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    One kills a man, one is an assassin;

    one kills millions, one is a conqueror;

    one kills everybody, one is a god.

  


  
    —Jean Rostand
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    The mercury in my blood nearly boils.
  


  The morning sun hangs over the sand-covered queendom of Cavan, reflecting off the glass buildings towering above the downtown market, its heated rays drawn to my dark uniform.


  Straightening my starched shirt and leather harness, I try to pull the material away from my sweat-slicked skin, cursing the already blistering sun. But Cavan’s sweltering summer is only partially the reason I’m bathed in sweat. The protector advancement ceremony is in an hour, and my nerves are about to consume me.


  Goddess, I curse inwardly, and fan my face with my hand.


  Judging by the bustle on the dusty streets, everyone is in a hurry to hear Empress Iana’s address at the palace. A knot forms in my stomach, and I push the queasy ache down.


  “Only five dinnels for this lovely coral vest,” a merchant with greasy, sweat-soaked dreads says to me as I pass under his awning to escape the roasting heat.


  I eye the hideous coral vest and hold up my hand, shaking my head. He moves on to his next potential customer, and I continue my trek through the marketplace to where I always meet up with my friends before training.


  Glancing up at the puffs of steam escaping the mercury plant’s glinting copper pipes, I pray the man-made clouds block some of the sun’s heat for the ceremony. The glass building soars fifty stories high in the center of the city, and is the largest mercury distributer in the Three Realms. If anything could blot out the sun, it’d be that monstrosity.


  I rub my chest, feeling the cool glass casing beneath my fingertips. Nearly everything in our country is mercury-powered. Even the cybernetic fix that filters the poisonous mineral away from my heart pumps mercury through its gears and wires.


  Mercury is believed to be the divine blood of our goddesses, as it’s the purest mineral. My mother continually reminds me that I’m not cursed—but blessed. I shake the thought from my head as I spot Lilly and Willa. My usual concerns are unimportant today.


  Lilly leans against the tech shop’s awning pole as Willa waves a piece of chocolate-coated crisp in her face. I smile as I approach them.


  “Stop trying to force feed her,” I say, resting my hand on the pommel of my sword. “You know she won’t eat a thing when she’s nervous.”


  Lilly gives me a toothy, sweet smile, her red ringlets cascading over her shoulders like flames licking her uniform as it catches the sun. “I’m not nervous,” she says. “I’m watching my figure. My girlfriend mentioned just how thick I’m getting right before you arrived.”


  “I did not,” Willa retorts. She gives Lilly a stern glare, but a smile hikes up the side of her face. “I said muscled.” She shakes her head, her dark braid bobs. “It was a compliment.” She quickly kisses Lilly’s cheek, and I laugh at them.


  All three of us started protector training at the same time, at the same age. I’ve known Lilly my whole life, as we grew up in the same quarter just two apartments apart. But when Lilly met Willa, they became inseparable. Willa is her perfect match. We’ve all been together since, and I can’t imagine moving on to the Nactue without either of them. Especially Lilly.


  We’re not allowed to discuss our factions among each other, though. All the protectors in training were given their status last week, and I’m dying to find out if we’ll advance together.


  Lilly pulls her attention away from Willa. “Are you ready?” she asks me.


  “Of course.” I nod once, forcing the anxiety roiling my stomach down. “Although I’m about to pee my uniform if you two don’t hurry up.” She laughs, and I relax into my easy life away from the haunting walls of my home. Here with them, I’m another person completely. I’m brave and loyal Kaliope, protector in training to the Empress Iana and the deities of Nalbis.


  But in the small, cluttered apartment of my childhood home, I’m that same quiet and distant girl who kept to herself. Even after my father was sent to the mental ward, it’s as if that home will always be his, and the very smell of musty air filtered through our sorry ventilation system will return me to her—that little, scared girl.


  I vow to buy my mother a new home as soon as possible.


  Willa pulls Lilly into a comforting hug, as she knows just how nervous Lilly truly is, and I step away to give them a moment alone. I walk to the window of the tech shop and place my palm against the chilled control interface. The tinted glass ripples, peeling away the dark panes to reveal a reflective surface.


  I scoop my long black locks into a tight bun, away from my eyes, the same forest green that matches my mother’s. Then subtly, I check that my face is clear, running my fingers from temple to jaw. Streaks of mercury rarely show on my face. But sometimes, if I get upset, they do appear as faint, barely noticeable outlines. And other times—like on that night—the night my father held my mother’s arm over the stove burner, they surface like angry, fire-hot coils of wire threading my skin.


  On that night, my mother’s eyes grew wide, and not just due to the pain of her searing flesh. She shook her head, trying to stop me from drawing my father’s attention. He dropped her to the floor as his beady eyes raked over me furiously. Then he shook me, blasting my face with curses and his foul, alcohol-saturated breath.


  I looked at my mother curled into a broken, defeated heap, and the mercury in my blood heated, shooting through my veins like quicksilver. Without thought, I clutched my father’s head and pressed my palms to his temples, the tips of my fingers digging into his scalp. My vision blurred, and his features shook erratically in fast, jerky motions. Then he crumpled to the floor.


  He thrashed as his mind was lost to madness. I backed away from the scene and stumbled to the bathroom where the mirror revealed silver—glowing silver—swirling slowly around the corners of my eyes, just above my cheekbones.


  I close my eyes now, clearing my head of the memory, and force calm, collected thoughts to center me. It’s never happened before that night. And it has never happened since. I breathe in and out. In and out.


  Every bit of my wits will be needed to keep my composure this morning. Today, the Nactue Guard retires—the women Lilly, Willa, and I have looked up to ever since we were enlisted. And I’m about to be promoted in place of one of them. I’m about to become a member of Empress Iana’s Nactue Guard—her personal guard—a highly coveted faction.


  I’ve kept my mercury-tainted blood a secret for fifteen years, with the exception of those closest to me. Now at nineteen, I plan to advance with the rest of the protectors today—normal, unblemished. I won’t be pitied. I’ve earned my spot among them as an equal.


  And I plan to keep it.


  Alyah, give me strength.


  Turning toward my friends, I say, “All right, girls. To the palace.”


  Their faces wash over with the same apprehension I’m feeling. Lilly holds Willa’s hand as we leave the tech shop. Then we weave our way through the marketplace in compatible silence to discover our placements.


  A tiny service-bot rolls down the sandy walkway, its wires dangling, trailing through the dirt. Anti-gravity Cury-crafts—powered by steam and a mercury-based plasma—hover past us, their engines whistling a high-pitched whir. In the city limits, most crafts only seat two or three, and are brightly colored with a sleek, industrialized bamboo body. But the empress’s army has larger, nearly-indestructible crafts, designed to transport at least twenty protectors.


  The soaring glass buildings grow thicker as we head deeper into downtown. They loom over the dirt-packed roadways, and screens along their middle panels display last night’s broadcast. Councilor Herna, Empress Iana’s trusted advisor, talks above the crowd, her words strengthening my gait with pride. The protector advancement ceremony is an important part of her message, but not what has everyone rushing past us in the streets to get to the palace.


  “. . . It’s come to our attention that Otherworlders have attacked Perinya,” Councilor Herna says. “And as suit, we’ll promote the new Nactue Guard in place and sanction the Cavan Army to our boarders. If our neighboring allies need assistance, we will lend it. But no word other than of the minor attack has been reported at this time.”


  I scowl, squinting past the sunlight as I watch her features harden on the bright display. Until now, the Otherworlders haven’t been seen in over a hundred years. They were rumored to be extinct. It’s what every protector is taught during training. Lilly and I thought the stories we heard growing up about the mutated bottom-dwellers were myths, something they told children to keep them from roaming too far from their home. But now every country on the Nalbis Peninsula is in an uproar since their unexpected attack.


  I wonder if the empress will issue another call for protectors during her address. After the war eleven years ago between Cavan and Taggar—an outskirt territory to our north—the recruiting age dropped from fourteen to twelve. My father enlisted me in protector training as soon as I become of age, as parents received a salary from the Cavan Council. I spent my birthday doing pushups to build upper body strength instead of playing dolls. The money was his only reason, but enlisting me was the best thing my father ever did for me.


  My hand grips the hilt of my sword as Lilly and Willa lead us past another shop and onto the dust-covered walkway. The thick crowd presses in, and we shove our way through. Shouts and the clang of machinery fill the air, and a cleaning-bot sputters along the ground. As we near the end of the market, a shiny gear catches my eye. I pause, then walk toward the merchant’s stand.


  The gear spins, its deep cogs rotating as a smaller gear pushes it around. The gears protrude from a baby doll’s chest, and my hand inadvertently goes to my own as one of the doll’s blue eyes winks at me.


  “It’s missing the cover flap,” the merchant says, grabbing up the doll. “But I have outfits to hide the mechanics.” He rummages underneath his table and yanks out a tiny yellow dress. “It’d make a fine gift for a little one.”


  Lilly places her hand on my shoulder. “No,” I say, snapping out of my daze. “Thank you.” I grip her hand for a moment before moving away from her touch. Spinning on the heel of my boot, I start again toward the palace with the doll’s open chest, exposing all of her wiring, sitting on the front of my mind.


  I’m not the only one in Cavan, or in the Three Realms, or probably the world for that matter, to have cybernetic instruments beneath her skin. Even as I remind myself of this, a man with a prosthetic arm passes by, his robotic fingers gripping a mug of coffee.


  If it were just my cybernetic parts, it wouldn’t be so bad . . . but there is something wrong with me. Again, my mother’s words of being blessed by the goddess Alyah echo through my mind. Only, how can doing what I did to my father be a blessing?


  A Curry-craft whirs by, and dust kicks up around me. I slap my uniform of the dirt and groan. It’s the poorer class, like me, who can’t afford to cover their cybernetic parts with skin grafts. I think of the doll’s missing chest cover. My new salary in the Nactue Guard will be enough for my mother’s medication and to pay Emily to make sure she’s taken care of, and I’ll still have a little left over each month to save up for grafting.


  Not that that’s the only reason why I trained for this position. I could’ve dropped out of training after my father was placed into the psychiatric ward. My mother even suggested it. But seven years of training—learning discipline and how to protect myself—has taught me one thing: you have to face down your fears. And I’m damn good at what I do. When I have a sword in my hand and something to attack, my whole being is centered on my purpose.


  There’s no room for doubt.


  Or regret.


  The Nactue Guard sacrifices their personal life completely. They’re dedicated to our empress and our queendom, and that requires a pledge—a vow of servitude. I don’t mind. I could never see myself married and having children. The possibility of bringing a child into this world to endure someone like my father only seals my decision. Men are the furthest thing from my thoughts, and being a Nactue will make keeping them off my mind easy.


  Only women can be in the Nactue Guard.


  Lilly nudges my shoulder. “Hey, Kal.”


  Bumping her shoulder back, I say, “Yeah, Lills.”


  “Check out the guy to your right—next to the fruit stand.”


  I groan. “Don’t start, Lilly.”


  She turns toward Willa. “Don’t you think Kal needs to get laid or at least kissed before she devotes her life to the protectors?”


  Willa sighs. “This could be your last chance, Kal. Once we’re on the inside of those walls”—she nods toward the high palace walls—“there’s no time for play.”


  “I’m perfectly content being by myself.”


  “But you’re not by yourself,” Lilly says. “You’re with us, and you’re kind of the third wheel. It’s time you got a man.”


  Willa laughs, and I stop walking to face them, but Lilly takes off on a bound toward the random guy she picked out at the fruit stand. I latch on to her arm, and she tugs me behind her. “Lilly, stop—” She laughs, and Willa doubles over. “Oh, goddess. Don’t embarrass me again.”


  Lilly finally stops when she has to grab her stomach, her laughs tumbling out in pants. “I won’t,” she says, and gasps in air. Then she looks into my eyes. “I just want to see you happy.”


  “I am,” I say. And I mean it. “I’ve got you guys, and we’re advancing today. I couldn’t be happier.” I raise my brows. “Who needs a man?”


  Willa throws her arms over both my and Lilly’s shoulders and urges us forward. “I couldn’t agree with you more.”


  I shake my head and wrap my arm around her as we walk together toward the palace.


  The migrating crowd clusters closer as we near the gatehouse. We form a long line and inch forward slowly. Soon, I won’t have to bother with checks. I’ll live in the palace and people will look to me to keep them safe.


  I only wish I could bring my mother along. For the past few years, I’ve done well at playing the child. I’ve given her ways to feel like she’s the one taking care of me, when really it’s been the opposite. I’ve kept her fed and living in our apartment with my training salary. Made sure she saw her physicians every month when she’d fight me on it. And monitored her medication, assuring the disease in her lungs didn’t spread.


  Her caretaker Emily has been with us since my father was taken away three years ago. She’s only a couple years older than me, but responsible. I hired her myself, and I’m confident in her, but when I’m not there to oversee everything, I worry. I’ll be able to visit during my leaves, and I’m not far away, but not being able to be there for her daily fills me with guilt.


  I guess my mother and I are both plagued by our guilt in some form, though.


  She couldn’t protect me from my father’s fits of rage, and I grew up ashamed of a woman who submitted to her husband. She wouldn’t stand up to him. I know that wasn’t her fault, though. She hadn’t been trained by the protectors to know her own strength. And any duration of time being belittled and abused can subdue the strongest of wills.


  If she would’ve exposed my father—a man—for what he’d done to us, he would’ve been executed. Her gentle heart could never allow that, no matter the monster he was. So as I got older, I learned to keep his anger directed toward me, away from her. Still, I wonder how a mother could bear it. Maybe the goddess Farrah gave her a timid heart and me a stubborn will for a reason, a purpose. At least I discovered mine.


  One of the gatehouse sentries runs a metal detector along Willa’s front and back as the one next to me mimics her motions, stopping only to give me a small, heartened smile when the tip of the wand illuminates as she passes over my chest. Claudia is her name, and she performs this routine with me nearly every day.


  She knows of the cybernetic instrument, but not of the mercury. The clamp in my chest had to be revealed to her the first day I was brought here and, thank Alyah, her station has been consistent since. I couldn’t handle all the sentries knowing of my abnormality.


  “Live well, in Farrah’s name, Kaliope,” Claudia says to me, smiling.


  I nod once. “Live well, in Farrah’s name,” I repeat to her. Then we enter the palace court where our new life awaits.
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    The wall surrounding the palace looms over the crowded court. Citizens mingle and push ahead to find the best position to view the empress. Lilly, Willa, and I move toward the protectors standing in front of the platform before the palace.
  


  Free-standing colonnades line the cemented path through center Court. Sheer white fabric is draped between the white columns, and it wavers slightly in the slight, warm breeze. Herb scented smoke billows from the top of large copper burners, perfuming the dry air.


  As we near the middle of the gathered crowd, I see my mother standing alone near a stature of Farrah. Where’s Emily?


  “Go ahead without me,” I tell Lilly and Willa. “I’ll find you before the ceremony begins.”


  Their eyes follow my gaze. Lilly spots my mother and her amber eyes sadden. “Tell her I said hello.”


  I nod, then work my way toward my mother. I push past two male protectors as they wave to me. “Good luck, Kal,” one of them—Byron—says.


  “Thanks. You, too.” I smile, hoping he gets the placement he most wants. Though I’m not interested in finding a suitor—despite Lilly’s persistence—I’ve always treated the male protectors with respect. And Byron is one of the best. He deserves a high ranking.


  Finally, I reach my mother. “What are you doing here?”


  Her green eyes, which have dulled from their bright hue since her illness, light up. “I wouldn’t miss your promotion for anything,” she says. The deep-set wrinkles around her eyes crinkle as she smiles.


  My chest aches, and I take a deep breath. “Where’s Emily?” I say low, glancing around. “You know you’re too sick to be—”


  “Stop, Kal.” She waves her hand. “I’m not missing this. Now come here.” She extends her arms. I sigh and allow her to hug me and kiss my cheek. The soft, worn fabric of her jade tunic brushes against my neck. She pulls back. “Don’t forget to visit me on your leaves.” She coughs into her hand. “I’m not above storming the palace to check on my little girl.”


  Mock-rolling my eyes, I give her the satisfaction of embarrassing me. “I promise.” I bring her into another tight hug, wondering how I’ll be able to do my duty while my thoughts will be constantly on her. “It’s not like I’m moving across the queendom. I’m literally right down the street.”


  She smiles, and runs her thumb across my check as she inspects my face. Then she uses the sleeve of her tunic to polish the silver protector emblem of wings encircling the goddess sun on my uniform. “Alyah watch over you, Kaliope.”


  At the use of my full name, something she only says when she’s extremely sentimental, I blink rapidly to clear my vision. I can’t let the other Nactue see me bawling like a little girl. They’re the fiercest women in all of Cavan. And now, I think proudly, I’m one of them.


  My heart beats against my breastbone as I study her face. “Mom, please do everything Emily says.” I widen my eyes at her. “Promise you’ll take care of yourself.”


  A sudden sadness fills her eyes, but then it’s quickly gone. “You have to stop worrying about me, Kal. You need to live your life.” Her eyes roam my face as if this will be the last time she’ll see it. “I will always be with you. No matter what. Now go.”


  Hesitating a moment, I consider her words, but then see protectors moving to the front of the crowd. I have to trust that she’ll be all right. That Emily will take care of her, and that my salary will continue to provide enough to keep her in good health. I nod and give her a quick smile. “I’ll visit soon.”


  Tugging the pleats of my cinched uniform straight, I make my way toward the front line of protectors. They’re positioned right below the dais where Empress Iana will give her address. I spot Lilly and Willa and push toward them, then stand next to Lilly at the end of the first row.


  Willa leans forward and says around Lilly, “It’s great she could be here.”


  I smile and give her a sure nod. What goes unsaid is that my father could not. That he never came to any of my functions even before he was committed. It reminds me of just how different my life is from theirs and most of the citizens of Cavan.


  Proving further that my home life was not of the norm, Lilly waves to her parents across the swarming crowd. Her mother stands to the side of her father and a foot ahead of him, showing her dominance in their family.


  Searching the crowd, I see the same display expressed in every family gathered here. It’s not a way to put men beneath women, or to declare us superior. It’s to show that Farrah has chosen the mother and wife to guard, protect, and govern those who she cares most for. It’s a symbol of a woman’s love and devotion to her family.


  My parents never attended functions together, I fear, for this very display. My father is an oddity—his misogyny something I can’t place on his part. He didn’t grow up in Cavan, though. And he doesn’t speak of his homeland. But he never allowed my mother to be ahead of him in any public fashion.


  And it’s that irony, of being raised in a queendom and also by a man who looked down on women, that makes me the oddity that I am. Had I been brought up in a normal household, maybe I’d have a different outlook on men in general. As it is, I simply want to serve my empress, my deities, and I don’t give men a second glance.


  “Here we go,” Lilly says, drawing me out of my reverie as she nods toward the dais.


  The all-women Cavan Council step up first and walk a straight line across the platform, then seat themselves on the raised bench behind the dais. Their neutral colored robes cling to them in the heat, and each member wears a vissa display over one eye with a short, thin silver microphone jutting from beneath the clear screen.


  Councilor Herna stands before her place in the middle of the bench. “Welcome Cavan.” Her voice booms across the court as she raises her arms in gesture to the crowd. A giant blue-green hologram of her image projects before the immense palace. “Farrah bless this day.”


  The crowd echoes her in unison with “Live well, in Farrah’s name”.


  She then swings her arm toward the front of the palace as the massive white doors part. “Empress Iana,” she announces, and cheers erupt.


  I clap and holler along, pride for our ruler filling me with elation. Empress Iana steps onto the platform and nods to her council, then raises her hands to the gathered crowd. Her white robe opens slightly in front, and peeking beneath is a gold and ochre dress. She’s the only empress to wear colors other than white. It was a matter of debate when she was first empowered ten years ago after the war. She was fourteen then, and one of the youngest ever to be sanctioned Empress of Cavan.


  The Council gave in to her whims, stating that age would mature her ways, and she’d eventually accept the purity of white as her everyday apparel. But apparently, it hasn’t. A small smile tugs at the corner of my mouth. I can think of no one more deserving to dedicate my life to then of the young, willful empress.


  She steps to the center of the dais and the crowd hushes. “Welcome Cavan,” she says, the silver microphone carrying her soft voice across the palace court. “Farrah has blessed this day, and given me the strength to announce this very difficult address.” She pauses, and murmurs rumble through the crowd. “As you know, the Perinyian Kingdom was attacked two days ago by Otherworlders. We feared the day they’d resurface and strike again. It was never a matter of if . . . but when.”


  I glance over at Lilly. She’s absorbing every word as she unconsciously snaps her knuckles with her thumb. A nervous habit or hers. I reach out and touch her hand.


  “Today should be filled with pride and celebration as our protectors advance to claim their accomplishments. However, it’s with a heavy heart that I rush their promotion and act quickly to secure our borders.”


  My brow furrows, and I anxiously study the empress’s own pinched eyebrows. She runs her hands along her white robe, smoothing non-existent creases, then brushes her long blond tresses from her shoulder, lifting her head high. “Perinya—our allies, need provisions. They need our help to recover supplies lost to them, and our comfort in their time of loss. King Marcus was assassinated during the raid.” A shocked gasp sounds out through the court, and the empress bows her head. We follow her direction and bow our heads for a moment of silence—to honor Perinya’s fallen king. I knew by the look on Councilor Herna’s face during the broadcast there had to be more to it than an attack.


  The supplies they lost can only be one thing—the thing we all depend on to power our cities, to operate our machinery and robotics.


  Mercury.


  My blood runs cold as I think about the Otherworlders attacking citizens in search of our most precious commodity—the very thing that swims in my veins.


