the corners of the general’s mouth and bringing out dips beneath each high cheekbone. “Leviticus Horthoe.”
“I’m curious. Is there a reason why the Emperor would take any notice of me?” Blaise asked, lowering his arms to clasp his hands on his lap. Once again, he met the man’s gaze and the general didn’t look away. “As for the Heart of God, it is—was—an ancient thing. While its loss is sad, perhaps that is why it broke.”
General Horthoe laughed. “Broke is one way to put it, Bishop. There wasn’t even a trace of dust left by the time you hit the ground. I’m not even sure I believe it was the real thing.”
Blaise lifted his hand to his chest and bowed his head. Aurora’s presence rose up to chill his skin beneath his fist. “It was the real thing, Leviticus. You can verify that by asking Colonel Cassius. I permitted him to touch it while it was in my care.”
“Colonel Anthain? Curious. I’ll make certain to ask him. Most troubling that he is not here to verify the truth of your words.”
Blaise felt the corners of his mouth twitch downward. “I expect so, seeing that you’ve managed to lose the Hand of God.” Blaise surged to his feet and crossed to where his coat hung from a hook on the wall. The general stepped out of his path.
“You aren’t surprised by this at all.”
“No, I’m not,” Blaise replied, uncertain of how much he could reveal to the middle-aged man without exposing too much of the truth. While Aurora’s fragmented soul had never gone to such lengths to disappear in the past, Blaise had fallen prey to her instinctual urges many times. Nothing good ever followed in the wake of the Heart of God fleeing from the grasp of mortals.
Especially considering her desperation forced her into using him as a vessel. It’d take time for his tail bone to regenerate, but in time, and with enough begging on his part, the staff could be created again. Blaise would need help from Him, but it could be done.
He wasn’t going to let the humans know that, however.
General Horthoe glared at him. “Why?”
“It isn’t the first time that the Heart of God has vanished. It’s written in the church records. Don’t you know the story, General Horthoe?” Blaise draped his coat over his arm, examining the golden buttons.
“I’ve heard it a time or two. Go on, though,” the man replied, one brow arched high. “This should be interesting.”
“I won’t bore you with the details, but consider this: There are no records of the Hand or the Eye of God being used while the Heart of God has been openly possessed by someone. That is what the books say, at least. Most consider it just another myth, of course.” Blaise shrugged his way into his coat and took his time buttoning it. “Anyway, it’d take God himself to restore something like the Heart of God.”
“Why would you say that?”
“He made it, after all.”
General Horthoe huffed. “If you believe in that sort of thing.”
Blaise shook his head and adjusted his collar. “You military folk sure do like to flaunt and use the power of the Hand of God, and your Emperor wanted the Heart, yet the concept that God made it is so difficult for you to accept?”
“I’m still not convinced that you didn’t have something to do with the Heart’s destruction.”
Blaise turned to meet the man’s gaze. “I didn’t,” he replied. General Horthoe’s eyes narrowed.
“What do you think happened, then?”
“Do you want the answer that’ll make your Emperor happy, or do you want the truth?” Blaise asked.
General Horthoe chuckled. “Tell me both and I’ll decide for myself what I think is best to tell him.”
“If I were the Heart—and we both know I’m not, mind you—I think I’d rather destroy myself than be held by a man like him.” Blaise was proud he managed to keep his expression neutral despite wanting to smirk. “The Hand of God is picky enough about who it lets touch it. Why can’t that same principle apply to the Heart of God?”
The lack of response from General Horthoe cracked through Blaise’s calm and he grinned. “But, since you don’t believe in that sort of thing, I’d say it was just old and something shattered it. Perhaps too much exposure to Speech?”
“I’m going to guess that is the answer the Emperor doesn’t want to hear. Very well, Bishop. The answer he’d prefer?”
Blaise waved his hand dismissively. “Someone was jealous of his oh-so-great powers and sought to kill him. Unfortunately, they missed.”
“That’s treason of the highest order, Bishop. I also find that hard to believe. If the Heart is so powerful, as the Erelith Church of God likes to claim it is, how could it shatter? It makes no sense to me at all.”
“The Heart of God has always been—well, used to be—a bit mysterious. No one really knew what it was capable of.” He shrugged and turned his attention to his cuffs, fingering the new red-gold buttons. “Unless you’ve more questions for me, General, I think I should see the Archbishop.”
“I’m not finished with you, yet. Please, Bishop Blaise, why don’t you sit down?”
“I think I’ll stand,” he replied, leaning against the wall. “What else did you want to talk about?”
General Horthoe frowned. “You mentioned something about the Heart of God not being present when the Hand or Eye were used. The Eye of God is a myth, Bishop.”
Feigning curiosity helped Blaise mask his irritation. “Do you truly mean to say you know nothing of the thing you’ve failed to protect?”
“I don’t like your tone, Bishop.”
Blaise met General Horthoe’s eyes and didn’t blink until the man looked away. “I don’t like your ignorance.”
“Then, by all means, Bishop, enlighten me. What do you think you know that’s so vital that you’d speak to me like that?”
The smile came unbidden, and Blaise enjoyed the man’s scowl. “I know enough. I know what the Emperor has done in order to acquire it.”
“And what do you think he has done?” General Horthoe challenged.
“Fifteen years ago, he conquered the kingdom of Zorsan. I suppose conquer is too kind of a term. He didn’t conquer it. He erased it from every map. He desired the Eye of God, and when he didn’t find it in the hands of the Zorsan royals, he had every noble-blooded newborn slaughtered. When he was done, he went into a rage. Those he didn’t kill, he enslaved.”
The general’s face paled. “How did you learn that?”
“Did you mistake my white coat as a symbol of idiocy, General? Or would it appease you if I claimed I was there?”
“You would’ve been just a boy.”
“I’d say the same applies to you as well, General Horthoe. Unless I’m seriously mistaken, which I’m not, you were there. You saw it with your own eyes.”
Genera Horthoe shook his head, but Blaise suspected it wasn’t in denial. “Twenty-three, and not even a full year as a General. You’re right. I was there,” the man replied. Anguish darkened Horthoe’s blue eyes. “I led the invading force against the Zorsan royals. You’re well-learned, Bishop.”
“We keep extensive records in the libraries here, Leviticus. We don’t just keep all of the scriptures in these hallowed halls, but a faithful record of the history of the Erelith Empire. Zorsan was a bloody affair. A complete opposite of the bloodless annexing that secured your Generalship.” Blaise wasn’t sure how to comfort the distressed human, or if he wanted to, but he offered the man a small smile.
“If all of the Emperor’s desires could be as peaceful as the Forseth annexing,” the man muttered. Then, in a louder voice, General Horthoe said, “Yes, yes, you’re right. Zorsan fell because His Imperial Majesty desired the Eye, and he didn’t find it.”
“It would be better if it was never found,” Blaise said.
“The Eye?”
“It would not bother me if the Hand of God fell into obscurity and myth as well,” Blaise admitted. “Some powers shouldn’t be used. Not by anyone.”
“Not even by God?” General Horthoe asked with a smirk.
“Especially not by God.”
“Are you certain you’re a bishop?”
“As certain as you’re a general,” Blaise replied. He shook his head. “God created this world with His right hand. What do you think His left is for?”
“If you believe in that sort of thing. So, it’s killed a few failed vessels. It’s driven a few others mad. That doesn’t give it the power to destroy all things.”
Blaise lifted his hand to rub at his brow and scowled when his gloved fingers brushed against the linens wrapped around his head. The pressure didn’t ease the growing threat of a headache. “Think, General. If you believe the teachings, it’s a mere echo of God’s true power. With it, the Emperor has the power to destroy empires. Imagine what it could do when used for its true purpose. And, never forget, God is a being of balance. The right hand is for creation. The left is for destruction. In equal measure. Unfortunately, some believe—and rightly so, in my opinion—that God doesn’t necessarily care which hand he uses when building things and returning them to dust.”
General Horthoe frowned. “I see your point. But, still, that doesn’t change the fact that the Eye of God is a myth. It’s been over a thousand years since anyone has even claimed to possess it.”
Blaise lied, and he couldn’t bring himself to feel any guilt over it. “And that’s for the better, don’t you think? Some things are better left lost.”
Mikael’s loss was better for the humans, even if reuniting with the other divine was one of Blaise’s strongest desires. 
“Shouldn’t you be saying the Church should have it?” General Horthoe asked.
“Oh, yes, yes. Because stirring the ire of a mad Emperor is such a wise idea. He’d destroy the Church to get the Eye like he destroyed Zorsan. Need I remind you that he did it on the false belief that they might have—at some point—possessed the Eye?”
Horthoe sighed. “However much it pains me to say this, I’m afraid you’re right.
 
~*~
 
Blaise watched and waited for General Horthoe’s attention to wander. When exhaustion clouded the man’s eyes, Blaise feigned disinterest, staring at the candle burning down to a spluttering stub. With luck, Horthoe wouldn’t recognize the difference between the natural desire for sleep and the Speech Blaise whispered.
The general slumped across the cot, chest rising and falling in a slow, steady rhythm. A grim smile curved Blaise’s lips and he reached out to touch the man’s temple.
“There are no secrets in a world watched by God,” Blaise Spoke, focusing on his desire to learn of the golden collar and the boy who wore it. Images flashed through his head; a haphazard collection of memories hammered at Blaise, in sharp contrast with General Horthoe’s stoic exterior.
Emotions laced through each image in a confusing tangle so human in its contradictions Blaise couldn’t understand what the general felt about the boy. It wasn’t hate; Blaise understood that emotion well enough. Whatever it was, it was strong enough he couldn’t sift through the memories without being aware of its presence.
Within him, Aurora stirred. The chill of her presence warmed to something almost tolerable within him.
Through the chaos came a name: Terin. When the Hand of God was near, fear and grief tainted the general’s thoughts. The man groaned in his slumber, and Blaise murmured soothing sounds.
The Hand of God hadn’t changed much since the last time he’d seen it. The wrappings were a little more worn, a little more frayed and tattered at the edges, but the outstretched pose of the hand with its beseeching fingers remained the same. General Horthoe’s unease matched the man’s fear.
Blaise searched deeper until he found the memory of the boy falling and the Hand of God landing on top of him. It was just as Leopold had said. Blaise couldn’t deny the truth of the human’s memories.
General Horthoe’s reaction, strong despite the passage of time—several years, from what he could tell from the blurred nature of the memory—was of great sadness, which drowned out the fear of the artifact fashioned from God’s severed hand.
Blaise focused his attention and desire on the collar and committed its commands and how to unlock it to his memory. When finished, he breathed out the words to break the Speech keeping General Horthoe asleep. Blaise roused the man with a firm shake. “Leviticus?”
General Horthoe jerked upright, a yawn escaping from the man’s lips. “What?”
“You fell asleep,” Blaise murmured, careful to hide his smile.
“Damnations! Curse it all to the bloodied hells.”
“Temper,” Blaise replied, letting himself yawn. “This is a trying time for all of us. We should both sleep or try to do something of use, if you insist that we shouldn’t leave my chambers.”
“You should rest, Bishop. It would not please His Imperial Majesty if any more harm came to you. It seems you’ve a knack for trouble and injury.” General Horthoe frowned, glancing at the door, the man’s blue eyes darkened, though Blaise wasn’t certain if it was due to the man’s thoughts or the shadows in the room. 
The candle guttered and Blaise knelt next to the chest at the foot of his bed and pulled out a replacement. After lighting the new one, he blew out the old one and tossed it on the floor next to the door. 
“I wonder about that,” he said, turning to face the general.
General Horthoe chuckled. “You seem to understand him well, Bishop Blaise. Very well. I have a request for you.”
Blaise leaned against the wall and crossed his arms over his chest. Aurora’s presence shifted within him until she was positioned beneath his right hand. “I’m listening. Actually, wait. Before you speak any more,” he said, lifting his left hand to stop the man from talking. Then, he Spoke, “Listen not to the words of the wicked; they lead to the dark places where no rose can bloom.”
Aurora’s chill intensified, and Blaise felt her latch onto his Speech, her wordless song loud in his head. With her clinging, with her selfless intent to help him, he almost fell prey to her once again, the prayer for her rebirth on the tip of his tongue. The pain of her loss stung his eyes.
In that moment, he would’ve given anything to have her back again in the flesh. Blaise swallowed and shook his head at his folly. A devoured soul couldn’t be restored to its full glory, not even her pure and beautiful soul. The candle’s glow dimmed, smothered by the Words he used to enclose them in his chambers, sheltering the room from unwanted listeners.
“There, that should let us speak in private. Go on,” Blaise invited, lowering his hand. “What is it you want from me?”
“If you find my slave, kill him. Make him vanish from this world. Give him to your God, or whatever it is you can do to erase his existence.” General Horthoe paused, swallowing before letting out a long sigh. “Please.”
Blaise’s mouth dropped open. “You’re asking me to kill a child.”
“Your God knows I’ve tried enough times, and failed to do it myself.”
“Why would you want to kill your own slave?” Blaise asked in a whisper, and the man’s complicated, tangled, emotion-filled memories were too fresh for him to ignore. General Horthoe’s eyes darkened with despair, souring his scent.
“He’s too gentle for this world, Bishop Blaise. All I’ve ever done is torture him. Now, all he’ll ever become is the Emperor’s most-feared weapon. How long will it be until he is no more than every other fool the Emperor has thrown at the Hand of God? I can’t do anything for him, not now. But you can, can’t you?” Horthoe bowed his head.
“I’m not usually someone who listens to confessions,” Blaise admitted. It’d been a problem in the past. While he didn’t laugh outright at the petty concerns of mortals, Blaise struggled to keep his disdain for their problems hidden. Coupled with the fact he just didn’t understand half of what bothered the humans, it was better for everyone involved if he avoided the worshipers wanting their sins absolved.
Blaise considered the man, who refused to look up from the floor. “I’m curious, General. What makes you believe I can do anything for your slave? I’m a child of God. Nothing more, nothing less. I don’t see why you believe I’m qualified to help you.”
“You’ve the eyes of someone who has seen death without looking away,” General Horthoe replied. The man paused, frowning and rubbing at his clean-shaved jaw. “You’ll likely believe me insane when I admit this.”
Blaise felt his brows rise toward his hairline. “I suspected as much. After all, you are the Emperor’s man. Doesn’t seem like a position for a sane man. Go on, I’m listening.”
General Horthoe drew a deep breath. “The Heart of God sang for you. That’s why I believe there’s more to you than the white coat you happen to wear.”
“You heard the Heart of God?”
Still refusing to look Blaise in the eye, General Horthoe stared at the wall. “I’m not the strongest of Speakers, Bishop, but I can hear things sometimes. Every time I Spoke tonight, I swear I heard a song fighting against me, turning my words aside. I can still hear it, haunting me.” The man fell silent, a puzzled expression on his face.
Blaise swallowed his laughter, coughing so he had an excuse for the tremble he doubted he could hide in his voice. “Did I not tell you that the Heart, the Eye, and the Hand belong to Him, General? God’s Words won’t work on things He created unless He allows it to.”
“I almost believe you.”
“You’re not insane, but I admit, I’m surprised. That was the Heart you heard. Some can hear it. Cassius could, too. That’s why I told you to verify with him,” Blaise said, lifting a hand to rub at his chin. Down-soft stubble lined his jaw. He frowned. Had he been so worn out he’d forgotten to keep it rough? He shook his head. So long as no one touched his face, he doubted it’d make any difference at all. If someone did ask him about it, it’d be just another half-truth among the many he’d told over the years.
General Horthoe remained silent.
“I can’t promise to kill him,” Blaise admitted, and wondered at his reluctance to devour the boy destined to be devoured by Lucin. “But, I might be able to do something for you.”
“What do you mean?”
Blaise considered the problem. “Perhaps I could make the boy disappear. So long as he and the Hand of God do not meet again, it should be fine, yes? The Hand of God won’t accept a new vessel so readily. That’s obvious from the string of corpses the Emperor has created looking for someone compatible with it, don’t you think?”
“You weren’t supposed to know about that,” Horthoe muttered.
“Leviticus, you’re a fool if you believe we aren’t aware of it. Your failed vessels escape often enough. The first place they come is here, seeking the Heart of God. That’s the nature of the Hand’s obsession.”
Lucin’s lust and desire for Aurora hadn’t faded, not even after her soul had been devoured in the divine’s greed.
“How did you know about my slave being the vessel?”
“Leopold reported it to the Archbishop,” Blaise replied.
The man jumped to his feet, spewing curses. “They’ll be the end of us all.”
Blaise held out his hands in a placating gesture. “Please, be calm. Why do you say that?”
“Because that fool of an Archbishop intended to give the Heart of God to the Emperor—permanently.”
Blaise’s breath escaped him in a sigh. Pushing off of the wall, he crossed the room to his cot and sank down on it. “Sit.”
General Horthoe sat on the other end. “He meant to take the Heart next month, exchanging the real one for a fake. The Archbishop agreed under several conditions.
“This is the first I’ve heard of it.” Blaise didn’t bother hiding his scowl.
“The only people who know of this are you, me, the Emperor, and the Archbishop, and I don’t even know all of the truth, only what they needed me for. They intended to switch the Heart out for a fake, maintaining the position of the Erelith Church of God while putting the real control in the Emperor’s grasp.”
“That old fool. Did he really believe a fake would be enough to fool anyone?”
“He knew you would say that, you know. He knew, and that’s why he insisted on a few conditions. Your name came up often, Bishop Blaise. You were accounted for. That’s why the Heart of God was in your hands tonight. It was all planned, even before the Hand of God and my slave were stolen. You almost undid all of their scheming by being in the Arena. With you in hand, they could control the entire church. The Archbishop may be the face of the Church’s power, but it seems like many of the faithful watch you as much as they watch him.”
Blaise pressed his lips together, the heat of his anger flushing his cheeks. Rising to his feet and pacing the room didn’t ease his anxiety. “And?”
“Because of your dedication, because of the fixation of the church’s most faithful, you’ll be made Archbishop with the Heart of God held as a ransom for your good behavior. Even now, I suspect the Emperor and the Archbishop scheme, likely planning to reveal that the broken one was a ceremonial fake to appease the people. You’ll be told that the broken one was a fake, and you’ll be expected to believe it—or, at least, lie very convincingly that you believe it,” General Horthoe said before stretching out with a low groan. “Everyone will believe it a fake, althought we know it was not. 
Drawing long and slow breaths so Blaise wouldn’t let his rage escape, he let the silence stretch out between them. Not even the chill of Aurora’s presence cooled his anger. He didn’t speak until he was confident he could keep his tone low and even. “Why are you telling me this?”
“I believe he meant to use the Hand of God, and soon. I believe he’ll use it as soon as he finds it and its vessel.”
“For what purpose?” Blaise asked. The cold swept over him, and he wasn’t certain if it was from his despair or Aurora’s presence reacting to words he wasn’t sure she even understood.
The stench of General Horthoe’s fear choked off Blaise’s breath.
“To find the Eye of God, of course. To find it, so he can use its power to crush any who might defy him.” 
 
 




 
Chapter 8
 
 
Terin ran, uncertain of why he took the steps leading to Upper Erelith City two at a time, unaware of why he’d awoken with the need to hurry, or where he needed to go once he reached the plateau’s top. With every breath burning in his throat and chest, he struggled upward.
The sun crested the horizon when he reached the top. Shielding his eyes with his arm, he staggered to a halt, gasping for breath. When he could see through the glare without his eyes watering, he watched the sun rise over the city. A bank of clouds marred the north-eastern sky, stained red and gold in the early morning light.
The promenade circling the city was empty, and the shops lining the cobbled way were shuttered and dark. A few birds warbled from their hiding place among the scrub, their songs accompanying the rumble of the falls below. Terin drew several deep breaths, uncertain of which way to go or what to do. 
Doubt held him in place. If he wanted to be found, all he had to do was reveal himself to the first gray-clad soldier he saw. He’d be taken back to the Arena. From there, his master would claim him, one way or another.
An alternative existed, and he shook his head trying to dispel it from his thoughts, but the temptation gnawed at him. It wasn’t impossible; he could wait and watch, listening to the Citizens, and learn the truth. If Zurach had lied, he’d learn of it. The Citizens would surely talk about something as unusual as an escaped slave wanted alive.
He’d know for certain whether or not he was poised to step into a trap.
Terin shivered. If he waited, he’d taste freedom, alone in the city without order from his master—without order from anyone. Terin flinched and waited for the collar’s punishment.
Nothing happened. The metal remained cold and inert. He lifted his hand to touch the band where it rested against his neck, wincing at the tenderness of his raw skin. No matter how many times it’d burned him in the past, the pain lingered. Taking a deep breath, he looked himself over, cringing at the sluggishly bleeding cuts from his escape through the sewers.
If anyone saw him, they’d know he was an escapee based on his appearance alone. If he wanted to learn the truth, he needed time to rest, to heal, to plan, and to get a change of clothes.
Hiding was something he could do, something he’d done many times before, although at the bidding of his master. He could pilfer from one of the guard houses before the changing of shift. No one would learn of his theft. No one had before. Places to sleep littered the city for those willing to climb.
Terin glanced up at the elevated aqueducts far above. The shadowed nooks sprinkled among the arches weren’t just for the birds, and it wouldn’t be the first time he’d made use of them while waiting.
Everything he needed, he could acquire from within the city until he learned the truth. Hope sped up the beat of his heart, and it pounded in his throat and ears.
The collar didn’t punish him for his thoughts.
Shaking from more than the chill of the morning wind whipping down from the neighboring peaks, he shuffled to the nearest alley, warily watching the nearby buildings for shopkeepers preparing to open their doors for the day. He let his hand fall, tugging at his shirt in the fruitless effort of hiding his slave collar.
Climbing the nearest building to the roof, he lay in wait for the day to begin in earnest, ignoring the unhappy rumbles of his empty stomach.
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Terin wasn’t quite awake, but he wasn’t asleep either. He jerked to full consciousness at the deep tolling of a bell counting out the noon hour. Yawning, blinking, and rubbing at his eyes, he stretched out his legs along the curved arch of the aqueduct. The bell sounded one final time before it fell silent, leaving the rush of falling water to mask the sounds of his movement from those below. 
The people remained ignorant to Terin’s presence, going about their business without looking up at the aqueduct or at the water tumbling down from the fountains to fill cisterns or feed the sewers below the street.
“The Gates to the Garden open in silence and welcome all with light and warmth,” he murmured, twisting the scriptures and bending it to his will so he could move in silence, undetected by those who might look up. If it worked, all they’d see was sunlight on stone, and nothing more.
Terin’s hands shook when he eased his way to the edge of the arch to take hold of the vine-patterned carvings that decorated he stones. Testing each handhold, he climbed upward, staring up at the channel above. It took him less than a minute to climb, but he gasped for breath when he hauled himself up on the walkway lining the quick-flowing water. His muscles trembled with exertion and weakness.
His side still ached, but he could feel the wound stretching as it healed, and the sensation comforted him. It was healing, and that was enough to keep most of his worry over the injury festering at bay.
Cupping his hands together, Terin drank, shivering at the cold that bit his mouth and throat. After taking a few more sips, he got to his feet and walked along the edge, staring down at the buildings below. Focusing on the spires of the church district, he circled the city from above until the cathedral loomed before him.
Terin wrinkled his nose and got onto his hands and knees, staring down at the rooftops below in search of one of the district’s small military supply houses. The splash of a purple flag against pale stones drew his eye.
He eased his way down a support arch to the roof of a shop and worked his way toward the single-story structure marked with Imperial violet. When he drew close, he crawled over the rooftop of a two-storied shop and stared down at those on guard. Two white-tasseled cadets whispered to each other, their heads pressed together, ignoring the steady stream of Citizens passing them by. An alley stretched along the length of the warehouse, and Terin crawled over the rooftops until he came to one of the arches crossing the street.
Waiting for when no one approached the alley, Terin darted across the rooftops and scrambled down to the ground. Dark windows lined the warehouse. The glass was shadowed by the taller shops flanking the building. He glanced each way before pressing close to the wall, palm flat to the window. Words fell from his lips in a haphazard mumble. Blue and red streaks rippled over the glass. With a pop and crackle, it crumbled to sparkling dust under his touch.
The back of his right hand itched and he scratched it against the stone with a soft hiss. His skin ached and stung from the abuse, but the itch remained. Muttering a few curses, he glanced down the alley before wiggling his way up and through the window to drop down among neat rows of crates and stacks.
Crouching low, he took shelter behind a canvas-wrapped pile. The windows did little to illuminate the open room. Large stacks of crates cast long shadows across the floor. Holding his breath until his lungs ached, he listened for the guards. All remained still and quiet. Letting out his breath in a slow hiss through his teeth, Terin crawled toward the doors the cadets guarded and put his ear to the crack.
The two young men rambled, discussing the women and the rare horse passing them by. When they bored of their talk, they fell silent. A muffled voice called out, and one of the cadets replied with a wordless grunt.
“Do you think they’ll find it?” one of them whispered after a long moment, his deep voice rumbling.
The other snorted, and boots scuffed against stone. Terin tensed. The scuffs didn’t draw closer, and he bit his lip to keep from sighing with relief.
“Heads will roll if they don’t,” the deep-voiced cadet continued. “Especially seeing the trick the Church pulled on the Emperor last night. Rumor has it he’s fit to kill someone over it.”
“We should’ve gotten rid of those interlopers long ago. They belong in Lower Erelith City with the foreigners and the rest of the curs,” the other replied. One of them sighed. “More trouble for us. Double shifts on the worst guard posts in the city. Just our luck.”
“The Erelith Church of God serves its purpose, keeping the Citizens quiet and happy,” the cadet with the deeper voice replied. A boot tapped on stone. “Better them than one of those foreign gods coming in on our turf.”
“The Emperor would never allow some foreigner’s god here, Carlis. It’s bad enough he has to let them have their way as it is. It’s not like the church really makes anyone happy, anyway. Has it made you happy?”
“Do I look like a groveler to you?” Carlis asked.
The deep-voiced cadet’s laugh boomed like thunder. “Not at all.”
“If I wanted to grovel, I’d have become a priest. How much longer do you think it’ll be before our shift ends?” 
“Pay more attention, fool. Another hour. Didn’t you hear the bell?”
Carlis groaned and Terin retreated to the depths of the warehouse. He glanced over his shoulder at the doors the cadets guarded. With so many treasures the Emperor of the Erelith Empire jealously guarded, Terin couldn’t begin to guess what had been stolen. 
With less than an hour to be gone, he needed to pilfer what food he could, scrounge together a disguise, and leave before he got caught. Then, he’d find a better place to wait and listen for news. 
 
~*~
 
Blaise listened to the cathedral bell toll the noon hour. Its deep tone sent shivers racing down his spine. He glanced at the sleeping form of General Horthoe, sprawled out on the cot. Blaise shook his head and swept out of his room. Men and women in military coats hurried by, their conversations were held in faint whispers. 
The quiet was that of the grave.
Leaning against the wall on the opposite side of the hallway, Frolar waited. “You’re looking better.”
“Thank you.”
“There’s trouble,” Frolar said, pushing away from the wall. Blaise faked a sigh in order to breathe in the bishop’s scent.
The faint aroma of discomfort—too gentle to be fear, but unease all the same—tickled at his nose. It wasn’t quite the souring of deceit, but close enough that Blaise stared at Frolar for a long moment without speaking. 
Frolar matched his sigh. “You better come with me. The general, too. Ah, where is the general?”
“Asleep,” Blaise replied, pointing at his chamber. “Should I wake him?”
“We better. This is important.”
Blaise frowned, sighed again on a deep breath to confirm what his nose had told him, and returned to General Horthoe’s side. The man woke at a single prod to his ribs, blinking at Blaise with bloodshot eyes.
“There’s trouble,” Blaise announced.
General Horthoe let out a wordless complaint but swung his legs off the cot and stood. “What now?”
“You wouldn’t believe it even if I told you,” Frolar said from the door.
Something in the old bishop’s tone drew Blaise’s attention, but he wasn’t certain what bothered him. Frolar tapped his fingers on the door frame impatiently.
“I don’t believe we’ve met,” the general said.
“I’m Bishop Frolar, General Horthoe,” Frolar replied.
The two eyed each other and Blaise shook his head at the territory battle. “What’s going on, Frolar?” Blaise tried—but failed—to keep his annoyance out of his voice. While General Horthoe hadn’t slept for long, Blaise had kept a wary watch when he should’ve slept. Exhaustion made his muscles ache and his eyes burn.
“The wrath of God,” Frolar whispered. “The wrath of God has fallen on us for the destruction of the Daughter’s soul.”
Aurora buried herself deep in Blaise’s chest, the chill of her presence slowing the beat of his human heart. A surge of strength bolstered him, allowing him to stand straighter and stare at the other bishop without swaying from fatigue.
“The Daughter, Bishop Frolar? What are you talking about?” General Horthoe asked, rubbing at his eyes and stifling a yawn.
Frolar glared at the gray-clad man before adopting a more passive expression, and Blaise narrowed his eyes. The Frolar he knew would’ve humored the general without complaint. Blaise didn’t voice the suspicion growing within him, and brushed past the man to leave his chambers once more.
“Of course I talk about the Heart of God, the manifestation of the Daughter who lost her soul to Lucin, the one forever imprisoned within the Hand of God. What else could I have possibly meant?” Frolar snapped.
When Frolar opened his mouth to continue the lecture, Blaise cut him off with a wave of his hand. “Later, old friend. Just show us what is so important, since you can’t tell us what it is.”
“Yes, yes,” Frolar grumbled, and the bishop’s tone chilled Blaise more than even Aurora’s existence within him. The man turned and walked down the hard, waving a hand for them to follow.
Blaise sniffled and faked a cough. Frolar jerked around, the man’s eyes wide. “You aren’t ill, are you?”
“Nothing more than what I deserve,” Blaise muttered, coughing again before clearing his throat. “This is where you’re supposed to tell me ‘I told you so’ and start laughing.”
Frolar stared at him, and the man’s eyes rose to the linen wrapped around Blaise’s head. “I would, except I think you’ve been punished enough for once.”
The laugh took Blaise by surprise, and he forced out another cough. It was strong enough that his throat ached in earnest. Sniffling one more time, he rubbed at his nose. The scent was Frolar’s but something had changed in the man, and Blaise didn’t know how or why; Frolar’s eyes were a little brighter, his words a little sharper, and his manner a little bolder.
Blaise felt his brows furrow and the gash across his forehead ached. What had changed? He forced a smile. “I never thought I’d live to see the day, old friend. You can’t say I didn’t give you a chance. What’s going on?”
“It’s not good. I suggest you brace yourselves,” Frolar warned before leading them to the sanctuary doors. Blaise frowned, glancing at the two men guarding the way in. The soldiers saluted and General Horthoe returned the gesture.
“Well, speak up, Bishop. What’s going on? Brace ourselves for what?”
Instead of answering, Frolar opened one of the doors.
Blaise looked within and sucked in his breath through his teeth.
The Gate to the Garden shimmered in the air over the sanctuary’s dais, shedding its floral perfume into the chamber in a visible, rose-colored haze. The scent of it burned Blaise’s nose, and he sniffled and coughed.
“By the bloodied hells,” General Horthoe gasped out. “What happened?”
It took squinting and rubbing at his watering eyes for Blaise to make out the room through the glare of the Gate’s presence. There were long shadows on the floor, and they didn’t shift in the pulsing divine light.
It wasn’t until Blaise stared down at the floor that he realized the darkness wasn’t a shadow, but ash. He sniffed, and he recognized the undertone of charred flesh and hair.
All that remained of the people held for questioning were little piles. Some of the stains retained human shape. Blaise shuddered, and tasted the sour, acrid bite of bile on his tongue. He swallowed it back and stood straighter.
He twisted around to stare at Frolar, and the man shook his head. The silence stretched out between them.
Frolar sighed. “No one knows what happened. The Archbishop summoned me some three hours ago. By the time I was done answering questions for him and His Imperial Majesty, I returned and found this. No one heard anything happening within.”
“How many are dead?” General Horthoe asked in a whisper.
“At least several hundred. Maybe more. It’s impossible to know now, the sanctuary was full. More than full. Some had to stand because there weren’t places for them to sit. The Archbishop has already informed the Emperor. Adviser Leopold and Colonel Cassius are among the dead, as well.”
Blaise closed his eyes and drew a deep breath to try to still the rage boiling within him at the wasteful deaths. The scent of roses wasn’t enough to mask the sour odor of a lie. No matter how hard he thought on it, he couldn’t figure out where the lie was. He stared at Frolar, and wondered why he lied, who he lied for, and what he lied about.
“First the Hand and the Heart. Now this?” Horthoe asked. “What in the bloodied hells is going on here?”
“Your guess is as good as mine,” Frolar replied.
The sourness in the air intensified, and Blaise breathed through his mouth so he wouldn’t choke on the stench.
“Blaise?” Frolar touched his arm, and the floral perfume once again dominated the air.
Blaise opened his eyes. “Has anyone prayed for them yet?”
“What? Oh. Oh, no. Not yet.”
“Well, what are we waiting for, old friend? We’ve work to do, and lots of it.”
“The Archbishop demands your presence as soon as you’ve seen this,” Frolar replied in a whisper.
A spark of heat kindled in Blaise’s chest, and not even Aurora’s presence could extinguish it. “Then you can tell him if he wants to be in my presence so much, he can come here. He can wait,” he snarled, thrusting out his hand to gesture at the sanctuary as a whole. “They cannot. General, you’ll go with him, won’t you?”
General Horthoe stared at him with arched brows. “Of course, Bishop Blaise. I’ve much to report to the Emperor.”
“Blaise!” Frolar exclaimed. “You can’t do this right now. We’ve no guarantee that the sanctuary is even safe. No one is to enter it.”
“Frolar, where are the other bishops?” Pressing his lips together in a thin line, Blaise met the other bishop’s eyes until the man looked away. 
Frolar swallowed and glanced at the sanctuary. “They were here, Blaise. They’re dead.”
“All of them?”
“They’d all come for the service for Steward Volas. Everyone posted in Upper Erelith City came,” Frolar whispered. “All from Lower Erelith City as well. Many of the acolytes and monks perished as well. There’s no one left to do the prayers.”
“I’m here,” Blaise replied, staring down at the ash-stained floor. He ran his tongue over his teeth. “I’ll handle the prayers. The Archbishop will understand.”
“The Emperor won’t.”
“The Emperor isn’t the one who ordered me, now is he, Frolar?”
“I believe I can handle His Imperial Majesty,” General Horthoe said, lifting his hand to stop Frolar from speaking. “Please, guide me to him, Bishop Frolar. Major, Lieutenant, keep watch. Should Bishop Blaise require anything, please find one of us immediately.”
“Yes, sir!” the two men barked out, saluting in unison.
“What about the sanctuary? It might not be safe!” Frolar exclaimed.
“I’ll make it safe,” Blaise hissed.
Frolar’s cheek twitched. “You’re going to do something reckless again, aren’t you? What have I told you about moderation?”
“Frolar, old friend, I intend to pray for the dead. There’s nothing reckless about that. If whoever did this is wise, they’re long gone,” he replied, unable to keep his anger from adding a tremble to his voice.
“I suppose not.”
“General,” Blaise said, nodding to the man.
“Bishop,” General Horthoe replied.
“If you’ll please pardon my rudeness, I’ve work to do.” Blaise stepped through the door into the sanctuary and closed the door behind him. It thudded shut with the same hollow echo of a stone sarcophagus lid falling into place during an interment. 
 
~*~
 
Terin shoved his slave collar down as far as he could before buttoning the green coat. Digging through the crate of casual clothing, he pulled out a gauzy scarf. Golden threads glinted in the Speech-wrought light radiating from his hand. He wrapped it around his throat and secured it. If the collar of the coat slipped, his best—and only—hope was for the golden band to be mistaken as part of the scarf.
He shivered, tracing his fingers over the rough material.
The matching gloves hugged his hand and the material pulled at his knuckles and pinched the skin between his fingers. He made a fist, and nodded his satisfaction when the glove didn’t tear.
Without a mirror, he wasn’t certain if the yellow flour dusted in his hair paled it enough to pass for a Citizen’s hue. He hesitated. The Speech to set the color—at least for a while—stuck in his throat. It’d only last a few hours, but by the time it faded, he hoped it’d be night, and no one would notice his dark hair.
He shook his head. Doubt nagged at him. If he made even one mistake, his crimes would be so plentiful that it wouldn’t matter if he was an escaped slave or not, he’d be killed without question. As though accepting the risks he took, his slave collar remained cool around his throat.
He took off the glove and reached up to touch his powder-encrusted hair. “All things change. Not even the roses of the Garden bloom forever in the same way; ask not how to avoid change, but how to accept it in a manner pleasing to God,” he Spoke in a whisper. Turning from the crate of clothes, he bowed down and ran his hand through his hair.
The dust that fell away was no longer golden, but a pale gray. Whispering another verse of scripture, he cleaned the powder from his clothing.
It didn’t take Terin long to find a pair of boots. With his heart pounding a frantic beat in his chest, he put the crates back as he’d found them, draped the canvas back over them, and hurried to peer out the window. The alley was empty. Taking off the gloves and shoving them in his pocket so they wouldn’t get damaged, he climbed out of the building, pausing long enough to check his clothes for dust one final time, before walking in the opposite direction of the guard post.
Fear held him in a chilly grip, tightening his throat until he struggled to breathe. Adopting the hurried stride of a Citizen, he emerged from the alley and slipped into the steady stream of people. He slipped his hands in his pockets, took out the gloves, and put them on to hide his scars.
No one paid Terin any attention at all, and he lifted his chin so he wouldn’t duck his head low. Instead of watching legs, he was forced to stare at faces. While there were slaves on the street, usually in the company of at least one Citizen, most of the people around him were paled-hair with blue or brown eyes, and he shivered each time someone met his gaze. They didn’t stare at him long. Each time, they’d nod their head in greeting, and he returned the gesture. Some noticed Terin’s eyes, and they smiled at him.
It left a sour taste in his mouth, but Terin forced himself to smile like the Citizens did.
A group of men in the gray coats of the military marched down the street. Terin jerked when one of them barked an order at those in their path. The Citizens scattered from their path, and when the group came toward him, Terin mimicked them. The cluster of men and women absorbed him, crowding against him and shoving him closer to the two-storied shops lining the street. 
They passed by without another word or glance. Like those around him, Terin watched them go.
“That’s the fifth patrol I’ve seen today,” one of the women muttered. Terin glanced at her. Old enough where wrinkles marked the edges of her eyes, the Citizen, like him, wore green. It turned her skin a sickly yellow.
The group didn’t disperse, and trapped among them, Terin didn’t dare push his way through to escape into the emptied street.
“As if anyone would be stupid enough to carry that out in the open after going through all of the work of stealing it,” a man replied. Terin glanced at him out of the corner of his eye. The Citizen’s blue eyes focused on the woman. He was middle-aged, with a stomach so swollen it struggled to break free from the confines of his coat. The first signs of gray marred his neatly trimmed beard. “I don’t think it’s been stolen at all. He’s just looking for an excuse to do another purge. It’s been at least a few years since the last one.”
“Again? A few years or not, it’s so much work to update the records of the slaves,” the woman whined.
Terin stiffened. He wasn’t certain what a purge was, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to know. A hand clapped him on the back and the breath he held rushed out of his lungs.
“It’s not that bad, boy,” the fat man said before letting out a booming laugh. “From your expression, you must’ve just gotten your first slaves? Good for you! They’ll open the registry for a full week. All you have to do is bring your papers of ownership, and they’ll give you everything you need to pass the inspections.”
Terin’s heart pounded in his throat, and he ducked his head in a nod. “Thank you,” he mumbled, hating himself for playing along with the Citizen’s assumption.
The collar didn’t care he’d lied to a Citizen.
“Don’t tell anyone I told you this,” the woman said, shuffling through the crowd to look Terin in the eye. “You can just toss the ones you don’t want right off the cliff. They don’t care if you’ve more paps than slaves, not during a purge.”
A few of the Citizens chuckled. “She’s right,” another woman called out. “Don’t keep the disobedient ones during a purge. Get rid of them and be done with it.”
“Thank you,” Terin replied, surprised at the strength in his voice. All he wanted to do was slink away and escape from the crowd.
“If you haven’t gotten a pleasure slave yet, now is the time to get one,” the fat man rumbled before barking his laughter. Terin wasn’t the only one to stare at the man with raised brows. “Just pretend like the inspectors are the Emperor, and you’ll be fine. Offer him—or her—your pleasure slave for an hour, and they might not even check your paps. Better get two slaves, just to make certain you have something they like.”
The older woman scoffed and put her hands on her hips. “Don’t you be filling this boy’s head with your nonsense! Anyway, it’ll be harder to get rid of slaves now, with the new rules and all.” She shook her head, and her sigh was echoed by several others in the crowd. “Complete nonsense, I tell you.”
“I know. A runner woke me up this morning just to tell me escaped slaves had to be claimed from the Imperials,” a wheezed voice muttered in the silence following the woman’s outburst. “Can’t just claim one ran and have them killed off or taken to the Arena anymore. The nerve of it all.”
The crowd broke into conversation, and they shouted in the effort to talk over each other. Terin backed away and hurried down the street before anyone could stop him. He shivered, looked over his shoulder at the group still clustered in front of a shop, and turned the corner. He didn’t stop until he came across a quieter street.
A marble statue wearing a dark blue gown stared at him through the glass of a shop tucked between two columned buildings. White stones glittered on the fabric, giving it the appearance of stars in a night sky. He took deep breaths until his chest didn’t ache from his anxiety.
Zurach hadn’t lied. The thought rooted Terin in place.
“The dress one does like, yes? For one’s mother? Perhaps sister?” A woman stepped out from the darkened doorway of the shop until she stood at his side. Dark hair framed her pale face, bringing out the dark green of her eyes. A silver collar circled her throat.
Uncertain of whether or not it was appropriate to talk to the slave tending the shop, Terin settled on a nod. The woman stared at him expectantly. “It’s beautiful,” Terin muttered, hoping his puzzlement of her thick accent and her presence at his side didn’t come out in his tone. “Well made.”
“Put there, one did, for admiring. If the dress one does like, bring your custom to Aria, you do?”
Terin struggled to make sense of what the woman was trying to say to him. When he figured it out, he didn’t have to force a smile. She tilted her head to the side with a faint frown, and he wondered just what it was she saw in his expression. “Good day,” he muttered, careful not to bow his head.
The woman curtsied to him. “A pleasant day to you, Citizen.”
Terin hesitated, shook his head at his foolishness, and walked down the street. This time, he was careful to avoid halting for too long, staring at the goods of any shop.
Uncertain of where to go, uncertain of why he didn’t turn around and offer himself up to the military, uncertain of whether or not he wanted to learn the truth of the purge, he wandered.
Even when lost in his thoughts, he couldn’t tear himself away from wondering what the Emperor had lost that was so important, or why it frightened him even more than the thought of being found by Zurach or his master.
 
~*~
 
Ash clung to Blaise’s legs, staining his coat and trousers the shade of charcoal. Clouds of it billowed around him, swirling upward before settling to the stone once more. By the time he circled the room once, his coat was black with soot. 
He wrinkled his nose and stared down at his sooty sleeves. Lifting the stained fabric to his nose, he took a deep breath. The perfume of God’s Garden clung to him, erasing all but the faintest hint of charred flesh and hair. He paced across the sanctuary once more, hunting for the source of destruction, but without so much as a scrap of cloth remaining, it was a pointless gesture. He did it anyway.
If anyone had entered the room, their scent was long gone, masked by the ash that rose up in his wake. He spun to face the dais. Steward Volas’s body remained in state, untouched, undisturbed, with his unhappy smile fixed in place. Blaise climbed the steps and stared down at the man’s face before perching on the edge of the marble altar. The Gates to God’s Garden shimmered in the air. The soot caking Blaise sparkled in the divine light.
“I suppose it’s too much to ask for you to reconsider your death,” Blaise muttered, bracing against one hand while he stared down at the body beside him. “I think we could all use a little of your humor right now, not that most of those fools would understand it.” He tilted his head to the side and waited. “No?”
Silence answered him.
“Didn’t think so. This is a hunt I don’t think I’ll give up easily. When whoever did this makes a mistake, I’ll be waiting. I’ve many things to say, and none of them are nice. I bet you don’t believe that, do you? You were always saying how kind I am. How considerate. How dutiful. Well, I’m not nice, and I’m not really all that considerate, either. I’m just good at hiding the truth of it. Practice, you know.”
Once again, the silence answered him. Blaise laughed, and the hollow sound echoed in the vast, empty sanctuary. “It’s times like this when I wonder if Lucin was cast down as the Hand of God so that God wouldn’t be tempted to be rid of your kind in a fit of frustration.”
Blaise reached out and brushed aside the old man’s hair so that it fell across his brow instead of over his closed eyes. “I’m tired, Volas. I envy you and your kind. You lose track of the years. In your next life, you won’t remember them. You don’t know the sad truth about how the past will repeat itself because that’s just the nature of your kind. Here I am, watching it start anew, and remembering all of the times I’ve watched it before. Here I am, yet again, unable to change a thing. I’m tired of watching. I think you’d laugh, if you knew all of this.”
A smile tugged at the corner of Blaise’s lips; it was an echo of the dead man’s expression. “I think you knew you wouldn’t see these days, and you regretted it. That’d be like you. What a remarkable human you were. I wonder if you’re aware of this from the other side. Don’t think too poorly of me if you do.”
Shaking his head, Blaise turned to stare over the ash-covered sanctuary. “I’m not supposed to interfere, you know,” he whispered, soft enough his words didn’t echo in the open space. “This time, I might make an exception. I can’t promise anything, of course, but no one deserves this. I wonder if God opened the Gates and made you return to his Garden just so you wouldn’t bear witness to what is to come. That’d be like Him.”
Blaise turned back to the steward’s body. “I wish I could say I would see you again, but I doubt that’s the case. He isn’t all that forgiving about some things, and forever is a long time. You probably won’t appreciate that. Dead is dead, and no one is supposed to tamper with that.” Smothering his smile, he glanced out of the corner of his eye at the sanctuary. “Staying around won’t do any of you any good.”
The weight of countless eyes crashed down on Blaise’s shoulders. He lifted his head and endured the scrutiny of the lingering spirits clinging to the ash scattered in the room. The existence of the powder proved they’d once been people. Not even his eyes could see them, but the chill of their presence turned his breath white.
Sweeping out an arm to gesture at the spirits lingering in the sanctuary, Blaise hoped they understood his words were meant for all of them. “It’s not a bad place, you know. Not what you’re expecting, I’m certain, but it isn’t bad. You’ll have to trust me on that one, though. Were you waiting for a prayer? I suspect so. Do you really need one? You haven’t been forsaken. The way is open to you. I won’t forget what’s happened here.”
Blaise sighed, bowed his head, and reached out to touch Volas’s brow. “You’d vouch for me, wouldn’t you? When I give my word, I keep it. I don’t give my word—or swear on His name—often, but when I do, I mean it. I don’t forget. I can’t. It’s not in my nature. I’ve seen your faces. All of your faces. I feel you watching me. You won’t find rest here. But, still, if a prayer is what you want, I can give you that much. After all, I did say I’d do it.”
The sense of being watched didn’t ease. Clasping his hands on his lap, Blaise drew in a deep breath of the Garden’s infinite roses.
He closed his eyes. Was His gaze on him as well? Blaise doubted it; he’d fallen out of grace long ago.
“May God guide your souls to His Garden, so you might bloom beneath the light of the endless sun,” Blaise Spoke. He gestured to the Gates. Without turning to face the spirits in the sanctuary, Blaise placed his palm on Volas’s still chest. “You too, old friend.”
Wind slammed down on Blaise from above before easing to a breeze. It tugged at his coat, and he rose to his feet, opening his eyes. The ash rose from the floor, blackening the air. Light shimmered in the darkness before exploding outward in a flash so bright Blaise hissed and shielded his eyes with his arm.
Within him, Aurora’s song twisted into a cry of longing, her chill bursting into the flame of passion and desire. Tears stung Blaise’s eyes and he closed them once more.
“It’s not time for you yet,” he whispered, touching his hand to his chest. Part of him longed for the day he could say “us”, where he might once again see what haunted his memories, but he swallowed back his own desire for Aurora’s sake.
She quieted.
When Blaise opened his eyes, the sanctuary gleamed; the stone and wood were scoured clean, leaving behind no trace of those who no longer lived. Beside him, Volas’s body remained, but the man’s smile lingered, and in it, Blaise saw the glory of God’s Garden.
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Chapter 9
 