  Empress Iana lifts her head and continues. “Many young women and men were taken from Perinya’s capital during the attack, and I fear the Otherworlders are abducting for their slave trade once again.”


  The crowd talks quietly among themselves. Hushed rants echo around me. My hand clamps the hilt of my sword, and my teeth grind as my jaw tightens. Otherworlders conducted a slave trade before they disappeared underground. That’s how they negotiated mercury from other countries so they could fuel their realm.


  I’ve never heard of anyone going down below in the Otherworld, but I can imagine what it may be like: the captured slaves kept in dark, cold cells; made to eat and drink spoiled food and dirty water. What kind of people live underground? What kind of people take humans for slaves?


  My thoughts are interrupted as Empress Iana’s voice grows fierce. “. . . We will take every precaution at our borders. Protectors will be posted at every entry into Cavan. We will not bow before their tyranny.”


  Shouts and applause rumble through the court. The cheering grows louder, and Empress Iana’s features remain determined, hard. My hands limply close together, my mind distracted. We’re sending protectors to Perinya. A foreign land possibly swarming with the enemy. Even though I know it’s the right course of action, I fear for those chosen for this mission.


  Empress Iana holds up her hand to quiet the crowd. “Let us move forward with the ceremony.” She looks to us, her protectors—her loyal pledges. Then she motions us forward. I follow suit behind the protectors as we approach the dais.


  Councilor Herna unrolls a pale parchment and begins reading off names. One by one my sisters and brothers, who I’ve trained beside every day since I was twelve, step onto the platform. More than half are called. I glance around at our remaining numbers, and happiness swells in my chest. Lilly and Willa remain by my side. Which means they’ve either been factioned into the Milan Guard, who scout past our borders for resources and act as a liaison between the empress and neighboring kingdoms. Or they’re going to advance with me.


  They both deserve to be in the Nactue Guard. They spent every moment in training prepping for it as it was our dream to become members of the most revered faction. We’ve worked hard, and we’ve made personal sacrifices to place ourselves at the highest level during training. I say a quick prayer to the goddesses to keep us together.


  The empress looks to the new recruits of the Cavan Army on the platform. “You’re the backbone of our country. You will serve and protect Cavan, keeping our land safe, and commit your life to every citizen.” They kneel before her, and she takes a rapier sword from her advisor and waves it to one side, then the other. “Rise, daughters and sons of Farrah, and serve well in Her name.”


  Applause quakes the court and I cheer along. The Cavan Army moves down from the platform to make room for the next faction. Councilor Herna calls fewer names this time, and only fifteen protectors stand before the dais. Empress Iana says, “The Milan Guard commits their life to ensuring our land is never in want of mercury, our greatest commodity.” I involuntarily wince and grip my hilt tighter, preventing my hand from going to my chest. “We also depend on you for communication between us and the leaders of this world. May you honor us and Farrah with your service.” She waves the sword. “Rise, daughters and sons of Farrah, and be strong in Her name.”


  I attempt to clap, but my hands make little noise as they’re coated with sweat. Pulling back the sleeve of my uniform, I discretely inspect my skin. Silver swirls slightly beneath. I take a deep breath. I’m so nervous that my heart beats like a horse running the raceway. I try to think of something calming—a river; a bird’s song—anything to quell my excitement. I imagine I can hear the gears grinding in my chest, but I know that’s not possible.


  Looking down the row of girls, I’m overjoyed that Lilly and Willa are still beside me. Lilly’s eyes meet mine and we share a smile. She lifts her hand, turns her palm out, and crosses her fingers. Our secret friendship sign from when were little. I mimic her gesture, my heart elated. We’re going to be in the Nactue Guard together.


  Empress Iana takes the parchment from her advisor and proceeds to call the remaining five protectors herself. “Lilly Andrews,” she says, and Lilly steps onto the platform. Then Willa is called, followed by Missa and Van. And then, “Kaliope Rainym.”


  I yank my sleeve farther down my wrist and walk up the three steps leading to the platform.


  Councilor Herna bows her head in acknowledgment to us. The empress hands the scroll back to her adviser and picks up the sword. “As the Nactue Guard, you will be my most trusted, my most loyal, and my most feared protectors. You will dedicate your life to serving and protecting your empress before Farrah and all her divine sisters. And”—she smiles—“I’m honored to now call you my sisters as well.”


  My chest flutters at her praise as we kneel before her. She moves the sword to the left and chants under her breath. The thin blade illuminates a celestial white. Heat blooms inside my chest, and I touch the ground with my fingertips to get my bearings as my limbs tremble. A powerful blast of energy rushes through me as the empress sweeps her glowing sword to the right. “Rise, daughters of Farrah, my Nactue, and protect in Her name.”


  I peek over at Lilly as I get to my feet. She’s as shaken by the bond being formed with our empress as I am. We straighten and stand tall, and the cheers of the crowd rock the court. I scan the bodies, searching out my mother. My eyes settle on her, and the sheer joy and pride on her face makes my chest ache. I blink a few times, clearing away the moisture. I have to look away.


  As we exit the platform, we’re ushered into the palace while Empress Iana and her council wrap up the ceremony. I’ve been inside the palace only once before, when my father first signed me up. I remember it well, and was awestruck then by its sheer grandeur. But today, the towering sandstone walls reach upward endlessly, the fountain in the center seems clearer, sparkling like crystal. And the sun seems to shine brighter, lighting the stained glass windows as they bathe the white marble floor in iridescent colors.


  Lilly and Willa twirl, taking in the inner ward. I step forward to enjoy this moment with my friends, but my awe is interrupted as the former leader of the Nactue approaches. Her gray eyes scan me up and down, sizing me up.


  I quickly bow my head to her in acknowledgment. Then I straighten my uniform and stand tall, my chin lifted. “Protector Carina, it’s an honor—“


  “So,” she says, a slight smile hiking the side of her mouth. “You’re my replacement.”


  My eyes nearly bulge from their sockets. “Excuse me?” It wasn’t made known who would take Carina’s place, but I never thought for a moment it could be me. For the first time all morning, real fear grips my chest.


  Carina’s smile widens. “Congratulations, Kaliope Rainym. You’re the new leader of the Nactue.”
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    My fingers glide over the smooth stone of the deity Alyah. Her statue stands next to the tint-covered window in my chamber, and I can’t help but feel that her presence confirms that I was fated to be here.
  


  My mother has loyally worshiped the goddess of healing her whole life. Alyah symbolizes strength in the path toward health and recovery. I spent countless nights praying to her, my faith tested when the mercury in my blood wasn’t miraculously stripped from my veins. It wasn’t until after I entered the protectors that my mother told me how she brought me to the Temple of Alyah. How she prayed over me, and the goddess spared my life. How I shouldn’t have survived to be alive today.


  Unlacing the top of my sleeping shirt, I loosen the neck, then slide it over my head. I run my hand roughly along my arm to force the blood to circulate. In the mornings, after my body has been at rest all night, it takes a while to get my blood pumping, and for the inky swirls to disappear. Most a.m. training sessions take care of this issue, and the grueling exercise leaves my skin nearly stain free. But this morning, I have to depend on the long sleeves of my uniform to hide the silver rivers flowing beneath my skin.


  Avoiding the mirror in my new room, I trace my collarbone, and the tips of my fingers find the puckered skin over my heart. I follow the pattern of stitched skin until I feel the smooth surface of clear, hard-as-diamond glass protecting the clamp. Two silver gears rotate beneath the glass, helping the device filter the mercury away from my heart.


  Tossing my shirt to the marble-tiled floor, I hustle over to the armoire that holds my new uniforms and yank one out. I slide my bottoms off and quickly slip into the tight black pants. Then I snap the silver buttons of my black cotton shirt, thanking the goddesses that I don’t have to wear that scratchy polyester fabric anymore. My new uniform top is cinched in the middle, and the hem spreads out over my hips. I feel transformed.


  After I lace my knee-high boots, I secure my leather chest harness and snap my small dagger in place. I fasten my belt, making sure my sword hilt points up, straight. The pommel is a smooth brushed silver teardrop. It fits perfectly in my palm as I rest my hand atop. Comforting.


  I look up to the statue and thank the goddess once more, then move toward my bed where my clothes from home have been transported.


  A knock sounds at the door, and a young woman in a gray maid’s tunic peeks her head inside the room. “Mistress, I’m your maid. My name is Silvia.” She enters and curtsies low. “I’ve come to help put away your belongings.”


  “Oh,” I say, and then nod. “Of course. I’m Kaliope.”


  She smiles, her face brightening. “I know, mistress. It’s an honor to serve you.”


  My mouth parts as I glance around at my meager items: a satchel of clothes; a framed picture of my mother; a Tune Deck full of my favorite songs. Not enough to require the assistance of a maid. But I smile agreeably when Silvia passes me, her wisps of brown hair bouncing free of her high bun as she sets to work.


  She hums as she folds and hangs, placing my clothes in the armoire. I feel like I should assist her, but I need to get used to having help in the palace. Still, it’s strange to watch her rhythmically putting away my things while I awkwardly stand in place.


  She looks over at me and nods toward the wall screen. “Mistress, you’re free to do as you please.” She smiles sweetly. “I’m sure watching the playback of yesterday’s ceremony will help to pass the time until you’re called.”


  “Thank you,” I say. “Actually, that would help.” After Carina told me I’m to be the new Nactue leader, my mind has been restless as I wait to be summoned for my official faction orders. I barely slept, whether from the unaccustomed softness of the bed or the pending orders, I’m unsure.


  I grab the room device and study the buttons. There’re so many. One for closing the shades. Another for dimming the lights. I find the one that controls the wall display and press it. The screen crackles to life, and I flip through stations until a picture of Court comes into view. I’m too nervous to turn up the sound, so I leave the volume set low and read the scrolling marquee running across the bottom.


  After a few moments, I watch as Empress Iana’s holographic eyes stare into the crowd, large and resolute. The marquee reads: “We will not bow before their tyranny.”


  A beep startles me and I look down at my belt. I’d forgotten about the transmitter Carina gave me yesterday. Anxiously, I unclip the small, flat device from my belt and press the blue blinking button. A holographic dome springs from its center, and an image of a woman’s face appears within the electric blue web. “Protector Kaliope,” she says, her voice crackling, robotic. “Report to the commission hall.”


  I nod, then remember that I need to press the button for her to see me. “Yes, ma’am.” I release the button. I have no idea if that’s the proper way to respond. I haven’t learned all the procedures yet.


  Now I want the maid to leave more than ever. I’d like to check that my skin remains clear, but she’s steadily putting away my clothes and gear. I sigh, committing myself to this new life.


  She bows to me as I pass through my chamber door, but I pause in the doorway. “Silvia . . . ?”


  Her eyes widen in understanding before I finish my question. “Take the lift to the main level, then follow the second corridor to the last hall on the left.” She beams, then returns to her task.


  My lips twitch on the verge of a smile. “Thank you,” I say to her, mentally thanking the goddesses for placing us together.


  Scones dot the top of the stone walls along the hallway, illuminating the long stretch with amber and warmth. The glow disguises the chill in the air and softens the sound of my steps along the marble floor. Glancing at my wrist, I spot a swirl of silver. I shake out my hands.


  Lilly is the only person here, in the palace, who knows of the contraption surrounding my heart. It wouldn’t be a deal breaker for the Nactue Guard. Not at all. But the metal and gears themselves isn’t what embarrasses me.


  Well, it’s not what fully embarrasses me. I don’t relish the thought of explaining why I need the clamp—how I came to have poison coursing through my veins. If it wasn’t for the mercy of Alyah, my mother and the nun who prayed over me, and the surgeon who filtered the mercury, I would probably be dead. It’s simply too much for others to comprehend what my father did, and I’d rather not divulge my personal life—as that is the true embarrassment.


  The corridor splits into two pathways and I head down the left. Once I approach the large oaken door, I pause, unsure of how to enter. Should I knock? Before my hand meets the wood, the door swings wide, and I see the Cavan Council seated around a long, oval table. Footsteps echo from behind. Lilly, Willa, and the other two girls of the newly promoted Nactue come up behind me.


  I meet their eyes—Lilly’s bright and ready for our next undertaking—the other’s waiting for me. I nod once and pull my shoulders back, and march into the room. We line up before the table.


  “Just a moment more, then we’ll begin,” Councilor Herna says.


  No one responds, and the air is thick with uncertain tension. If I don’t find out what’s happening soon, I fear I’ll scream. I plant my feet where I stand, preventing my foot from tapping. Glancing over to Lilly, I cock an eyebrow, asking her if she’s okay in an unspoken gesture.


  She lifts her chin, indicting she is. I can’t wait for all these formalities to be over so we can finally talk about all that’s happened.


  When I think I can’t take the silence a moment longer, the doors open and the former Nactue Guard enter, Carina leading them into the room. “Your Excellencies,” she says, bowing her head to the councilors. Her dark, low ponytail falls over one shoulder.


  Damn. Why didn’t I think to do that? My head is too clouded with my nerves for logic. I refrain from rolling my eyes. If I’m really to become the new leader, I should have addressed the council, too.


  Councilor Herna pushes her chair back and stands. “Protector Carina. Thank you for joining us.” Her brow furrows, and something unsaid passes between them. I glance back and forth, then study Carina’s pursed lips.


  “We still have the matter of your retirement papers to process,” Councilor Herna continues. “I trust you’ve filled them out?”


  Carina nods. “I have them.”


  “Good.” The councilor looks down and presses her palms to the table before she walks around it to stand in front of us. “Then let’s get your successor ready for her duties.” She looks at me, and I hold her intense gaze. “Protector Kaliope, you’ve been promoted head of the Nactue, and will be trained by the retired, former leader herself over the next two weeks.”


  “Yes, ma’am.” My eyes shift to Carina. She’s leaning against the wall, her hands propped on the pommel of her sword.


  “Of course,” Carina says. “I’ll have her ready to take over soon enough.”


  They stare at each other for another, awkward moment. The room presses in on me, and I look back to Councilor Herna. “Thank you for your confidence in my abilities, councilor,” I say. “I’ll not fail the empress.”


  Her gaze travels to me and her eyebrows arch. “Of that, protector, I am certain.” Her lips quirk into a puckered smile, then she turns and walks to her seat. My eyes follow after her, and I quickly scan the faces of the other four councilors. All stoic, fixed, and intimidating. I’ve never been this close to them or before them for this long. I can almost feel the mercury rising, surfacing along my skin under their scrutiny.


  “Welcome to the most prestigious faction, ladies,” Councilor Herna says, her eyes looking over us one by one. “Each of you has been chosen for this duty, this immense honor, because the empress and deities deemed you worthy. It was by Empress Iana’s hand you were chosen, and it is to her that you vow your life.” She pauses, and the weight of the room—the gazes of the Council; the humid, stifling air—intensifies. “I know you’ll all do you utmost to serve and protect during these hectic times. Until further notice, you’re dismissed.” Councilor Herna sweeps her hand toward the entryway. “Protector Carina will lead you to your training facility and guide you from here.”


  We bow, then exit the room. As soon as I enter the hallway, relief floods me. I didn’t know what to expect from the empress’s council, but that wasn’t quite it.


  I lean toward Lilly. “What the hell was that?” I whisper.


  She shrugs. “I was hoping our welcoming would be by the empress herself, but maybe we have to get through procedures first.”


  It makes sense, though I thought they’d at least provide details as to what’s happening across our border, of the attack by the Otherworlders. Maybe I was foolish to think we’d be entered into their circle of trust so quickly, and that we’d take over official watch of Empress Iana immediately.


  “You’re right, Lills. I’m just nervous and ready to be settled already.”


  “Me, too.” She smiles.


  As we follow Carina through the corridors, I note the statues and art along the walls, trying to memorize my way. The Goddess Farrah appears most throughout the palace. She is the eldest of her deity sisters, and the goddess of wisdom, creation, and order. We look to her above all to guide and protect Cavan.


  The Goddess Monique is depicted in a painting with swirling purples and reds, suggestive of the colors of passion. She’s the goddess of love, beauty, desire. Though I respect her as much as the other deities, I’ve yet to have a reason to pray to her.


  We turn a corner and enter into a large, open hall. Burgundy and gold tapestries cover the walls, and a statue of the Goddess Rae—the goddess of war—holding a crossbow with a long cloak pooling around her bare feet towers in one corner. Swords, battleaxes, spears, and other weapons decorate one wall from floor-to-ceiling. Earth-toned mats scatter the floor.


  Lilly stands beside me and crosses her arms. “I thought we were done with training,” she whispers. “That our promotion meant we were ready.”


  “True, but I don’t want to take on the leadership role until I understand all my duties.”


  Her forehead creases. “You’re not excited? It’s the greatest honor of the protectors to be head of the Nactue.” She studies my face. “You will be the closest to the empress.”


  And with that, I feel even more overwhelmed.


  “Ladies.” Carina interrupts our chatter and crosses her arms over her chest. “As the Nactue, you’re expected above all protectors to keep the empress safe. I know you feel you’ve trained for this already, but”—her gray eyes settle on me—“you’re only partially prepared for this honor.”


  My chest constricts. Did she overhear us?


  I’d heard rumors that Carina was rushed into early retirement. Normally the Nactue serves a ten-year term of service. From the age of twenty to thirty; the years of a woman’s youth, when she’s at her strongest. Then she’s promoted to the Signaught, when her years of wisdom begin. The Signaught help strategize for war and oversee tasks with the Cavan Council. Yet Carina is only twenty-five. Although it’s also speculated the drop in age for recruits has disrupted the normal order, as Carina’s whole Nactue unit is advancing to the Signaught early. Though Carina is not.


  As though she’s reading my mind, Carina says, “I know you’re curious as to why I’m retiring.” She unlaces her arms, places them behind her back, and paces the room. “I was found wanting in my leadership role. I won’t bore you with the details. Only be warned that even though you, Protector Kaliope”—she looks dead at me—“have been advanced to a leader, you will still take orders from the Council. You are not, under any circumstances, to act without gaining permission from them first.”


  The air freezes around me, and I struggle to keep from glancing around at the other Nactue. I feel the weight of their eyes on me as I hold Carina’s glare. “Yes, ma’am. That’s understood.”


  Her face relaxes and she laughs. “Please. Don’t call me that. I’m simply Carina. There are no formalities between sisters.”


  “Then it’s understood, Carina.” I lift my chin, attempting to show her that even though I’m young, she’s not but six years my elder. I won’t be intimidated by her.


  She acknowledges me with a simple nod, then continues to walk the room. “Many new things have transpired over the past few days, and I feel it’s my duty to prepare you as quickly as possible. You could be called into full service at any time.”


  I glance over to Lilly and Willa, and we share a worried look. We’ve heard horror stories about the Otherworld. Of people with skin as pale as death dressed like barbarians—a people who tortured their prisoners with sadistic rituals. That alone should move me to wield my sword against them and seek vengeance. But our place is here, protecting Empress Iana. If the country must wage a war, it’s unlikely we’ll ever see a battlefield. I’m somewhat embarrassed that I’m relieved. I’m not a coward. I wouldn’t have been promoted to the most prestigious faction if that were so. But I can’t deny that I’m frightened by the possibility of war.


  The other newly promoted members of the Nactue must share my concern, because all four wear worry lines creased between their eyes.


  Carina stops pacing and faces us, her back straight. “There are things your protector training has misled you to belie—” a throat is cleared loudly, and Carina glances over her shoulder before continuing “—has not fully prepared you for.


  “The Otherworlders worship a dark goddess.” Carina pulls at her ponytail, tightening it against the crown of her head. “It was once believed that the goddesses banished this evil deity, and that the Otherworlders followed her beneath the earth to be near her.”


  Willa raises her hand, and Carina arches an eyebrow. “Yes, protector?”


  “This goddess . . . is it the moon goddess?” Willa asks.


  Carina snorts, but quickly nods her head, her features quitting their amused expression. “That would be the one. Though she’s just a myth, the Otherworlders’ manic worship of Bale has imprisoned their minds. Truly, because no sane people would attack the Three Realms.”


  I wince, and Lilly’s hand lightly brushes mine, though she keeps her eyes on the former Nactue leader. I appreciate the comfort she offers, but I need to get over my issues. I’ll need to lead the Nactue and protect the empress against these creatures, and I can’t freeze up every time someone utters a sensitive word or insinuates madness.


  A former Nactue steps forward—the one who cautioned Carina’s words. She has long black hair and a slash of red makeup across her eyelids. “It’s very possible with these new developments that you will be up close to the fighting, but that will be in pursuit to see the empress to safety, away from here.”


  I step up. “So the attack on Perinya, you believe, was only the first.” I swallow down my apprehension and press on. “That they have plans to attack us, as well?”


  Carina crooks a smile. “I believe they have plans to assassinate every ruler and ruler’s heir of the Three Realms before the next full moon.”


  My eyebrows pull together. “But why?”


  “Other than the fact they’re mad?” Carina eyes me. “For the very thing all wars are fought over, protector. Mercury.”
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    The next full moon.
  


  Madness.


  Dark goddess.


  Carina’s words echo through my mind as I block a blow from Willa. I’m distracted, and Willa is a vicious opponent when I’m at my best.


  “Kal, you’re not even trying.” She swats my butt with her blade.


  Rebounding with a lunge, I laugh. “I’m taking it easy on you after the last time. I have pity.” I send my blade toward her midsection and she blocks easily.


  “Enough,” she says, and tucks her sword under her sleeved arm to wipe her brow. “Do some of your leader duties or something. I’ll pair off with Lilly.” She glances over to where Lilly rests on the sideline, then back at me. “You obviously can’t handle my skills today.” She winks and lops off toward the back of the training room.