 
Blaise cracked open one of the sanctuary doors and peered through at the two men guarding the only way out of the chamber. They stood at attention, and the tang of fear tickled Blaise’s nose and roused his hunger. Closing it in silence, he swallowed once, stepped back, and considered his next move.
With no reason to doubt General Horthoes’s sincerity, Blaise was left with no choice but to accept the Archbishop’s betrayal—and admire the old man’s ingenuity and trickery. The reason Alphege would betray his duty to God eluded Blaise, but the thought of spying on the human who was supposed to be God’s favorite mortal soured his appetite.
The corners of his mouth twitched upward. Instead of pursuing the fallen Archbishop, another option was open to him. He could go on a true hunt, the kind he hadn’t enjoyed for hundreds of years. The slave boy, chosen by Lucin, would give Blaise all of the leverage he needed against the Emperor. It’d let him meddle, however indirectly.
The existence of a second, cunning prey waited for him. Catsu would ensure Blaise wouldn’t grow bored with the hunt. Had the man known the slave boy was special, that Terin held a power capable of shattering the Empire?
Blaise frowned. Through Terin, Lucin’s reign of terror and destruction would once again mar human history. Without the Eye of God to counter the Hand, without Mikael’s presence to refocus Lucin’s rage, Blaise doubted much would remain of the Erelith Empire.
Little more than ruins remained of the Empires who had possessed the Hand before the founding of Erelith.
At least the Eye of God destroyed flesh instead of the essence of a soul. Blaise sighed. If he had meddled the last time, instead of bearing silent witness and doing nothing, could he have changed things?
Could he had saved the many mortals caught in the jealous feuding between Lucin and Mikael over the once-mortal Aurora? Neither of them had listened to Blaise before their exile from God’s Garden.
Blaise doubted the passage of thousands of years made any difference. The brothers had desired Aurora. They hadn’t been willing to listen to him then.
It wasn’t his affections they wanted.
Instead of waiting for them to learn through the long passage of the years, Blaise should’ve taught them the futility of loving something eternal. If he had done that, the Hand, the Eye, and the Heart of God would never have been created or cast down from the Garden. How could they have known, with so few centuries behind them, that it’d only be a matter of time before they grew bored of one another—and of her? If he had taught them what forever truly meant, they wouldn’t have been lost to him.
If God’s Daughter hadn’t been born a mortal, she wouldn’t have roused the desires of the two divines who had destroyed her soul, leaving nothing more than a mere fragment behind.
While Aurora remained silent, the heat of her desire still burned in Blaise chest.
His mouth twisted into a grimace as his thoughts returned to the green-eyed boy. The name was an irony, and it was a word he hadn’t heard for many years. Had General Horthoe known Terin meant beloved when he had named the boy? Blaise doubted it. He could count the number of people who knew the old language on one hand.
Still, it was a strange name to give to a slave, even if by accident.
“I’m tired,” he complained, glancing down at Volas. “We had that much in common, didn’t we?”
The steward didn’t reply, and Blaise shook his head at his foolishness. This time, he wouldn’t just watch. This time, he wouldn’t make the same mistake.
He couldn’t salvage Aurora’s soul, but maybe he could save the soul of one mortal slave.
“Aurora,” he whispered, calling out the spirit within him. The heat of her passion ebbed, but it didn’t die away completely. “You can’t hide this time. Don’t you think it’s time for you to watch them, even though it hurts? Watch and acknowledge everything they did was for you.”
Blaise turned to face the altar, backing away until he stood at the edge of the dais. The Gates to the Garden remained, but he couldn’t see through them to what lay beyond. A curtain of red, blue, and green light shimmered in the air.
“I’m not going to apologize,” he whispered. “I’m not sorry. I gave my word. My promise. Your Daughter can’t stay here.” Lifting his hand, he balled it in a fist and struck his chest. “I gave my bone once. I’ll do it again, and again, and again, if I must. But you have to give her something, too. You broke my bone and shattered your tears, didn’t you? You wept for her once, didn’t you?”
Blaise opened his mouth to continue speaking, but he couldn’t force any words out. The tightness in his chest rose into his throat and cut off his breath. Something hot and wet streaked down his cheek to drip from his chin. With a shaking hand, he peeled off the glove from his right hand and touched his face.
His tears fell, and he was powerless to stop them.
Lowering his hand, he clenched his fingers into a fist. “Someone needs to watch and bear witness. Not me. That’s why you wanted her for your Garden in the first place, wasn’t it? She needs to do this—what’s left of her needs to do this.”
Blaise held out his fist. The crimson of his tears stained his fingers. “I’m going to help them. No one else will. I’m tired of watching mortals die, over and over again, just so you can have your foolish punishment meted out. Maybe your punishments don’t end early. Forever is a long time. If I’m devoured as a result of it? Well, I can accept that. You warned me you’d have no tears for me. Well, I don’t want them. Aurora can’t come where I mean to go. Either take her back to your Garden and finish what Lucin started, or give her a vessel. I can’t keep her.”
A cold wind gusted from the Gates and froze the tears on his cheeks and hand. With the crackle of forming ice, they fell from him and clattered to the floor, scattered over the dais, glittering with the beauty of cut rubies.
Before he could stoop to examine them, a cyclone descended over him, the strength of it sucking the breath from him. His feet left the ground. Light poured out of the Gates and washed over him.
Aurora’s presence clung to him; the cold of her terror ripped at his chest. Her grip faltered and she was swept away from him, like she was a wave struggling to stay on the shore but unable to fight the outgoing tide.
The winds stilled and Blaise’s feet slapped against the stone. His knees buckled, and he hit the floor hard. The thud of the Gates closing echoed in the room. When the last glow of its presence dimmed, the sanctuary was still and silent.
He rubbed at his eyes. Volas’s body was gone.
In its place was the Heart of God, and Blaise’s bone sang out to him, pleading to be reunited with him once again.   
 
~*~
 
Terin escaped the press of people by wandering the promenade, pretending he wanted to be there when all he desired was somewhere quiet to be alone. Mimicking the Citizens around him, he leaned against the iron rail and stared out over the neighboring mountains to the west. Ribbons of red and gold lit a towering column of white clouds fringing where the sky faded to the indigo of night. The promise of an evening storm blew over the plateau, cold and heavy with rain.
One by one, the men and women watching the sunset retreated from the promenade. When the first flashes of lightning streaked across the horizon, the rest fled. Terin pushed away from the rail, walking along the fence, pretending to follow the lead of the others. Instead of heading into the city, he skirted the cliff’s edge until he found a spot to watch the encroaching storm in solitude.
Zurach hadn’t lied to him. The man’s superior tone and expression haunted Terin. The memory of the Citizen’s words chilled him more than the wind. The first drops of rain splattered against his face and sent shivers running through him.
Zurach hadn’t lied to him. Terin’s master wanted him back, but for what reason? Why?
Disbelief warred with another emotion, one which formed deep in his chest. All he’d ever done was fail. He couldn’t remember the last time he had pleased his master. He couldn’t remember his last success.
Yet, despite that, his master wanted him back. Not only did his master want him back, he wanted it bad enough to face the Emperor’s wrath. Thunder boomed and shook the ground, and the sky turned white from the bolt of lightning forking down. It crashed to the ground far below. Terin blinked away the spots dancing in his vision.
The rain fell harder, plastering his hair so it fell in his eyes. He had found an answer in his prowling of Upper Erelith City, but it hadn’t helped him. The truth didn’t give him an idea of what he should do. It didn’t convince him to return, branded once more as a failure. The fact that his master did want him back eased some of the tension cramping his muscles. 
The thought of returning to Zurach made him shudder.
Terin sucked in a breath and twisted around to stare along the promenade. If he returned to his master with the papers he’d been ordered to retrieve, he wouldn’t be a complete failure. If he acquired what his master had sought, he might escape with a light punishment.
If he got caught a second time, he wouldn’t make it back to his master at all, but he couldn’t quell his desire to return with something—anything—to prove himself, his sincerity, and his obedience. With a little effort, and a little luck, he could find the papers and cross the city before the dawn lit the sky.
It was as if a great and invisible weight lifted from his shoulders. Terin lifted his hand to his throat and breathed out a relieved sigh. The cold of the collar around his throat pressed against his burned skin, but it didn’t punish him for his thoughts.
Zurach hadn’t lied to him about his master, but he had lied.
Zurach wasn’t his master. Zurach didn’t control his collar.
He drew a deep breath and slapped his cheeks. This time, he wouldn’t fail. He would do what his master had ordered him. He would steal the papers, and no one would die.
Not even him.
Terin paused at the thought. While dying offered him escape and freedom, he couldn’t quite grasp hold of his past wish for death. It offered him nothing but an end.
The back of his right hand itched, pulling him from his thoughts. He scratched at it, and stared at the last scraps of the sunset as the storm surged across the sky, devouring its light.
Pivoting on a heel, he stalked toward the estate of the Citizen he’d failed to rob.
This time, he wouldn’t fail.
 
~*~
 
Blaise leaned against the wall near the sanctuary doors, crossed his arms over his chest, and waited. There was one thing left for him to do, but the words he needed to Speak stuck in his throat.
Once he began to Speak, he wouldn’t be able to take back the words, and he would be committed to paying the price, no matter what it would be. He drew a deep breath and ducked his head down. It’d been easy to act all aloof and make a stand, but since he needed to put everything on the line—even his existence—he hesitated. 
The forbidden words were on the tip of his tongue, waiting for him to say them. If He didn’t want him to succeed, the next words out of his mouth would erase him as surely as being devoured by Lucin who lurked within the Hand of God.
Sweat beaded on Blaise’s brow, cool against the heat of his skin. He closed his eyes and began to Speak. The scripture to reveal secrets, in reverse, came out as a warble, but instead of carrying with it the beauty of birdsong, the sound of his voice chilled his blood. Shivers ran through him. Blaise felt something tug at his chest, as if invisible fingers sought to tear his heart from him. The last sounds of the forbidden words came out as a wheeze, forced out through his tight, aching throat.
When he fell silent, something snapped within him and the tension flowed out of him. The wall he leaned against kept him from falling. His fear manifested as a quiver in his gut. 
How close had he come to wiping himself from existence? Blaise’s muscles and nerves tingled, and he couldn’t dispel the feeling that he’d been stretched out and crumpled back together again. The human shell he wore didn’t fit quite right, as though some of his essence had leaked out along with the forbidden words he’d Spoken.
Blaise panted and wiped his face with the sleeve of his coat. While he was aware of his arm, his eyes refused to acknowledge its presence. He straightened and drew long, deep breaths until his heartbeat settled and he stopped wheezing.
Holding out his hand in front of his face, he tried to make out the outline of his fingers, but all he could see was the rows of benches and the dais on the other end of the room. He nodded with satisfaction. If the mortals didn’t know he was there, he could slip away. If he could escape the church unnoticed, the risks he took would be worth it. The Erelith Church of God didn’t need him.
He stared through his hand at the sanctuary and let out a relieved sigh. If he couldn’t see himself with his heightened sight, no one could.
Not even another divine.
He lowered his hand and considered the church. Without him, the Erelith Church of God would endure. If it didn’t, it wouldn’t be the first or the last time God’s faithful changed the nature of their worship.
The doors of the sanctuary slammed open. Blaise flinched and stared at the edge that’d crashed into the wall a mere inch from his shoulder. Frolar stormed through, halting with one foot in the room, the other still in the hall. The man’s breath came out in ragged bursts. “Blaise?”
Blaise’s name echoed hollowly in the room. He bit on his gloved finger to keep silent, uncertain of just how well the forbidden words would disguise him from other Speakers. While he thought it would, he’d learn for certain in moments. 
“What’s the meaning of this, Frolar? What’s going on?” the Archbishop asked from the hallway. Like Frolar, Alphege gasped for air. The man pushed by Frolar and took several steps forward before turning around. “Where is Blaise? I thought you said he was here?”
“Did he leave?” Frolar asked, twisting around to face those behind him.
“No,” one of the soldiers replied. “It’s been quiet.”
“He was muttering those prayers of yours not that long ago, doing whatever it is you folks do in there,” the other said. “Been quiet for some thirty minutes now.”
“Are you certain no one left?” Alphege demanded.
“I’m certain, Your Holiness,” the first of the soldiers replied. “The doors have been shut the entire time.”
“He has to be here,” Frolar said, disbelief in his tone. The bishop stepped forward, looking around the room with a pale face and wide eyes. “Where else could he be? There’s no other way out of here.”
“Check everything,” Alphege ordered. The Archbishop crossed to the dais and took the stairs two at a time.
“What is going on now?” the Emperor boomed out.
“It seems the Heart of God has been restored to us,” Alphege said, lifting up the staff. Blaise grimaced as his bone howled its outrage. While faint, he heard Aurora weeping.
“Where is the Red Bishop?” the Emperor demanded.
Blaise felt his brows rise. He’d been called many things, including egotistical, inhuman, and aloof, but “the Red Bishop” was a new name. He resisted the temptation to touch the red gold of the buttons on his coat.
“Where is Bishop Blaise?” the Emperor asked in a whisper. The man’s tone was so cold and unforgiving that Blaise tensed. It was the same snarl as an angered wolf, or a hunting cat set to pounce on unsuspecting prey.
Frolar walked between the benches, crouching down to look underneath each row, working his way to the dais. “He’s gone. How can this be? I thought…”
“You thought what, Bishop?” Alphege asked.
“I thought I felt him near. I thought I felt him.”
“We all felt something,” Alphege soothed. “But it didn’t feel like Bishop Blaise to me. We are all worn and tired. Still, he isn’t here, and the Heart of God is. This doesn’t bode well.”
“What do you mean?” General Horthoe asked from the doorway. The gray-clad man strode across the sanctuary. “Someone definitely cleaned up in here.”
Alphege sighed. “It seems like he saw to the dead. Then, he did the unthinkable. That fool. That blessed fool.”
“I hope you have a good explanation for this,” the Emperor snapped.
“I should have known better,” the Archbishop admitted. “I should have insisted he not be left alone, not even for a minute. May God guide his soul to the Garden. The fool sacrificed himself to restore the Heart of God.”
“We need him,” the Emperor snarled. “It was your duty to keep him safe. We can’t use him if he’s dead. Need I remind you of this, Archbishop?”
Alphege lifted up the Heart of God, descended the stairs with his ceremonial coat sweeping out behind him, and tossed the staff. The Emperor caught it in a hand. “Do you need a dead man when you have the true Heart of God, Your Imperial Majesty? Plans change. While he isn’t the Red Bishop, I assure you, Frolar is respected enough to do what needs done. And, unlike with Blaise, you won’t have to worry about any uncertainties with his cooperation. Frolar, you’ll work with us, won’t you? It’s for the sake of the Church, after all.”
Frolar bowed his head. While Blaise didn’t hear Frolar weeping, the bishop’s despair soured the air. Unable to comfort Frolar in any way, Blaise pushed away from the wall and strode through the opened doors.
He didn’t look back.
 
~*~
 
A figure leaned against the gate blocking the way to the steps traversing the cliff. Terin sucked in a breath, and the cold of the air and of recognition froze him in place. He forced his trembling hands into the pockets of his coat. The rain hammered down on him, streaming water over his eyes. Lightning illuminated the roiling clouds. 
In the glow of the storm, Zurach’s golden hair gleamed red. The man smiled, clapping his hands together. “You, boy, are quite resourceful when you decide to be. You surprised me.”
Zurach met his eyes and the man’s expression darkened. “I don’t like being surprised like that.”
A lump formed in Terin’s throat, and he tried to swallow it back. It cut off his breath. He wanted to blame the rain and wind for his shivering, but he couldn’t escape the fear forcing him to focus all of his attention on the man in front of him.
“Did you really think you could escape from me? I admit, you gave me quite the chase. My patience has worn thin with you. I don’t know what you think you’re doing, but the only one who decides what you do is me. Do you understand?”
The lightning bathed the wet cobbles in a crimson glow. Blue and red sparks skittered over the stones, crawled over his boot, and vanished, leaving behind a tingle that raced up Terin’s legs. 
The thunder boomed. His heart lurched in his chest before hammering a rapid beat in his ears. Then, he drew a breath and exhaled. When the last of the air fled his lungs, he breathed in once more. Terin stilled and stood straighter. A sense of calm spread from his chest, and his pulse no longer throbbed through his head and throat.
“I belong to my master. You come between me and my master’s wishes,” Terin said. He didn’t quite growl the words, but there was an edge in his tone that promised something more than words. 
It was his voice, but all thoughts had abandoned him from the shock of him saying such things to a Citizen. The fear of the collar’s wrath spiked, but it too died beneath the soothing cool that spread through him. 
“What did you just say to me?”
Once more, Terin’s mouth moved without his direction, and the words spilled out of him. “You’re in my master’s way.”
Zurach stared, his mouth hanging open. The storm quieted, as if it waited for the man’s reply. “How dare you?”
Red and blue flashes of light accompanied the roar of the thunder.
“My master desires it.” While it was Terin’s voice speaking, he had no control over his mouth. Fear roused within him once more, but it was pushed back and frozen by the rain numbing his skin. The calm took him, soothing away everything until he drifted in his own body, unable to do anything other than meet Zurach’s gaze.
“Of all of the times to decide you want to be a man, it’s now. Unbelievable. Why? Why now?” Zurach asked.
“My master desires it,” his voice repeated. Terin marveled at the words coming out of his mouth.
Were they the words Terin had wanted to say all along, but had been too frightened to? Part of him wanted to turn and run. The rest of him refused to give any ground, not even flinching when Zurach’s lip curled up; the man’s words were drowned out by the storm.
They stared at each other.
“Didn’t I tell you that you’ll be killed for your failure, boy? I’m being generous. I’m willing to ignore your disobedience. Put this little incident behind us. My offer still stands. Work with me, and I’ll set you free,” Zurach said.
Terin didn’t reply. He didn’t know why or how, but he knew the man lied. He knew, and it awakened his anger, which burned away the vestiges of his fear.
“You don’t have a choice, damn you! I know the commands for your collar. You’re mine now, one way or another. I was being generous. I don’t have to be.”
When Terin said nothing, Zurach’s face contorted with rage, and a flash of lightning bathed the man’s face in the red of blood. The ground shook beneath Terin’s feet.
The collar woke, and it seared all thought from his head. Red and blue lightning fell from the sky in a column, engulfing the fence. Zurach shouted a curse and jerked away from the cliff’s edge.
Terin’s knees hit the cobbles. Tension built in his chest, closing off his throat and darkening his vision. The rage intensified, but the burning of the band encircling his throat held it at bay. He clawed at his neck and struggled to draw even a single breath.
“How?” Terin wheezed out the question before the collar robbed him of the ability to speak.
Zurach stepped forward and knelt before him. Terin struggled to move, but his every muscle froze in place, and his nerves burned from the collar’s influence over him. The man reached out and placed a finger under Terin’s chin. His head was forced up.
“How did I take control of my collar? How did I find you? Or, perhaps, did you have another question for me? Well, you’ve lost your chance, boy. I’m no longer in the mood to be generous.” Zurach smiled when Terin didn’t—couldn’t—reply.
“You must feel like you’re burning alive right now. You’re steaming. Obey me, and I’ll make the pain stop. All you have to do is say yes. Nodding is fine, if you can’t speak. I’m a reasonable man. So long as you do exactly what I say.”
The cold of steel brushed against his throat and Terin flinched. “Just demand he locate the Eye of God for us so we can be done with him,” Emeric snapped out, the man’s voice coming from behind Terin’s head. 
Zurach reached up and stroked Terin’s cheek. “Don’t be hasty, Brother. I’ll get the Eye for you one way or another. I gave my word, and I always keep my word. You know that.”
Terin’s chest ached from the need for breath, and darkness narrowed his vision until the brief flashes of light from the storm above was all that filtered through the haze. The hand on his shoulder kept him from slumping to the ground.
“He’s going to die if you don’t relent. I could just run him through if you’re just going to play with him like that. Torture him later if you want. Don’t forget why we need him in the first place.”
“Do you want to die, Brother?”
The blade pressed closer to Terin’s throat before it was pulled away. “No need to get nasty.”
“Fine. At ease,” Zurach ordered. “I’ll give you one last chance, boy. There’s something I want from you, and you’ll help me get it.”
Terin choked and gasped for air, the chill biting at his burning lungs. Something shifted in his chest, as cold as the sword’s blade and the storm. It clawed its way up his throat and soothed the pain still radiating from where the collar had burned him.
“What do you want?” Terin asked, powerless to stop the words from emerging. Once again, the words were spoken in his voice. But it wasn’t him.
He didn’t want to say anything at all.
“You heard my dear brother. I want the Eye of God,” was Zurach’s solemn reply.
“What makes you think I will help you?” The words spilled out of Terin, and there was a sharp tone to them, sharper than anything he’d ever managed to say on his own.
Zurach reached out, and the man’s fingers squeezed around his neck. “You’ll help me because I will force you to help me. Don’t worry, your task is simple. I just need you to be the bait. Between you and the Hand of God, I’ll find out, once and for all, if the legends are true.”
The grip on Terin’s throat cut off his ability to breathe. When he managed to wheeze, Zurach’s grip loosened. What did the Eye of God have to do with him?
Realization hit him hard.
The thing the Citizens had been afraid to speak of hadn’t been just anything. Someone hadn’t just stolen a trinket from the Emperor.
Terin didn’t know how they had done it, but Zurach and Emeric had done the impossible: They’d stolen the Hand of God.
“Are you really going to go into that again, Zurach?” Emeric asked. The tip of a sword prodded Terin in the ribs. “We’ve got the most important piece.”
“We’re doing it my way first,” Zurach growled. “Now, get up, boy. Tonight is as good a night to begin.”
Emeric grumbled something too low for Terin to hear. Then, the man asked, “Begin what, Brother? You didn’t tell me we were starting anything.”
“Oh, did I forget to tell you? I’m sorry, Brother. I promise you’ll like this. You’ll like this a lot. Get up, boy.”
Terin didn’t stand, and the collar burned him for his disobedience.
“Will you stop teasing me and just tell me what you’re up to?”
Laughing loud and long, Zurach grabbed the front of Terin’s coat and hauled him to his feet. “I only intend to do just what you wanted me to do from the very beginning. I’m going to knock that little Emperor from his perch. That’s all. Don’t you think he’s had his head in the clouds for far too long?”
“You’re insane.”
“I won’t let him slip from us again. He got away once. We won’t get another chance at this. His former owner is desperate enough to do things not even I can anticipate. You wanted your revenge. Well, I’m giving it to you. It’ll begin tonight. I don’t know how long it will take to finish, though. We’ll teach them all the errors of their ancestors. Of course, they won’t live long enough to regret those mistakes. Wesoran will be reborn, after all these years. Together, we’ll rule Erelith and destroy it as our people were destroyed.”
“You make speeches like the Emperor, that’s for certain. I already know the story, Zurach. For some reason, I doubt your little slave cares much about why you’re using him.”
Zurach pulled Terin close with one hand. With the other, the man prodded Terin’s cheek. “Don’t you want to know where you came from and why you’re a slave? I’ll tell you, you little Zorsan brat. The Emperor desires what he doesn’t have. For that, he crushed your home and your people. With your help, you’ll set it to rights. You’ll release everyone from the Emperor’s grasp.”
“Why are you bothering, Zurach? The boy was enslaved from birth. He’s too young to have been anything other than an infant when Zorsan fell.”
Terin flinched at Zurach’s continued prodding. The former convict grinned, then said, “Don’t you want to know the truth? Don’t you want to be free? You could free many slaves if you help me. You’ll help me anyway, you know. You’ve no choice in the matter.”
Zurach’s hand released his coat and before he could pull away, grabbed the back of his neck and turned him around. “Come along then. We’ve work to do.”
Terin succumbed to his despair and obeyed. 
 




 
Chapter 10
 
 
Blaise crept through the halls of the cathedral, pausing to listen for any sign of pursuit. All was quiet. The uncertainty of his disguise clung to him, and he slid his feet over the floors to hide his presence. The few roaming the corridors wandered out of his path as if God shooed them away with a wave of His hand.
It wasn’t Blaise’s efforts making those around him avoid his path. Instead of projecting his presence, he contained it and penned it within his thin, fragile human shell. A shiver ran through him.
The back of his neck tingled with the sense of being watched. He spun around and stared at the backs of two gray-clad figures vanishing around a corner. The sensation didn’t fade. Swallowing back his unease, he skulked down the hall to the main doors of the cathedral.
God didn’t meddle. His punishments didn’t end early, either. Blaise couldn’t shake the feeling that he hadn’t quite fallen out of His sight or mercy. God could’ve forced him to return to the Garden, but hadn’t. All it would’ve taken was the forbidden words turning on him, something He and He alone controlled.
Which meant God had permitted Blaise to twist and pervert His words so he could escape the church’s grasp.
God didn’t meddle, but Blaise couldn’t shake the feeling that he was missing something crucial.
What did He, who saw all things, know that Blaise did not? Why had Aurora been restored as the Heart of God? It should’ve cost him a great deal more than it did. His tail, which had been destroyed, shouldn’t have been restored so quickly. He should’ve had to wait for months—or years—as the bone regenerated.
Blaise turned the corner and stopped to stare at the backs of the two yellow-tasseled lieutenants standing guard on each side of the doors. Both of the great doors were thrown open, and numerous cadets scurried back and forth at the order of a general, who stood at the top of the stairs.
Careful to slide his boots over the stone to keep as quiet as possible, Blaise walked among them. They moved from his path without noticing his presence. The front yard of the grounds was devoid of people, and a row of soldiers blocked the way to the road circling the cathedral. The line of men and women stretched out as far as Blaise’s divine eyes could see in the darkness.
His upper lip curled in a snarl. Maybe He was disgusted with how easily His church fell to the Emperor’s will. Crossing the yard, Blaise walked up behind one of the guards, judged the height and distance to the cobbled street beyond, and jumped.
Blaise’s boots slapped on the stones as he landed and one of his knees buckled from the force of the impact. His gloved hands clapped against the ground.
“Did you hear something?” a man’s voice asked from behind.
The sky rumbled in answer, and a cold rain began to fall. A chorus of curses and grumbles came from the line.
“Just another blighted storm,” a woman muttered. “Like we needed this on top of everything else.”
Blaise lifted one of his hands and bit his finger to keep from laughing. When he had full control of himself, he rose to his feet.
“Some storm. The lightning’s red again,” the man replied.
“Probably the fault of one of those Speakers the Emperor has begging for scraps,” someone else muttered, his voice deep and rumbling.
Blaise glanced skyward. A mix of blue and red bolts arced from horizon to horizon. Closing his eyes to listen for the song of Speech, he ignored the conversation of those behind him.
Nothing.
If the storm wasn’t natural, he didn’t want to think about who—or what—was causing it. Shaking his head at the ill omen, he hurried from the cathedral, splashing through the water pooling on the cobbles until the cathedral spire vanished behind the sheeting rain. 
Blaise wiped his face with his gloved hand. The futile gesture did nothing more than brush his hair out of his eyes before the rain fell harder. Spluttering at the storm’s attempt to drown him, he tilted his head back to watch the lightning.
A burst of green illuminated the clouds. Blaise sucked in a breath and a mouthful of water. Spitting and choking, he ducked beneath the eaves of a shop to catch his breath. Electricity sparked in the air, the charge making his lungs and throat tingle. While it wasn’t the perfume of God’s roses, the sweet, luring scent was from something not of the mortal coil, and it tickled a sneeze out of him.
Blaise cursed. He knew of four things belonging elsewhere lurking among mortals, and he was one of them. Aurora couldn’t summon a storm even if she wanted to. Blaise was equally inept at storms, leaving Lucin and Mikael as the likely suspects. A groan slipped out of him.
He hadn’t even begun his search in earnest, and the first signs of awakening tore the sky asunder. The red and blue marked the influence of a true divine. All Blaise could think of when the sky flashed green again was Aurora, but it wasn’t her.
Not even God could restore what was devoured, not without a lot of help from someone unlikely to give it. Mother, from his understanding, wasn’t interested in restoring something she had already helped to create once.
Blaise frowned and stared up at the sky. The green was the same color of the boy’s eyes from the arena. Terin. The memory of blue lightning and red flame descending from black clouds haunted Blaise. Then, he’d thought it was no more than an exceptional talent with Speaking, but now that he knew the boy was the vessel for Lucin within the Hand of God, he wasn’t so certain.
Such a thing without the Hand shouldn’t have been possible. Was Terin the one responsible for the storm? Had the Hand and its vessel been reunited? The thought made Blaise shiver.
Blaise hoped the boy wasn’t the one responsible. On the sands, Terin hadn’t looked like much, not compared to Catsu. While the slave boy was a skilled swordsman, Blaise didn’t believe Terin to be a Speaker on par with a divine.
Had the Hand been within the arena, bolstering its struggling vessel? If Lucin had been so close, how hadn’t he noticed the presence of the divine?
Bowing his head to let the rain wash over him, Blaise considered the possibilities. The storm could be the result of the recreation of the Heart of God. It hadn’t been Blaise’s doing, and if anyone could interfere with the weather from the power of Speech, it was Him. Storms weren’t Blaise’s forte; the weather ignored him as much as he tried to ignore it, and he wasn’t all that sure nature liked him very much for defying the circle of life and refusing to die like a true mortal.
Blaise wasn’t sure if he could die even if he tried.
Destruction came easier to him than the elements of life and renewal. Blaise might’ve been born first, but Lucin and Mikael surpassed him in all ways, especially when it came to manipulating God’s words.
If it wasn’t Lucin responsible for the storm, and it was Mikael, Blaise didn’t know what he would do. If the two clashed—when they clashed—his power alone wouldn’t be enough to stop them.
“Curse them both,” Blaise muttered before letting out a sigh. “Think before you start talking next time, you stupid fool.”
What was done was done, and he couldn’t take back what he’d said. Even if he couldn’t do anything, he’d search. First, Blaise needed to find Lucin or the boy. Either one would guide him to the other. If he found the boy first, it’d be thanks to luck alone. Before he could hunt either of them, he needed new clothes.
He needed a new face, and a new human shell, so he could walk among the mortals, undetected by those within the Erelith Church of God.
Blaise smiled and whispered the words to reveal secrets. The forbidden Speech cloaking him unraveled, sloughing away and making him feel light and somehow energized.
It’d been far too long since he’d taken his true form. With anticipation whipping at him, Blaise hurried toward the cliffs.
The hunt had begun, and he hungered.
 
~*~
 
Zurach’s hold on his arm hurt, but without the man’s support, without being dragged each and every step, Terin would’ve fallen. A gray haze obscured his vision, and he wasn’t certain if it was due to the rain hammering down on him or from bursts of heat and cold radiating from his collar, burning his throat until his skin steamed. His head throbbed in time with the beat of his heart. His vision wavered in and out of focus until he couldn’t make out the shapes of his own feet.
When the rain ceased beating down on his head, Terin blinked. At first, his eyes refused to focus. Pale shapes moved, lacking definition and substance. He shook his head and blinked again. The glazed tiles sharpened, reflecting the yellow glow of a lantern hung from a hook embedded in the wall. A bench lay beneath it. The temptation to collapse, and to rest his sore, weary muscles died beneath the will of the collar. His muscles froze in place and kept him upright when he would’ve fallen. Zurach adjusted his grip, yanking on Terin’s arm. The man’s fingers pressed against the gash on Terin’s arm from his escape through the sewer.
The collar didn’t even let him groan from the pain. His breath emerged as a wheeze. All he could do was lower his head and endure.
“He’s bleeding all over my floor,” Emeric said. The man grumbled something too soft for Terin to understand. “What a mess.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll make him clean it,” Zurach replied. The grip on Terin’s arm loosened, and the pain dulled to a throbbing ache. “Did I tell you you’ve done good work here? You’ve turned this place into something worthwhile.”
“Of course. I’m good at what I do. Who do you take me for? Well, it’s your plan. What’s next?” Emeric asked.
“I think I’ll clean him up and make him stop bleeding all over your nice, clean floor. Once I get changed and take care of that little problem, I’ll bring him up to the solarium. Expect an hour or two, and bring the box with you.”
Emeric sighed. “Very well. I really hope you’re right about this, Brother.” 
“If I’m not, we’ll do it your way next time.”
“How oh-so-very partisan of you. Don’t keep me waiting for too long.”
“Would I do that?”
“Yes.”
Zurach laughed. “You wound me.”
“I doubt that,” Emeric said.
Terin flinched at the silence and felt both men staring at him.
“I really hope this doesn’t prove to be a very expensive mistake, Zurach.”
“It won’t.”
The grip tightened on Terin’s arm, and he sucked in a breath. The collar robbed him of his voice. The slap of boots on stone drew away until they were swallowed by the patter of the rain on the stones outside. He bowed his head lower and tried to stare at the patterns on the bench. The embroidered flowers blurred in and out of focus. No matter how long he stared at the pattern, he couldn’t find a single one shaped like a rose. He dropped his eyes to the floor, but didn’t see a rose inlaid in the tiles either. 
“You’re looking for a rose, aren’t you? You won’t find one here,” Zurach said in a gentle voice. “Emeric really doesn’t like the church. Granted, he likes the church a lot more than he likes the Emperor, but that’s Emeric for you. When he expects visitors, he throws down a rug. Get used to it.”
Water dripped from Terin and splashed down to the marble, staining it a pinkish hue. A few crimson marks splattered on the tiles.
“Come, before you bleed out all over the floor. You might just be bait, but you’re useless to me dead. Step lively, now.” Zurach chuckled, and Terin listened to the man take several steps before halting. “Come,” the man repeated.
Terin stared at his feet. While he meant to take the first step forward, his legs trembled and refused to move. Something warm and wet dripped off of his chin. The blood hit the marble and splattered. He flinched when Zurach returned. Without saying a word, the former convict seized Terin’s elbow and pulled him forward.
Concentrating on the simple act of lifting his feet sapped Terin’s strength. They didn’t go far before Zurach opened a door leading into a steamy bathhouse. The pool took up the entire room, leaving behind a ledge wide enough to walk on. Blue and green stones formed a diamond mosaic broken by patterns of yellow and orange tiles on the wall. 
The crashing waves depicted on the bottom of the pool gave the water a sense of endless movement even though the surface was as smooth as a pane of glass. 
“Get undressed,” Zurach ordered. Terin didn’t move, staring at the water. “What are you waiting for? We don’t have all night. In!”
Terin swallowed away the tightness in his throat and tried to ignore the fear cramping his stomach. Zurach clucked his tongue, and he flinched at the sound. With his face hot from his embarrassment, Terin struggled with the buttons of the coat.
Taking the clothes from him, Zurach dumped them in a pile on the floor. After a few muttered words, the fabric burst into flame. After a few moments, the cloth was consumed. 
“Must I repeat myself? What are you waiting for?”
Terin fought the urge to sigh and obeyed. Testing the water with a toe, he ignored his apprehension let the warmth lure him down another step. Zurach stood on the ledge and watched him. The water lapped at Terin’s neck and soothed the burns beneath the collar.
“There are soaps in the corner over there. Use them,” Zurach ordered, gesturing across the pool. Remaining silent but obeying, Terin waded to where the Citizen pointed. Clouds of pink and black tainted the water around him. A gentle current carried the filth away. A woven, wicker lid covered a dip in the ledge. Numerous bars of pale soaps lay within the depression. The first one he grabbed reeked of spice and roses.
“I hope you’ve learned your lesson this time. I’m your master now, and there’s nothing you can do about it. You know as well as I that the collar obeys me. You can’t run from me. Am I understood?”
Terin bowed his head and clutched the bar of soap. “Yes, sir.”
The defiance was small, and the collar remained inert despite his failure to address Zurach as master. Under the Citizen’s watchful eye, Terin scrubbed himself clean until his skin was raw and every wound reopened and his blood colored the water.
“Good enough. There are linens in the drawer in the wall over here. Get out and bring a few with you.”
Returning the bar of soap to the urn, Terin waited for the collar to warm before doing the man’s bidding. The tiles were cool beneath his fingers, and the pale linens caught on his roughened skin. Terin emerged from the water and shivered in the cool of the air.
“Sit,” Zurach said, taking the linens out of his hand and gesturing to the pool steps.
After the brief exposure to the air, the warmth of the water forced Terin’s muscles to relax and eased some of his aches. He flinched away from Zurach’s touch on the top of his head. The man worked his fingers through Terin’s hair, making clucking noises with his tongue. His hair was dried with a towel.
“If you were trying to kill yourself, you did an admirable job of it, boy.” Zurach wrapped something around his head, and Terin flinched at the throb of the linen pressing against an open wound. He frowned and tried to remember when he’d hit his head, but the memory eluded him. When the Citizen touched Terin’s throat, sharp pain stabbed up his neck and through his skull. Zurach shifted the collar upward and wrapped the linen around his throat before lowering it back. 
“When Emeric gives you an order, I suggest you obey quickly, and without question. He hates slaves, and while I’m merciful, he isn’t. You’ll live to regret it, so I wouldn’t recommend testing his patience. You’re to obey him. Do it without a word, without question, without hesitation. Understood?”
Terin swallowed and hesitated, but decided to try his luck once more. “Yes, sir.”
The collar remained inert.
“Good. Get out and finish drying off,” Zurach ordered. A towel was thrust into Terin’s hands. “Stand over here, and keep on the tiles. Blood is hard to get off the marble. Just keep cooperating, and you’ll find I can be quite nice. Don’t test my patience again.”
Terin sighed.
 
~*~
 
Blaise slapped his hand against the metal rail and jumped the fence surrounding the promenade. Mud, stone, and shale broke beneath him and he slid several feet. He crouched among the rocks and scraggy brush, palms pressed to the ground. The cliff’s edge dropped away. A few feet below, a wide ledge with an overhang offered a hiding place big enough to hide several people.
The overhang creaked under his weight, and he dropped down before it broke beneath him. The curve of the cliff obscured his view of the promenade. If he’d been followed, no one moved to follow him down the cliff. He shook his head and shielded his eyes against the stinging rain. The wind whipped at him. Instead of the whistling song of the cliffs, the storm howled. Blaise scowled up at the clouds.
While the gusts weren’t enough to dislodge him from his perch, he didn’t relish the thought of remaining if the weather soured further. The heavy rain and wind was bad enough, but partnered with the incessant rumbles of thunder and the flash of unnatural lightning, he didn’t want to think too long about the destruction the storm could cause.
A hand grasped his shoulder. Blaise didn’t quite jump out of his skin, but he tensed, and his fingers curled into the claws. His body tingled as his grip on his disguise faltered.
The thunder masked his undignified squeak.
“What do you think you’re doing?” The voice was neither feminine nor masculine, but an impossible harmonic of both characteristics. The deeper rumble of a man partnered with the airier tones of a soprano.
It’d been so long since Blaise had heard the melodic voice it took him a long moment before he could reply. “I could ask the same for you.”
“Impertinent child.” The hand on Blaise’s shoulder squeezed hard enough to hurt. He winced, but didn’t pull away.
“Isn’t that why you like me?”
“No.”
Blaise winced again. “Isn’t it against the rules for you to come here? What do you want?”
For a moment, the melodic laugh soothed even the storm. “I’m sure my Lady will forgive me eventually. She never was one for the rules, anyway. You’ve been causing more than a little trouble, childling. Were you, perhaps, testing the limits of your lifespan?”
Without bothering to turn around, Blaise rocked back on his heels. The hand on his shoulder shifted to press against his back. Part of him wanted to turn around and look, but if He didn’t want to be seen, He wouldn’t be seen—not even to Blaise’s eyes. “You made me well.”
“I think I made you a little too much in your mother’s image.”
Blaise scowled. While it didn’t exactly bother him that he’d never met his mother directly—he wasn’t even sure what his mother was—Blaise couldn’t shake the feeling they’d both been insulted in some fashion.
“You’re not supposed to be here,” Blaise said. He didn’t dare tell Him what to do, but he shivered at the thought of what the presence of the true divine meant for the mortal coil.
Nothing good.
“Your mother is meddling again. She left the way open. How could I resist?”
“You broke out of the Gardens, sneaking around behind Her back, and you came to see me? You’re up to something. What is it?” Blaise rubbed his temples and felt a headache blossom behind his eyes.
“Impertinent child. You’ve been left to play long enough. It’s time for you to come home where you belong.”
Blaise stretched out his hand to keep his fingers from curling into talons. “I’m not playing around.”
“Then what are you doing? It’s time to return to where you belong. Wasn’t I generous? I humored your request. What do you hope to accomplish? Except, of course, proving you can be disobedient and show a general lack of regard?”
“I’m not leaving them.”
He laughed again, and the storm quieted once more. “White really doesn’t suit you. While you’re a just enough creature, you’re hardly pure or innocent. I fear I may have matched you too well to your color. When are you ever going to learn?”
“Yes, yes. I know. Your punishments don’t end early. I don’t care. I gave my word,” Blaise muttered.
“Even if it costs you everything?”
“You already know the answer to that,” Blaise said.
The touch on Blaise’s back warmed him, and he imagined the Gardens as they had been before he’d been cast out with Lucin, Mikael, and Aurora, shining and resplendent in the light of Her sun. At least if he never made it back, the memory was still there, fresh enough it didn’t feel like Blaise had been living among mortals for so many years.
“Your brothers and sisters miss you.”
Blaise laughed. While the other divines were, technically, his brothers and sisters, he didn’t missed them. Every now and then, he thought about them, especially late at night when the mortals slept and he had nothing else to occupy his thoughts. In a way, it surprised him that they remembered him at all. “It only took them a few thousand years. I’m not returning.”
“I can force you, if I desire.”
The hard tone, as unyielding as the stone and cliff, drew a wince out of Blaise. “Please don’t.”
“You’ve used that word a lot lately. How unlike you. Well, then, childling. Why shouldn’t I?”
“I already told you why!”
“Can’t bear to repeat yourself?”
Blaise did his best to ignore the taunt. “If someone doesn’t stop them, not only will a lot of people die, but they’ll lose their souls, too. Won’t your Garden feel a bit barren, then?”
“I’m aware.”
“Well, at least one of us has to care,” he snapped, jerking away from the hand on his back. “My brothers and sisters certainly won’t.”
They, like Him, paid little notice to the things that faded away in such a short time.
“Just like your mother.”
“If you miss her that much, go visit her already and leave me alone!”
He laughed long and loud. Blaise sighed and shoved his hands in his coat. “You could just forgive them.”
“Then they wouldn’t learn anything, now would they? I’d also set a poor example for your siblings. Now, reconsider. Come home.”
“No.”
“I should’ve known. At least try to take better care of yourself. Do you know how much trouble I’ll be in if I have to go crawling to your mother because I let her precious firstborn lose his soul? While I think I could talk her into helping me recreate you, you were troublesome to raise the first time. My Garden wouldn’t look right without red in it.”
“I’ll try to keep that in mind,” Blaise said, shaking his head. The rain no longer fell in a torrent, but rather as a soothing drizzle.
“Since I can’t seem to talk any sense into you, I think I’ll give you a hand instead.”
Blaise whirled around, sucking in a breath. He opened his mouth to speak, but he couldn’t force a single word out.
He was alone on the ledge. A chuckle came from the air in front of him. “Were you taking me literally, little one? I’m not going to deliver Lucin to you. If you want to find him, that’s your problem.” The heat of embarrassment washed over Blaise’s face. “That’s not funny.”
“I’ll make a bargain with you then, if you insist on being so unreasonable.”
“What bargain?” Blaise asked, unable to stop from frowning.
“Get those two to work together, and I’ll consider their punishment concluded.” There was a pause. The sense of being watched was coupled with Blaise’s suspicion that He was laughing. “I’m sure you’ll find plenty to challenge them.”
“What aren’t you telling me?”
“And ruin your mother’s fun?”
“Don’t blame Mother for what you’re up to. You’re planning something. What is it?”
“I’m just offering a compromise. Consider it a chance to prove your prowess. I can’t remember the last time you’ve had a hunt worthy of you. I hope all of this time around mortals hasn’t dulled your senses.”
Blaise scowled. “There’s no need to be insulting.”
“I look forward to you proving me wrong. This is your last chance, childling. One way or another, you’ll return to the Garden—with or without them.”
The muscles of his cheek twitched. A talon-tipped finger brushed against Blaise’s brow, trailed down to his jaw and tapped him on the chin. 
“I guess I can’t be too upset with you for your stubbornness. After all, your color is red. I was, however, serious. I’ll be quite angry with you if I have to explain to your mother that you went and got your soul destroyed. Oh, one more thing.”
“What is it?”
“You have a chance to get it right this time. Don’t waste it. For your sake, and for theirs as well.”
“What do you mean?”
There was no reply.
 