  I part my lips to unleash a comeback, but then snap them closed. What are my leader duties?


  With the full moon only being days away, my senses are on high alert, and I wish Carina would answer that question for me. I want to know what else the retired leader knows about the Otherworlders. She must understand more about them than anyone else I’ve talked to, and she knows more than she’s admitted. Only she obviously thinks I’m ill prepared to handle it.


  Lilly shielded me from a lot of the gossip about the bottom-dwellers during protector training. She’s always been protective, and didn’t want me to hear the whisperings about madness after what happened to my father. But I’m older and stronger now. And really, I don’t have a choice. If I’m to lead the Nactue, I need to know our enemy.


  The double doors swing open with a creak and Carina steps through. She clears her throat, and I slink my way to the row of protectors forming in the center of the room, nod once to her, and take my place among my sisters.


  I’m the new leader, yet Carina makes me feel like I’m lacking in my role, giving instructions to the Nactue as if I’m an afterthought. Ignoring my presence. It’s infuriating, but in a way that I’m embarrassed to admit aloud, I’m grateful. Am I prepared to lead the Nactue into battle? I’m unsure, though I’ll try my hardest during training today to prove I’m at least worthy of the title.


  “There has been no report from Perinya’s liaison,” Carina says, walking to stand before us. “Which could mean he’s been silenced. Either killed or abducted.” Her eyebrows pinch, and she swipes her long ponytail from her shoulder, pulling herself up straight. “Perinya’s communications were shut down during the attack. We’re in the dark with no way to know what transpired there until our convoy reaches their realm and reports back. And with their kingdom recently suffering the loss of their king, they’re an open target for a full attack.”


  Lilly hesitantly steps forward, but forces her voice strong. “Will they report back before the end of the week?”


  She’s thinking the same as me. We’re both worried about the full moon—that there will be an attack on Cavan, on the empress, before we even know what we’re up against.


  Carina nods. “They were sent only yesterday. But they’ll reach Perinya within two days, then send back a message. Four days.” She begins to pace. “So, we have four days to get the new Nactue ready for their duties and ready to protect the empress.” She stops, turns to face us. “Are you ready to meet that challenge, Nactue?”


  “Yes!” we shout in unison.


  “Good,” she says, then looks to me. “Kaliope. Join me for a walk.”


  I take a quick glance around the room, meet Lilly’s curious eyes briefly, then follow Carina through the double doors and out into the courtyard.


  The scent of jasmine and oleander rushes my senses, and I breathe in their calm. Blue-feathered finches with yellow bellies hop along the branches of Black Tulip trees, knocking their pink petals to the lush grass. Other birds I can’t name dive toward a fountain in the center of the yard. Its glittering water cascades down a stone carving of the goddess Monique. And the white stone walls of the palace surround us, engulfing us in peace and tranquility.


  It’s such a sharp contrast to the dry, dust-covered Cavan I know that I stop walking a moment, allowing my eyes to take in the beauty.


  Carina leads me to a bench where she props her foot up and rests her forearm over her knee. “They’re going to look to you,” she says, her eyes scanning the courtyard. “And you have to make it seem as if everything is all right. That everything is under control . . . even when it’s not.” She looks at me then.


  I lay one hand on the pommel of my sword and roll back my shoulders. “I understand that.”


  She quirks an eyebrow. “Do you?”


  Annoyed, I clamp my back molars hard. Then I say more assuredly, “Yes. I do.”


  “Because hanging back with your unit instead of standing before them as their leader will not earn you their trust.” She pauses. “Or their respect.”


  I start to argue that I was just instructing them in sword fighting, but arguing with her will only make me seem childish. Though my father was a bastard, he at least taught me how to take criticism well. Instead, I ask the question that’s been plaguing me. “Are we to be co-leaders, then?”


  Her eyebrows knit together. “What do you mean?”


  “I mean, if I’m to lead them, shouldn’t I be the one setting the time for the meetings, training, and so forth. And”—I stare into her gray eyes—“shouldn’t I be privileged to the same information as you?”


  She smiles, her lips curling up on one side. “You should.”


  I wait. I’m ready for her to fill me in on all the happenings, but her silence is nearly as painful as a slap to my face. I have nothing but respect for the former Nactue leader, but I’m glad she will retire soon. Her sarcasm and blatant disrespect for my position is grating on my nerves.


  As I wait for her response, I glance around the courtyard. Then from my peripheral, I catch the slightest movement of Carina’s hand reaching for her sword. I take a staggering step back as she draws it from her belt and points it at my chest. Delayed but on guard, I pull my own sword and meet hers before it slices into me. Our blades meet with a shrill clang.


  Confused, I take another step backward as she advances. Her blade swipes the air before me, just grazing the cloth of my uniform over my stomach.


  “What’s wrong with you?” I ask, blocking her next attack.


  She laughs, but doesn’t respond, which is proof enough for me that she has lost her mind. No wonder the Council has retired her early.


  “For some reason,” she grunts out as she thrusts her sword, “the empress has chosen you. But I can see something in your eyes—something you’re hiding, holding you back.”


  Blocking her next swing, I lunge and meet her blade, rebounding against her force. Our eyes lock, and I feel as if she’s looking through me—can see the mercury swirling, the gears turning beneath my skin.


  We hold our locked position, our arms trembling. “There’s fear in your eyes,” she says. “You cannot lead the Nactue harboring fear—”


  I step into her space and push her backward, forcing her off balance, and extend my sword. My arm taut, I hold the tip of my blade inches from her chin. “It’s not you who I have to prove myself to.” I suck in a breath. “I serve my empress and my deities. It’s them I have to impress.”


  Carina straightens, ignoring my outstretched blade, and sheaths her sword. “You’re right.” Her eyes meet mine once more. “You don’t serve me, nor do you have to impress me. But you’re wrong about proving yourself to them.” She turns her back to me and stalks toward the other side of the courtyard, the opposite side of the training facility. Before she pushes through the door, she turns and says, “You must prove it to yourself.” Then she’s gone.


  The air in the courtyard no longer feels calm and safe. The stone walls that held me in an embrace of serenity now seem to press in, confining me. My head spins. And suddenly everywhere I look my father’s face appears.


  Haunting me.


  It taunts me, and anger burns my core. I glance down. Silver streaks the skin over my knuckles, swirling like fire-hot magma, and reaches its spidery web across the top of my hand.


  Then, I’m right back in my musty apartment—my mother cooking over the stove, my father bursting through the front door in a panic . . .


  My father raced over to me and grabbed my thin arms, then dragged me across the room.


  I screamed, and my mother rushed into the room with fear lacing her eyes. “Roland. What are you—?”


  Her words cut short as my father revealed a syringe. “The officials are after me,” he panted out. “I have to hide the mercury.”


  Before my mother could scream her protest, my father stuck the needle into my arm and pushed the plunger down. Fire coursed through my veins, searing me from the inside out. He clamped his hand over my mouth to stifle my scream.


  My mother beat against his back, but it was no use. When the officials kicked in the door, he’d already beat her into a lifeless lump and hid her away, and disposed of the evidence. They ransacked our home, tearing into files, photos, overturning furniture, and breaking into the walls.


  But they never found the stolen mercury.


  It ran through my veins.


  I close my eyes, seeing the memory play vividly across the backs of my eyelids. Pressing my lips together tightly, I push down the rage that boils just under the surface of my skin. Then I cleanse my lungs with a deep breath.


  As I open my eyes, I try to focus on my mother’s words, words that should mean more to me than the harm my father caused that night, and more than the words Carina used so callously and has no idea the pain they elicit.


  The goddess Alyah saved my life. I’m here for a reason—a purpose.


  I turn and head back toward the training facility, determination marching my steps forward. Carina has left. I don’t know if she’ll return.


  And I don’t care.


  As I step into the room, I take in the wide eyes of the Nactue, and say, “I’m your leader. From now on, you’ll take orders from me.”


  I do not fear Carina. Or anyone else.
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    Lilly raises a quizzical brow and trades a look with Willa before they both fall into line with Missa and Van. The Nactue stand before me, looking for my direction.
  


  Hell.


  In the heated moment with anger burning my insides, declaring my leadership role felt right. Now, I’m not sure what I’m doing. I press my fingers to my temples and think about everything I’ve learned through years of training in the protectors. And while we’re here training—possibly for an attack we have no way to prepare for—I wonder who is keeping watch over Empress Iana.


  I close my eyes and center my thoughts on her. Then I feel the connection to the empress—the tiny pulse of her life force through the Nactue bond.


  The former Nactue are watching over her. They left here early to guard her. Councilor Henna had them placed with the empress while Carina trained us—Councilor Herna wanted Carina away from the empress.


  My eyes snap open in alarm. I’ve been taught that the Nactue bond will alert us if she’s in trouble, that I can feel her life force to know when she’s safe—but should it give me this much information? Do the other Nactue sense it in detail?


  Shaken, I step forward and say, “Run through your usual warm up drills. I’ll be back in a moment.”


  I start toward the double oak doors, but Lilly catches my arm. “Kal, is everything all right?” Her deep amber eyes show the worry she must be struggling with inside.


  “Yes,” I say, nodding. “I just need to ask something of Councilor Herna.”


  She grips her fist and cracks her knuckles as her mouth pinches together. “Let me know what’s going on.”


  I give her a quick smile. “I will. I promise,” I say. And I mean it. I won’t be like Carina, keeping secrets and leaving everyone to wonder and panic. “Now stop cracking your knuckles before they’re too gnarly to wield a sword.”


  She bats my arm and turns back to warm up with the other Nactue, and I head out the doors and into the corridor. While I’m making my way toward the Council’s chamber, I recite everything I need to say in my head. My face is flush, and I can almost feel the mercury rising to the surface of my skin. Whenever my emotions run high, the mercury makes itself known. Like I’m a blasted thermometer.


  Alyah, have mercy.


  A guard raises her hand as I reach the chamber doors. “Who are you here to speak with?”


  “Councilor Herna,” I say, forcing my voice steady.


  She nods and opens the door. “Protector Kaliope is here to seek council,” she says, her head peeking between the cracked doors.


  I’m surprised she knows my name. But then surely it’s already known among the protectors who took the leadership role of the Nactue. I’m flattered for a moment until she opens the door wider and I spot Councilor Herna. My elation plummets.


  “Come in,” Councilor Herna says, not looking up from a document spread across the dark wood of her desk.


  Thanking the guard, I slip past her and into the chamber. There are no other members of the Council present, and the still room echoes my every step. I stop before her desk and stand at attention with my hands linked behind my back.


  Finally, she looks up. “How can I assist you, Protector Kaliope?”


  Swallowing down my nerves, I lift my chin. “Protector Carina has appointed me in charge of training the Nactue.” I won’t out Carina for attacking me or abandoning her post. I’m not a rat, and from what I saw through the bond, Carina already has enough issues with the councilor. “I’d like to be informed of the happenings in Court, the situation in Perinya, and be given a detailed training procedure for the Nactue.”


  Her pale, thin lips spread into a half-smile. “Very impressive. I was wondering how long it would take for Carina to shirk her duties and for you to step up. Not long at all, I see.”


  My lips part, ready to cover for Carina again, but she continues. “Protector Carina is very head-strong, and although that’s a fine quality to have in a leader”—she eyes me sternly—“it can also be detrimental.” She leans back in her chair and crosses her arms over her chest. Her tan tunic hangs loosely at her thin wrists. “For now, I’d like you to keep up the routines you learned in the protectors. Honestly, there’s not much Carina can teach you anyway. Your Nactue will learn more by simply jumping in and doing.” She clears her throat. “As for Perinya, there is still no word.”


  The room swallows her last statement, silence building uncomfortably between us. I nod once. “I will lead them in training, but I’d like to know when we will take charge of guarding Empress Iana.” This is bold of me to demand, but I can’t possibly learn my role any other way.


  “Normally, there’s a two-week transition. But since Protector Carina has abandoned her station, it doesn’t seem as though you and the Nactue have a choice.” Her chair scrapes the floor as she rises, then she walks around the desk to stand before me. “Tomorrow, you will bring the Nactue to the empress’s quarters and join the former Nactue. With so many protectors watching over the empress, she’s assured much more protection in this uncertain time, and you’ll be able to learn your duties that way.”


  Bowing my head, I say, “Thank you, councilor.” Then I meet her steely eyes once more. “And if word comes—”


  “When the messenger arrives, you’ll be contacted to join the meeting.” She smiles. “Again, I’m very impressed. I think you’re already handling your position quite well.”


  “I will do all that I can to protect the empress and Cavan.”


  Her eyes scan my face, and their corners crinkle as she smiles. “You’re dismissed.” She turns her back to me and walks to her chair. “Take the rest of this day to explore the palace. Have the Nactue get acquainted with their surroundings.” She faces me before taking her seat, her eyes hard. “I fear it may be the only rest you’ll get for a long time.”


  [image: * * *]


  After I gather the Nactue, we set forth to explore as Councilor Herna advised. I glance at my transmitter, hoping an order from the councilor or someone else will flash on the screen. I feel as if I’m wandering aimlessly, the confidence I held earlier waning as my anger with Carina fades.


  Why did Carina abandon me? Whatever is between her and the Council has nothing to do with me, and I’m floundering. Couldn’t she wait until after I’ve been trained to throw a tantrum? Or is this the norm for her—doing exactly what she wants when she feels like it.


  Once we reach the top level of the palace, I lead the four women behind me toward the empress’s quarters. I want to know the area we’ll be guarding greatly in the future. Our rooms are on the opposite side of this wing. Close, but still far enough away that Empress Iana maintains her privacy.


  The air is heavily scented with lavender and myrrh. Tiny tendrils of smoke waft up from a brass burner in the corner as we enter the rooms.


  Kai, the former Nactue with the red eye makeup, stands guard before the empress’s chamber in the large, open receiving room. She nods her head to me as I approach.


  “The empress is being dressed for her daily prayer ritual,” she says. “It’s at this time every day, and she requires three Nactue to escort her.”


  “Thank you for this information,” I say, and I’m grateful that Kai’s expression doesn’t convey the annoyance Carina’s held. Maybe I can tag along with her and learn the empress’s schedule, at least. “Are the other former Nactue inside her chamber?”


  “Lisa and Jordan are, but Cara monitors the palace temple, awaiting our arrival with the empress. Carina usually waits with her, but I’m not sure where she is today.” She glances toward the stained glass window, avoiding my eyes, and I wonder if Carina told any of her protectors about what transpired in the courtyard. I’m still unsure as to what transpired. Was that some sort of lesson? Was she testing me? Or does she simply go around randomly attacking people.


  Turning to my Nactue, I place my hand on the pommel of my sword and straighten my back. “Lilly and Willa, you’ll monitor the temple while Van, Missa, and I escort the empress. This will be our regular routine at this time.”


  Willa gives me a subtle wink, and I nod. She and Lilly have always taken their training and duties seriously, never allowing their relationship to hinder it. I trust them completely, and they work together to make an amazing team. The empress chose wisely when she selected them as her guards.


  The Nactue all check their transmitters, marking the time, and then Lilly and Willa head toward the lift, already taking up their stations. I turn back to Kai. “I hope Cara doesn’t mind them joining her to learn their duties.”


  Kai lifts one shoulder in a half-shrug. “She’ll probably welcome the company. Ever since the attack on Perinya, nothing has gone according to plan for the transition.” She checks her own transmitter quickly. “At this time, I should be receiving my vissa display and meeting with the Council to be welcomed into the Signaught. But maybe tomorrow, if all goes well.”


  The chamber doors part and Jordan and Lisa lead Empress Iana into the room. The empress is dressed in white, nearly transparent garments. Silver beads dangle from the bottom of her silk choli, clinking together against her stomach. The front of her hip scarf reaches mid-thigh, and the sheer material flows to the floor behind her. Her arms, stomach, and legs have been painted with an array of colorful henna. It swirls over the canvas of her skin in ethereal beauty, as if the goddess Monique painted the empress herself.


  The purity of her presence fills the room, stealing the air from my lungs, and my chest tightens. Even the incense stills as her perfumed sandalwood sweeps over me. The goddess’s bond must strengthen when she’s close, because my desire to protect her heightens, making it impossible to think of anything else.


  I step to the side and the other Nactue line up beside me, making a clear path for Empress Iana to walk past. Jordan and Lisa take the lead, walking ahead of the empress, and I motion for Van and Missa to walk beside them. After Empress Iana passes, I fall into step behind Kai, guarding the back.


  On our way to the palace temple, Kai relays that the empress doesn’t ride the lifts, as she dislikes small, enclosed areas, so we move in a large group down the spiral staircase. Once we reach the bottom after descending four levels, Empress Iana turns in my direction.


  “Protector Kaliope,” she says, her voice tinkling and soft, like a melody. “Please walk beside me.”


  Surprised and slightly daunted, I hedge toward the center of the pack and walk an arm’s length from the empress. Her hand reaches out and she takes me by the arm, pulling me closer to her side. I’ve never been this close to her—never touched her—and I’m worried that with her insight, she’ll see right through me; past my skin cells and into my blood, where the mercury swirls and the gears spin.


  I’m prepared for rejection from the others if it comes to that, but I’m unsure if I could bear the empress’s revulsion. She’s the closest thing to a living deity in this world, and it may break my heart.


  I peek over at her. She walks with her head held high, gliding as if she’s the goddess Farrah personified.


  White stone colonnades mark the entrance to the temple, reaching toward the top of the open palace ceiling. Statues and wall carvings line the front, and colorful wall-hangings drape toward the floor between the columns.


  As I prepare to stand guard in front of the high stone doors, Empress Iana steps before me. “I have much to seek from the goddess today,” she says. “I’d like for you to join me in prayer, Kaliope. We leaders must never stop praying.”


  Bowing my head quickly, I say, “Of course, empress.” Then I follow her into the incense-filled temple, the sweet, perfumed scents mingling together to tickle my nose.


  Rows of stone benches make up the seating area of the temple, and stained glass windows depicting the goddesses from stories I’ve heard growing up run floor-to-ceiling at their end caps. The empress leads me toward the dais, where a bronze carafe sets near a burner emitting the aroma of amber powder, white sage, and sandalwood—scents to purify, heal, and bring spiritual awareness.


  Empress Iana kneels before the dais. A massive statue of the goddess Farrah looks down on us. I follow suit, kneeling beside her. I close my eyes and pray to Alyah for strength and the continued healing of my body. Then I pray to Farrah to protect the convoy, and to send word from Perinya soon.


  After a long moment of silence, where I lose count of the minutes, Empress Iana lifts her head. “I chose you as head of my Nactue because I see much of myself in you, Kaliope.” She looks over at me. “Goddess Alyah has made me aware of your condition—your struggle with mercury and cybernetic parts—and I want you to realize that it is not a weakness.” Her amethyst eyes bore into me, and my mouth opens, dry.


  There’s no time for the shock to fully register as she continues. “This is your strength, your power—what the goddess has blessed you with. And I hope that you will embrace this gift one day instead of hiding it.”


  I have no words. My mouth is parched, like it’s been scrubbed raw with sandpaper. My eyes tear up against my will, and I glance at the floor, unable to keep looking into her knowing, violet eyes.


  She places her hand on my shoulder. “Do not be alarmed. Your secret is safe with me. I only wanted to tell you this now, as I fear I won’t have the chance later.”


  Finally, I meet her gaze. “Empress, thank you for these kind words, but I’m here to ensure you will have all the time needed to rule your queendom for many years to come.”


  Her full, pink lips spread into a beautiful, heartbreaking smile. “I trust the will of the goddess, and she has sent me you. You have been chosen to fulfill a duty where I cannot. Trust your instincts, Kaliope. And always, above all, live well in Her na—”


  A loud bang echoes off the stone walls as the doors are flung open. Shouting erupts, disturbing the tranquility of the temple. Before I even jerk my head toward the source, I cross my arms, grasping both the hilt of my sword and the dagger in my chest harness, and jump to my feet. Extending them before me, I turn to meet the disturbance.


  A group of protectors march toward us, and a man with straight dark hair dressed in fine blue silk and a black cloak pushes his way past them.


  “Forgive us, empress,” one of the protectors says as he comes to an abrupt stop. “We tried to hold His Highness back until your ritual was complete, but his barbaric ways—”


  “I can speak for myself,” says the man I’ve never laid eyes on before. He then glances at me briefly before advancing toward the empress.


  I raise the tip of my sword to his throat, halting his steps, as the protectors draw their swords and latch on to his arms. His eyes zero in on me, and I match his hard gaze. The deep blue of his irises are like a river at sunset as they catch the flicking candlelight.


  “I’m not going to harm her—” He shrugs off their hold, turns his gaze on Empress Iana. “Empress, this is uncalled for. You have no right to abduct me while my kingdom is under attack.”


  Empress Iana rises slowly, turning to meet the man’s sour face. “We’ll discuss this with the aid of the Council,” she says patiently, then looks at me. “Protector Kaliope, meet your new charge, Prince Caben Paynebridge. The last living heir to Perinya.”
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    Seated in the Council’s chamber, only a round, oak table between us, I study the man announced to be my charge with blatant contempt.
  


  When the empress declared my new duty in the temple, my eyes nearly popped out of my skull, and I fought back the urge to argue and dispute her claim right in front of everyone. It was all I could to do to swallow down my words and follow them to the chamber. The whole way, Prince Paynebridge fought and quarreled with the protectors, while the empress only ignored his insults.


  Now, his tirade still fresh in my mind, his disdain toward my empress and queendom written smugly on his face, it’s damn near impossible to keep myself from leaping across this table and running him through with my sword.


  “I have yet to be crowned!” the surly prince says. “I can’t abandon my kingdom at this time. I must go back.” He rakes a hand through his dark wisps of hair. “This could be considered treason in my country.”