~*~
 
Blaise struggled out of his sopping coat, muttering at the weight of it as he threw it over the crook of his arm. Instead of the pale color he expected, the coat was dark. In the flashes of lightning illuminating the night, the fabric was the ruby of fresh blood.
His color.
A snort burst out of him before he could contain it. All without his awareness of it, He had meddled with Blaise’s clothing. Red, for passion and creativity, the conclusion of the hunt, and of free will. The roses of the Garden teased his nose before the wind whipped the scent away.
Whether He was offering a hint or acknowledging Blaise’s intentions, he wasn’t certain. He almost expected the coat to start fluttering in the wind like a war banner.
War, blood, and irreversible grief, too, was part of his domain, forever bound to him by the color of his true nature.
Blaise ran his hand over the coat and smiled. Where he was going, he wouldn’t need his bishop’s attire, though with the white stained red, he could, perhaps, salvage what had once been the mark of his affiliation with the Erelith Church of God. Stripping and folding his clothes to retrieve later, he turned to the cliff’s face. “The land is the Gift of God to mortal man, a treasure shared by all.”
A crack formed in the stone and parted in silence. He stashed his clothes within, and muttered a single word to seal the opening. Blaise’s breath quickened, and the rain washed over him. While He hadn’t explicitly granted permission to hunt the night in a form closer to his true self, it hadn’t been forbidden, either. A human’s eyes weren’t sharp enough to see the hidden things of the world. A human’s noise couldn’t distinguish the true scent of fear, or the quality of a soul. A human’s tongue couldn’t taste the life in the air, nor the true sweetness of the rain.
A human couldn’t hunt for Lucin or Mikael in the deep of a night plagued with storms.
Blaise eyed the ledge before looking over at the darkness below. The rain hid the ground from him. His mouth twitched. Even if the ledge didn’t hold his weight, he hoped he wouldn’t fall to Lower Erelith City and hit the cobbles before he remembered how to fly. 
Closing his eyes, Blaise lifted his hands and touched both of his temples. Applying enough pressure so he could feel the rhythm of his heartbeat beneath his fingertips, he gave in to the need to be himself, and to the need to stalk the night as something other than a mere human.
His human shell fought against him, igniting every nerve as thin layers of flesh, muscle, and bone melted away into a hissing mist the storm blew away. Joints twisted and elongated beneath what little remained of Blaise’s physical body. The stone glowed red, and the luminescence thickened to a fog which swirled around him. Rock crumbled beneath his feet as his toes lengthened and sharpened into curved talons.
The ledge creaked under Blaise’s weight, and chunks of stone broke away, clattering down to the city below. He lurched away from the edge, letting out a hiss.
His larger size didn’t give him much room on his perch. His talons pierced the stone as he sought a better grip. The tingle of renewal washed over him. He tried to grin, but it took him a moment to remember his mouth lacked the fleshy flexibility of a human’s. While not quite as curved as a hawk’s beak, it was suited for one thing: Tearing through flesh.
Snapping his beak, he picked up a stone. With a single bite, Blaise shattered the rock, and his blunt, flat teeth ground it to powder. Spitting out the dust, he clicked his beak. The rain plastered his feathers to the leathery membranes of his wings, and shaking himself didn’t help for long. Aching from the transformation, he twisted around to preen.
Denying the truth was futile: Red did look best on him. Despite the storm flattening the feathers and fur of his wings, the water glistened on his crystalline hide, and each ruby scale reflected the lightning. Blaise lifted his head and breathed deep.
Blaise’s mouth watered with the need to feed. Swallowing back his greed, he flicked out his long, flexible tongue to taste the air. The scrub and brush, clinging to life on the cliff’s edge, added a bitter flavor, but it provided a pleasant accompaniment to the sweet, mineral richness of wet stone and soil. Something else lingered on his tongue, a subtle aftertaste he paused to consider. Not sweet, not sour, not spicy, salty, nor bitter, it was something containing all elements of taste to become something new. Something unique.
It teased his memories, but not of his time among those doomed to die, but of the age before death existed. With a second taste of the wind, Blaise recognized the lingering presence of a divine. 
It wasn’t God. He left no sign of his presence at all. The scent was too weak for Blaise to tell who, but strong enough to follow despite the wind and the rain. He stretched out his neck and lifted his head high. Drawing a deep breath, he let out a booming cry like the crash of water on stone. 
The hope of a reply was faint, and while he was disappointed, it wasn’t unexpected. Crouching low to the ground, he slapped his tail against the ledge. Stones cracked away, dropping to the city far below. Clicking his tongue, Blaise looked over his shoulder at the unfortunate, stumped ruin of his tail. While the long feathers hid much of the damage, the tip should have smashed through the cliff instead of bouncing off of it.
With his wings clamped to his sides, he launched himself upward. His talons shredded the cliff, and he kicked uprooted shrub and torn rock behind him as he climbed to the fence. The stench of metal from the iron burned his nose. Snapping through the bars took several snips with his beak. Twisted hunks of metal fell to the stones. The fence twisted, and the iron shrieked, as Blaise pushed his way through the damaged section. The sharp edges caught on his scales and he left behind a few red tufts of fur, but it didn’t penetrate through Blaise’s scales to score his hide.
Once through, he halted long enough to look back and stare at the twisted ruins. He stomped down, and his forefoot clattered on the stone. The tips of his talons pierced the cobbles. Instead of Speaking in the human tongue, he whistled the song of creation. The true language of His words was caught in the wind. Red light radiated from him, stretching out to the damage he’d inflicted, restoring it. A lone, red feather remained embedded where the metal fused together. Blaise’s laughter came out as a short melody. Unable to resist the urge, he whistled a few Words, and the straight bars twisted to vines, and the pointed tips of the supports bloomed to black iron-forged roses. The light raced along the fence and vanished from view as it circled Upper Erelith City.
It wouldn’t teach anyone anything, but imaging the human’s expression drew another laugh out of Blaise. In the morning, he hoped they would be surprised.
He breathed deep and caught the scent of the divine.
The time to hunt had come.
 




 
Chapter 11
 
 
Terin wore old, dusty-smelling clothes so big they hid the layers of bandages covering his arms, legs, and side, with room to spare. Exhaustion numbed him to most of the pain, but he couldn’t escape the soreness stiffening his muscles. Zurach shook his head in disapproval. The towel in the man’s hands was stained red with blood.
“Come,” Zurach said, tossing the cloth aside before walking down the hall from the bathing pool. 
“Yes, sir.” Too tired and sore to even think about resisting the man’s command, Terin followed. He kept his head bowed. So long as he remained obedient, the collar wouldn’t punish him. Even if it did, there were so many layers of linen wrapped around his throat he wasn’t sure if it could burn through the material to hurt him.
The desire to flee remained, but until he could move his feet without dragging them across the floor and didn’t have to struggle to breathe, he would wait.
At least the collar didn’t care he refused tocall Zurach his master. The small hope that Terin’s true master wanted him back roused and he couldn’t suppress it. Zurach had spoken the truth that he was wanted alive. The hope for death was futile, not when both his master and Zurach forbade it. It wasn’t much, but it gave him a reason to stay on his feet and fight the urge to collapse and sleep, no matter what the punishment was.
His efforts to return to his master had been thwarted. Maybe Zurach was right, and his master didn’t want a failure like him. If that was the truth, he’d rather be discarded by his true master than held by the man who had pretended to be a convict to steal him from the arena.
“This way,” Zurach said. Terin glanced up. A spiral, iron-wrought staircase led to the floor above. The metal creaked beneath the man’s weight. Terin followed. His bandaged feet slipped on the smooth steps, and he fumbled for the railing. While he didn’t fall, he heard Zurach clucking his tongue in disapproval. Careful to avoid the sharper edge of each step, Terin made his way up to the next floor.
A long hall stretched from the top of the staircase. Light glowed from an open door at the end. Beyond, it vanished into darkness. Zurach waited for him halfway down the hall, foot tapping against the polished, wooden floor. 
“I don’t have all night,” Emeric called out from within the room.
“Patience, brother. It took time to make certain he wouldn’t bleed all over your floor, just like you wanted.” Zurach gestured for him to hurry, and Terin obeyed.
“Patience is for those who don’t have to report to the Emperor in the morning when this doesn’t work.”
“You’d need to report to him in the morning anyway. Let’s not lose our chance because we’re reckless.” The ex-convict grinned and stepped through the door, once again gesturing for Terin to follow.
“That’s funny, coming from you. What you did in the arena was reckless.”
“It worked, didn’t it?”
Terin ducked his head low and followed after Zurach. The man stood at ease, hands thrust in his pockets, stance relaxed.
“Let’s get this over with,” Emeric grumbled. A chair creaked. “What’s the plan?
“You brought the box with you?”
“Of course I did.”
Zurach chuckled. “Good. Where is it?”
“Cabinet,” Emeric replied.
“Go get it, boy.”
Terin lifted his head. Lounging chairs were positioned beneath a paned window taking up most of the ceiling. Water streaked over the window, and flashes of lightning lit the sky. A corner cabinet decorated the far side of the room. A pair of candelabras filled the room with a flickering light. Shadows stretched across the floors in the brief moments the lightning didn’t illuminate the clouds.
Emeric stretched out on a divan, feet dangling over the end of it. A rug of red, yellows, and oranges contrasted with the cool greens and blues of the furniture. Giving the Citizen a wide berth, Terin walked to the cabinet.
“Bottom drawer.”
The simple act of kneeling triggered sharp pains in his legs and back, but Terin didn’t dare to make a single sound. The drawer, carved to resemble waves crashing against each other, opened to reveal the box lying on a cushion.
He lifted out the box, set it on the floor, and closed the drawer.
“Come here,” Emeric ordered. Terin glanced over his shoulder at Zurach. At the man’s nod, he picked up the box, shoved it under his arm, and rose to his feet. He clung to the cabinet for support, hissing at the stiffness in his muscles and joints. Swallowing and taking a deep breath, he stepped forward to stand in front of Emeric.
“Sit there and open it,” Emeric said, pointing at the divan across the room. Zurach crossed to a nearby chair and dropped down on it. Terin obeyed, dropping down on the divan, setting the box across his legs.
The silver key bounced as it was tossed onto the cushion next to him.
“Well, let’s find out if you’re right about this,” Emeric said.
“I know I’m right,” Zurach replied. The man stretched out his legs, and Terin shivered at the man’s grin. “You’re of so little faith, brother. Don’t keep us waiting, boy. Open the box.”
The key was cold in Terin’s hand. With his other hand, he touched the top of the box. Like the key, the box numbed his fingers. It took him several tries to get the key into the lock. Both men stared at him, and the intensity of their gazes roused a flutter in Terin’s stomach. Swallowing back his unease, he jerked his hand. The key turned and the lock clicked open. The top of the box thumped against his hand. Cold air hissed out of the box.
The rain tapered off, and the lightning ceased illuminating the room with brilliant flashes of red and blue.
Terin’s heartbeat drummed in his ears. His mouth dried out, and swallowing didn’t help.
“Open it,” Zurach ordered in a low voice.
The trembling in his hands intensified. Without knowing why it frightened him, Terin closed his eyes, took hold of the lid with his sweating hand, and opened the box.
 
~*~
 
Blaise cursed the wind and the rain. While it didn’t erase the presence of the divine completely, it scattered the scent trail and led him in circles. He prowled along the promenade, tearing out chunks of stone and kicking them as hard as he could.
Most didn’t survive his irritation. A few remained intact long enough to clatter off the edge of the plateau. Drawing several deep breaths, he flexed his talons, stilled, and closed his eyes.
The scent hung in the air all around him. Too much of it remained for it to be cast by the wind alone. It was too weak to be close, but not old. He clacked his beak and gnashed his teeth together. So close, but so far. A divine had been where he stood, and he hadn’t escaped the cathedral fast enough to catch the trail.
Blaise slapped his tail against the cobbles and whistled. The remnants of the divine’s presence was too old for him to tell if the scent belonged to Lucin or Mikael.
Not that he’d ever been able to really distinguish between the twin’s scents. He stilled at the memory of the two at their pranks. They’d used their similarities to their advantage. Then, it had amused him, serving as a respite from the steady, slow march of time. It had been a game he’d come to savor as much as the twins had.
He breathed deep, and almost wished his mouth was better suited for smiling. The air was sweet like honey, as potent as any rose, yet also a little sour. His crippled, human nose hadn’t been able to smell anything quite like it.
Best of all, he didn’t sneeze.
Mikael or Lucin had been there, and Blaise took comfort in that. Likely Lucin, but Blaise couldn’t cast aside the thought that Mikael might’ve somehow found his way to Upper Erelith City. No matter which way Blaise turned, the wind pummeled him with the scent, as if afraid he would somehow miss it.
Lifting his head high and rearing back on his hind legs, he stretched out his wings and keened at the thundering clouds above. The wind knocked him back several paces, and he dug his talons through the stone to keep from being thrown farther back. His hooves slipped over the wet cobbles. Dropping down to all fours, he launched forward, reared again, and let out another keen.
The winds stilled, and without it battering at him, Blaise stumbled and dropped down with a clatter of hoof and talon. The rain ceased and the thunder quieted to the faintest rumble. Darkness consumed the sky. Before his eyes could adjust to the lack of light, a thin, red light stretched from the ground to the clouds.
It spread, until a curtaining red and blue glow blinded him with its brilliance. Hissing he ducked his head, closed his eyes, and pawed at his muzzle. Bubbles of white, red, and blue danced on his closed eyelids.
Desperation partnered with rage slammed through him. Emotion tightened his chest and it threatened to tear him apart from the inside. Before he could gather his wits to try to repel the intruder, the sensation fled, sucking out his breath in a rush. Blaise swayed, panting through his open mouth.
No mortal possessed such strength, not even Aurora before her mortal spirit rose to the Garden and was granted immortal life as the Daughter. The touch lingered, and it quickened Blaise’s heartbeat.
While the force he’d been struck with was strong, it startled him more than hurt. Nightmare warped into a reality he didn’t want to acknowledge.
Lucin’s presence was the sharp edge of a sword, cutting deep and leaving behind the threat of undoing and destruction. It echoed of the need to hunt, and without fail, roused Blaise’s hunger.
Instead, his desire crumbled to dust in the wake of the divine’s touch. Lethargy took hold of him, and he shook his head, spread his wings out, and waited until the desire to lie down and sleep faded. When he could lift his head once more, he stretched his neck toward the thundering sky and keened.
He wished for the rain and wind to scour away the dread choking off his breath. He fell silent.
The Eye of God was near, and within it, Mikael despaired.
 
~*~
 
When nothing happened, Terin cracked open an eye and peered through his lashes. A velvet bag lay within the box, and bits of tattered linen fell out of the unbound opening. Dust tickled his nose, and each breath rasped in his throat, as if all of the moisture had been sucked out of the air.
A boot tapped on the floor. “What are you waiting for?” Emeric asked, and the man’s voice was so low and cold Terin flinched.
His mouth fell open, but no sound emerged. The air dried out his tongue and grated at his throat. He swallowed, but it didn’t ease the ache spreading down to his chest.
“Hurry up already. Take it out,” Emeric ordered.
“Enough, brother. In due time,” Zurach said, and like Emeric, the man’s voice was cold and neutral.
“Are you going to just let that—”
“I said enough, Emeric.” Zurach’s voice deepened, and Terin shivered at the promise of violence in the man’s tone.
Emeric remained silent.
~Hurry.~ The voice in Terin’s head made his ears buzz. The word was heavy with urgency.  
Terin’s fingers brushed against the velvet. Something hard and curved lay beneath, and unable to resist the desire to know what it was, he touched it again.
~Hurry,~ the voice repeated, and this time, Terin tensed at the malevolent glee in the command.
He lifted his hand from the cloth, and the edge caught against his roughened skin. Recognition drove the breath out of his lungs, as though he’d been punched in the stomach. While velvet, it wasn’t a bag. The cloth belonged in the Imperial Palace. A purple, circular crest marked one corner. It belonged in a cage of iron and glass, not in a box.
Not on his lap.
Terin trembled. The curved shape of outstretched fingers poked against the velvet. The taloned, mummified hand belonged elsewhere—anywhere but with him, and in the possession of the escaped convict and his brother.
~No.~
The denial didn’t come from him, but it echoed the terror growing within him. It resonated with him until Terin couldn’t tell where he ended and the other began. Unlike the first silent voice, there was no malevolence to the tone. The cold neutrality left Terin breathless.
Then, anger welled up within him, growing from within his gut and rising to his chest. He didn’t know who—or what—his rage focused on, but it burned away his fear of what lay within the box. His hand curled around the stiff, dead fingers beneath the velvet.
~No,~ the cold voice repeated.
~Yes,~ the other replied.
In silence, the two presences battled within Terin’s head, sweeping him up in their dispute. He couldn’t tell what they fought over, but after their acknowledgment of each other, they ignored Terin completely.
“Boy, take it out,” Zurach said.
~No!~
At Terin’s hesitation, the collar burned him through the linens wrapped around his throat.
~Yes,~ the malevolent voice whispered.
Terin’s grip tightened on the velvet-wrapped hand. Sweat dripped down from his brow, along the edge of his nose, and over his lips before falling from his chin.
So long as it didn’t touch Terin’s skin, he’d be safe. It couldn’t hurt him. He’d seen it done. There were those who handled the Hand of God, and they had lived. Even knowing that, he couldn’t swallow back the lump in his throat or quell the anxiety and fear growing within him.
The insane laughter of those taken by the Hand echoed in Terin’s ears, and the memory of their eyes, glowing red and blue, seared through him. Within, the malevolent voice whispered. Terin shook his head, but it didn’t erase the memories, or the two bickering presences.
All of those cursed by the Hand had gone for Terin first, and his master had always blamed it on the green color of his eyes. 
Drawing a long, slow breath, he stared down at the box. The Hand of God could be handled. He’d seen it done. But, with even one mistake, he’d die.
Or worse.
If he became like the others who’d touched the Emperor’s prize, who would he chase after? What would he do? Would he attack the two men in front of him? He shivered.
Biting his lip, Terin lifted the Hand of God out of the box, trapping the frayed linens and mummified flesh in a cocoon of velvet.
“That’s good,” Zurach said, and the man reached out to snatch the box. “Spread it out—yes, on your lap—and let’s have a good look at it.”
~Yes!~ the malevolent voice shrieked.
Terin’s heart skipped several beats. The silence in his head didn’t last long before the other voice’s denial surged through him. Once again, they battled, and when he was ignored, Terin glanced up at the two men. Zurach and Emeric watched him, and both men grinned.
With nowhere to run, and nowhere to hide, Terin loosened his grip on the Hand of God and let the velvet pool over his lap. Once he found the purple-marked edges, he secured his hold on the severed limb, and flipped it so there was no chance it could touch him. The black material fell away to reveal the Emperor’s prized possession.
Whatever creature the Hand of God had once belonged to, it hadn’t been human, Terin was certain of that. Instead of fingertips, long, curved talons pierced through the pale, dusty linens. Where the cloth frayed, tufts of golden fur stuck out. Scales coated the few patches of dry skin visible through the wrappings.
The warmth of something alive radiated from the Hand of God.
His breath left him in a sigh. Was he already dead, but hadn’t realized it yet? He didn’t ache, not even from the wounds he knew should’ve hurt. That matched what he expected from death.
“What’s taking so long?” Emeric’s voice asked, the sound distant and muffled. Terin frowned, but couldn’t look away from the relic lying across his lap. Even in death, he couldn’t escape from the Citizens.
He’d expected something better. Something more peaceful, like a garden full of roses, and a sky which never darkened.
Maybe it was true that there was no place in God’s Gardens for a slave.
“Patience, brother. We can’t rush these things. Can’t really blame the boy for being careful. It’s quite an old thing.  Isn’t that right, boy?”
“Yes, sir,” Terin replied, his voice strong and clear. While it was him speaking, he hadn’t meant to say the words. Something crawled around in his head, and it was aware; of him, and of the collar.
With a start, Terin realized it had prevented the punishment he would’ve endured for remaining silent.
“Pick it up, boy,” Zurach ordered. “Now.”
Terror choked off Terin’s breath, and without his permission, his hand closed around the dry, crumbling linens. The ancient material didn’t break apart, and was as tough as leather. Warmth spread through his fingers and up his arm, and washed over his face, neck, and chest. 
Nothing else happened.
“I was expecting a lot more than this,” Emeric growled out. “Zurach, you best have a good explanation for this.”
~Destroy them,~ the malevolent voice hissed. ~They’re not worthy. Filthy. Defiled. Tainted. Frayed. Let’s devour them.~
A haze clouded Terin’s vision, and he struggled to breathe. The voice whispered to him again. All he had to do to be free was say yes, but the word stuck in his throat, and he remained silent.
~No,~ the calm and quiet voice whispered, and the compulsion to listen to the darkness within him shattered. For a brief moment, the heat of rage and frustration tore through his head. 
Then, the sensation was gone, and all that remained was regret. Whose, Terin wasn’t certain.
 
~*~
 
Blaise crouched low, wings clamped to his sides, and his talons pierced through the cobblestones so he wouldn’t be swept off of the promenade. The storm beat at him, pounding at his flanks with blasts of wind not quite strong enough to beat through his hide and scales. Staggering under the repeated blows, he dropped down to his belly and shielded his head under a tattered wing.
One day, Blaise would have to ask Him why he’d been cursed with such poor control over nature and storms. When the storm lulled enough for him to peek out from beneath the shelter of his wing, he glared up at the sky.
The weather wasn’t helping his efforts to come up with a plan—any plan—to find Mikael. It was as if nature had been driven mad by the divine’s plight.
He wasn’t any better at dealing with madmen, as a general rule. At least madmen he could kill or devour and be done with. Nature wasn’t something he could eliminate from existence.
Blaise sighed and curled his tail around himself, clacking his beak in frustration. The Speech of humans wouldn’t work with his too-long tongue and his too-stiff beak, and it’d been so long since he’d used the true language of the divines he wasn’t sure if he could handle the power necessary to curtail nature’s fury.
All he could do was improvise.
~While the rain and storm bring life, true peace is that of the dew on the roses,~ he Spoke with his thoughts, whistling and chirping in the futile effort of mimicking the language of the storm.
~Close. Close,~ the wind howled, and beat at Blaise from every direction until he was shoved to his side, one wing pinned beneath him. He growled and barked his displeasure.
~Help?~ Like a repentant child, nature eased its winds, but it still gusted. Blaise managed to lurch onto his hooves and stood, legs spread and head drooped low in his effort to stay upright.
Blaise braced for another pummeling if nature took offense at his existence or his meddling. ~Where?~ he asked.
Instead of the violence he expected, the night quieted to the soothing patter of rain on stone. Without the wind, Mikael’s scent faded away to nothing. Blaise stiffened, drew a deep breath, and hissed a curse when he couldn’t pick up the trail in the stagnant air. He stomped on the cobbles, and they shattered beneath his hooves and talons.
Without the scent, Blaise didn’t know where to look. He hissed out another curse, then stilled.
Had nature been trying to guide him all along, driving the scent to him? He lifted his foreleg, and then set his hoof down with a click on the broken stones. A suspicion nagged at him, but he didn’t dare voice it. A breeze stirred, and he sucked in a breath.
The scent was there, but so faint he couldn’t distinguish any more than the fact that it came from a divine.
~Where?~ he asked again.
~Come. Come,~ the wind cried, and a breeze tugged at his feathers. When he didn’t move, a gust blasted at him, whipping against his flanks. Blaise hissed, but broke into the rolling canter of a horse. Each stride lurched, and he clamped his wings to his sides to keep from tripping over them. While he wasn’t much different in size, and the mortal creatures had been fashioned—at least a little—in his image, his talon-tipped, split hooves were made for landing, for slashing, and for fighting, not for running.
He’d been born to fly, but he didn’t quite dare test nature’s benevolence. Being cast down to Lower Erelith City wouldn’t kill him, but he didn’t look forward to how long it would take for him to recover. 
If he fell, he wouldn’t be able to save anyone, not Mikael, Lucin, or the people of Erelith, and he couldn’t accept that. Worse yet, he doubted he’d heal enough to move before the humans found him.
Blaise ran.
~Come,~ the wind cried, guiding him through a maze of side streets, cutting across the trade district. While a few windows were lit with flickering candles, most of Upper Erelith City remained dark and quiet. Extinguished lanterns swayed on their poles. When he turned a corner and stepped into the light of one of the few still lit. The wind blew it down from its pole and it shattering on the ground. 
Blaise skidded to a halt and twisted to avoid the hot oil steaming on the cobbles. Snorting at the stench, he charged forward, hooves and talons slipping on the cobbles as he changed directions at the wind’s urging.
“What the—” someone cried out.
Blaise caught a glimpse of gray before crashing into a human. His hooves slipped out from under him, and they went down together in a heap. The scent of fear flooded Blaise’s nose, and his mouth watered. The sweet, metallic tang of fresh blood teased his tongue. Trapped beneath his wing and shoulder, a figure screamed and thrashed.
Blaise drew his head back to strike down, and he paused at the gray-clad woman standing nearby. She stood, her mouth open in shock, eyes wide, and as still as a statue carved of granite. Her fear was sweet and sour, and she quivered, poised to run at his first movement.
Steel clattered against stone and the edge of a sword bit at his wing where it connected to his shoulder. Blaise snapped his beak and hissed, recoiling from the metal. He got one foreleg under him and lifted the other.
~Hunt!~ the wind shrieked.
“Don’t just stand there, kill it!” a man’s voice screamed out. The sword rose to strike at Blaise again. Roused from her stupor, the woman followed the man’s lead and drew a rapier and held it at the ready.
“What is that thing?” she gasped out.
The man opened his mouth to reply, and Blaise’s temper snapped. He slammed down with his hoof and curled his three talons, piercing through the human’s skull. He didn’t wait for the Gates to open. Before the scent of roses could fill the air, and the man’s soul could flee, Blaise ducked his head down, opened his mouth, and flicked out his tongue.
The warmth of fading life flooded his mouth, and he drank deep. Blood mixed with rain, staining the stones around him. A pale, rosy glow surrounded the twitching corpse.
Blaise breathed in, caressed his tongue over the man’s face, and sucked the man’s soul from the body. Warmth spread through him, and his incessant hunger abated. He hissed and licked the blood on his beak and hooves. Prodding at the corpse with his hoof, he ducked his beak down to feed on the man’s flesh.
The woman’s scream and the clatter of steel on stone drew him from his victim. With the taste of the man’s blood and soul still on his tongue, Blaise focused his gaze on his next prey. She took a trembling step backward.
Blaise hissed, clacked his beak, abandoned the man’s corpse, and closed the distance between them in a single hop. Whether she was too frightened to move, entranced, or foolish, Blaise wasn’t sure, but the woman stood her ground, her face as white as a bishop’s coat. Blaise’s gaze settled to her shoulders. Green tassels.
She was a captain.
Blaise grinned.
The woman’s quick and shallow breaths tempted Blaise to feed again, but he fought the urge. Instead of striking her down, he reached out and touched her cheek with his beak. The man’s blood smeared on her pale flesh. He breathed in her scent before dragging the tip of his beak across her jawline. Several beads of blood formed from the scratch, and Blaise licked it up. The sweetness of her fear mingled with her desire for life.
Desire for the hunt burned in him, but he swallowed it back.
~Hunt,~ the wind begged, and Blaise ignored nature’s call.
A low groan escaped the woman’s lips, and Blaise shivered at the sound. He touched her lips with the tip of his tongue, and a shudder swept through her thin figure.
If he could take her without destroying her soul, he could use her. He might even be able to learn more of the Emperor’s goal, all without anyone suspecting a thing.
Without her soul, however, her personality and memories would be gone, and she’d be of no use to him. Blaise pressed closer to her. She trembled at his touch, and he hissed his frustration. Part of him wanted to hunt.
The other part of him remembered being human, and remembered the warmth of an affectionate female. He arched his neck and stared into her eyes.
~Do you want to live?~
Their minds touched, and as Blaise delved into her thoughts, he caught a glimpse of the woman’s strong, but impure soul. Hers was a new soul, lacking the weight of past lives, but still tainted all the same. Blaise couldn’t tell the nature of her soul’s flaws without digging deeper, but he decided he didn’t care. Once he was finished with her, it wouldn’t matter. Her terror drowned out her reason, but her will and desire to survive endured, which sweetened the bitterness of her fear.
~Serve me,~ Blaise whispered to her.
In the brief moment he kept their thoughts bound together, he let her glimpse his intentions. He promised no true reward. Instead, he’d spare her from being devoured, unlike her companion. Her soul would see His Garden, and he let her catch a glimpse of it through his memories in all of its glory.
Her breath left her in a sigh, and he severed the connection between them. When he spoke to her, he inserted his words into her mind without merging their thoughts. ~Decide.~
The woman shook, and she lifted her hand to touch Blaise’s scaled shoulder, jerking her head in a nod. Before she could do more than gasp, he ducked his head down and bit her shoulder near her throat. Her body pressed close to him, and she trembled. Applying enough pressure to make her bleed, he tasted her once again. Then, he bit down on the tip of his tongue and mingled his blood with hers.
A soft moan slipped from the woman’s lips, and she slumped against him. A convulsion tore through her, and he waited. She groaned and clutched at his neck.
When she stilled, panting for air, Blaise rumbled his approval. With the faintest trace of his blood within her, she couldn’t escape him. He dipped his tongue over the wound and willed the cut to close. When he pulled away, her cheeks were flushed.
Arching his head over her, he spread out his wings and shed the water from his feathers.
~Your name, woman. What is it?~
“Mirabel,” she whispered on a breath.
Blaise licked her chin and the scratch sealed. ~I will call for you.~
The woman nodded in a daze, and her blue eyes were clouded with confusion.
Before she could come to herself, Blaise pulled away from her and turned to the soulless corpse behind him. He Spoke, and the body crumbled to dust, which the storm swept away. With a few more words, he twisted the truth to speculation, and erased the soldier’s demise from Mirabel’s mind.
~As you were,~ Blaise ordered. A puzzled expression crossed the woman’s face. Without acknowledging his presence, she staggered away.
He watched her go with narrowed eyes. If all went as he intended, she’d remember nothing until he called for her.
The wind tugged at Blaise once more, and he followed it. 
 
~*~
 
“Put it away,” Zurach ordered. Terin wanted to move, but his fingers were frozen in place, clutched around the Hand of God, and all that separated him from holding the scaled, furred limb was a thin layer of ancient linen. The talons curled as if to hold his hand, and he wasn’t sure if he was terrified or comforted by it.
He should’ve been afraid. Tranquil lethargy kept him still and quiet, and he couldn’t force himself to care if the two men struck out at him for his inability to act.
“Let’s not be hasty,” Emeric said, and the man leaned forward, hands clasped in front of him. “So, nothing’s happening. We’ve no proof it even does anything.” Rising to his feet, the Citizen braced his hands against his waist and leaned forward, mouth set in a thin line. “Why stop now, Zurach? Without proof, this is a waste of our time. And a great deal of crystal. Do I really need to tell you exactly how much this endeavor has cost me?”
“That’s not how it works, Emeric. If he’s Obsessed, we need to know, and we need to know now.”
“What does that have to do with anything? We’ve got the Hand. We have everything we need to finish this—right here, right now.”
Zurach snorted. “Settle down, Emeric. Boy, put the Hand away.”
After curling up his lip and letting out a wordless grumble, Emeric obeyed. Terin winced at the collar burning through the bandages wrapped around his throat. Roused from his stupor, he secured the velvet around the Hand of God.
The two voices bickered in his head, but he couldn’t understand what they said. Instead of words, music thundered through him, and his bones throbbed with each note.
“Return the Hand to the box,” Zurach demanded.
~Kill them,~ the malevolent voice hissed to Terin, and the deep, dark tones of a dirge accompanied the words.
Terin wasn’t sure what made him so angry, but he snatched the box from the table separating him from Emeric and Zurach. The Hand shifted on his lap, and he grabbed it to keep it from falling.
The velvet shifted beneath his hand, and he brushed against one of the tufts of fur sticking out from the cloth. He couldn’t even gasp. Warmth washed up his hand. Terin’s every thought stopped, and his right hand hovered over the box.
~Perhaps we should teach them to respect Master,~ the other voice whispered, and while the tone was lighter, rage tainted the melodic words.
~Together?~ Surprise and pleasure dulled the edge of the more malevolent voice.
~Yes.~
Terin meant to pick up the box. The slap of his palm on the table startled him, and both Zurach and Emeric jumped at the sound.
Terin didn’t remember standing.
Someone shouted something. A low hum buzzed in Terin’s ears, and a triumphant cry echoed in his head. He couldn’t tell who rejoiced, or why, but the emotion bolstered him and kept him from trembling. It crushed the flash of fear sweeping through him, until Terin wasn’t sure what he felt—if he felt anything at all.
A dark fog coiled around his fingers before consuming his hand and crawling its way up his arm. His face flushed, but beneath the miasma, his skin was cool and tingled. The table creaked beneath the pressure of his hand.
It exploded in a shower of black ash.
The fog crept to his shoulder.
~Yes,~ the malevolent voice whispered, and the tone chilled Terin so much he trembled at the cold seeping into his muscles and bones. ~Let’s devour them. They’re in our way.~
The crack of a hand against his face silenced the voices in Terin’s head. Lights danced in front of his eyes. Before he could fall, a hand grabbed him by the throat and held him up.
“You dare to defy me in my house, again? Again? In my house?” Emeric’s scream was high-pitched, and Terin’s ears ached. He struggled to draw a breath, but the fingers dug deep and the air wheezed through his lips.
“Emeric, stop! You’ve seen it used. Consider yourself lucky he didn’t use it on us. Let him go.” Zurach reached out and grabbed Emeric’s arm. The hold on Terin’s throat loosened, and he drew a shaky breath. “Tomorrow, I need you to pretend nothing has happened, that you know nothing of the Hand, that you know nothing of me, nothing of my slave. I need to know where the Emperor will be. You’ll find out when he’ll be with then senate. Most importantly, you’ll learn when he’ll be with his family. Together, we’ll pick the best time and place for our strike. We’ll erase his entire line in one blow and reduce this Empire to rubble. If we act now, we accomplish nothing. Nothing! We must wait. We must plan. If we’re lucky, we’ll find the Eye of God ourselves. If we have both, taking the Heart will be trivial.”
The Hand of God fell from Terin’s lap, and as if drawn to the box, it landed within it. Black velvet pooled over the relic. His breath hissed through his teeth.
Within his head the two presences hadn’t left him, but they remained silent. They listened and they waited, but for what, he wasn’t sure. Terin wanted to reach up, to grab Emeric’s hand, and free himself, but his arms and legs weighed too much for him to move, and weakness spread through him. The edges of his vision turned gray and brown.
“Let him go, Emeric.”
The hands strangling Terin let go and he fell, both knees cracking against the floor. Pain lanced up his legs, but the cry didn’t make it out of his aching and raw throat. Emeric’s face twisted in rage, and the Citizen swung at him. The man’s foot struck Terin’s chest and the air rushed out of his lungs. He fell against the divan, and the box clattered to the floor.
“Put it away,” Zurach said.
Terin’s hands shook, and he fumbled with the box. The Hand fell to the floor, and tendrils of black stretched between it and him, coiling up his arm. Unable to think of anything at all, he set the box down, took up the Hand of God, and placed it within the box.
Both of the Citizens stared with triumphant in their eyes. Terin kept his expression neutral. He didn’t close the box, instead rising to his feet to sit on the divan. With slow and deliberate care, he lifted the Hand of God out and wrapped it, careful not to allow a single strand of golden fur escape the dark folds.
Emeric and Zurach were grinning, and Terin’s thoughts were consumed by his desire to destroy them both.
The two within waited and watched, and if they could bide their time, so could he.
 




 
Chapter 12
 
 
The wind led Blaise to an estate perched on the plateau’s edge. Lightning illuminated the thick and ornate black iron fence separating it from the street. The lack of stone walls let him catch a glimpse of the two-storied structure.
If he didn’t know better—if he hadn’t watched the first Emperor build the real one centuries ago—he might’ve mistaken it from the Imperial Palace.
It even boasted a statue in the likeness of the Emperor on the veranda, and Blaise’s hatred boiled within him.
~Hunt,~ the wind screamed, and the thunder boomed its agreement.
Stretching out his rain-sodden wings, Blaise shook himself. While he shed off water in sheets, he doubted he’d be able to fly long enough to get over the fence before the weight of the rain grounded him. If he couldn’t go over it, he’d go through it. Blaise breathed deep and caught the faint hint of roses.
His beak split in a predatory grin. Mikael was near, and nothing as mundane as a fence would stop him from being reunited with the lost divine.
~Help?~ the wind whispered. Blaise hesitated. Manipulating nature had never come easily to him. If it had, he’d be over the fence, flying on the winds as they did his bidding, rather than crawling around on his belly like a worm. He snarled. His best hope was to be left alone—one mistake on his part, and he’d get tossed over the edge, and his effort would be wasted, and his hunt would fail.
But, he hadn’t asked for aid, and so far, he’d gotten what he needed, even if it wouldn’t have been his first choice on how to do things.
Blaise snorted and shook himself off again. If Mikael had fallen into someone’s grasp, Blaise would need his strength. Flying with nature’s help—even though he hadn’t asked for it—would save his power for something more important than blasting through a fence.
Another thought froze him in place. If it wasn’t nature’s worry for the imprisoned divine driving the wind, he wasn’t certain he wanted to antagonize his true benefactor.
Mother was the one who meddled; the idea that He would actively take part in Blaise’s effort to help Mikael and Lucin frightened him.
It frightened him enough he spread his wings in obedience to the wind’s will. A hundred questions raced through his head, but he had no answers, and his worry intensified.
What didn’t he know? What was he missing?
Why would He do anything at all?
The wind swept beneath Blaise with so much force it sucked the breath out of him and tossed him upward. He lashed out with his tail and neck to stay balanced, twisting his body so his wings would stay open and keep him aloft.
The mortal-made fence he’d crashed through earlier had cost him a few tufts of fur and a single feather. The wind shredded him, ripping out more feathers than Blaise cared to count, and tearing at his scales to reveal the tender hide beneath. He was dumped unceremoniously on the roof of the estate. The slate tiles cracked beneath his hooves. The wind knocked him over and he fell on his side. Blaise struggled to catch his breath.
The thunder masked the sound of his fall.
It took Blaise several minutes to orient himself and shake away the dizziness that kept him from rising. When he did manage to stand, a webbing of cracks marked where he’d fallen. Some of the slate tiles were little more than dust from the force of his impact, revealing pale rock beneath. He couldn’t make out the pattern of the mosaic, but he took a perverse satisfaction in tearing apart the tiles and cutting deep groves through the underlying stone. The scent of a divine was so strong it deadened his nose to all other scents. Several sneezes ripped through him and he hissed at the pain.
Had his divine self been polluted by his time living as a mortal? Lifting a hoof, he rubbed at his beak to dispel the itching in his nose. He had hoped he was done with sneezing.
Blaise bristled and snorted his disgust.
The wind tugged at him, and Blaise followed, neck arched so he could keep a careful watch on his footing and test each and every place he set his hooves. While the building was made of stone, he couldn’t afford punching a hole through the roof. If he got stuck, he’d lose his chance to find out what was happening to Mikael.
Another tug, this time at his wings, antagonized where his feathers had been yanked out during his short, haphazard flight. While some of his primary feathers still overlaid the leathery membranes of his wings, many were broken or verged on falling out.
Blaise resisted the urge to preen and put them back in order, not that it’d help him fly without aid. There’d be time enough for his vanity, after he found Mikael. Drawing a deep breath, he forced his attention back to his task.
His focus didn’t last long.
Hunger stabbed at his stomach, and he hissed again. If he needed to escape, unless nature intervened once again, he’d be in a lot of trouble. Broken feathers and sore wings couldn’t stop him from feeding, and he doubted he’d be able to escape the estate without devouring those in his way.
Blaise ducked his head low and felt his fur and scales bristle. The mortals would learn a reason to fear the unknown, but they’d wouldn’t live long enough to take advantage of their new knowledge.
Unlike the Imperial Palace, the estate’s roof was dotted with glass windows embedded in the stone. On the other end of the building was a faint glow. Blaise weaved his way to it. Water pooled on the panes and ran through channels carved in the stone. The temptation to break the glass and ruin the rooms below almost got the better of him. It would’ve satisfied his growing irritation. Instead of shattering them, he avoided them, clacking his beak a few times before letting out a low huff.
If his hunt didn’t go well, he could always return and destroy them at his leisure. Finding the place again wouldn’t be difficult. Satisfied by the thought, he took a few more steps. The thoughts he didn’t want plagued him. If the hunt didn’t go well, he wouldn’t be around to break the windows. He might be able to put the pieces of his soul back together if Lucin or Mikale got a hold of him, but Blaise doubted it.
He hadn’t been able to restore Aurora. For that, He would’ve needed to get Mother involved.
If the hunt didn’t go well, he could only pray the humans didn’t learn how to control Mikael and Lucin’s powers. Either one of the relics and the souls imprisoned within them could destroy the Erelith Empire.
Blaise bobbed his head. So long as he could keep the Hand of God separated from its vessel, he could deal with the Eye, one way or another.
The light drew close and Blaise eased his way forward, nostrils flared. The overpowering scent of the divine wasn’t enough to mask the fear, blood, and bitter hatred wafting from the room below.
He narrowed his eyes and sniffed again. The window should’ve dulled the scents. The largest was made up of many square panes, and spanned the roof from eaves to peak. Most importantly, it was wide enough for him to drop through.
Below, three figures sat on divans fit for the Emperor. It was as though nature held its breath, too enraged to make any noise at all. The winds stilled, the sky remained dark, and the rain refused to fall.
Blaise’s gaze snapped to the smallest of the humans below, and his breath froze in his lungs. Fear stopped his heart from beating.
Cloaked in a black miasma, the Hand of God rested on the lap of its vessel.
The wind moaned.
Blaise was too late.
 
~*~
 
Terin didn’t close the box. He couldn’t close it. While the Hand of God no longer touched him, the uncertainty of what would happen if it were taken from him froze his muscles in place. Would he, like all of the others who had tried to steal the Hand, become crazed as soon as it left his possession?
~No,~ the calmer, friendlier voice reassured him. Terin shivered, unable to think about anything other than the fact he was taking comfort from a voice in his head.
Terin was aware of the more malevolent presence, lurking in a quiet corner of his thoughts, but it remained silent. He frowned. Hearing the song of Speech wasn’t much different than the two things in his head, but there’d never been true intellect to the song before. The words never belonged to someone who could talk to him. The voices in his head were different, bodiless yet alive.
“Close the box,” Zurach said with a smile that broadened to a grin revealing the Citizen’s teeth. Many were broken, the only evidence the man had once been Catsu, the Hero of the Arena.
“This is a fake, isn’t it?” While it was Terin’s voice, it wasn’t him who spoke. Part of him meant to obey the man’s command, but he couldn’t force his hands to move.
The collar warmed, but as if confused by the conflict within Terin’s body, it didn’t burn him.
Emeric looked worried, but Zurach laughed.
“It’s real. His Imperial Majesty wouldn’t be in such a state if it weren’t,” the former convict replied.
“I think I have an idea, brother. Humor me, if you would?” Emeric started to smile, and it was so cold and unpleasant Terin recoiled, pressing his back to the divan. With nowhere to go, he stayed silent and still, hoping they’d ignore him.
The two Citizens, if for a moment, had forgotten about him and the box he held.
“What?”
“It’s true we haven’t confirmed it is the Hand of God,” Emeric began, pausing for a long moment to stare at Terin with a predatory gaze. Terin shivered again under the man’s scrutiny. “We also haven’t confirmed he is able to use it.”
“Then what do you call that?” Zurach pointed at the pile of ash on the floor. “That used to be a table, brother. What other proof do you need?”
“Hear me out.”
Terin fidgeted in the long silence following Emeric’s words. Zurach shrugged.
“I’ve the ideal slave to test it on. She’s displeased me for the final time. I can’t get rid of her in the arena—curse you for that, by the way. This way, I can get some use out of her before I throw her off the cliff and be done with it.”
“Ah, the one who bit you.”
“Zurach,” Emeric growled.
“I’ll admit I did assume you got me the real thing. I’m content with that pile of ash there, personally, but it might be wise to do it your way. Go fetch your slave. Let’s see what this thing can really do.” Zurach didn’t smile, and for some reason, Terin took comfort in that.
His mouth dried out and his heart pounded in his ears and throat. Neither presence within him seemed at all disturbed by the plans being formed by the two Citizens. If anything, the two waited, listening to each word eagerly. Their acceptance of such a thing chilled him even more than Zurach’s unwavering stare. Emeric rose and hurried from the room.
“I won’t say I’m sorry, boy,” Zurach said. The man’s eyes drifted to the door before settling back on Terin. “I’m not. One way or another, you’ll do this. The girl dies. Understand? If you’re merciful, you’ll use the Hand on her like you used it on the table. Your alternative? Watch as we wrangle the life out of her. After we’ve had our fun.”
Terin held his breath and felt the blood drain out of his face. The sneer on Zurach’s face was all he needed to understand what the man meant.
Zurach rose and stalked around the divan, and Terin stiffened. Breath warmed the back of his neck. “Unless, of course, you want to play with her too. I might be willing to reward you. Who knows? I could make a Citizen out of you yet. I can, when this is done.”
Arms draped over Terin’s shoulders and he shuddered at the man’s touch. Resisting the temptation to shrug his way out of the embrace, Terin sat still and endured. The anger was back, tightening his chest and drying out his mouth and throat. He wasn’t certain if it belonged to him or the two still present within his head.
“Obey, boy. It’s the best thing—the only thing—you can do. Things will go much easier for you, I promise. Just kill her with the Hand. It shouldn’t be hard. What’s one more death to you, after all? You’re a combat slave, aren’t you? You looked skilled enough in the pit. It’ll be over in a moment. She won’t suffer anymore, and you won’t be punished. If you obey. If you don’t, well, all I’ll say is that by the time I’m finished with you, you’ll be praying to your wretched little god to have mercy on you, because I won’t.”
Zurach’s fingers traced his jaw and Terin flinched away from the touch. “Yes, sir.”
The collar didn’t burn him for his lie. He kept still and struggled to keep his breaths slow and even.
So long as Zurach believed him, until the moment he was forced to act, hope existed. Whether or not the collar punished him wouldn’t matter. He’d rather die to the collar’s wrath than live knowing he’d have to kill another slave. If he was forced to kill her, they’d all perish together.
That much he could do.
 