  Councilor Herna laces her fingers together and rests her elbows on the table. “Yes, but you’re no longer in your country.” She cranes an eyebrow, then continues before the prince can retort. “The empress brought you here to ensure that you will be crowned. The Otherworlders are determined to claim our resources for their own.” She looses a heavy breath. “Perinya, having just lost its king, is the most vulnerable right now.”


  Prince Paynebridge jumps to his feet, knocking his chair to the floor. “We’re not vulnerable,” he shouts. “At least Perinya wasn’t until you forcefully removed its ruler. My country needs to see a strong, determined king ready to retaliate against this attack.”


  “Sit down, Prince Caben.” It’s Empress Iana who speaks, and all eyes shift toward her. Now covered in a white robe, she rises from her seat and paces the chamber. The prince rights his seat and plunks down in it. The empress turns toward him. “Your father bestowed me with the power to intervene on his behalf,” she says. “And until we fully understand why the Otherworlders have resurfaced after all this time, no one is going to—”


  “They’re running out of mercury,” he interrupts. “It’s the logical explanation, and they’re attacking Perinya because it’s closest to their realm. I need to be back in my kingdom, preparing for retaliation.” He balls his hands into fits, his knuckles white. A silver ring on his right hand glints, catching the sunlight seeping into the room.


  The empress paces again, and I take in the prince’s hard features, wondering how upset the empress would be if I punched him right now.


  Unclenching his hands, the prince rests one arm on the table and plants his chin in the palm of his hand, fingers splayed across his lips and jaw. I notice for the first time that a scar runs from the outer corner of his left eye to the middle of his cheekbone. It’s white and faded, and blends into the contours of his face and smooth skin.


  Averting my eyes, I focus my attention on Empress Iana as she continues. “Prince Caben, Perinya is closest in proximity to the Otherworld, yes, so you’re correct. Naturally they’d strike there first. It means they’re desperate, or else they’d have come right to the source. Here.” She lifts her head high. “But we need to discover why now, after nearly a hundred years, they are suddenly so desperate to obtain large quantities of it.”


  “Empress,” Prince Paynebridge says, with more patience than I’ve heard from him thus far. “I respect my father’s wishes, and I understand the urgency of our situation, but this pact he made with Cavan to intervene must have been made years ago. When I was a child, and possibly even before your coronation.” He bows his head for a moment, looking down at the table as if to gather his thoughts. His dark bangs fall forward, over one eye. Then he looks up at her. “I’m no longer a child, and I must lead my army.”


  The empress crosses the chamber and grabs the room remote, clicking on the wall display. An image of a large convoy appears on the screen. They ride in Cury-crafts and on horseback. And some walk, toting luggage. “Half of your army has already been depleted. And the other half is evacuating Perinya’s citizens to Laryn as we speak. I’m sorry, Prince Caben, but this was your father’s wishes as he declared them to me before he died, and I will keep my word to him.” She presses her lips into a thin line. “Whether in life or death, as I swore it.”


  The prince’s mouth clamps tight and a muscle jumps against his jaw. I watch as he searches for words. The shock of his father’s declaration and his obvious mistrust must be running through his mind. For a fraction of a second, I almost pity him. But then I wonder how old the prince is, and if the Perinyian King thought his son’s age would hinder his rule. Or if he simply felt his son was an unfit ruler.


  Empress Iana turns off the wall display and approaches the table. “Once the citizens are safe, your troops will come here and group with the Cavan Army. Then we—together—will lead an attack on the Otherworlders.” She bows her head. “I pray that Farrah will spare the lives of the prisoners of war already taken.”


  Prince Paynebridge scoffs. “Pray to your goddesses all you’d like, but I’d rather take action—to ensure all my people are freed and bought home.” Nodding his head to each member of the Council, and lastly to the empress, he pushes his chair back and rises. “I feel my voice is no longer needed here. I’d like to clean up and fill my stomach.” He walks toward the door, but the empress holds up her hand.


  She motions to me. “Protector Kaliope, please escort Prince Caben to a chamber on our wing. Appoint a maid to him and make sure he has everything he needs.” She eyes me resolutely. “For now, as I have more than enough Nactue to watch over me, I’d like you to guard the prince during the remainder of his stay in Cavan.”


  My insides burn; heated coils of mercury lash at my stomach and bones. The taste of coppery anger and frustration settles in the back of my throat, but as all eyes are on me, I take the order from my empress with stride. I stand and adjust my sword, making sure His Highness gets a good look at it, then bow my head. “Yes, empress.”


  “Thank you,” she says, and with a wave of her hand, I’m dismissed.


  Marching ahead of Prince Paynebridge, I take the lead and exit the chamber. “Keep up,” I say to him under my breath. Once we’re farther down the corridor, I say louder, “If you try anything stupid, I’ll slice you from stomach to throat. I don’t care who you are.”


  I expect a sarcastic reply, but he says nothing. Glancing back, I make sure he’s still behind me, then I think better and fall behind him. From his arrogant display in the Council’s chamber, I don’t doubt that he’d try to escape. He seems like a spoiled, petulant child, and I won’t allow him to do anything that may risk the safety of the empress or Cavan’s citizens.


  I’m not pleased I’ve been assigned as his sitter, but I’ll do my job with pride. For my empress. And I’ll prove my leadership role regardless.


  After we step out of the lift, I direct him toward the Nactue’s side of the wing. Then once we reach my chamber door, I point to the room next to it. “This is your quarters. Silvia will be your maid. I’ll send her in now.” I hope that I’ve already established somewhat of a kinship with my maid, and that I can trust her to report any strange behavior from the prince to me.


  Turning to go into my chamber, I’m halted as the prince extends his arm, flatting his palm against the wall and blocking my exit. “Protector Kaliope,” he says, and I hear the lilt of a foreign accent as he says my name. “I have not eaten since our convoy left. Make sure the maid brings fresh fruit and meats.”


  My fingers close around the hilt of my sword. My teeth grind, and my jaw aches from the pressure. Slowly, I turn my head toward him, and his deep blue eyes stare into mine. “I’m aware of how your country is ruled, Prince Paynebridge. But in Cavan—the queendom—women are respected. We’re the head of the household and the leaders.” I glare at his smirking lips and scowl. “And I don’t care that you’re royalty. It’s my job to guard you, and I assume, to keep you from making trouble. So you will not order me around. Understood?”


  He drops his hand and pulls himself up to his full height that I guess is near six-two, and puffs out his chest. “Fruit and meat,” he says confidently, without a hint of annoyance. Then he pivots and opens his door. “Oh, and I’d like the maid to bring me fresh linens and towels daily.” He glances at me with a lopsided smile, then shuts the door in my face.


  My blood boils. I stare at the door as if I can see right through the wood and flay the prince with my eyes. Taking a measured breath, I count to three before I turn and head into my room.


  I press my back to the cool wood of the door. For the first time, I question my empress’s discernment. Surely, if Alyah has given her insight as to who I am, she knows my temperament. She knows what I’m capable of and what I did to my father. I close my eyes, pushing away the memory.


  Alyah, give me tolerance.


  I clamp down on my anger as my father’s face appears in my mind. If His Highness continues to try my patience, I fear Perinya will soon be mourning the loss of a prince, as well.
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    “Stay near Kai for the day and learn the Nactue’s schedule,” I direct Lilly through the transmitter. Her holographic face nods. “Once the prince is settled in, I’ll bring him along to the training facility for our meeting.”
  


  Static hisses. “All right,” she says. “I’ll see you this afternoon. But I can’t wait until everything is worked out so we can all be together.”


  “I know. Me, too. Keep Willa out of trouble.”


  Her robotic voice laughs. Then a long beat filled with static follows before she says, “I hear the prince of Perinya is quite handsome. Do you think the Nactue can use him for sparring practice?”


  Rolling my eyes, I say, “Lills, believe me, once he opens his mouth, all they’ll want to do is knock it shut.”


  She smirks. “Well, Kal. I have heard there’s a few ways to hush a man up. You could—”


  “Bye,” I snap into the device, cutting her off.


  “Bye, Kal.” She laughs into the device once more, and then the transmission link shuts down. The blue-green holographic image of her zaps away.


  Lilly has always been more outgoing than me when it comes to relationships. She’s tried being my matchmaker more than once. Yet hearing the prince talked about in that manner only succeeds in making my stomach roil. I suspect that was her intention, as she knows just how lame I am when it comes to these matters. But she’ll soon see for herself just how annoying His Highness can be.


  I slip the transmitter into my chest harness as Silvia exits the prince’s chamber and stands before me in the corridor. “Nothing to report, mistress,” she whispers. “He ate, bathed, and then slept through the night. He asked to be awoken at the same time as you this morning before he retired.”


  “Thank you, Silvia.” I give her a small smile, thinking it sounds more like she’s speaking of a baby rather than a prince. Which, by his behavior yesterday, isn’t too far off. “Just keep me posted if he should do or say anything alarming.”


  She bows her head low, then shuffles off to my room. I open my mouth to stop her, but close it as she quickly slips inside and shuts the door. When I asked her to keep after the prince, I didn’t intend for her to continue looking after me, also. Pressing my lips together, I decide I’ll direct another maid to work alongside her so she doesn’t become overburdened.


  Staring at my room door, I consider going back in and contacting my mother. It’s only been two days since I last saw her, but that sinking feeling I had as we parted before the ceremony has been a nagging constant ever since. I know that Emily is taking care of her, but this has been the longest we’ve been separated. I need to make sure she’s taking her meds and that she’s all right.


  I take a step toward my room, but freeze when the prince’s door opens. He halts mid-stride when he sees me, his eyes scanning my form.


  His lips curl into a crooked sneer. “Am I to never be alone, then?” he asks, annoyed.


  I raise an eyebrow. “Were you ever alone in your kingdom?”


  He releases an audible breath and crosses his arms over his chest. I figure I’ve made my point when he doesn’t deny it.


  “Did you have breakfast in your room? Or does His Highness wish to be escorted to the dining hall?”


  “I don’t eat breakfast.” He turns on the heel of his boot and heads down the corridor toward the lift.


  Of course. Breakfast is for the weak! “Fine,” I mutter, falling into step behind him.


  After we reach the bottom level of the palace, the silver doors part and we step into the inner ward. The morning sun shines through the stained glass windows, casting colorful hues across the marble floor and walls. The whirring from sweeper-bots mingles together with the chatter form Court members as they flurry around.


  Halfway across the foyer, I realize the prince is heading for the palace doors. I step in front of him. “Hold it, Prince Paynebridge. Where do you intend to go?”


  He sidesteps me. “Out.”


  I step before him again. “No. You’re not permitted to leave the palace.”


  “I want to see Cavan,” he says, dodging me.


  Planting my hand firmly on his chest, I hold my stance. “Your memories of our great capital city will have to serve you at this time. We have more pressing issues at the moment, don’t you agree?”


  “I was young when my father last brought me here, and I want to see the city—get a feel for the people and customs again.” He maneuvers to his right, knocking my hand aside, and quickly changes direction, evading my block.


  Groaning, I launch myself in front of his path. “If you want to explore, you’ll need a full guard with you. You can’t simply wander around the city unprotected.”


  “Why? Do I have something to fear from your country?” His eyebrows lift. “Is your realm so unruly that your citizens would attack royalty?”


  Biting down on my lip, I consider taking him to the Baltique Quarter—to one of the pubs where the thugs and mercenaries hang out. But then I think better of angering my empress and sigh. “No, Your Highness. You have nothing to fear. But Cavan is not unlike any other city. We do have our rogues. You should take a full guard.” I lift my chin, challenging. “This seems like something a wise ruler of a kingdom would know.”


  Dipping his head forward, the prince glares at me through a thick fringe of lashes, his deep blue eyes alight with humor . . . or scorn. “Have you never attempted to do anything at all adventurous, Protector Kaliope?” He tilts his head, his eyes squint. “No. I imagine that as head of the empress’s guard, spontaneity would not be a desired quality.” His eyes travel over my form. “But at least I know I’ll be well protected.”


  A laugh almost escapes my lips. “I’m vowed to protect my empress.” Turning to lead us back toward the inner ward, I let the knowledge of who I’m not vowed to protect linger in the air.


  After a short while, I glance over my shoulder to make sure His Stubbornness is keeping up, and find he’s gone. “Bastard.” Scanning people as they pass, I glimpse the tail of a gray tunic slipping through the palace doors. I sprint across the inner ward, dodging and barely colliding with a protector, then throw the doors open and search the court. A hooded figure races down the steps, his dark gray pants peeking below the cover-up.


  “Stubborn, infuriating male—” I bite down on my rant and look to the heavens. Farrah, forgive me if I must end this man.


  Ignoring the curious stares, I jog down the steps and hurry across the court to catch up with the prince. When I reach him, I match his brisk pace and unsheathe my sword, then press its tip into his lower back.


  “As I said,” I pant out, catching my breath. “I’m not vowed to protect you. Or any man, for that matter.”


  He turns slowly, and my sword traces the dark brown cloak until its edge is flush against his side. He adjusts the hood, pulling it forward to further hide his face. “Ah, but you did promise your empress you’d guard me. That is a vow in itself. So you best keep up.” He turns and starts back on his course toward the palace gatehouse.


  Tempted to sick Carina on him, I bring my transmitter to my mouth, but stop before pressing the button. She’d definitely knock him around, and that’d be fun to watch, but then I’d be found wanting in my duty. And not just by her, but by my empress. Squeezing my eyes closed and saying a prayer for patience, I pocket the transmitter in my harness and follow after him.


  “You’re not my only responsibly,” I say once I’m by his side. “But your selfishness probably chases away any respect for others and their job. I should be with my Nactue right now. Not sitting a spoiled prince.”


  He chuckles. “I’m sure they’re doing their duties well. Besides, your empress obviously feels they can handle themselves. Shouldn’t you trust her judgment?” His eyes cut my way. “Anyway, I need some fresh air.”


  Annoyed, I press my lips together hard. “You’ve just come from a long journey across the realms. I doubt you’re in need of fresh air this soon.”


  “Believe me,” he mutters. “I am.”


  As we approach the gatehouse, the prince looks down to hide his face and I nod to Claudia. She allows us to pass, and we step into the bustling city.


  The dusty, main street of Straver leads us down a straight path. Towering buildings peaked with domed, glinting glass rooftops casts shadows across downtown. Neon lights swirling a bright blue-white stream along the middle the buildings, just above the panels of displays showing a live event at the raceway. The sharp, electric sound of Cury-crafts hovering over the roadways echoes off the panes of glass.


  Prince Paynebridge stops and looks at one of the panels. “Let’s go there,” he says. “I’ve always wanted to bet on a race.”


  Dumbfounded, I stare blankly at him. “There’s a war starting. Your country is under attack. Your citizens are being evacuated. And you want to bet on a race? Shouldn’t you be with the Council, plotting how to conquer the Otherworlders?”


  Without a word, he begins walking again. I shake my head. I don’t understand his shifting moods or his logic. From his arrogant, angered rants yesterday, to his frivolous behavior now, it’s as if he has split personalities. I want to shake him, slap him around, and drag him back to the palace and lock him up in the ward. I could claim he’s mentally unstable.


  Once we reach the end of Straver, he looks down both intersecting streets. “Which way to a shop where I can buy new clothes?”


  “Ridiculous,” I say under my breath, but lead him down Collin Street.


  Sleek Cury-crafts hover past us. The buildings here are taller, cleaner, and the people wear finer clothing. I figure a prince would want to shop in the nicest part of Cavan, but to my surprise, he walks toward a store that sells work uniforms.


  The glass doors part and we step inside the dim-lit shop. It smells of polyester and starch, but at least their cooling system works. A blast of cold air hits my damp skin and clothes, and my skin tightens, itchy. While the prince is hunting a new wardrobe, I covertly check my wrist. No swirls of mercury. I can’t let this man work me into a mood. With the day’s heat rising, it’s already becoming too difficult to keep the mercury checked.


  He runs his hand along the racks of neutral-colored clothing until he comes to what I assume is the section carrying his size. He yanks out a pair of pants and a tunic. Next he decides on a matching cloak. I guess I was too angry to realize he’d stolen the one he now wears.


  “So, I suppose you plan to return the one you’re wearing back to its owner?” I fold my arms over my chest, hiding my hands just in case.


  “Unlike you,” he says as he inspects the garment, “the man was very civil and gave it to me. But it’s too small.”


  I check out his broad shoulders, the definition of tight, lean muscles from his arms and back pressing against the cloak. Averting my eyes quickly when they begin to scan his lower regions, I focus on passerby while he pays the merchant and accepts the bag of clothing.


  Once we’re outside the shop, he says, “The palace ground. Where are the stables kept?”


  “Does His Highness wish to go for a leisurely ride, now?” I roll my eyes and start walking. “Why not just purchase your own horse. And a stable, too. Hell, why not invest in a vacation home here in Cavan and spend your time there. Then I can get back to my Nactue and empress, and the situation with the Otherworlders.” I drop my voice on this last part, not wanting to upset passing citizens.


  “I can purchase a horse? Where?”


  As if he’s missed the whole point of my rant, his eyes widen, searching my face curiously. I halt walking and match his determined glare. What is he up to? Does he truly think he’ll best me and ride out of Cavan on horseback?


  He breaks our eye contact and looks down the street. “Would I stable it at the palace court or somewhere else?”


  “Prince Paynebridge—”


  “Please,” he interrupts. “Just Caben. My father was King Paynebridge, and I’m yet to be crowned.” He drops his sudden morose expression and the side of his mouth hitches into a side-grin. “And, I don’t think my first name would sound as condescending coming from your lovely lips.”


  Pursing my lips, trying to ignore his smug comment about them, I attempt again. “Prince Caben—”


  He groans. “I was wrong. You seem to have a talent for making everything sound venomous.”


  I give up. Throwing my hands in the air, I march off. As we reach the dining quarter, he glances into a window running along the side of a restaurant and stops to stare in. His brow furrows.


  “Are you hungry, Prince Caben?”


  “Do the men always serve the women?” he asks, his gaze trailing a man placing a steaming dish before his wife.


  “Sometimes,” I say, “when they want to show their devotion and respect.” I study his eyes—blue and haunted—and wonder what he’s thinking. “How are the women shown respect in Perinya?”


  He slowly backs away from the window, his eyes lost and faraway. Then he focuses them on me. “They’re taken care of.”


  “What do you mean by ‘taken care of’?” I cross my arms over my chest.


  He matches my stance, resting his weight heavily on the heels of his boots. “A man will marry and take care of a woman. Provide for her. A woman seeks to be married as soon as possible in Perinya.” He laughs. “I mean, why would anyone marry otherwise if not to be taken care of?”


  Anger slices through me, and I feel the mercury flowing like lava through my veins. “How do you know women can’t take care of themselves? Look around you.” I open my arms wide. “Do any of the women of Cavan seem incapable?”


  He shakes his head. “It’s different there. In Perinya, women don’t want to work as a man does. They enjoy being doted on and only looking after their children.”


  “I don’t believe any woman would not want the right to choose her own profession,” I say, my voice low, angry. “It’s proven that a woman’s mind works differently than a man’s—”


  “Oh—” He chuckles. “I have no doubt about that.”


  “As I was saying.” I adjust the hilt of my sword, reminding him that he carries no weapon. “Women think faster. It’s a fact that the white matter of the brain is responsible for decision making, and neurons are packed more tightly in a woman’s, making us the more logical choice to be in a position to govern and make decisions. I don’t believe for a moment that the women there have chosen to be the weaker sex.”


  Prince Caben shakes his head again. “You sound like a scientific broadcast. Or a brainwashed cult leader.”


  I take a step forward but he raises his hands. “I’m not trying to start a war here,” he says. Then lowering his hands, he steps closer to me. “I’ve no doubt that women succeed in areas where men falter. But men are stronger physically. It simply makes sense that the stronger sex should be placed in power. To defend and rule.” His blue eyes penetrate mine. “You still have men in your army?”


  “Yes . . .”


  “And if you didn’t?” He raises his eyebrows. “Do you feel you could defeat an enemy with an army of women only?”


  “That’s a ridiculous question. It has no merit for what we’re discussing.”


  “Doesn’t it?”


  I huff. “You’re only trying to upset me—unhinge me for your own enjoyment.” I scowl. “I won’t give in to your stupidity.”


  He smiles, his full lips crooking into a knowing grin. He twists the silver ring—that I now notice holds a red and silver crest—around his finger. “Horses?”


  “What?”


  “Let’s go see the court horses.” He turns and starts toward the palace. “I assume you at least stable your horses equally. Or are only female horses thought of as good enough for the court?”


  Walking up beside him, I smile. “Oh no, Your Highness. They’re all stallions.” I slant my eyes his way. “We think males are only good for mounting.”
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    Warm, musty air circulates as the cogs of the giant, embedded wall fan begin to turn, pushing cooler air past its blades. The smell of hay and meal cling to the burgundy and silver tapestries hanging between the stalls. They flap in the makeshift wind, and the scent wafts through the palace stable, reminding me of home—the smell of the marketplace near our apartment.
  


  My fingers tap at the illuminated buttons of the fan’s control panel, adjusting settings so the horses aren’t suffering in this heat. Then I lean against a wooden beam and wait as the prince takes his time changing into his nondescript clothing in a stall.


  I check my transmitter to make sure I haven’t missed an important message. Digging the toe of my boot into the hay, I scan through my communications. Nothing since Lilly last contacted me. I assume the Nactue are with the empress, learning vital information about the Otherworlders’ situation while I’m stuck here tending to a pampered prince. I should be with them now. I should be made aware of what orders are being given, if the empress is in any danger, what is happening at our borders.


  I should not be here.


  Aggravated, I stalk toward the stall. “Are you quite done yet, Your Highness?”


  He grunts. “Almost.” Then he exits wrapped in the cream-colored cloak with the matching uniform beneath. If it weren’t for his smooth, nearly flawless skin and the way he holds himself upright, as if he knows of his own importance, he could almost pass for a commoner.


  “Well,” I say, motioning toward the horses in the stalls. “You may have your pick of any one of them.”


  “I give you some credit. At least you don’t castrate them.” He smirks.


  My lips parts with a comeback on the tip of my tongue, but the prince closes the gap between us with three quick strides. My words flee my head.


  His blue eyes linger on my face a moment, then scan my body, stopping at my waist. My breath hitches. “Any?” he asks, as his hand reaches up. I flinch away and he halts. Then with a deft move, his fingers sweep a stray hair from my brow.


  I squint, but my confused expression doesn’t prevent the pads of his fingertips from trailing the side of my face, then my shoulder, and on to my arm. When he reaches my midsection, I take a hesitant step back but he grasps my waist, keeping me close.


  “You said any . . .” His breath fans my face, and the cool minty scent of it mixes with the warmth, sending a shiver down my back.


  I swallow hard. “That is not part of your accommodations, prince,” I say, angry that my voice quivers.


  His lips quirk into slanted smile. “I’m sorry.”


  “Your customs are different where you’re from.” I force my voice and posture strong. “It’s forgotten.”


  “No,” he says, and latches on to my waist firmly with both hands. “I’m truly, very sorry.” Then as quick as the mercury racing in my blood, he snatches my sword from my belt and cracks the pommel over my head.


  Sonofabitch—


  Blackness covers my vision, and I’m lost.


  I force my eyes open. Blinding pain shoots through my skull. Grasping the sore spot, I finger the swollen lump, and slowly rise. I cry out as pressure surges my forehead.


  “Bastard.”


  Getting to my feet, I ignore the throbbing pain in my head and scan the stable. The black horse that was nearest me has been taken.


  Idiot. I’m an idiot.


  I knew what he was planning and I played right into his scam. I should’ve tied him up in his room, but I didn’t think he could pull it off—that he could get past me. I even helped him pick out his disguise!


  Clasping my transmitter, I pause, my fingers clutching the hard metal. The responsible and right thing to do would be to report him. But damn. I’d risk everything. My position, my empress’s respect, my salary—and then my mother’s means of support and the medicines she needs.


  Instead, I glance at the time. It’s only been five minutes. He couldn’t have gotten farther then past the gatehouse. Maybe he’s just now entering downtown. I know which way he’ll try to leave Cavan, and I know my city better than him.


  The white horse in the stall next to me nickers as I slam the latch down. I grab the bridle from the wooden post and force the mouthpiece into her jaws. “It’s okay, girl,” I say. “We’re going to catch that spoiled prince.” I sling the leather straps over her back, then grab her mane and bound up, mounting her without a saddle. I don’t have time.


  After confirming that my dagger is still in my chest harness, I press my heels into her sides. She stomps her hooves and trots out of the stall.


  The palace walls circle the whole court. There’s no other way out besides the gatehouse, so I steer my horse toward it, not slowing as I pass Claudia.


  Speeders and Cury-crafts buzz past me as we trot along the sidewalk. I’m breaking a lot of rules riding out in the open, but the emblem on my uniform stops authorities from questioning me. There’s nothing to stop them from attacking the prince, though. Not dressed as he is now. I veer off the main road toward the barren desert. He’s probably taken the quickest route out of the city, which is the east border. The border closest to Perinya.


  Kicking my heels, I command the horse to gallop over the open flat. Before me is divots in the dirt, and I know this is his trail. “Let’s go!”


  A cloud of dust stretches across the horizon. The prince is ahead of it.


  I duck, sinking low, and place my head beside the horse’s to block the dust from my eyes. Her hooves thunder over the plain and I grip the straps tighter as she bounds on.


  The prince cranes his head and gets a good look at me coming up on him. “That’s right,” I mutter. “I’ve got you.”


  As we ride up next to him, he grabs my sword from his belt and extends it.


  “What are you doing?” I shout. “You’re going to kill yourself if you fall.” Why did I warn him? Let him fall. Then he’ll stop being a pain in my ass and I can do my duty.


  Lowering the sword, he hesitates before sticking it back in his belt. “Go back!” His eyes spear me.


  “No—” Guiding my horse closer to his, I reach for the reins and scoop air. Damnit. I try again, and this time I snag the leather between my fingers.


  He steers his horse into mine, knocking into us, but I hold on to the reins. “You’re going to kill us both—and how can you be so cruel to a horse?” I pull the strap taut. At first the horse nearly careens into us again, but then slows to a stop. The horse is probably just confused, and has simply decided to stop to get away from the crazed humans.


  The prince jumps off, landing sloppily on his feet and nearly falling on his ass. He quickly rights himself and draws my sword.


  Releasing my own reins, I dismount and stalk toward him. “You have no thoughts for anyone or anything other than yourself.” I wipe the dust from my mouth with the back of my hand, then unsheathe my dagger. “I’ll enjoy teaching you some respect.”


  “You don’t understand,” he says, and spits the sand from his own mouth. “I can’t be here. I have to get back to my people. I refuse to be looked after as if I’m some child.” He takes a step toward me, advancing. “How will I ever rule them if they think of me as a coward?”


  I scoff. “Again, you’re only thinking of yourself.” I sidestep him, slowly circling, wishing I had a sword.


  “I’m thinking of my duty to rule my kingdom!” He lunges and swipes the air, missing me by a full foot. He keeps the blade extended and I move in, capturing his hand and turning into his unguarded stance.


  “You should think harder if you actually want to live to see the day you rule.” I kick his legs from under him and follow him to the ground where I press my dagger to his neck.


  His gaze latches on to mine, and he swallows, his Adam’s apple working. He truly believes I’m going to end his life. I give him credit; there’s no fear in his eyes—no regret. He must have lived a full and pampered life despite his age.


  Still, I’m disgusted with the weak fight he’s barely put up. I remove my blade from his throat. But his eyes don’t convey relief as they linger on my face, wide and curious, and I’m suddenly wary of the mercury.


  “Get up.” I turn my face away and climb to my feet, dust off the terrain from my uniform, and sheath my dagger. I take in calming breaths, count to three, then say, “Grab the horse. Let’s get back before the empress has cause to be alarmed.”


  The prince doesn’t move. He’s still lying in the dirt, his eyes trained hard on me. “I was taken off guard. And I don’t usually fight girls.”


  “The knot on my head states otherwise, Your Highness.”


  “And besides,” he continues, ignoring my sarcasm and glare. “I knew you wouldn’t harm me.”


  I laugh. “Yeah?” I eye his lower half, assuring he follows my gaze. “Tell that to your soiled pants.”


  After very apparently checking my false claim, he scrambles to his feet. Dust billows off his garments as he pats himself down. “I’m getting my horse.”


  Deciding to do the same, I head toward the white horse, but stop when my transmitter crackles. I pull it from its holder in my chest harness and hold it flat in my palm, waiting for an image of the contacting person to appear.


  Static hisses. Nothing displays. Then a choppy, broken transmission comes through. “Protector Kaliope . . .” It’s Carina’s voice. A blue dome flickers over the device, streaked and fractured. “Get the prince out of Cavan. Otherworlders have invaded. Do you hear? Get the prince far away from—”


  “I’m here,” I say, panicked—pacing. “The empress? Is she safe? When did this happen?”


  Static. “There’s no time. You’re to do as instructed. When there’s more to report, I’ll contac—” Her communication cuts off.


  Silence.


  Frozen, I stare at my transmitter, waiting for Carina to reappear. Goddesses, protect her. Protect them all.


  “Protector—?” the prince says, his voice low and strained.


  I curl my fingers around the sleek silver and squeeze. Then I turn and stare directly into the prince’s narrowed blue eyes. “Mount up, Prince Caben. And you best know how to use that sword to some extent.” I look out over the barren landscape. “We’re going back.”
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    The prince sheaths my sword and heads toward the black horse.
  


  “Wait—” I rub my fingers over my forehead, thinking.


  He turns and looks at me, arms crossed. “What? We have to hurry if we’re going to help in this fight.”


  Surprised by his willingness to go to battle, I gawk at him, mouth parted. Then I shake my head. “No. You have to stay here and hide.” I stalk toward him and hold out my hand. “Give me my sword.”


  His brow furrows. “You’ll need every able body you can get. Trust me, I’ve seen these Otherworlders. I can help, and I’m going.” He turns his back to me and grabs the horse’s reins. I watch him mount in stunned silence. I thought he’d be relieved—that he’d cower behind a sand dune until the invasion was over. He eyes me from atop his horse. “Are you ready to ride?”


  It’s my duty to guard him, to make sure he’s safe. Empress Iana ordered it herself. And Carina, who’s still my superior, has given me a direct order to take Prince Caben out of Cavan. But I can’t allow my Nactue to fight this battle without me. Though I’ve just been appointed their leader, these are the girls I’ve grown up with. These are my girls. They’re my family, and I have to be by their side.


  If the Otherworlders make it past the sentries guarding the gatehouse and walls, then all of Cavan is in danger. My mother is in danger. How can I ride off and leave her there unaware and unprotected?


  The vow I took to protect my empress presses on my heart. If any harm comes to her that I could have prevented, Prince Caben will need protection from me. I won’t allow this man, prince or not, to interfere with my first duties to watch over her.


  I nod my head once. “Yes. Let’s ride.” Taking the mane of the white horse, I swing myself onto her back, then hick my heels hard. “To the palace, girl.”


  We bound over the open landscape at a full gallop. The sun is high, but dark, rain-swollen clouds are moving in, blocking its rays. They hover over the palace court, the skyline obscured and dusky, as if the Otherworlders have brought the darkness with them.


  I glance to my left and the prince is staring straight ahead, his mouth set in a determined, hard line. I’m making a mistake by bringing him. I’m making a mistake by disobeying orders. But if the Otherworlders conquer, there may be no one left to answer to.


  As we enter downtown, we don’t slow our pace. We push the horses on, pedestrians clearing a path for us when they see we’re not slackening. The high walls of the palace are to my right, and I’m tempted to stop right now and scale them to get to the fight quicker. But I have nothing. No rope. No climbing gear. Frustrated, I drive my heels into the mare’s side. “Faster, girl.”


  We turn into the gatehouse. Claudia and the other sentries are gone. The gate has been closed, bolted shut, and the electric charge surrounding its iron bars set to full voltage, humming.


  The palace is under lockdown.


  “Shit,” I hiss.


  Prince Caben circles his horse until he faces me. “Is there no other way in? A secret passage?”


  “I’m sure there is, but I’ve not been given that information yet.” I curse under my breath again. “How did the Otherworlders get inside? They’re not in the city, so they didn’t all march through the gatehouse.”


  With that thought, I glance around and study the wall. No, Otherworlders wouldn’t climb. They’d burrow, like filthy vermin. “Come on,” I say. “Head around the wall.” I click my teeth and tap my heels, ushering my horse into a slow trot.


  Keeping our horses at a steady pace, I search the ground, and once we reach the backside of the palace, I spot them: holes. They must have traveled here during the night and set up camp, waiting for an opportune time to strike. A moment when the sentries were switching shifts. There’s a weak link in our system, and they discovered it.


  I hop down and hunker near one of the holes. Pinching some of the loose dirt between my fingers, I check its consistency. It’s moist and retains shape when pressed, which means they dug these holes in a matter in minutes. “What kind of monsters are we dealing with,” I mumble to myself.


  Standing, I face the prince. “Stick close. And do not go off on your own.” I level my most fierce glare at him. “Understood?”


  He puffs out his chest. “I’ll have you know that I’ve trained with the greatest—”


  “Yeah.” I wave him on to follow behind. “Just don’t lose my sword.”


  I climb into the hole and dirt trickles down from the sides. It’s black, and the rich earth smell fills the musky tunnel. Reaching into my harness, I yank out my transmitter and beam its light ahead of me. Then I unsheathe my dagger and hold it before me in the other hand.


  Halfway through the burrowed hole, the clanking of metal and shouts hits my ears. My chest tightens and my skin prickles with anticipation. I concentrate on keeping my breathing even, focused. Light peeks through the end of the tunnel.


  “Remember to stay near,” I tell the prince, then dash toward the opening.


  We break through and the fight is all around us. My eyes flick over the enemy. Their dirty, steely-gray armor is molded to their muscular bodies like a second skin. Dark cloths, cinched below their necks, wrap their heads, and matted dreadlocks poke out from beneath. The snarled mess surrounds their pale, unnatural skin that’s pulled tightly over their bones.


  I sink my transmitter back into my harness and step into the fray, finding a discarded sword and attacking the nearest Otherworlder. His beady eyes—all white with tiny black pupils—size me up. A clear coating, like liquid glass, layers his eyes. Their protection from the sun, maybe.


  “I’ll leave you in bleeding pieces, above-grounder,” he snarls, his voice thick and grating, like shattered glass in a grinder.


  I don’t glance behind me to make sure the prince is keeping alive. I won’t draw attention to him. Alyah, forgive my disobedience and protect him.


  Stepping toward the Otherworlder, I slice my blade, connecting it with his. He wields a warrior sword, and the thick blade widens from the shaft, ending in a razor-edged point. Its steel cross guard matches his gray armor. He holds it with both hands as our swords clank together in a jarring blow. I push my weight against his rebound, moving into his space.


  He laughs and turns his nose up. “I’ll feast on your flesh and grind your bones between my jaws.” His lips spread, revealing gnarled, decayed teeth.


  Kicking my steel-toed boot into his shin, I lunge and butt the hilt of my sword into his forehead. “You’ll feast on rotten carcasses in hell, slime.”


  He stumbles back, and I take advantage of his stunned state, knocking his arm holding the sword to the side, and stabbing the unprotected white flesh peeking through his armor. As my blade drives deeper, he gurgles out a rasp and drops his sword. His hands grasp my blade, blood staining them. I force the sword in until I hear a crunch as it connects with bone—his spine.


  His eyes roll back and he sinks to his knees, falling to the stone floor of the courtyard.


  Running the blade over his garment, I wipe the blood from my sword. Then I glance behind me. The prince thrusts his sword into his foe’s abdomen and yanks it free. He stands still as his enemy crumples, his eyes wide, staring at the fallen Otherworlder.


  “Come on,” I say. “We’re heading toward the empress’s quarters. Yell if you get into trouble.”


  He forces his head to move in a fluent nod, but its jerky, revealing his fear. “I’ve seen them before . . . but I’ll never get used to them.” He swallows. “I’ve never encountered anything like them.”


  “I know,” I say, and look down at the blood pooling beside the creature that resembles a man, if only in parts. “Centuries of living below ground has disfigured the bastards pretty good.” I look up at the prince and snap my fingers, awakening him from his trance. “Prince, let’s go.”


  Holding his sword out before him, he falls into step behind me as I maneuver through the fray. I’m tempted to run my blade through every Otherworlder I see, but I push myself on, knowing I have to get inside the palace—to my Nactue and empress.


  If I were with them now, where would I tell them to go? Where would I tell them to hide the empress? I consider contacting Lilly, but if she and Willa are in a safe hiding spot, I don’t want to give them away. And if it were me, I’d have turned off my transmitter for that very reason. They’re smart. If they’re with the empress, I know they’re okay.


  I close my eyes only for a moment to feel the connection to Empress Iana. She’s alive, but something’s wrong. The link is weak—I can’t sense anything more.


  Panic spurs my chest and my eyes snap open. I hold on to the thought that Lilly and Willa will protect her as we fight our way through the battle toward the palace entrance.


  Glancing over my shoulder, I spot Prince Caben backed into a corner of the courtyard, facing off with an Otherworlder. “Of course,” I mutter. But before I reach him, a blade crosses my line of vision and I stagger backward. The nasty Otherworlder raises his arm to attack again and I swing upward, slicing off his sword-wielding hand. He drops to the ground and cradles his wrist, trying to staunch the flow of blood.


  Farrah, the prince.


  I sheath my dagger, grip my hilt with both hands, and charge—sword high and swinging—through the skirmish. The Otherworlder draws back his sword, ready to sever the prince’s head. A cry wrenches free from my throat as I slam my blade against his and force it down along his back. I wrap my arm around his neck, keeping his weapon pinned. My body trembles from the restraint, and a searing burn ignites my blood.


  A powerful surge of energy bursts inside me, and the mercury quickens, speeding adrenaline through my veins like liquid fire. I squeeze, tightening my hold until I feel his sword arm weakening. Then I quickly release, step aside, and run my blade across his throat. He clutches his neck and gurgles a last, muted threat as he falls to the ground.


  Prince Caben stares at me, his eyes wide as they flick over my face. I turn my back to him quickly, hiding my face from his probing eyes, and wait for the mercury to settle. I take in a steadying breath, forcing my blood to calm.


  “How is it possible you overpowered a brawny monster like that?” he asks, coming up behind me.


  “Come on,” I say, heading for the entrance.


  He matches my pace. “It’s not possible.”


  I huff, blowing my sweat-drenched bangs from my forehead. “I do a lot of pushups.”


  He quits the subject as we climb the stairs. Otherworlders are pushing the protectors into the courtyard at full attack. I take off in a sprint to get to the doors before another wave hits.


  We push through and scramble past worker-bots, dodging spilled mercury, metal gears, and hissing, frayed wires. Dead protectors clutter the inner ward, their severed limbs scattered around their bodies. Some sliced clean, others ripped from their torsos. The once-pristine white floor is covered in red, staining the grout a dark, grimy orange. The air stings my nose with the sharp, rusty scent of blood.


  “They attacked here first and have moved on,” Prince Caben says. “It’s unlikely your Nactue or the empress remain. They probably evacuated her during the attack.”


  Saying a prayer that he’s right, I strain to hear any movement or voices. Feel the bond to my empress. The palace is quiet, and her life force pulses low within me. But I need to check her quarters to be sure. “Keep on-guard. There still could be Otherworlders lurking.”


  I don’t trust the lift to operate, so I dash for the spiral staircase. My breath pants out as I take them two at a time. Once we reach the empress’s wing, I stop, my feet locked in place.


  My heart slams in my throat.


  Lisa and Cara lie motionless in the corridor. Blood bathes the floor around them. I cover my mouth, and try to control the tremble of my limbs as I approach them. Kneeling, I press my fingers to Lisa’s neck to check for a pulse. Nothing. Her skin is still warm, but her life is gone. I do the same to Cara and confirm the worst for her, too.


  A cry rips from my throat when I see Jordan and Missa farther down the hallway. “No!”


  They’re dead.


  Where’s Lilly and Willa?


  Prince Caben rests his hand on my shoulder as my gaze trails the death laid out before me. “Kaliope . . .” he says, and I spot Carina on the floor, one hand gripping her transmitter, the other clutching her sliced-open stomach.


  I bound up and run over, then kneel beside her and press my palm to her wound, trying to stop the blood flow. Bright red spills over my fingers, and I choke back the blistering lump in my throat.


  Her eyes meet mine, weak and haunted. “There,” she rasps.


  I shake my head. “Don’t talk. I’ll call for help—”


  “No,” she snaps. Even as she lies here dying, she cuts her eyes at me, demanding and annoyed. “Over there.” She points toward the empress’s quarters.


  My eyes follow her limp finger, and my heart plummets.


  Empress Iana lays sprawled out. All around her—


  Blood.
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    “Prince Caben,” I say, my voice unsteady. “Stay with Carina.”
  


  He checks the receiving room, making sure we’re clear of Otherworlders before he lowers himself on to one knee beside her. Then he shrugs off his cloak and places it under her head.


  “Kaliope,” Carina whispers. I stop long enough to hear her strained words. “Traitor . . .” They trail off, and I squint, trying to figure out why she’s calling me a traitor. But my mind quickly returns to my empress. I hear Prince Caben’s muffled voice reassuring Carina with mistruths as I rush toward Empress Iana.


  She cannot be dead. My whole being is connected to her—through the goddesses; through the bond. I would have felt her slip from this world. I would have known the moment she was taken. I believe this with stone conviction.


  As I reach her, I notice the rise and fall of her chest, and I drop to my knees. “Goddesses, thank you.” I lift Empress Iana’s head and place my palm underneath, giving her support. I search her body for wounds, but there are none. The blood soaking the floor isn’t hers.


  Her eyes blink open. “Protector Kaliope,” she whispers.


  I nod, my head nearly bouncing off my shoulders with relief. “You’re not mortally injured, empress. But can you tell me where it hurts?”


  Shaking her head against my palm, she says, “They do not need to kill me as they know I’ll be dead within days, anyway.”


  My breath knots in my chest. “What are you saying?”


  “The crystalline relic . . .” She pauses, gasps in a breath. “It’s what protects Cavan and blesses us with mercury—it’s what bonds the Nactue to the empress. Farrah bestowed it to the first empress, infusing her life force inside. Every empress to follow shares her life force with the crystal. If it’s not returned to Cavan—to me—then our country will fall.” Her warm amethyst eyes glisten, and she averts her gaze to the alter that held the relic. “And I with it.”


  Shaking my head, I say, “No. The goddess wouldn’t allow that. We’ll take you to the temple and pray. We’ll pray damn hard. Farrah won’t allow you to die. She’d never let the Otherworlders conquer—”


  “Protector,” she says, halting my hysterical rant. “They have already conquered.”


  What she says is true. Shouts and clangs from the battle raging outside the palace rings in my ears. I look around, searching frantically for a way to save her.