~*~
 
~Wait,~ the wind begged, and Blaise bowed to its will. Instead of crashing through the window, as he intended to do until the single word, the tug at his aching wings convinced him otherwise. He stood ready, with wings clamped to his sides and his neck strained for a better view of those below. It was already too late, but he wasn’t sure if the situation couldn’t be salvaged.
If the boy was a true vessel, it was possible.
If they didn’t all die due to the scheming of the two foolish humans below.
Startling the vessel would startle Lucin. Startling Lucin could result in something irreversible, and Blaise didn’t want to be devoured, even though he was aware the too-real risk of it happening.
Maybe the wind had it right, and waiting was Blaise’s best—and only—option. If he wanted to help Lucin and Mikael, he needed to be alive, not just another devoured sacrifice.
The darkness coiled around the slave boy, Terin, he reminded himself with a shake of his head. One of the men left, and for a long moment, no one moved. Then, the remaining man said something he couldn’t hear, stood, and circled around the divan to pull the boy in an embrace.
Blaise’s growl was the same, deep rumble of thunder. More words were spoken in a whisper, and it wasn’t long before the other human returned. He couldn’t stop from gasping in recognition.
Broken and bleeding, with her once-proud head hanging low, the pleasure slave from the Arena staggered into the room, her golden hair clutched in the Citizen’s hand. In the lantern-light, he could see the smug face of the Citizen who’d sat beside him in the Emperor’s observatory.
“Kill her,” the man ordered.
~Wait,~ the wind begged Blaise again. He clacked his beak and clenched his teeth, but obeyed.
If there was a reason nature wanted him to be patient, he could, even if his every instinct screamed at him to jump and shred the two men below to bloodied ribbons.
The chains Blaise hadn’t noticed manacled to the girl’s wrists rattled as she swayed. If she was aware of her death sentence, she showed no sign of it.
If it’d been Blaise, he would’ve panicked. But, then again, he knew what fate awaited her. Not just death, but complete and total annihilation.
Blaise flexed his talons and eyed the distance between the window and the ground. Without room to spread his wings, he’d land hard. While he doubted the humans would be able to do much to him by the time he recovered from the fall, the possibility existed.
The humans didn’t worry him too much. Lucin, however, did. It worried him enough his scales rose and his fur stood on end despite the weight of the rain soaking him. If the boy turned out Obsessed instead of proving to be a true vessel for the divine’s powers, he didn’t know what he could do, if he could do anything at all.
Devouring the boy might be his—and their—only hope.
If he could get down intact, without drawing Lucin’s wrath.
However much he didn’t want to admit it, waiting was the wisest option, but it would cost the slave girl her soul. Something bitter washed over his tongue and he swallowed.
No one deserved that fate. Not even the two human men, despite the anger Blaise couldn’t force away.
A sigh escaped him.
~Sorry,~ he whispered to the storm, to nature, and to Him.
Blaise plunged through the window, aiming at the adults.
A rain of glass fell on the humans, and their screams were partnered with the sweetness of blood in the air. The scent was fresh, vibrant, and full of life. The two slaves remained silent, and judging from the surge of fear from the girl, Blaise suspected they were too startled and frightened to make any noise.
Instead of the vivid green of the Daughter, the slave boy’s eyes—Terin’s, he reminded himself yet again—had changed. The left was rimmed in the same crimson of his hide. The other was the same blue of the divine, brilliant and pale as the sky. Reacting to his presence, the miasma spread to cover the boy’s chest.
Blaise ignored his instincts, turned his back to the bearer of the Hand of God, and lashed out his tail to drive back the man holding the girl. With a startled cry, the Citizen retreated, letting go of the girl’s hair. Blaise struck out a second time, bristled his scales and fur. He spread his wings and hissed. The two men retreated toward the door.
One began to mutter, and Blaise recognized the intonations of Speech. Rearing up, he whirled around to face the vessel and the Hand of God. It took one sweep of his broken, battered wing to send the Hand and its box bouncing across the floor toward the two men.
The Speech cut off in a terrified cry. The surge of fear set his mouth to watering.
Blaise crowed his triumph. Without the vessel, Lucin couldn’t unleash his power. Without the Hand nearby, he had hope of escaping without having to devour the General’s slave.
He could spare Terin’s life, for now.
The taller of the two men dove for the cloth-wrapped Hand.
“Kill it!” the man gasped out.
Blaise hissed and clacked his beak at the human, reaching out with a taloned hoof to shred the arm of the nearest divan with a single swipe.
“Move!”
The taller man took up the Hand of God, slammed the lid of the box closed, and retreated. Once again, the whisper of Speech came from the human.
“Wind, roar,” Blaise hissed instead of Speaking, hoping his request was heard by nature or by his benefactor.
He didn’t care where the help came from, so long as it came.
For a chilling moment, nothing happened. The tall Citizen grabbed the other man and dragged him toward the door. The gust blasting down from above knocked Blaise off of his hooves, slamming one wing down to the floor. He heard something break, and the pain of it sucked the breath out of him.
The two humans and the Hand of God were tossed through the door and out of sight. Blaise opened his beak to trumpet his rage, but no sound emerged. The wind kept him pinned, battering his head down to the floor and tearing out his feathers.
All other sounds faded to nothing before the winds subsided. Blaise’s chest burned with the need for air, but he couldn’t force himself to draw a breath. His legs and wings twitched. The edges of his vision turned gray.
The wind blew again, but instead of beating the life out of Blaise, it rushed through his opened beak and forced breath into his stunned body.
He choked and coughed, and as if reminded of its duty, his body breathed on its own. The darkness over his eyes receded, but he didn’t quite dare to move. Something heavy lay over him, and he lifted his head.
Terin rested on top of Blaise’s flank, pinning his wing to his side. The boy’s eyes were closed, and he felt the faint warmth of breath against his exposed wing membranes. The girl rose to her feet, her eyes wide and staring at him. A few cuts marred her pale skin, too fresh to have come from anything other than contact with Blaise’s crystalline scales and broken feathers.
The rain falling through the broken window was warm.
 
~*~
 
Blaise wasn’t sure where the pleasure slave had found the fire poker, but he didn’t want to be on the receiving end on it. He already had too many extra holes in his hide. She stood stiff, holding it in both of her hands as if she intended to club Blaise over the head with it. When he didn’t do so much as twitch his tail, she stood still and waited.
The scent of roses hung in the air, but the boy sprawled over Blaise remained warm with life, though he didn’t move. He let out a relieved sigh, and with one eye on the blonde-haired girl, he eased his tail over his back. If Terin was conscious, he didn’t react to the feel of scale, feather, and fur coiling around him.
“Put him down,” the girl hissed out, jabbing out with the poker. Blaise jerked a hoof up and the tip bounced off of his scales. She managed to keep her hold of it, but a single swat knocked the tool out of her hand. It bounced across the floor and cracked against the tall window stretching across most of the room.
The noise she made wasn’t quite a scream. It roused Blaise’s hunger and his need to hunt. His position on the floor kept him from falling to the temptation. Lurching upright didn’t work. The boy’s weight across Blaise’s back knocked him off balance. His pinned wing didn’t ache—it throbbed with such intensity he struggled to breathe.
Faster than he dreamed possible for someone so abused, the girl dove across the room and took up the poker again. “Put him down. I mean it.”
The surge of hunger faded beneath the onslaught of pain. Blaise took short, shallow breaths until he could ignore the worst of his injuries. “No,” he rasped out. With enough force to crack the wood, he slammed down his hoof. He almost longed for his human form so he could talk sense into the girl. Tilting his head to the side, he considered her.
If he left her behind, the two humans would return, and they would kill her, possibly using Lucin to do it. If Blaise killed her, he could spare her soul, if he could control his urges long enough for her to pass through the Gates without his need overwhelming him.
He didn’t trust himself enough.
Blaise sighed. Nothing was ever easy.
Unlike the military woman, Blaise didn’t dare subjugate the slave girl. Not when Terin knew her. Some things Blaise couldn’t explain away, including the sudden change of a personality like hers. No one would believe such a girl could become docile and meek in such a short time.
Speech could work, if he could control his strength enough to avoid killing her by accident.
Until he took up a human form, he couldn’t talk to her, not in a way she’d understand and remember. With few options, he settled on the one least likely to go amiss.
He hoped.
“Ssssleep,” he hissed, stretching out his neck and flicking his tongue out to brush its tip against the center of her brow. To his surprise, her face turned as red as his hide before the surge of his single word washed over her and she slumped to the floor. Blaise scrambled forward, ducking his head under her falling form and winced as her weight fell across him. 
The strain of sliding her to the floor drew a groan out of him. He panted and rested his head on the floor next to the girl’s still body. She breathed, and the fear ebbed away leaving behind the scents of blood and sweat. The surge of hunger he expected didn’t burn within him. Instead, an unsettling sensation spread from his chest, partnered with a need to do protect her as well as the boy.
One he could handle even weakened as he was. Two was another matter. Her fate was sealed if he left her behind and the humans returned. Blaise didn’t think too long about what the two Citizens would do to a pleasure slave deemed no longer desirable.
If he abandoned her, her death would be a thing of nightmares. Lucin devouring her soul would be a mercy in comparison.
~Help?~ the wind asked.
Blaise winced at the thought of what the wind’s help would entail. Pain, more pain, and even more pain. Adjusting the unconscious boy across his back with his tail, he rose to his hooves. His body shook, and he spread his legs out to keep standing. His left wing did little more than twitch. He snarled so he wouldn’t groan, but managed to force his wing open with a little help from his tail. Broken bones creaked and cracked at the movement. Hissing from the pain, he lowered his head and worked his beak under the girl’s body. Sliding a hoof under her and bringing his tail around to help, he managed to drape her across his neck and his shoulders in front of his wings.
With one wing broken, and the other too damaged to fly, if he wanted to escape with both of the human children, he had no choice but to take to the air. Swallowing back his pride and his apprehension over the agony awaiting him, Blaise nodded his agreement to the wind’s offer.
The gust blasting down from above took Blaise by surprise. It slammed into him, encircled him, and held him firm in place. A whirlwind enveloped him. Blaise flinched away from a divan flying through the air. It swept in a circle around him, picked up speed, and smashed through the window. Moments later, the other pieces of furniture followed, shattering the remaining glass. Lightning flashed overhead, illuminating the shards tossed in the wind. The fragments were sucked outside. Blaise dug his talons into the floor, but he was pulled forward several feet before he came to a halt.
Thunder rumbled and the rain pattered down through the hole in the ceiling. When the wind settled to a mere breeze, Blaise staggered forward and tapped at the shards still embedded in the window frame.
With each tap of his beak, the wind took the pieces away, clearing the way for him. When he was certain there weren’t pieces able to cut either of the humans on his back and neck, he lifted his head and muttered a wordless complaint at his insufficiency.
~Help?~ he asked the wind, struggling to spread his throbbing wings.
The violence of the gale beat against Blaise, picked him up, and tossed him upward as though he and the two slaves weighed nothing. The wind held the humans in place, and forced his wings to stay open. He got a sense of understanding that the wind knew he couldn’t fly, and that his wings were worthless until he healed.
Instead of dropping him to the ground outside the window, Blaise was hurled over the estate walls and flung halfway across the plateau. His collision with the cobbles of a street drove the breath out of him. His head was cushioned by a pillow of air.
Whether by luck or His blessing, the two slaves remained on his back. The wind whistled its satisfaction.
Then, its presence was gone, leaving the storm to rage overhead. A deluge hammered over him. Blaise’s haphazard tumble from the sky to the stones hadn’t done him any good. The feathers he had left stuck out in all directions, and not even the weight of the rain flattened them. The simple act of breathing hurt. Something rattled in his chest, and pain rippled through him. Letting both of the slaves slip from his back, he struggled to get his legs underneath him so he could stand.
When that failed, Blaise pulled the children to his side, keened at the pain of stretching out his broken wing, and covered them both while he rested.
 
 


 
Chapter 13
 
 
“Blaise?”
A woman’s voice dragged Blaise from the dark and soothing comfort of sleep. The peace was shattered by his stiff and aching body. He blinked and tried to make sense of the scents filling his nose. Rain. Blood. A woman. Fear. Worry. Annoyance.
It took him a long moment to realize his head rested on rain-slick cobbles. Flashes of lightning illuminated each stone and the water running through the cracks between them.
“You can’t stay here, Blaise. It’s almost dawn.” A finger prodded at the tender hide above his eyes. He winced away from the touch. “Oh, you’re awake. Come on, then. Get up and out of that form before someone sees you, you old fool.”
There was a pause, and then the woman let out huffed laugh. “What in His name were you thinking?”
Blaise groaned, and he managed to lift his head. A pair of hands pressed under his beak and supported him. A pale face framed in dark hair stared him in the eye. His eyes widened with recognition. “Aria?”
“And here I thought I was finished with you for this lifetime. Tch. Up, up!”
It took him longer than he liked to realize Aria spoke in the old tongue—a language his stiff beak could manage. Blaise could handle the sounds meant nonhumans. “Children. Two. Where?”
“Inside, Blaise. You’re lucky you ended up on my doorstep. How’d you know? You scared a few years off my life. Anywhere else, and you’d be skinned alive for your hide. What are you doing, lying there? Get up and change. Hurry.”
Aria’s hold on his head remained gentle despite the sharpness of her tone. He drew several deep breaths and muttered a prayer of thanks.
“How bad is it?” he asked, not daring to look back at his wings.
“Bad. I set the bones the best I could. You better be able to handle the change to human, you old fool. I can’t hide you like this.”
“I know that,” he growled.
Without trying to rise, he struggled to focus on the human shell he’d abandoned. First, he needed the image. He needed to remember what he sought to become.
It took several tries before he felt the wrench of his bones contorting. They cracked, melted, knit, and were reforged. Aria clamped his beak closed with both of her arms to keep his cries muffled.
His flesh softened and shifted until he couldn’t make any noises even if he wanted to, and he melted to something smaller, something softer.
Something human.
The pain intensified, but he couldn’t scream. He was aware of Aria turning her head so she wouldn’t have to watch. As soon as it began, it ended, and Blaise collapsed to the stones.
He should’ve been naked, but the soft touch of his clothing wrapped around him. The touch of hands on his arm drew a cry out of him. He was yanked to his feet, and without a word, Aria draped his arm over her slender shoulders. 
“In you go,” she whispered. The thunder rumbled one final time before the storm abated, leaving behind a light patter of rain. “You look like you’re the reason they call hell bloodied. What have you done, Blaise?”
“Long story,” he muttered, and winced as he bit the tip of his tongue by accident. He opened and closed his mouth and tried to adjust once more to the softness and frailty of a human’s form.
Not that he’d fared very well in his divine form. At least he’d managed to avoid being devoured.
“It always is with you. Still, I didn’t think I’d get to see you like that again.” Aria’s wistful tone caught his attention. It wasn’t until he stood in a stairwell he was able to focus his eyes on the woman holding him upright. Her colors were muted in his human form, but her dark hair and pale skin was still attractive. Her lips curved in a reminiscent smile. A silver collar glinted in the light of a lantern streaming from a door at the top of the stairs.
Her eyes, as always, were a green too dark to be mistaken for the Daughter’s. Blaise lifted his hand to touch the slave collar. Before he could protest, she gripped his hand.
“It’s all right, Blaise.”
“No, it isn’t. Who…?”
“I, as always, belong to you. To only you, Lord Gabriel of House Rafel.”
Blaise sucked in a breath. Aria lifted his hand to her cheek and she sighed.
All he could think about was finding whoever had collared Aria so he could devour his—or her—soul. He didn’t dare voice his thoughts, but Aria smiled as if knowing what Blaise was contemplating.
“It was seven years ago. I made a mistake. I should’ve sent word, but I knew it would be a bother,” she said. “To all, I am a prize of House Rafel, and so long as I keep my shop, I’m as free as I can be. Better than those children you brought to my door.”
“Aria,” he whispered.
“Blaise,” she replied, still smiling.
He didn’t know why he did it, but he straightened and pressed his lips to hers. Instead of pulling away, she wrapped her arms around him, tangled her fingers in his hair, and nestled her head against his shoulder.
It wasn’t lust—he was too tired for that. But, the relief at her touch left him weak in the knees. Without her hold on him, he would’ve fallen, and he doubted he would’ve minded, so long as she stayed with him.
She, who’d stood witness to all he had done, all he did, and all he would do.
“What’s gotten into you, Blaise? Get upstairs and tell me what’s going on. Preferably before you fall down on me.”
“I’ll be fine.”
“It isn’t you I’m worried about. It’s the rest of us,” she said in a wry tone. “The difference between me and these Erelithian fools? When someone tells me there are things worse than wolves hunting in the night, I believe them.”
He didn’t know what to say to that, so he remained silent. He took the chance to gather strength so he could make it up the rest of the steps.
Aria laughed, but it was a humorless sound. “Even more, I know there is nothing quite as dangerous as a wolf who has been injured and driven into a corner.”
Blaise couldn’t argue with that, so he didn’t.
 
~*~
 
Terin couldn’t remember how he got in bed clad in nothing more than his undergarments. No matter how long and hard he thought on it, he didn’t know where he was. It certainly wasn’t with Zurach or Emeric. He couldn’t imagine either man having a room so small it barely fit a bed.
He tried to ignore the fact he wasn’t in bed alone, but the long strands of the girl’s hair tickled his nose, and the warmth of breath on his neck made his cheeks burn.
He certainly would’ve remembered getting into bed with a girl. Worse still, the bed wasn’t big enough for the both of them. He’d woken up with his arm wrapped around her, which kept her from rolling to the floor.
He didn’t even know her name.
The whole situation was some sort of accident, of that Terin was certain. It wasn’t his fault she kept rolling about on the bed, thrashing in her sleep. It would’ve been easier if he let her fall to the floor, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it.
The room was too dark for him to see any more than the shadows of the walls near him. He lifted his free hand to touch her throat. The metal of a collar met his fingers.
Heat burned his face. Had he somehow—against his will—taken Zurach up on his offer? A shudder ran through Terin. He didn’t remember anything after the man’s taunting. The darkness had devoured him and all of his memories.
“Awake, yes?” a woman’s voice whispered. With a start, Terin recognized the voice of the dark-haired shop owner with the silver collar. Light streamed in through the opening door. Terin couldn’t make out the woman’s face, and he flinched from the brightness. “Yes, good. Good. Help, yes?”
The door opened completely and lantern light illuminated the room. Terin’s eyes widened as she swept into the room, carrying a lantern in one hand, which she hung from a hook jutting out from the wall. Clucking her tongue, she grabbed the girl’s arm and lifted her to an upright position.
The girl remained limp, and her breaths were slow and even.
“Won’t wake,” the woman said. “Up, up. Time for clothes, yes?”
With the shopkeeper’s help, he untangled himself from the girl’s embrace. He feared his face would burn to ash at the silver-collared woman’s knowing smile. Without a word, the girl was tucked back into bed. Terin’s eyes widened when he got a good look at her.
It was the golden-haired girl from the arena.
Before he could react to the discovery, the shopkeeper took hold of his arm and pulled him from the room. Terin hesitated. Instead of the anger he expected, the woman smiled.
“All explained soon, yes,” she said, her words heavily accented.
Without any other choice, he followed at her insistent pulling, pausing at the door to stare at the sleeping girl. He didn’t understand. She hadn’t been stolen out of the arena with him. How had Zurach and Emeric gotten a hold of her?
Why had they wanted her dead?
Before he could think on it too long, the shopkeeper pulled him into a maze of life-sized dolls clad in clothes worthy of the Emperor. Terin felt his mouth drop open, but he wasn’t given time to stare. Dragging him behind her, the woman led him to an opened door across the room.
“Brought him, I have, Lord Gabriel. Like you want, yes?”
“Thank you, Aria,” a man’s voice called out from the room. “Do something about his attire.”
Terin didn’t get a chance to look in the room. With a huff, the woman spun around and dragged him through the dolls.
“For now, little. Later? Much. Unsuitable attire I have, yes.” Aria’s grip tightened on his arm, and Terin resisted the urge to yank out of her grasp.
“Do as you can, Aria.”
“Yes, yes. Stand. Arms out,” the woman ordered.
Terin stood in a gap among the dolls. Pulling out a ribbon from a hidden pocket in her skirts, Aria prowled around him. Baffled and uncertain whether or not she meant him harm, he obeyed. With quick, precise motions, she pressed the ribbon to his skin, making disapproving noises in her throat.
“Too thin. Few now, later more, after feeding. Too many cuts. Bruises. Better care take, yes?” Aria said with her thick and strange accent.
The laughter from the other room both surprised and embarrassed Terin. He had to admit the woman was right. Someone had changed his bandages, and he almost didn’t need clothes, considering how wrapped up he was. Unable to decide which question to ask first, he remained silent.
He knew he was injured beneath the linens, but he couldn’t feel any pain from them.
“Mind not Lord Gabriel. Mood funny. Hit head, maybe? Some clothes fit, yes. Follow. Not perfect, but fit. Come,” Aria said, gesturing for him to follow. When Terin didn’t move, she clucked her tongue at him. “Come now.”
Once again, he was led through a maze of the life-sized dolls. Not even Emeric’s attire surpassed the garments worn by faceless figures. Pearls and jewels fringed tasseled cuffs, and silk gleamed in the radiance of Speech-wrought light. Halting at a doll dressed in black, the woman went to work stripping it. The woman threw the coat at him, and he fumbled to catch it. The rest of the garb followed until his arms were laden in soft material.
“Hmm. Match hair, yes? Don’t stand there. Change!” she ordered. Her glare kept him silent, and he hurried to obey to avoid her wrath.
Terin reached up to touch his hair. When he’d seen her the first time, it’d been pale. Why hadn’t she noticed, or cared, that it was now as black as the clothes he was to wear? He couldn’t find the courage to ask. First he donned the straight-legged trousers before slipping on the black silk shirt. The material caught on his rough skin and linens. Aria intervened when he started to pull on the doublet, once again making disapproving noises as she adjusted the buttons to her liking. “Not perfect.”
“Sorry,” he mumbled.
“Not you. Clothes. Come,” she replied, waving at him to follow. “Respectful, yes?”
Terin felt his brows furrow as he tried to understand what she meant. Confused but unwilling to anger the woman, he nodded to answer her expectant expression. Trailing behind her, he swallowed. Apprehension tightened his chest.
They drew close to the room where Lord Gabriel waited. The man didn’t sound like either Zurach or Emeric. How had he escaped from the brothers? He considered escaping from the woman, but until he knew who Lord Gabriel was, he didn’t dare leave. If he had to run, Terin needed to know who to avoid.
And, he didn’t know what Aria and Lord Gabriel meant to do with the girl. Aria paused at the door and glanced at him. Terin sighed, and at her commanding gesture, he stepped within the room.
Like the bedroom, the chamber was small. It was barely large enough for three people to fit in. A table covered in fabric, shears, threads, ribbons, and jewels took up most of the space. A man clad in red leaned against the wall laden with bolts of dark fabrics.
“Good morning, Terin,” the pale-haired man greeted. The man’s bright blue eyes left him and focused on the shopkeeper. “Aria, I’ll take charge of him. I’m sorry for disturbing your rest.”
“The girl?”
“Let her sleep. It looks like she needs it. I’ll wake you in an hour.”
Aria dipped into a curtsy. “Yes.”
Lord Gabriel smiled. When Aria was gone, the man pushed away from the wall and closed the distance between them in two long strides. A shiver ran down Terin’s spine to his toes.
“You look well enough for someone who avoided a very unpleasant death not long ago, Terin.”
Terin swallowed and shivered again. The first question to rattle around in his head spilled out before he could stop it. “How do you know that name?”
“I know your name because I do. I don’t believe in calling people by a number. It’s a repulsive practice, don’t you think? My name is Blaise.” The man thrust his hand out. Terin stared, uncertain of what to do. When he didn’t move, Lord Gabriel took hold of his hand, lifted it, and gave it a firm shake. Lord Gabriel’s hand was cold. “I expect you to call me Blaise. Lord Gabriel, if you must. No sirs, no masters, no Citizens, or any other title like that. Understood?”
“Yes, si—”
A glare silenced Terin, and he cleared his throat. “Yes, Lord Gabriel,” he replied, watching the man circle around him.
Blue eyes met his, fringed by untamed locks of sun-gold hair. Like Aria, Lord Gabriel was gentle but firm when adjusting the high collar of his doublet. “I’m going to give you a choice, Terin. Several choices. I’ll admit, this is crude. I haven’t had time to plan anything. While I could force you to cooperate, I won’t.” The man’s hand touched the golden collar around Terin’s throat. “I don’t want to do that. Will you at least listen to what I have to say?”
Zurach hadn’t given him that choice. While he couldn’t force away his wariness, Terin nodded his agreement.
“Good. Sit. I’ll talk. Listen. When you’ve made your decision, tell me. If you have a question, ask.” Lord Gabriel stepped away from him to return to where he’d been leaning against the wall. “Choice one: I return you to General Horthoe. You become his problem. You never see me, Aria, or that slave girl in the other room again.”
Terin eased his way to one of the stools and perched on it. When he said nothing, Lord Gabriel nodded.
“Choice two: I remove your collar, and I take you as far out of Erelith as I can get you. You’ll be on your own, free to do whatever it is you want to do.”
There was another pause. Terin fidgeted on the stool, but he said nothing. Disbelief warred with hope, but he couldn’t quite bring himself to take the man seriously.
It had to be a lie.
“Choice three: I take off your collar and send you to a monastery, where you live as a monk in service to the Church until the day you die.”
As he listened, he felt his mouth drop open. It wasn’t an ultimatum being offered to him, not like Zurach and Emeric had done. Once again, before he could stop himself, he said, “The collar can’t be removed.”
It wasn’t just a statement; it was an accusation of the lie in the man’s words. He was being baited, trapped—there couldn’t be truth to what Lord Gabriel told him.
Why else would a Citizen offer him any choice at all?
“I’m not finished. Choice four: I kill you here and now. Of all of the options I’ve given so far, that might be the safest one of the lot.”
Terin’s eyes widened. It was the lone solution to his enslavement he had ever fully embraced, but when Lord Gabriel offered it in a calm and neutral tone, all he felt was fear.
The man chuckled. “Judging from your expression, you don’t seem all too pleased with that choice. Fine. Choice five: I change your papers and you become my slave.” Lord Gabriel’s expression twisted, as if the man had swallowed something sour. “Choice six: I remove your collar and you become the scion of my house. The slave girl in the other room becomes yours. Keep her, free her, do what you want with her—she’ll be your problem, not mine. You’ll appear in the records, she’ll disappear and have new records put in, and through me, you’ll have the wealth and power needed to make some difference for other slaves. You’ll be my son in all things except blood, and the only people who’ll know that isn’t the case is you, me, Aria, and that girl in the other room. So, what will it be, Terin?”
Terin struggled to find words, but he couldn’t voice any of the questions stampeding through his head. Six choices and he couldn’t think about any of them. All of his attention focused on the man who watched him and waited for an answer.
“Maybe this will help you decide,” Lord Gabriel murmured, once again striding to his side. Terin tensed at the feel of the man’s hands around his throat. “I’m not going to hurt you.”
A song was whispered in Terin’s ears and the melody eased the tension in his muscles. A hand slipped down to rest against his back.
Without its support, he would’ve fallen.
“Easy,” Lord Gabriel murmured in his ear. The power of the word lulled him with the same irresistible force of a Spoken order to sleep. Terin couldn’t form the scripture to counter it. The words slipped away from him before he could Speak them.
A loud pop and rattle of metal against metal drew him from his stupor. The pressure of the collar around his throat was gone. Gentle fingers placed three curved pieces of golden metal in his hand.
“Proof I can keep my word,” Lord Gabriel said. The man fell silent for a long moment. “Now you can decide without fear of rebuke, without pain, and without worry. What is your choice?”
Terin stared down at the broken collar and trembled.
 