  Councilor Herna rushes into the quarter, a unit of protectors trailing her. The protectors check and secure the rooms, and Councilor Herna advances toward us. “Empress,” she says, kneeling next to her. “The full evacuation has been ordered.” She takes the empress’s hand as the rest of the Cavan Council enters the room. “We must move you. It’s time.”


  “I won’t leave until I know my people are safe,” the empress says.


  “Protector Kaliope.” Councilor Herna looks at me, and I meet her dark eyes. “You’re to help oversee the evacuation and make sure Cavan and the surrounding cities cross into Laryn.”


  My pulse jumps against my veins. “But I’m a Nactue. I and the rest of the Nactue should be the ones to escort Empress Iana to—”


  “Most of the Nactue have been slaughtered,” she blurts. “And the other few—taken. I’m sorry, Kaliope, but look around. We don’t have much time. The Otherworlders are invading all of Cavan.”


  Lilly and Willa. My chest tightens, and I force a sputtering breath past my lips. I glance over to Carina, her life fading, and assure myself the rest of my Nactue are still alive. They have to be. Lilly and Willa have been captured—but they’re still alive.


  Then Councilor Herna’s words drive deep into my heart like a knife.


  My mother.


  The Otherworlders are capturing citizens—taking slaves. The ward will be of the first to be evacuated. My father should be safe. But my mother’s alone with no protection.


  “I’ll contact the army leader and move out with them.” I stand, already reaching for my transmitter and turning to leave when the councilor waves her hand, stopping me.


  “Our communications have been shut down. Our army has infiltrated the city and is already moving people out. Help with the evacuation and then meet up with Commander Corvin at the west border. Once you see your convoy safely to Laryn, we’ll meet at King Dallion’s palace.” She inhales a sharp breath. “We’ve already arranged sanctuary there.” She glances toward the hallway, a frown drawing the corners of her mouth down. “Send Prince Caben in on your way out. He’ll travel with us to Laryn.”


  Tucking my transmitter back into my harness, I nod once. “Yes, ma’am.” With one last look at the wilting empress, I bow my head, and hurry from the room.


  Prince Caben still hovers next to Carina. I maneuver through the protectors and stop to look down at Carina, her eyes open but unseeing.


  “She’s gone,” he says, then runs his hand over her face, closing her eyes. “The empress?”


  “I’m not sure.” I glance behind me, and back to him. “The Council is taking her to Laryn, and you’re to go with them. Looks like you got your wish; you’re going back to your people.” I nod my head. “Good luck, Prince Caben.” I look once more at Carina’s motionless body, say a quick prayer to the goddesses to welcome her home, then sidestep the prince.


  “Wait,” he calls. “Where are you going? Are you not coming with us?”


  “I don’t have time for your questions, Your Highness. Cavan in under evacuation and I have to get—” I stop short of telling him about my mother. “I have to make sure as many as possible get out safely.”


  “I’ll come with you.” He grabs up my sword and tucks it into his belt.


  “What—Why?”


  His eyes meet mine, determined. “Because there is a war going on and I don’t plan to run from it.”


  I huff out an annoyed sigh. “That’s very noble of you, prince. But you’re royalty, and the last of your line. You need to—” I groan. “I don’t have time! Just go with them so that you’re safe.” I pivot toward the stairway. “I cannot do my duty if I’m looking after you.”


  He catches my arm, and I turn on him, my pulse slamming against my veins. “Your protectors pulled me out before I could avenge my father,” he says. “I was going back to Perinya to face the enemy, but now they’re here.” His wide eyes plead. “I’ll not be forced to run again.”


  Damnit. I rub my forehead, feeling an aching pressure building behind my skull. “Prince,” I say, more patiently this time. “I understand—but you have to leave with the Council. Don’t ignore your father’s wishes, or his sacrifice.” I pull out of his hold. “The mission is to save people. Not go on a wild killing spree seeking vengeance. Now go. Lead your people.”


  Anger flares in his eyes at the mention of his father. But it’s quickly replaced with something else—regret? He cocks his head. “Then maybe I’ll see you again on another battlefield one day, Protector Kaliope.”


  Holding his blue gaze, I say, “I pray that day never comes.” Then I turn away from his heated stare and march down the stairs.


  I push the palace doors open and take in the demolished courtyard. They’ve torn down the gatehouse, and the battle is now working its way into the city.


  I run, dodging the smoking embers from overturned burners, my words to Prince Caben heavy on my mind. My heart wants to drive my blade through every Otherworlder I see. They’ve taken my protector family—my best friends and sisters—and killed the other Nactue. They’ve stolen our sacred relic and endangered my empress’s life. She may not survive if the Council doesn’t retrieve it. But I can’t allow my emotions to rule my head.


  My thoughts plague me, making it difficult to focus on my duty—to follow the orders given to me by the councilor. If I get my mother to the convoy quickly, could I find the Nactue? And if I discover where they are, could I steal back the relic?


  A spiked mace sweeps the air before me, and I stumble back. Righting myself, I duck the next blow targeted at my head. The Otherworlder roars and smashes the head of his weapon into the ground. I bound up from a crouch and knock his bony chin with my hilt. His teeth shatter, and blood spills down the crease of his mouth. Before he pulls his mace free of the stone, I lunge and drive my sword through his chest. He crumples to the earth.


  Sidestepping his limp body, I extend my crimson-stained sword toward the bars of the wrecked gate. The hum is gone, but I want to make sure it’s completely off before chancing stepping through.


  A loud boom sounds, rocking the ground beneath my feet. I grab ahold of the bars for support and immediately release them, stumbling backward. I’m not fried. I sigh with relief, then squeeze past the bars of the gate.


  My mouth falls open.


  Massive metal machines roll down the streets, their giant cogged wheels kicking up dust. Steam billows from copper pipes on their backs, and gears turn along their bodies, stacking cannonballs into tube chambers.


  Another boom rattles my eardrums as cannons fire on the city.
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    I continue to stare in mute silence as the giant war machines roll downtown. Apparently the Otherworlders were spending their time building up their offense instead of becoming extinct like we thought. They’re not the dumb brutes the Cavan Council led us to believe.
  


  Otherworlders march behind the steam-powered machines in rows, their weapons held to their chests. They will annihilate Cavan in as little as an hour if we don’t stop them.


  Dipping toward the ground, I scoop a handful of sand and rub my palms together, scrubbing the sweat and blood away. I stand and grip my hilt, twist my palms until I get a good hold, and then move.


  As I maneuver along the side of the street, hunkering behind buildings and dodging the stomping, grunting Otherworlders, I pray to Alyah to keep my mother safe. My apartment isn’t too far from here, and it looks like the Otherworlders’ mission is the mercury plant. They’re tearing down sections of buildings in their wake, but not looting. They’ve come for mercury—and for slaves. It’s possible they’ve skipped our crummy apartment building completely.


  But do they mean to take over and stay, or are they bent on destruction and a power source only? I can’t process anything right now. I shake away my cluttered thoughts and head deeper into downtown, avoiding their army.


  When I turn down Straver street, I spot a group of Otherworlders wrestling citizens into one of their war machines. Shit. I can’t overpower five of them.


  Rolling my shoulders back, I suck in a breath and groan. Then I charge. If I’m going to die today, then I’ll at least take as many of these ugly bastards as I can with me. One’s head snaps in my direction and a wicked sneer splits his face. He raises his sword and our blades clang together.


  The Otherworlders behind him ignore our fight as they continue to chain citizens and force them into their machine. Thankful for their lack of appreciation for the protectors of Cavan, I smile and slice a deep cut into the Otherworlder’s arm. He balks, grabs the wounded flesh, and growls.


  I spin and jab my elbow into his rib cage, then raise my sword and angle the blade toward him. Before I connect with his stomach, he twists and grabs a handful of my hair, yanking my head back.


  “Let’s carve something into that pretty face,” he says.


  Struggling against his hold, I swing my sword left to right, trying to make contact. He pulls my back to his chest and captures my sword hand.


  I scream and snap my head backward, clocking him in the forehead. My skull splinters with pain, but I ignore the ache and send my heel into his groin. He releases me. Spinning, I turn my blade flat, and hack his head from his body.


  The Otherworlders look up and snarl. I run the back of my arm across my face, wiping it clean from blood and sweat.


  Two race at me as the remaining two jump inside the machine and order the vehicle forward. Its wheels turn as it lurches into a grinding and clanking motion. I know I can’t allow it to leave with the captured inside, which means I have to end these two quickly.


  I lift my sword, preparing for the impact.


  A rumble quakes the glass windows of the building beside me and I freeze. The Otherworlders halt their advance, and I look up. An army Cury-craft ripples the air around us as it lowers from above. It lands behind the Otherworlders’ war machine. Protectors spring from the side of the Cury as a low hum intensifies to a piercing whir. Then a zip of blue light blasts the back of the Otherworlders’ machine.


  The giant vehicle tips and rocks, smoke billowing from its back. The protectors surround it and then pry the metal doors open. They pull the Otherworlders from the hull and fight them to the ground as they evaluate the people. I’m lost in the chaos, have forgotten about the Otherworlders before me until one growls and rams into my side. He knocks me to the road and I skid to a stop, pain blooming in my chest, dirt caking my mouth.


  The Otherworlder with a red armband moves behind me, and the other with black teeth stands in front, caging me in. I pick myself up and hold my sword angled from my body. My breath hitches as the sharp pain spreads, and I force my lungs to take shallow breaths.


  They attack at the same time.


  My blade meets the black-mouthed Otherworlder, but I’m too busy fending him off to wonder why Red Armband hasn’t already ran me through. Then I hear grunts and metal on metal, and thank the goddesses that one of the protectors has come to my aid.


  With renewed determination, I trade blows with the snarling Otherworlder. He quickens his strikes, and I rebound, blocking until I find an opening and stab his side. He howls, and I slice his throat, silencing his gurgling cry.


  I kick dirt at his body before turning to help the protector behind me. My stomach drops to my feet and spiking fury needles my chest as my eyes sweep over the prince.


  Hell.


  Groaning, I flank his backside. I cut the Otherworlder down by his knee and the prince drives his sword through his heart. After the mongrel falls to the dirt, we look at each other.


  “You disobeyed orders,” I say through my teeth.


  “You disobeyed orders and now you have the chance to save those you care about.” He sucks in a breath, straightening his back. “Unless you missed it back there, I wasn’t asking for your permission. This is as much Perinya’s war as it is Cavan’s.”


  I exhale heavily. “Don’t do that again.”


  “What? Save your life?” He raises his eyebrows.


  Glaring at his cocky smirk, I manage a low, “Thank you.” Then quickly add when a hint of a smile hikes the side of his face, “But, prince, this is not your place. You’re as likely to end up staked at the end of my sword as you are to help me.” I shake my head. “You’re too impulsive.”


  He laughs. “Are all female protectors so pissed off and violent?”


  My mouth parts, ready to correct his ignorance, but he doesn’t give me a chance to counter as he takes off running.


  Grumbling, I follow after him. His heart is in the right place, but he’s not a soldier. Fiery revenge and a sense of justice are all good, but it won’t keep him alive. He’s too headstrong and willful.


  “Wait here,” I call out to him.


  When he stops and turns back to stare after me, I sprint toward the Cury-craft. “Where’s General Corvin?” I ask one of the protectors.


  “He’s aboard his Cury, ma’am,” he says, motioning one of the freed citizens into the side of the craft.


  “Will this Cury meet with the general’s at some point? I have orders from the Council to assist Corvin with the evacuation.” I glance around warily, and add, “And where are you going now?”


  His dark eyes meet mine. “Our orders are to pick up as many citizens as possible and get them to the west border. We’re a part of General Corvin’s convoy evacuating to Laryn, ma’am.”


  “We’re joining you then.” I wave the prince over. “Has the Barrel Quarter been evacuated yet?” My heart jolts inside my chest, waiting to hear if my mother is safe.


  He shakes his head. “No, ma’am. Not yet.”


  Prince Caben stands beside me and I usher him inside the Cury-craft. “Then that’s our next stop, protector,” I order, and climb in behind the prince.


  The protector lifts his chin toward the driver in the front compartment. “Barrel Quarter!”


  A nauseating twinge of guilt hits my stomach at having pulled rank to order their route. But I have to know my mother is safely out of Cavan before I can move forward on this mission. I grip the leather handle above my head and brace myself as the rest of the protectors file into the craft and we lift up.


  White light illuminates the bottom of the craft, rippling the air beside me as the engine rumbles, hovering us higher and closer to the middle of the buildings. From here, I can see nearly all of Cavan. Smoke billows from the domed rooftops, and the setting sun reflects off the glass buildings, washing the city in a dusky, fire-orange hue.


  I close my eyes to shut out the glare and see Carina’s lifeless body in my mind. I wish we could’ve had more time to figure each other out. Whatever issues she had with the councilor, I know that she had vital information that I need. We might have even been friends. We just weren’t given enough time.


  As the Cury-craft hovers over the Baltique Quarter, my stomach drops with a sickening free-fall. Hundreds of bodies lay mutilated, abandoned. Otherworlders scurry like roaches down the streets, ransacking homes and dragging citizens behind them. They’re taking the people they think will gain them the most profit and killing the rest.


  Corpses of children are thrown into a pile like discarded trash. A hollow burn consumes the air in my lungs and I fight for breath. My hand grips the handle tighter as I watch an Otherworlder set the bodies aflame. I turn my head . . . and meet the prince’s eyes.


  The flames and scorching sun ignite the deep rivers of his blue eyes. I imagine they see past my layers of uniform and skin, to the fiery magma coursing through my veins, as they flick over my face. Then his lips part, but I jerk my head sideways before his words form.


  There is nothing anyone can say.


  Not right now.


  The Cury-craft rumbles to a halt, and then we descend slowly to the earth. It lands with a hollow boom, and the protectors take up their swords and hustle out the side.


  I spring from my crouched position and land on both feet. Relief floods my limbs as I run toward my road. It doesn’t look like the Otherworlders have attacked here yet.


  Thank you, Alyah.


  “Which unit is yours?” Prince Caben asks, joining my side.


  Clamping down on my annoyance, I press my lips together and point to the building next to mine. “Help the protectors evacuate there.” And I head toward my home.


  I don’t look behind to see if the prince has listened. Instead, I pump my legs harder, racing toward my rusted metal door. Behind me, the battle has caught up with us.


  Cannon fire echoes against the panes of glass, but I push on. The clink of swords meeting swords and the soft exhale of blood exiting bodies after being run through fills the air, but it fades into the background noise of the battle as my whole being races toward home.


  Jumping over an overturned potted plant, I cross into the tiny manicured yard, and suck in a breath as I reach the door. I grab the knob and immediately yank my hand back from the blistering handle. Panic rips through me.


  Bracing my arm over my nose and lower half of my face, I rear back and kick the door. It groans but doesn’t give. I kick harder, and it flies open with a sickening whine. I’m blasted backward by a gust of hot air.


  Covering my face, I lower into a hunch and creep inside the unit. “Mom!”


  Flames lick the paneling. The walls are covered in long dark slashes where the fire has scorched. The tiny three-legged table we’ve owned forever smolders, its legs slowly burning into fire-red embers.


  I blink the smoke from my eyes. “Mom!”


  A hand yanks my arm, pulling me out of the apartment. “She’s gone—” the prince says.


  My eyes search his face. “How do you know?” I cough the smoke from my lungs and he slaps my back. I jerk away from his touch. “How do you know?”


  He nods his head toward the second Cury-craft that’s landed next to ours. “All the units in this building and the next are empty.” His eyes narrow. “General Corvin ordered your protectors to move on to the next quarter.”


  I shake my head. “I’m checking anyway.” I step around him.


  His hand catches my wrist. “Otherworlders are storming us right now!”


  Whipping around, I shout, “Then go.” I pull away and attempt to head back into my home.


  There’s a loud groan followed by sizzling pops, and the second floor falls into my living room. I stagger back. “Goddess—” I scream and kick the doorframe.


  She’s safe, I tell myself. Emily got her out and on to a Cury-craft quickly after the news hit—and she’s safe. She’s safe. Only my thudding heart can’t bear to leave my home behind without knowing for sure.


  Prince Caben rests his hand on my shoulder and I drop my head. “Come on, protector. There’s nothing you can—”


  I look up as his words choke off and draw my sword too late.


  Something knocks the back of my head.


  Darkness covers me.
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    Blinking my eyes open, I reach up and palm the second lump I received to the back of my head today and groan.
  


  A thick chain drags across my body, and I freeze. Its weight presses down on me, and I sit up and lift my shackled wrists, then glance down the long line of others hooked to the chain. Three Otherworlders stand before me, swords aimed at a woman with blond hair clutching her tunic closed.


  “Sit down,” one of them orders her. “Put out your hands.” The Otherworlder clanks the cuffs together, eagerly awaiting the woman to stretch out her arms.


  When she does—reluctantly—her tunic drops to her waist and she shivers. The night air in Cavan is disgustingly humid, and I know she’s not cold but terrified. And embarrassed. I reach for my sword to plant it into his disrespectful abdomen, but it’s not there.


  Of course.


  I’ve never solitarily prayed to the goddess of war, but I now search my muddled mind for the right words to whisper to Rae.


  Cavan is a distant glow against the skyline, lit up and flickering as the fires still burn. There’s a muted echo from war machines and destruction, but from here, it feels as if the battle is dying down.


  I pray that General Corvin got his convoys out safely. I pray that my mother is with them. I pray that the Council is halfway to Laryn with Empress Iana by now—that they are already planning retaliation strategies to retrieve the relic. My heart aches for them all. For us.


  A tremor of fear quakes me.


  The prince?


  Searching the line of prisoners, I spot his now blood-stained and tattered cream uniform. He’s five people down from me and unconscious. I say a quick thank you to Alyah for at least sparing his life, then look down at my binds, trying to reason a way out of this.


  The chains are rusted and old, and possibly weakened. I pull on the cuff, but am yanked to my feet before I can test its strength. An Otherworlder with dreads reaching past his elbows sneers and tugs the chain, forcing me to turn and face the front of the line.


  “Move, above-grounder scum!” the Otherworlder who cuffed the woman orders. He pokes the tip of his sword into her side, and with trembling hands, she gathers up her tunic, pulling it onto her shoulders.


  The chain pulls taut and I’m forced to walk, dragging my boots through the loose sand. I glance behind me, knowing it’s only a matter of seconds before Prince Caben gets a brutal awakening.


  The line halts, and an Otherworlder with silver rings decorating his eyebrows snarls at the prince. “Wake up, you filthy leech.” He kicks the side of his rib cage. Shaking his head, the dust clouding around him, Prince Caben pushes himself up onto his knees. He searches his surroundings and his eyes meet mine. I lift my brows, hoping he catches my signal for him to hold his tongue and do as he’s commanded.


  His features reflect all the anger and embarrassment I’m feeling in this moment, and I know he’s battling his princely pride. But if the Otherworlders discover he’s the last heir to the Perinyian kingdom . . . Well, I’m unsure if they’d strike him down immediately or cart him off to be tortured. But it’s not in his favor to throw a royal tantrum.


  Getting my unspoken message, he slowly rises, brushing the dirt from his tunic and pants. Panicked, I look at his hand—and the silver ring that carries his royal crest is missing. He isn’t as dimwitted as I thought. Releasing a heavy breath, I thank the goddesses that at some point, the price disposed of it.


  The line moves forward again, and I look ahead. The blond woman before me tugs on her tunic, trying to keep it up. I press my lips together and tear a pleat from the bottom of my uniform. I rest my hand on her shoulder gently so I don’t startle her, then proceed to tie the split ends of her tunic together.


  When I’m done, she turns her head and gives me a broken smile before continuing to lead our chained convoy through the desolate desert plain.


  One of the Otherworlders’ war machines idles ahead of us. It’s larger than the ones I watched decimate our city, and I assume is being used to transport their slaves. To where, I’m not sure. But if I’m to break away, now would be the time to attempt it.


  Gripping the chain in one hand to keep it from pulling the other captives and alerting the Otherworlders, I twist my wrist back and forth. The rusted metal cuts into my skin, and I bite down on my bottom lip. Damn. No slipping free, and the cuff isn’t giving—not without calling the mercury to the surface.


  And that won’t do anything but cause unwanted attention and get me killed.


  No. I’ll have to wait for an opportune moment. I’ll also have to figure out a way to free the prince, too. I can’t leave him behind. I disobeyed orders and botched my mission when I went after my mother. Hell, I botched it when I chose to go back to the palace instead of getting Prince Caben out of the city. Now the last heir to one of the Three Realms is in the hands of the enemy.


  If I ever needed the goddesses’ mercy, it’s now.


  Glancing around, I decide that I can’t simply leave these people behind either. I’ll have to find a way to free us all. I nearly laugh out loud in a fit as the desperation of my situation sinks in. I’m only one person. Maybe if I’m regrouped with the other Nactue then there’s a chance. I can only pray that this machine takes me to Lilly and Willa.


  My chest pangs with a hollow ache, and I wince. Empress Iana is suffering. I can feel her pain. I can feel her life force fading just as I can feel the mercury churning violently in my blood as the Otherworlders steal it from my home. It’s as if something is awakening inside of me. As if Alyah herself is speaking, but the message is garbled.


  Closing my eyes for a moment, I try to listen, but am halted to an abrupt stop when the chain snaps tight. My eyes fly open.


  The Otherworlder with silver rings above his eyes throws the door on the side of the machine open. It slides wide with a loud whomp. “Inside,” he growls.


  The blonde in front of me ducks her head and climbs in. I imagine yanking the chain up and wrapping it around the Otherworlder’s neck as I step up to the open door. Instead, I cut my eyes at him, committing to memory his bony, ashen face. Then I seat myself next to the woman on a long metal bench.


  Tinted windows run along the inside of the machine. You can’t see through them from the outside. They appear as if steel or a part of the vehicle, and they’re possibly shatterproof. I stare out them now as the machine rumbles to life, then I watch as Cavan slowly slides away, becoming a speck of light.


  I rest my head in my palms and try to swallow. My mouth is so dry it feels as if I’ve been drinking sand. Which, I have, truly. I grind my jaw back and forth, gritting dirt between my teeth. From the front compartment I can hear the Otherworlders guzzling and slurping. If the sound wasn’t so nauseating it might make me ravenous with need for water.


  Overhead, a dim, thin and winding ultraviolet light wraps the roof of the hull. It washes the faces around me in a pale, unearthly glow. Prince Caben sits across from me, and the whites of his eyes are illuminated unnaturally. Flecks of white cloth woven through his uniform and cloak stand out in the same strange glow against the dark.


  His eyes stay locked on my face, unblinking. And I’m suddenly wary that the Otherworlders’ dark light reveals the mercury beneath my skin. I break his gaze and instead stare at the sooty floor.


  Before I can check my hands, Long Dreads stomps to the middle of our compartment and flops on the empty seat. He dips his head forward and pries one eye open, then pinches the clear, gel-like substance between his fingers. He removes the second lens from his other eye and rubs the matter until it’s dissolved. When he looks up, his eyes are two blue-white beams with pinhole pupils. A shiver crawls down my back.


  The machine hits a divot and we bounce. The hard metal bench jars my backbone and I wince.


  Two women in the middle of the bench opposite me cry out as they cling to each other. Long Dreads snarls at them, but this only makes them hug each other tighter. They share similar features—maybe they’re mother and daughter. The younger one with matted brown hair down her back can’t be much older than me. And the older woman covers her with her arms, trying to shield her, trying to be strong as her daughter cries, tucked against her chest.


  My heart aches, and I again pray that my mother made it out of Cavan safely.


  “Don’t move, maggots,” Long Dreads orders.


  The lights above flicker, and then a beep blares. Metal brackets reach around my feet and waist, locking me into place. Panic swirls in my chest, prickling my senses, but as soon as I attempt to move, the machine grinds to a stop and pitches forward.


  A high squeal echoes through the hull and I glance out the darkened windows. Ahead of us, a plateau stretches across the horizon, and a void separates the top of the land from the bottom. As if Farrah herself carved out the center, reaching her hand down from the sky and smiting the very earth.


  The squealing noise heightens into a shrill ring, then something on the machine clamps down with a thudding boom.


  A track.


  We’re hooking up to some kind of track these machines were designed for.


  Silence pervades the stuffy compartment, and then we’re lifted up and back down again. The prince’s eyes widen, and I’m two seconds from tearing at my restraints when the war machine lurches into motion and we’re hanging sideways, limbs and hair dangling at an angle.


  We’re going down.


  Outside the window is pitch black, and faint light shining from inside the machine reveals the earth’s crust moving at sonic speed past us. My stomach roils from the free-fall. It feels like we’re descending into hell.


  And maybe we are.


  The metal brackets gouge into my stomach and ribs as my weight bears down on them. Pain splinters my insides, and I look at the Otherworlder. His gray armor protects him. This is his world.


  After countless minutes that feels like an eternity of straight, downward descent, the machine slows. Then it bucks to a creaking halt. The hair that came loose from my bun long ago floats beside my forehead, then we’re moving again. With a pop, the vehicle unhitches from the track and then rights itself.


  The windows of the machine shimmer—the black tint peeling away to reveal a new world. A dark world. Towering earth mounds—half mountains, half buildings—rise up from the ground. The same ultraviolet light that hovers above me now illuminates their panes of dirt-caked glass and stone. The dark lights swirl and branch out, covering walkways and wire fences, casting the underground world in hues of glowing blues and neon whites.


  And in the center, where we’re rumbling toward, a giant domed cage crackles with violent currents.


  Oh, Alyah.


  Where am I?
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    The metal braces snap open. Silver Rings bounds up, brushes his matted coils of hair aside, and reaches into the pockets of his leather pants. He pulls out a rusted key. His pale features take on an unnatural glow under the black light as he unlocks each cuff one-by-one, freeing the captives until he gets to me, where he stops and crooks a sneer.
  


  “Still have some fight in you, protector?” he asks. “Best save it for later. One move that isn’t ordered and I’ll skewer you to my sword.”


  Drawing my eyebrows together, I square my shoulders, but say nothing. He laughs a throaty, deep chuckle, then proceeds to uncuff my arms. I wrap my fingers around my wrist and massage the irritated skin. Then quickly inspect it. My skin, though dirty and bruised, bares no evidence that the blood beneath is anything other than blood. I thank the goddesses.


  I need to check my emotions—make sure I stay calm. I’m not sure what the Otherworlders would do to me if they found out. Maybe drain me for the mercury. Maybe experiment on me. I don’t know.


  “Move ‘em out,” Long Dreads shouts, and the two Otherworlders take up their swords and wave them through the air, motioning us forward like cattle.


  A metal bridge stretches across a cavernous divide, connecting two of the mountainous structures. Atop their pointed, misshapen rooftops, dark lights swirl in glass orbs, casting the Otherworld in an unearthly blue-green hue.


  My boots clank against the grating, and I look over the side. The thin lights running along the walkway block the depth below, but from the echo, I’m sure a fall would mean death. I wonder how deep it is, or if there’s even a bottom. Steam hisses from the void, shooting past me and into the wide open vast that is the Otherworld.


  The tower before me rises up from the abyss as we approach. Its jagged exterior and dim lighting makes my skin crawl. I’m not sure how a building can appear evil. But it does. A dark essence seeps from the structure’s core, filling the air and dragging my soul into the murky deep below.


  Long Dreads stops before a large, rusted metal door and bangs on it three times. A slat slides open and two glowing eyes peep out. They rake us over, then the door whines open. We’re ushered into the dark, and a light ahead reveals a large chamber with more Otherworlders hustling around.


  There’s a long iron table in the center, and an Otherworlder with the palest skin I’ve seen yet is seated behind it. His eyes settle on us, then he looks to Silver Rings.


  “Bax,” Pale Face says. “What have you brought me?” He palms the table and pushes himself up into a hunched standing position. His back is curved awkwardly, as if his spinal cord is damaged.


  Silver Rings—Bax walks up to him and clasps his shoulder. “We have another protector. Another Nactue.” He lifts his chin on this last part and smiles, his pointed teeth illuminated wickedly in the eerie light.


  My whole body stills. Another Nactue. By the way he said it, it sounds as if the others are still alive. Alyah, lead me to them.


  Pale Face jeers, his skin stretching across his bony, misshapen face, and he laughs. “Krewl and Collar each have two.” He works his jaw. It jerks sideways and back with a revolting crunch. Then his luminous eyes sweep over me. “And she looks fresh. Probably hasn’t had proper training yet. Krewl’s one girl would eat her alive.”


  My confusion must be apparent as both of them look at me and their faces crack with knowing smiles. But I’m not completely lost or stupid. If they have my girls, then this Collar and Krewl must have captured one of the former Nactue as well. A seasoned Nactue. If so, that means there are five of us here. My body trembles with hope.


  They don’t reveal their intentions, though. Pale Face limps toward us, his beady eyes seeking each face. “Most can be sent to the mill,” he says to Bax, then points to the mother and daughter who still cling to each other, their arms wrapped tightly. “Take the young one to the Trade, and this one”—he points to her mother—“to the mine.”


  Otherworlders with chains strapped around their torsos appear from the shadows. They march toward the couple and pry them apart. The mother screams, her fingers clawing the air as she tries to keep a hold on her daughter. My teeth clamp down. Anger roils fire-hot in my stomach.


  Pale Face continues down the line, pointing and sending the captured off either to be traded or to become their personal slaves. It’s been nearly a hundred years since anyone has been informed of Otherworlders enslaving people. At least in Cavan. But it seems as if they’ve been abducting all this time. Maybe on a smaller scale than they’re now doing by waging wars. Only, our Council never reported it to us.


  Straightening his hunched back as much as possible, Pale Face rises up to look the prince in the face when he reaches him. As Pale Face’s eyes search Prince Caben, my fingers dig into my thigh, gripping my uniform to keep my hands from shaking. I push the fury boiling over into my gut, restraining myself from lashing out if he should send him to the Trade or worse; end him here.


  Pale Face rubs his crooked jaw. “He’s strong,” he says. His eyes quint. “But weak, too. Proud. Yes, very proud. What is your name, above-worlder?”


  Prince Caben sucks in a breath, pushing out his chest. “Payne,” he answers, and I notice a twinge of regret as his brow furrows. He hadn’t yet prepared a fake identity.


  “Payne?” Pale Face repeats, amusement lacing his gritty voice. He quirks an eyebrow, then cocks his head in the direction of Bax and the Otherworlders. “Take the protector and Pain to the Cage.”


  My eyes meet the prince’s briefly, and though I don’t know what lies ahead, I’m relieved that we at least remain together. Thank you, Alyah. I can still keep watch over my charge.


  Bax laughs and our heads jerk toward him. “I should very much enjoy watching the protectors beat this weakling of a man into a bloody whip.” He flicks his wrist and the Otherworlders grab our arms to lead us away.


  Bax continues to laugh, his husky voice grating my eardrums. “To the Cage!”


  [image: * * *]


  The inner city quarter of the Otherworld is dank and cool, and large fans blasting semi-fresh air are mounted into the rock sediment walls. Their giant blades cause a low, rhythmic drumming that fills the realm. I’m getting accustomed to the black lights, and my eyes take in the hazy effect they have on the city.


  The rock walls and earth towers are lit up in bright colors—illumined and glowing as the ultraviolet light catches the minerals in the rock. If not for the darkness and vileness slithering down here, it may be beautiful.


  Prince Caben walks ahead of me as our Otherworlder guards escort us through a thickly packed downtown area. Though it seems the whole of the realm is tightly woven as such. Buildings on top of buildings, houses stacked awkwardly between them. And the electrified Cage I spotted when we first arrived is in the center of all the chaos.


  As we approach the stadium area, the excited shouts and swarm of Otherworlders makes my head spin. Tiered risers reach into the dark sky above, filled with dark-clad citizens. The stands encircling the Cage are pushed a safe distance back from the snapping electrical field. Inside the cage—


  My heart stops.


  Kai.


  She rams her head into a man’s chest and he stumbles back. Then she scrambles to the black ground, searching her fingers through the dirt. She grasps something and bounds up with a metal bar.


  Her usually detailed and beautiful eye makeup runs down her cheeks, sweat and filth streaking them. It mixes together with the blood splattered across her face.


  “Kai!” I shout, and am jabbed in the side by Bax’s sword hilt. I grab my ribs, but don’t take my eyes off the fight in the center of the Cage. I’ve never seen the man she battles. And as I move forward to get a better look, Bax slaps his arm across my chest, halting me.


  “This is just placement, protector,” he says. “Don’t get too worked up. No one will die”—his fierce eyes meet mine—“today.”


  He jerks my arm, pulling me away from the horrid scene and into an alcove. I crane my head, trying to spot Lilly or Willa along the sideline chambers of the Cage.


  They have to be here.


  I’m yanked forward and forced to look ahead. A narrow and dark hallway leads us into a large, open chamber. There are chairs and tables and faded material hanging over smaller rooms off to the sides. A loud clang sounds behind me, and I jerk my head to see a ribbed metal door locking into place.


  “This is your new home,” Bax tells the prince and me. “Make yourselves comfortable. It might be wise to lock yourself up in a room tonight.” He laughs, and I take in the surly faces of people hunched into corners and sitting on makeshift furniture.


  I turn and face Bax. “I demand to know what is to become of us—me,” I correct quickly, not wanting him to know I have any association with the prince.


  Prince Caben shifts to stand beside me, and I’m tempted to box his face. He’s stating that it’s us against them. He’s trying to be strong, but he doesn’t understand that alliances in situations like this can be deadly.


  I step away from him and again open my mouth to question my fate when Bax says, “All you need to worry about is defeating your foe when you enter into the Cage, protector.” His illuminated eyes sweep over me. The light-filled spires in the corners of the chamber crackle with voltage, and his eyebrow rings glint. “If you cost me one ounce of mercury, I’ll off you myself—if one of your opponents doesn’t finish the job first.”


  Kai’s blood-splattered face flashes in my mind. She’s only just been brought here . . . her and my Nactue . . . and they’ve already been tested in the Cage. He’s telling me that I have to face them. That I will have to kill them, or they will kill me. This is the Otherworlders’ game, their sadistic sport. And we’re probably the greatest competitors they’ve had for a long time.


  “What if I refuse to fight?” I ask, my voice trembling despite my efforts to remain calm.


  He sneers. “Then your goddess help you, protector.” He moves closer and looks down his pale nose at me. “Because then the Grimmal will pick his teeth with your bones.”


  I shiver as a high-pitched screech rolls through the chamber, rattling the barred walls.


  


  


  [image: -----]


  [image: Chapter 14]


  


  
    Bax has left the cell, Prince Caben has found a secluded spot across the chamber, and I’m finally alone with my thoughts. There’s another large chamber off from the master cell where some of the prisoners have disappeared to, but I’m not in the mood to investigate just yet.
  


  I picked the farthest corner of the main room to hunker in—away from the other prisoners that I can faintly see in the dim lighting—and I now pull off my boots and stretch my legs.


  My calves ache as I knead them, trying to work out the soreness along with my jumbled thoughts. I don’t need to inspect my chest to know the stabbing pain and dull ache stems from bruises and possibly a fractured rib. Now that it’s quiet and I’m no longer in flight or fight mode, all my injuries are making themselves known.


  I roll my tense shoulders and force my exhausted mind to reason. Besides the circumstance that I have more than myself to worry about in here; like Prince Caben, Lilly, Willa, and the other Nactue—there is something else disturbing me. Something that doesn’t connect with how we came to be here, and what the Otherworlders want.


  After the Otherworlders fled below the earth, the Council speculated that they would get their resources from outside the Three Realms. That they were most likely dying off. We went without incident from them for a century. From all I’ve seen so far, it doesn’t appear as if the Otherworlders are suffering from lack of anything. It seems like their realm flourishes—functioning as it does daily, and we’re now simply a part of it.


  Why the sudden attack on Perinya and Cavan? And if we were preparing for an attack from them at some point, like the empresses stated in her address, then how did they defeat us so easily and thoroughly?


  There is a piece of this puzzle missing. Something that doesn’t match up.


  Councilor Herna declared that Laryn is providing shelter, and I assume Perinya and Cavan will plan retaliation once the leaders regroup at King Dallion’s palace. But, the Otherworlders are not scampering around preparing for an attack. Nor was there any talk of invading Laryn. I can’t be sure of that, however, from my short time outside this cell, but it seems as if the Otherworlders had a very specific goal once they invaded each country, and maybe it wasn’t to take over. Maybe killing the leaders and steeling mercury and relics was their plan. And capturing slaves for their Trade and twisted sport is a bonus.


  My head starts to pound and I press my fingers to the sides, working small circles against my temples.


  Willa, Lilly, and the other Nactue are somewhere in this realm. From what I’ve deduced, there are three main ring leaders for this caged sport. And each has their own champions to contend against the others’.


  A twinge of panic that my mother could be here somewhere hits my chest. She could be at this Mill or the mine right now, or being traded off—without her meds. I wish I could feel that assured connection to her like I share with Empress Iana. Even though the empress is fading, I can still feel her life force and know she lives. Where is my mother? Will I ever see her again?


  I push the thought down into the pit of my stomach. I have to trust that Alyah has protected her, that she guided her to Laryn. That the Council already has a plan set into motion to secure the stolen crystalline relic. I have to trust in my goddesses and leaders or else I’ll go mad trapped behind these barred walls.


  A pneumatic pipe pumps along the stone wall, steam escaping with a shrill whistle, and a dim light flickers to life in the middle of the dingy ceiling. It’s not bright enough to make out faces or details, but along with the lighted spires, it casts a soft glow in this dark world. I lay my head against the wall, ready to retire my brain.


  After I’ve had a few hours of sleep, I can then try to figure out my next move.


  My eyes flutter closed, but before I drift off, I feel a presence nearing. Jerking upright, I fist my hands and pull them up, ready to strike.


  Prince Caben takes a step backward. Then he shakes his head and shrugs off his cloak. Ignoring my raised hands, he balls up the garment and slides it between the stone and my head. Without a word, he returns to his side of the cell.


  The crease between my eyes relaxes as I lower my hands and rest my head on the makeshift pillow. The scent of masculine cologne, pine, and oleander settles me, and I breathe in the mixture of the prince and my home. An ache lodges in my throat.


  I keep my eyes cracked open as I drift off. Prince Caben may have missed the curious look that the hulky guy on the cot gave him. But I didn’t. The guy stares at Prince Caben now, his huge biceps flexing as he pumps his palms together.
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  I have never desired a shower so badly before in my life.


  Glancing around at the members of our supposed team, I find everyone looks as if it’s been weeks or months since they last bathed. I wrinkle my nose. It smells like it, too. The thought that I may never cleanse myself again scares me almost as much as the idea that I’ll be bathing right along with them—in the same stall.


  I rub my thumb over my chest and cringe.


  I’ll have to find a way to hide my clamp if that’s so. Staying alive means keeping my secret. I don’t know what these prisoners would do if they discovered it—possibly kill me out of fear or prejudice; viewing me as either a threat or weak link. It depends on how they viewed cybernetics in their own realms.


  Best not to find out.


  There was no alarm or brightening of the sun to wake us, only the loud clanking from the guards positioned outside our cell. The light in the middle of the room glows brighter, mimicking daytime, or at least what the Otherworlders consider their day. There’s no way to tell the time as it’s continually dark underground.


  Now that there’s more light, I can make out the people who share my cell. There are seven of us. Five men and two women—me included. They all wear the same dismal blue tunics and pants with a metal cuff around one wrist.


  Two of the men look like they come from the same country. Their dusky skin is similar in shade, and they have a tattoo of a swirled feather beside their left eye. I’ve never seen that marking before. They must be from a country outside of the Three Realms.


  For the others I assume the same as well, because I surely would have known if people from Cavan had been abducted. But then I wonder if Prince Caben has made any connections—if any of them are from his country, and whether they have recognized him.


  I shake the fearful idea from my head. Even if that were so, they wouldn’t out their prince. They would want to protect him, keep his identity a secret after what happened to their king.


  With that thought comes another terrifying realization: how am I to keep my princely charge alive?


  It seems futile to think after all that has happened that I should keep my orders. But I took a vow to honor my empress. If all that I have left is my duty—if all else is stripped away—I at least have my honor.


  Once I have a chance to seek out Lilly and the other Nactue, we can form a plan. Find some way to escape. Until then, my mission is to protect the last heir to the Perinyian throne. Even if that means beating him senseless to stop him from blundering into faux pas in this realm and getting himself killed.


  The burly guy who eyed the prince last night shifts his gaze to Prince Caben again. He runs his palm over his shorn hair and his mouth twists into a sneer. It makes me nervous . . . and confused. I figure, at least in here, we are all on the same side. Fighting against the other sets of Cage fighters, the other teams. Maybe he recognizes Prince Caben. Or maybe—


  “What’s your rank, baby blue eyes?” the guy asks, pushing off his cot and stalking toward the prince.


  Everything in me screams to act, but I don’t want to declare alliances this early on. Not without understanding the dynamic of placements and bonds already formed among these people. But I’ll not let this hulk of a man harm the prince. I brace my heel against the wall, ready to push off and lunge.


  Prince Caben rises to his feet, slowly turning to face him. He straightens his spine, squaring his shoulders. “I don’t have one. And my name is Payne. Not ‘baby blue eyes’, meathead.”


  Big guy laughs, his husky voice bounces off the rock walls. “I’m Crew”—he beats his chest hard once, like a barbarian—“and I’ve won three fights. I’ll win the next two and be the one awarded the freedom ring.” He leans down toward Prince Caben, leveling their faces. “So don’t even think about you or your princess over there walking out of here. I’m ranked as a Colossal. The strongest Colossal in Bax’s league.”


  Princess? I nearly scoff. Then I realize what the problem with Crew is: he feels threatened by Prince Caben. That revelation almost makes me laugh out right. What does a big stack of muscles like Crew have to fear from the prince?


  The other prisons slowly circle around the stand-off in the center of the cell. Tension thickens the musty air. It coils around my spine, tightening my muscles. If I allow the fight to continue without interruption, will the guards stop it? They’d want their fighters in pristine shape, wouldn’t they?


  Prince Caben doesn’t back away from Crew. Instead, he moves into his space. I roll my eyes. Stupid, conceited man.


  “Freedom ring?” the prince questions. “As in, there’s a chance to leave?” He rubs his chin, and I notice the dark shadow of facial hair that has darkened his features overnight. “Is there a season that has to be won, or can someone gain five wins during their entire imprisonment?”


  Crew’s eyebrows pinch together. He’s clearly despondent that he hasn’t succeeded in intimidating the prince. “We’re in a season right now, you weakling. If you don’t win—you’re dead. Which by the looks of you, will happen in your first match.”


  Prince Caben nods, as if he’s simply piecing together a jigsaw puzzle and not being told of his demise. “What is the cuff for?” He points to the iron clamp around Crew’s wrist.


  “It’s our biometric monitor.” Crew shoves the cuff up close to the prince’s face. “See those three blue lights? Those are my wins. When the fifth lights up, I’m outta’ here.”


  “Has anyone ever won the freedom ring before?” Prince Caben asks.