~*~
 
Blaise kept still, one hand pressed to the boy’s back while his back, knees, and ankles throbbed from the effort of maintaining his position. Wings he no longer had ached along his shoulders and his spine hurt where the phantom pains of his tail stabbed at him.
Without daring to reveal how much he hurt, he waited. He wanted to return to his favored spot, where he could feign indifference while the wall held him upright. When the boy’s trembling intensified, he ground his teeth. He remained motionless.
Had he given Terin too many choices? Most of them weren’t good choices, but he didn’t know what else to offer without sounding insincere. The choice he wanted the boy to make bothered him almost as much as the one he expected would be made.
Thousands of years hadn’t changed mortals much. They either longed for familiarity or desired the definitive escape of death.
Neither one of those choices pleased Blaise. Both of them led to the same conclusion. With the Hand of God in the possession of those who wanted it used, he didn’t dare let the boy go.
If Terin chose to return to General Horthoe, Blaise wouldn’t have a choice. In order to save everyone—and himself—he would have to sacrifice an innocent cursed with the Daughter’s green eyes. He’d have to do it while Aria watched and bore silent, sad witness to the one unfortunate enough to have touched the Hand of God. The boy had made only one mistake. The boy had survived.
If Blaise lost Terin, he’d lose his chance to find Mikael.
The unfairness of it all made Blaise’s heart ache.
While praying was futile, Blaise did it anyway, hoping the boy would choose any other option than death or returning to General Horthoe. Any other option wouldn’t stain his hands with the blood of someone he didn’t want to hunt, someone who didn’t rouse his hunger despite the stench of fear and old blood in the air.
For Terin, if the boy made that decision, Blaise would do it as his true self, not disguised as he was in a human’s form.
The temptation to deny the boy both of those choices rose from his chest and choked off his breath. It forced him to remain silent when all he wanted to do was convince Terin to do what Blaise thought was best.
“Why?” Terin whispered.
At first Blaise thought he imagined the whispered question, but the pair of eyes focused on him convinced him otherwise. The faint rings of blue and red tainting the green eyes faded away even as he met the inquisitive gaze.
“Why do I need a reason to help someone?” he answered.
It was the only thing Blaise could say without revealing the truth. Later, he could teach the boy the terrors of being Lucin’s host, and being the only person alive with any real hope of finding the Eye of God.
It made him no better than the two men who possessed the Hand. It made him no better than the Emperor who held the Heart.
That, too, Blaise would explain to Terin—in time. If they got that time.
“No one’s that nice,” the boy whispered.
“You’re right. I don’t know anyone like that—never have. Probably never will. I have things I want to accomplish. Having your help would make it a lot easier. I don’t want to see you put back in the Emperor’s hands. He’ll use you, and a lot of people will die because of it. I don’t want that, even if some of them deserve it,” Blaise said, rocking back on his heels, but careful to keep his supporting hand in place. The boy still trembled, and he wasn’t sure if he could let go without risking him falling. “I don’t want to force you.”
“What if I choose to die?”
The emotionless tone tore at Blaise’s heart. It was a question he couldn’t understand. What was it like to worry or hope for death?
Was it a little like a human’s ability to love unconditionally because they didn’t live long enough to truly weary of the objects of their affection?
Few things survived the true test of time, and an individual often didn’t. People changed in their short lives.
“Then I’ll give you the sweetest death possible, and send you to His garden resplendent in glory,” Blaise whispered, and hated himself for speaking the truth, and for giving his word.
Blaise didn’t change, and his word was never broken. Once given, he couldn’t take it back. All he could do was regret it for eternity.
“You’re telling the truth.”
“I am.”
“Blaise doesn’t lie,” Aria said from the doorway, in the old tongue. “But I’d ask of you to consider any option but that one.”
Terin’s baffled expression saved Blaise from his anguish. It held back the turbulent emotions within him. He forced a smile. “She wants you to reconsider that choice.”
“I wasn’t considering it.”
Blaise’s hand dropped from the boy’s back and he couldn’t manage to hide his scowl. Aria’s laughter was one of relief.
“Cheeky,” she said, still in the ancient language of her birth. The woman met his eyes, and he hesitated at her sad expression.
“I’m relieved to hear that,” he admitted. “What do you want to do?”
“What will happen to the girl?” Terin asked, twisting around to stare through the dolls in the shop in the direction of the dark bedroom.
Blaise followed the boy’s stare. From his place, he couldn’t see the bed or the girl’s form, but he could smell her presence. Her scent clung to Terin.
“I don’t know.” In truth, Blaise hadn’t thought that far ahead, but he wasn’t going to admit that to the boy.
“If I help you, can you protect her?”
“I can try. It depends. Aria?”
“Records I change, yes? New person he become, yes?” Aria replied in Erelithian. The woman’s smile relaxed. “New person she become, too. Can be done, yes.”
“When Aria says it can be done, it can be done. Aria doesn’t lie. You worry about what you want to do, and you let us worry about the specifics.” Blaise rose to his feet and tried not to grin.
The boy’s thoughtful expression elated him. With just a little more convincing, he’d have Terin. With the slave’s help, the real work could begin.
 
~*~
 
Without knowing more about the blond-haired man and the silver-collared woman, Terin couldn’t decide what to do. Lord Gabriel seemed sincere—the evidence of that was in the gold weighing heavily in his hand.
Aria’s concern warmed Terin as nothing else he could remember. Her eyes, like his, were green, but hers were a darker shade. The kindness in them soothed, where the icy blue of Blaise’s eyes pierced through him.
The choice was Terin’s, and he didn’t know what to do. Dying wouldn’t help anyone. While he didn’t really know the pleasure slave, the only way he could ensure she didn’t end up back in the arena was cooperating with Lord Gabriel.
Running away wouldn’t help either. If he ran, he could take her with him—if she cooperated. He’d seen too many obey their masters to their deaths to hold much hope in that possibility. The idea of abandoning her sickened him.
If he escaped, it wouldn’t be alone. Two choices were whittled away.
As a slave, even if he remained, he could do nothing.
Another choice was whittled away.
“Does she come if I leave Erelith?” Terin asked.
Lord Gabriel shook his head. “No, it’ll be hard enough getting you out alive. You’re wanted by the Emperor. If we’re caught, you’ll live, and the rest of us, well, let’s just say I doubt the Emperor’ll be happy with us.” The man glanced over at Aria. The woman shivered and rubbed at her arms.
Terin sat straighter and narrowed his eyes. His choices were whittled down to three. “How does being this so-called scion avoid the Emperor from finding out? How does becoming your son prevent it?”
Lord Gabriel remained silent, and the man’s blue eyes darkened to a steely gray. It was as if storm clouds brewed in the gaze meeting his.
“No,” Aria replied. Terin jerked at the sound of her voice, and he twisted around to stare at the woman. “Noble house no like children and family killed. Or slaves. Get mad. Revolt.”
“Aria, aren’t you supposed to be sleeping?” Lord Gabriel grumbled.
The woman muttered something in the melodic, throaty language Terin couldn’t understand. Whatever it was she said, it forced a laugh out of the red-clad man.
When the man smiled, it was so warm and full of affection Terin held his breath in fear of his presence defiling the moment.
~Father,~ the calm, gentle voice murmured in Terin’s head. Like Lord Gabriel’s smile, the word was so full of warmth and contentment Terin didn’t know what to do. It spread through his chest and held him in so soothing an embrace his body relaxed. He sighed.
The presence within him was still and quiet, but he sensed it as warmth deep within his chest. Of the malevolent presence, there was no sign.
“I’ll leave you to think about it,” Lord Gabriel said, rising to his feet. “If you want to leave Erelith, put the collar on the table. If you want to remain a slave, put it back on. The pieces will fit back together.” The man paused and echoed Terin’s sigh. “If you decide to throw your lot in with me and see what we can do together, throw it on the floor. I’ll be in the other room if you need me.”
Lord Gabriel dipped his head in a nod and left the room, pausing to wait for Aria. After flashing Terin a smile, the slave woman followed, leaving him alone to decide his fate.
 


 
 
Chapter 14
 
 
Blaise perched on the edge of the bed and stared down at the girl he’d rescued, marveling at how his spontaneous decision to save them both had worked so well in his favor. While she was pretty, there wasn’t anything special about her. Had the fire in her eyes in the Arena been what had captured the boy’s attention, or was it something else?
Was it something human he couldn’t understand?
“Confused, yes?” Aria asked, leaning against the door. Her smile was gentle.
“You don’t have to try speaking in Erelithian if you don’t want to,” he said, trying to gather his thoughts before answering the woman’s real question.
“Learn, I will.”
“It’s been fifteen years, hasn’t it? Since you came here. Stubborn, I’ll give you that. Just like you, to understand languages so easily yet struggle when trying to speak them.”
“Don’t care.”
Blaise shrugged, turning from Aria to touch the slave girl’s cheek. He pushed stray strands of her hair away from her face. Finger-shaped bruises darkened her skin around her throat, parallel with the golden collar.
She didn’t stir at his touch. That would come later, after Terin made his decision. After her wounds, like the boy’s, had time to heal.
After Blaise’s body, too, healed.
“She’s lucky to be alive,” Aria whispered.
Blaise nodded his head and glanced to the main room of the shop. Through the dolls, he caught a glimpse of the boy seated on the stool in Aria’s workshop. “Perhaps it’s better we talk like this,” he said in the ancient language of Aria’s birth. “The men who had her intended to sacrifice her to the Hand of God, Aria. They would’ve too, if I hadn’t risked Lucin’s wrath.”
“That’s why you were hurt? You fought Lucin? Blaise! You wouldn’t have just died.” Aria’s eyes widened and she gasped, staring at the girl on the bed. “No. Wait. No. Surely not her, a vessel?”
Blaise shook his head. “No, the boy’s the vessel, Aria. They were going to use the two to test Lucin’s power. Of that, I’m certain.”
“Impossible!” Aria scowled at him and crossed her arms over her chest. “Impossible,” she repeated.
“Why do you say that? I saw it, Aria. He held the Hand. That boy’s not Obsessed. If he isn’t a vessel, then I don’t know what he is.”
“I don’t understand. He’s not…” Aria murmured, her brow furrowing.
“That’s what makes him a vessel, Aria. You know that. Anyone else would be dead or devoured. Obsessed.” Blaise rubbed at the bridge of his nose and tried to will away the ache in his head. It didn’t work. “If he does decide to return to Horthoe, I’ll have to kill him, Aria. I don’t dare let the Emperor control him, not now.”
“But why?” The anguish in Aria’s voice caught Blaise’s attention. Tears gleamed in her green eyes, and streaked down her cheeks.
“Remember Westoran?”
“How could I forget?” she whispered.
“You’ve endured a few hundred lives since then,” he replied and sighed. “I hadn’t meant to bind you so.”
It was the closest he’d ever gotten to being able to apologize to the woman. He didn’t know if he could ever bring himself to truly look her in the eye and say he regretted forcing her soul to reincarnate, time and time again, to keep him company through the ages.
He was worse than any of the Citizens. They only bound lives.
He’d taken her soul and made it his.
Aria pushed away from the door and sank down to the floor at his feet. Her back pressed against his legs. “I don’t remember much of it. I don’t mind.”
It was the same conversation, one they’d had hundreds if not thousands of times before, in this life, and all of her numerous previous lives.
Blaise reached down and squeezed her shoulder. For her sake, he’d step a little closer to his regret. “Well, I do.” He let her think about it and the dual meaning of his words. “Mikael saved their souls by killing them all before the Hand could be used. Without the Eye, if the Hand is used, there won’t be enough left of their souls to send to the Garden.”
And it’d be Blaise’s fault.
“I know that, Blaise.”
“Then why say it’s impossible?”
Aria wiggled against him and rested the back of her head against his knee. “Can I ask a question?”
“Of course.”
“Can the Eye—can Mikael—be the vessel for Lucin? It’s not impossible, is it?”
Blaise shuddered. He tightened his hold on Aria, not liking where his thoughts wandered. Alone, the Eye and the Hand could destroy entire cities. Mikael had split an entire continent in two, and left a scar on the land which would never heal.
He couldn’t imagine what they could do if they worked together.
“The thought alone is terrifying,” he whispered, shaking his head. “I’m supposed to be the vicious one, remember? Not you. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone, not even the Emperor. It’s my hope to stop that sort of thing from happening.”
“What if it already has?”
“Aria, we’d be dead. Not even I would survive it if they clashed. They hate each other more than anything. They’d try to kill each other if they were contained within each other—or even within the same vessel. I don’t think anyone could have stopped them.”
“Aurora could have,” Aria whispered.
Blaise closed his eyes and fought the tightness in his throat and the burn of tears. He ran his fingers through Aria’s hair. No matter how often her soul returned back to the mortal coil, she never forgot her sister. No matter how many times Blaise prayed she would forget, for Him to leave her be, Aria returned to his side.
Over, and over, and over, until his guilt choked him.
Everything had happened because Blaise had failed to stop Lucin and Mikael the first time.
“They didn’t mean to do it, I know that. It was an accident,” the woman whispered. “They were trying to protect her from each other. I believe that. She loved them both, and they her.”
That love—that human, short-lived emotion—had destroyed all three of them, and Blaise with them. Yet, he couldn’t blame them. His regret was the one thing unchanged through the ages, and Aria lived to witness it, time and time again.
“I know,” he murmured.
“He’s just like her, that boy.”
Blaise froze. “What?” When Aria didn’t reply right away, he held his breath.
“It’s not just his eyes. Oh, oh blessed God, I thought I would die when I first saw his eyes, Blaise. It’s not just that, but this girl. He’d go so far just because she’s here. Just like Aurora would do. He’d sell himself to save her, just because she’s in front of him. I know he would. He will. He’ll decide to be yours, all because she’s here.”
“He’s not that fickle,” Blaise muttered.
“It’s not fickle,” Aria snapped. “Isn’t it obvious she needs to be saved? Look at her.”
Blaise glanced out of the corner of his eye at the still figure on the bed, at the dark bruises, and the pained expression that didn’t ease even in sleep. He shook his head.
Bruised, but not broken. Not yet.
The slave girl and Terin were kindred spirits.
“Her heart was too big for her tiny chest,” he observed, running his hands through Aria’s hair once more. “Far too small for her soul.”
“Can you really save them this time?”
Blaise dropped his hands to Aria’s shoulders and rubbed them. “I don’t know, but I’m going to try.”
“Mikael’s here, Blaise.”
“I know.” Blaise couldn’t stop his smile. “We’ll find him.”
“It’s really begun again, hasn’t it?”
“I’m afraid so. There won’t be another chance. Not this time. So sayeth He.”
“God can kiss my feet and get kicked in the face by a mule. May he fall in the mud and swallow worms.”
Blaise snorted. “You need to work on your insults, Aria. Just don’t let Him hear you say that.”
“If he didn’t hear me, I’ll be disappointed.”
 
~*~
 
Terin listened to the murmur of conversation in the other room while staring at the collar in his hand. Without its pressure around his throat, all of the thoughts and desires he’d never dared to believe in tumbled about in his head and left him breathless.
He could die.
He could live.
He could run away.
He could hide.
He could go anywhere, do anything, all without the threat of punishment looming over him. Limitless choices were before him, and each one tempted him.
The choices he’d believed whittled away to nothing were there. The choice was his, and his alone.
A shudder ripped through him. There were things Terin could do beyond what had been offered him. Without the collar, he could escape on his own. He could find a way to set the girl free as well, one way or another.
If she was returned to Zurach and Emeric, her death wouldn’t be pleasant. Terin shuddered again, unable to imagine what the two men would do to her before they killed her.
No one deserved that.
It shouldn’t have bothered him. How many other slaves had he failed to save before? She’d survived the arena, though he wasn‘t sure how. It hadn’t been because of him.
Terin still wasn’t sure how he’d survived or how Zurach had taken him from the arena. Like the memory of escaping the two brothers to fall into Lord Gabriel’s hands, the memory was gone.
He could still feel the warmth of the man’s hands on his throat. Unlike Zurach, Lord Gabriel’s hands had been gentle. Firm. Comforting.
~Father,~ the voice murmured to him.
Terin stilled at the warmth infusing the word and he couldn’t help but smile, even though he didn’t understand why.
He’d never had a father.
Shaking his head, he turned his thoughts back to the problem. Back to his choice.
Alone, he might be able to escape from Erelith. All he needed to do was reach out and set the pieces on the table. If they slipped through his numb fingers, he didn’t know what would happen.
Everything he knew was in his hands, bound to the collar he’d always worn, even when it’d been so large on him he’d worn it as a necklace.
It’d been with him for as long as he could remember. It was the only thing left familiar to him, but if he wanted to do something—anything—he had to let it go.
The presence within Terin watched and waited. ~Father,~ it said, and the reassurance didn’t quite manage to chase away the cold of his uncertainty.
If he wanted to save her, he had to let the collar go. At first, he couldn’t force his hands to move at all. He stared down at the gold. The inner ring was stained brown with blood. His blood.
If he let it go, it wouldn’t hurt him anymore. He could help the girl.
He could be useful to someone. Wanted.
The collar slipped from his fingers and clattered to the floor.
 
~*~
 
It happened faster than Blaise expected, and before the clatter of metal on the floor faded, he was out the door and headed to Aria’s workroom, leaving the woman sprawled on the floor in his wake. Her curses followed him. He managed to weave his way through the dolls without knocking any of them over in his haste.
Terin was still on the stool, but the boy’s face was so white Blaise feared he would fall before he could make it the few steps to his side. He slipped one arm behind Terin’s back to prevent him from sliding to the floor. Reaching up, he pressed his other hand to the bandage-wrapped throat. Even through the cloth, he could feel the fast and erratic heartbeat.
How much had it cost Terin to let go of the symbol of his slavery? Blaise couldn’t even imagine it. “You’re fine,” he whispered. The green eyes remained fixed on the pieces of the collar on the floor. With one sweep of his foot, he kicked them toward the door. “Aria!”
“Yes,” the woman replied in Erelithian. Blaise breathed a sigh of relief when she stooped to pick up the pieces.
“Out of sight,” he snapped.
“Yes,” she replied, and her smile was radiant.
Without the collar in view, the boy blinked, but Blaise doubted the unfocused stare saw anything at all. Reaching up with his free hand, he patted the pale cheeks, a little harder each time, until the green eyes snapped to him.
Terin’s right eye was rimmed in divine red, while the other was tinged with blue. Blaise sucked in a breath.
Mikael’s eyes.
When he’d saved the boy, the colors had been the reverse—Lucin’s eyes. Aria’s question rang in his ears and Blaise’s blood turned to ice within him.
How could Lucin’s vessel have Mikael’s eyes? Had Aria known something he didn’t?
If that were true, how could he have not noticed it?
Blaise took a deep breath, but he couldn’t catch even a hint of the divine’s scent. Were his eyes playing tricks on him?
Still, he had to ask. “Mikael?”
Solemn eyes stared at him, but silence answered him. It filled him with terror and hope. The red and the blue faded away to nothing, leaving him with unconfirmed suspicions and fears. Was the color a trick by Lucin? Was it the unspoken desire for what had been and could never be again, or did Mikael reside somewhere within the boy with bright green eyes?”
“What am I supposed to do?” Terin asked in a trembling whisper.
Blaise swallowed and tried to ignore his thoughts for the sake of the boy—no, the young man—in front of him. “Rest. When you’re well, I’ll teach you everything you need to know.”
“My name is Terin,” Terin mumbled, and flinched as though expecting to be hit.
Blaise smiled and ruffled the short-cropped, black hair. The wide-eyed expression almost made him laugh. “And I’m Blaise. Welcome to House Rafel. May the light of His Garden shine down on you, son.”
Puzzlement darkened the boy’s green eyes. Then, Terin smiled. 
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