  Crew’s massive arms tremble. “No,” he grinds out. “But I will.” He cocks his cuffed hand back, then sends a blow to Prince Caben’s chin.


  Hell.


  I’m up and racing across the cell before the prince hits the ground. Crew spots me from his peripheral. He turns and swipes the air. I duck, roll, and come up behind him. I jump on the cot and leap onto his back.


  “You squirrely little . . .” he mumbles, trying to reach over his shoulders to get a hold on me.


  Tightening my arms around his thick neck, I squeeze. He gasps for air, and rams my back into the wall. I wheeze as the air whooshes from my lungs, pain splintering through my already bruised chest. But I hold tight, bearing down harder, and cut off his supply of oxygen.


  Finally, I feel Crew weaken beneath my hold. He drops to his knees, and I only release him once I’m sure he’s knocked out.


  Stepping around the now limp Crew, I glance at all the wide eyes studying me, and meet the prince’s. Fury ignites his stormy blue irises. He picks himself off the floor and heads toward one of the side chambers, throwing the tattered material aside as he stalks inside.


  I follow after him. When I step inside the tiny, dank room, my eyes trail Prince Caben as he paces. He reaches each side of the small chamber with three quick strides. Back and forth.


  On his third round, I open my mouth and get out a single syllable before he holds up a hand, halting me. He drives his hand through his dark hair. “Thank you for making me look like a spineless jerk.” He shakes his head and faces me.


  Taken aback, I say, “This is my duty to protect—”


  “No. In your country it was your duty to guard me. In my world and here”—he opens his arms wide—“a man fights his own battles. He does not depend on a woman to fight them for him. You just disgraced me.”


  Fire simmers in my core. “I’m still assigned as your protector no matter what realm we inhabit, Your High—” I stop myself before addressing him by title out of habit. “Your pride is polluting your reasoning.”


  He laughs. “Yes, well. Thanks to your show out there, I no longer have my pride to worry about.” His deep eyes bore into me before he shakes his head again and leaves.


  I don’t understand how getting the life beat out of him would have proved anything to Crew or the other prisoners. He would’ve looked just as weak in my eyes, and probably in theirs, also. But maybe he has a small, if not twisted and skewed point. Carina embarrassed me when she belittled me before the Nactue, and I was outraged.


  Exiting the small chamber, I hear the barred door unlatch and look over to see Bax and two of his Otherworlder cronies entering the cell.


  “You two,” he says, pointing his crooked finger at Prince Caben and then me. “Time for placement.”


  The prince’s eyes meet mine, and I lift an eyebrow.


  If the prince wants to fight his own battles, then he’s about to get his wish.
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    The alcove narrows once we exit the cell. A cramped and dank corridor leads us down a long, winding path toward a larger encampment. Steam hisses from ventilation systems along the walls, and giant wheels with deep, rusted cogs turn and grind, pumping out water through a filter.
  


  As much as the Otherworlders value mercury, I have yet to spy any mercury-powered devices or technology. What are they using the mineral for? Why all the warring and trading of human life to obtain it?


  My thoughts are interrupted as Bax jabs the hilt of his sword into my back, driving me to walk toward Pale Face seated at a square metal table.


  “Lord Arnik,” Bax addresses Pale Face. “Our new contenders are ready to earn their ranks.”


  A wheezing sound escapes Arnik’s lips as he rises from his seat. If Bax is our league’s ring leader, why does he report and takes orders from this decrepit Otherworlder?


  Arnik nods. “Test the protector first,” he says. “I’d like to see how she stacks up against her sisters.” He spits this last word like it tastes bad in his mouth.


  Two giant wheels turn, and the barred wall along the side of the chamber begins to slide open. A ruckus of noise bleeds into the room, filling it with cheers, shouts, and stomping from the risers surrounding the Cage.


  Bax gives my back a push, shoving me toward the opening leading into the Cage.


  “Wait—” Arnik yells, and coughs. He clears his throat with a forced, rattling exhale. “Check her for anything she could use as a weapon. I want this to be a clean fight to determine her worth.”


  Fear prickles my spine, and I step backward, away from the advancing guards. “Your brutes have already patted me down,” I say, keeping my voice level. This is true, but they didn’t do a thorough inspection beneath my uniform. If they had, they would’ve found the clamp in my chest.


  Bax grunts. “Sweep her with the wand.”


  The hairs on my body stand at end as the burly Otherworlder approaches with the metal detecting rod outstretched. I squeeze my eyelids closed and pray to Alyah for a miracle. I pray so hard my lips tremble.


  The guard starts at my boots and the wand illuminates blue. “Take them off,” he orders.


  I slip out of my steel-toed boots, and he works the device up my legs, pausing at the bottom button of my uniform shirt. He sneers, a wicked grin crossing his stretched face. He continues to move the wand higher, and when it flashes a bright blue over my chest, I stop breathing.


  “Remove your shirt,” the guard commands, his voice thick with pleasure.


  My mouth trembles open. My eyes flick over the others in the room and land on the prince. His arms flex as he grips the edge of the table, his features strained. I look ahead, close my eyes, and reach for the last button of my shirt.


  Bax groans. “Enough,” he snaps. My eyes open as he marches over and rips the silver protector insignia from the breast of my uniform. “You won’t be needing this anymore.” He tosses it to the dirt.


  I release my pent-up breath. But my relief is short as I’m hurried toward the opening, hobbling as I put my boots back on. I manage a quick glance over my shoulder at the prince, meeting his enlarged, worried eyes before I’m shoved into the Cage.


  I cross over a metal plank connecting the caged ring and the chamber. Beneath is a trench filled with flowing dark silver. Mercury. It surrounds the inside perimeter of the Cage, flowing like a small, murky river.


  “No killing!” Bax shouts. “Just hurt him good, protector.”


  I’m shocked that Bax is talking to me as if I’m his accomplice—his partner. Like I have any intentions to murder an innocent stranger on his behalf.


  But when the mountain of a man steps into the domed ring, I question myself. He doesn’t look innocent. He looks like he’s scented blood and is searching for the source, ready to mutilate anything in his path.


  He’s wearing a similar, plain tunic as the others in my league, except his is red. It’s grimy and tattered, as if he’s fought a hundred battles. I tilt my head and look closer. His cuff flashes two blue lights. Cocking his head to one side, then the other, he cracks his neck.


  Above my head, the electric field of blue and white crackles and pops like lightning.


  The risers are filled to the top with citizens of the Otherworld—cheering, whooping, rooting for their contenders. They chant the name “Carnage”, and I assume that’s who is about to put a hurt on me.


  My eyes land back on the guy working his way into the center of the Cage. He must be a Colossal, because he towers at least three feet above me, and his biceps are the size of tree trunks. He smooths back his long dark hair and wraps a band around the tail of his grease-streaked mane.


  I back up a couple of steps, wanting to study his moves as he attacks.


  He favors his left leg, and one of his gray eyes droops, the skin scarred and sagging toward the middle. When he lunges, I jump to my left, forcing him to use his right side to keep balance.


  I continue to leap sideways, and he stumbles over his large, booted feet.


  “You have to fight sometime, little girl,” he growls. Then he swipes, closing his massive arms like clamps, as he tries to lock them around me.


  He lunges again, but this time I sweep his bad leg. He bellows as he grabs his knee and falls to the ground. The crowd roars.


  Goddesses, forgive me.


  I straddle his huge chest and anchor his arms to the earth with my feet. His eyes widen as he grunts and struggles, probably angered that a five-foot-nothing girl has pinned him. The mercury pumps in my veins, pounding against my skin and singeing my blood.


  Bearing down harder on his heavily-muscled arms, I reach down and scoop a handful of the black, damp dirt and smear it over my face to cover the swirls of silver. Then I raise my arms above me and rip a scream from my core.


  The crowd jumps to their feet with cheers.


  I drop down and drive my forearm against his throat.


  He gasps for air as I attempt to put him to sleep just as I did Crew back in the cell. Only he’s not blacking out. He grasps my thighs with his thick fingers and lifts me up. I lose my balance and release his neck, landing on my palms to brace myself.


  “You’re strong,” he wheezes. He says this as a revelation. Then he backhands me, and my head snaps to the side with a blinding sting.


  The roar of the crowd is muffled as the shattering pain throbs against my ears. I shake my head, and the world tilts as he sends a crushing kick to my stomach. He grabs my arm and leg, his large fingers encircling my limbs as if they’re nothing but twigs, and lifts me above his head.


  Turning in circles, he parades me around the ring, hollering to the crowd.


  Dropping to his good knee, he brings me down over his bent leg. The crack of my back splinters through me like shards of glass attacking my body from the inside. I scream and choke on the blood being pushed into my throat. My spine feels shattered even though I know it’s not. I can still move my legs—though painfully.


  I roll to the dirt and cough, the thick black of the earth coating my lips as I drag air into my stinging lungs.


  His shadow covers me as he looms over. “Next time we fight, you won’t crawl your way out of this cage.”


  Lifting his leg to land a drop kick, he shouts—and I sweep my arm from beneath my body. I latch on to his planted foot. He teeters and howls as I twist his ankle. I roll onto my side and kick my leg straight up into his groin.


  He falls back, landing with a hard thud. Before he has time to recover, I race to my feet and drop another kick into his rib cage. And then his head. And his head again. Again.


  Blood pools on the ground underneath his face. His head wobbles back and forth as he loses consciousness.


  I stand there, breathing in and out, looking down at Carnage. He’s alive, but my insides twist into a sickening knot. I’ve never fought anyone for sport before, and next the time, one of us will be dead. This realization brings me back with a sudden jolt as the crowd cheers from the risers, banging against the stands and stomping their feet.


  An Otherworlder wearing a black leather jacket and pants, his short dreads spiked straight up on top of his head, walks to the center of the Cage. He wears a vissa display over his eye, and a mic rests beside his pale lips.


  He raises my arm above my head. “Colossal!” he announces.


  I crane an eyebrow, confused as to how he can rank me something so ridiculous. The rankings must have nothing to do with the actual size of the contenders. I’ve beaten a Colossal, and Crew said that was the highest rank.


  He tries to lift my arm again in a show of victory, but I yank it free, wincing at the sharp pain the action sends to my back. Then I slug toward the closed door, where I wait, swaying on my feet.


  As it begins to slide open, I hobble over the plank, and stop when Bax steps in front of my path.


  He cracks a lopsided smile. “I knew you’d be worth the risk.”


  I squint, but don’t have time to question his words as I spot Prince Caben a few feet away, getting ready for his match. Queasiness roils my insides, and I sidestep Bax to get to the prince.


  Grabbing my arm and halting me, Bax says, “Rest, protector. Nothing you can do for lover boy.” He croaks a horse laugh, and backs me into a wooden chair.


  Alyah, protect the stubborn prince who’s about to get his head knocked off.


  As Prince Caben approaches the opening, he glances over his shoulder at me. His blue eyes reflect the black lights, and his face is twisted, cast in a dark void.


  I can feel his fear. It creeps inside me and grips my soul. I recognize the look he’s giving me—I have to stop this fight. I have to protect him.


  Before he’s pushed into the Cage, his lips curl into a knowing smile and—


  He winks.
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    “Now ranking our last contender of the season,” the announcer says, waving Prince Caben into the center of the Cage.
  


  I spring from my seat with a wince and grab my back as I stumble over to the giant, barred door.


  The prince stands deathly still in the middle of the ring. My heart lurches in my chest when the door on the other side of the Cage grinds open. I wipe the dried dirt from my face, clearing it from my brow and eyes to get a better look at the monster entering the ring.


  He’s nearly seven feet tall, and thin, his long limbs extending from his torso like knotted tree branches. But he’s solid. And as well-defined as the prince is, I can tell this contender spends hours working out. Not being pampered by maids and women. The tall contender doesn’t have a lot of flesh, but he’s all hard muscle.


  I bow my head for a moment, praying to the goddesses to help the prince. He’s not going to win, but I pray he’s not beaten so badly that he’ll never walk again. He just has to go down—throw the fight, and not get back up.


  Only, I’m not sure his pride will allow him do so.


  As I look back into the Cage, they’re already circling each other. Tree Man grins, staring the prince down. I have no clue as to why Arnik chose Prince Caben to be a cage fighter. Bax should’ve taken one look at him and fought his master’s orders. But I have to trust that the goddesses kept the prince with me for a reason, and that they won’t let him be killed.


  Tree Man takes off in a run, black dirt kicking up behind him, and crashes into the prince. Prince Caben cries out, and I move my head back and forth, trying to get a better angle to see what’s happening.


  Caben has fended him off by meeting the guy’s crushing blow with his fist, right in his kidneys. The prince raises his hand, palm flat and fingers in hard lines, and chops the back of Tree Man’s neck. The guy falls to the ground, grabbing his head.


  My eyes widen. What the goddess?


  As Tree Man tries to recover, Caben pitches dirt in his face and tackles him from the back. He straddles him, pulling the guy’s feet toward his mid-section in a wrestling hold. A harsh wail rips from Tree Man’s mouth, and he reaches behind him to get a grasp on his foe.


  I barely hear the shouts from the stadium as my heart hammers in my ears.


  Tree Man finally gets ahold of the prince’s tunic and yanks him backward, throwing the prince off him. Caben rolls to a stop and rights himself onto his knees.


  Stand up.


  The prince stays close to the ground. Tree Man advances toward him with long strides and reaches down. Caben ducks and latches on to Tree Man’s ankles, pulling the guy’s feet from under him. Tree Man lands on his back, and the prince rises up and bends the guy’s legs toward his face.


  Caben has him in some kind of locked hold that Tree Man can’t maneuver out of. Caben only releases him when he bounds up to land a blow. He elbows the guy’s throat, and my own throat tightens in response.


  Clutching his neck, Tree Man kicks himself along the ground, out of the prince’s reach. But Caben doesn’t allow him to move far. He grabs ahold of Tree Man’s foot and drags him back to the center of the Cage. Then Caben lifts his arms to the rooting spectators.


  He turns his head in the direction of the chamber, seeking me. Our eyes meet briefly—and with a small hike of his lips, he lands the finishing blow to Tree Man’s head.


  Tree Man lies limp, his thin, knobby limbs splayed out around him. Caben rises to meet the announcer entering the center of the Cage. The leather-clad Otherworlder says something to the prince away from his mic, then laughs . . . laughs . . . and looks to the crowd.


  “Our victor,” the announcers says, his voice booming. “The Colossal, The Prince of Pain!”
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  The shower stalls are separate and enclosed. Thank the goddesses for small mercies.


  I step onto the cold, rough stone floor of the bathing area, and a glass door slides shut behind me. Our bathing facilities have five shower encasings, and the glass stalls are painted black, so that we’re given privacy. This area is the farthest away from the master cell, which is what Bax calls our mingling quarters. The tunnels and chambers go on for what feels like miles. I haven’t explored them all yet.


  Glancing around, I locate a metal locker to store my clothing. I open it and strip down, careful not to bend my back too far, then place my ruined uniform and chest harness inside. My mind flashes to the morning when I eagerly and proudly dressed for the protector ceremony, and my heart aches. That morning feels like a lifetime ago. I wish I would’ve said something more to my mother. Assured her that I never blamed her for all those years of suffering at the hands of my father.


  Because she suffered, too.


  There’s a plain blue tunic and matching pants in the locker, and I know this will be my new uniform from now on. I slip my fingers down the ribbed, worn cotton, and am thankful it’s at least not polyester. That irritating material always brought out the mercury more than any other.


  A loud beep sounds and sprayer nozzles along the sides of the stone walls turn on, blasting lukewarm water in different angles. I brace my hands against the wall and hang my head, allowing the water to pelt the layers of dirt away.


  I lost my temper in the Cage. Carnage, like the rest of us, is a prisoner. Forced to fight and kill for the sake of his own life. Maybe he has a family somewhere. Maybe he’s just trying to win like everyone else here so he can obtain this freedom ring and go back to them.


  Clamping my eyes shut, I try to push the surfacing image of my father’s angry face from my mind. I can’t allow my temper to best me in this place. Although, I can’t lose and die either. I have to make sure the prince returns to his kingdom; unharmed. And I have a family to return to, also. I wonder if my father is in a new ward, being taken care of by someone. Whether or not my mother is with him, helping to feed him when his mind wanders.


  The conflicting emotions become too much and my chest constricts. I slam my fist against the wall. Then again.


  The showerheads cut off automatically, and I wrap my arms around myself, searching for a towel. There isn’t one. I grab my new clothes from the locker and fight my drenched limbs into them. Then I ball my protector uniform up and put it under my arm.


  Another beep, and the door slides open. One of the contenders walks past, and I follow behind him down the long stretch of dimly lit tunnel. He’s one of the feather-tatted men. He leads me to the master cell where he then tosses back a flap to a chamber and walks inside, pulling the curtain closed behind him.


  The cell is empty, and I assume everyone is in one of the chambers. But then I hear noises coming from the side of the master cell that leads to the large room. I bunch my uniform up and slip it under a discarded blanket, then walk over to the opening in the wall.


  Thin strips of black lights run along corners and edges of the large, blocked off area. The ceiling reaches as high as one of the rock buildings outside, and there are tables and chairs.


  And weapons.


  One wall is covered with swords, spears, battles axes, maces, and other weapons I’ve never seen before.


  A training ground.


  “See something you like,” the prince says near my ear.


  I spin around. “No. But you can explain that show in the Cage.” I cross my arms over my chest and glare at him.


  “What?” he says, giving me a sheepish grin. “I tried to tell you before. I trained with the greatest grappling master on the Nablis Peninsula. He began mentoring me when I was five. Mainly meditation back then and—”


  “Then why did I have to defend you at the palace during the attack?” I rake my eyes over his proud stance.


  He groans. “Of course you don’t know who Narik is. You only put females on pedestals.” I open my mouth to retort, but he holds up a hand and quickly continues. “What I mean is, Master Narik is the most renowned grappler in Perinya. But, as your country only awards the achievements of women”—he raises his brows and rushes on when I scowl—“and rightly so, I might add. I’m just not surprised you haven’t heard of him. Narik only trains in the art of the body. Not weaponry.” His features harden, and I sense there’s more to his admission than he’s willing to say.


  “So you’re some master in the art of body combat?” I tilt my head, and my lips involuntarily curl into a smile. “But not weapons. And why not? Did you not feel that learning to handle a sword would be beneficial at some point in your life?”


  “I’m not discussing this with you, protector, if you’re only going to mock me.” He sidesteps me and heads toward the wall of weapons.


  Figuring that I’ve touched on a sore subject, I change my tactic. “Wait,” I say, pulling him to a stop by his sleeve. He faces me, broody mask in place. “I’ll refrain from mocking your customs if you’ll do the same for mine.”


  He considers this for a moment, then says, “Agreed.” Raising a finger, he adds, “And on the condition that you’ll train me in weaponry.”


  I suppose in order to keep him alive, this is something that must be done. “It would be my honor”—I bow my head regally—“Prince of Pain.” As I straighten, my back flames. I grab it with a groan.


  “Maybe you shouldn’t wield a weapon,” he says. “You’re injured.”


  As I turn and walk toward the weapons, I say, “Better injured than dead. I’m a fast healer. Let’s go.”


  Crew and the woman contender with a high, slicked ponytail stand before the wall, their eyes scanning over the weapons. As I approach, the woman peeks at me through her thick lashes, but keeps her focus on a long obsidian spear. She takes it down from the wall and walks away, testing its balance as she goes.


  “Her name is Lena,” Crew says, reaching for a broadsword. “We’re both from Taggar, though we didn’t meet until we were brought here.”


  My chest bristles with needling pricks as I make the connection of his homeland. The war with Taggar was the last major war my country fought before the Otherworlders’ invasion.


  Prince Caben sidles up beside me, and says, “I’m Payne. From Perinya.” He extends his hand. “And the one with the foul temper”—he cocks his head toward me—“is Kaliope.”


  Ignoring his remark, I stare down at his outstretched hand, wondering if Crew will slice it off with his sword. To my disbelief, he cups the prince’s hand, wrapping it with his giant one and shakes.


  Crew then offers me his massive paw. “I know our countries had their differences,” he says. “But here, that is of no matter.” So he recognized my protector uniform when I first came here. Why did he attack the prince and not me? “I’ve never met a woman who can fight like you other than Lena,” he continues. “She was one of the most feared assassins in my country. I assumed, like many, that she was a man until now.”


  Quickly glancing at the assassin in the corner of the training room, I catch her throwing the spear into a target’s center. Then I meet Crew’s gray eyes and accept his hand. “Thank you. I’m a protector to my empress. I’ve trained for years, but you truly gave me a great fight.”


  He chuckles. “Were,” he says, stressing the word. “You were a protector. Now your Bax’s property and his top contender.” He swipes his hand over his shorn hair and sighs. “I picked a fight with Payne to test you. I wanted to know what I might be up against during the last match.”


  Prince Caben grimaces. But I ignore his bruised ego, and ask Crew, “We’re on the same league, correct?” He nods confirmation. “Then how do I threaten your freedom ring?”


  Jerking his head toward the end of the wall, he starts to walk, and the prince and I trail behind him. He stops next to a section filled with more swords, and runs the tip of his thick finger across one of the blades.


  “We fight until there are two,” he says. “Then bets are taken no matter what league the contenders are from.”


  “But how can there ever be just two?” I ask. “If they continually bring in new contenders, then there is always someone new to fight.”


  Crew shakes his head. “You and Payne are the last. The season for new signups has ended. Now it’s fight to the death.”


  Prince Caben scoffs. “New signups.” He shakes his head. “Sounds like we’re here willingly.”


  “New signups for the ring leaders,” I say, and Crew nods.


  “Exactly.” Crew swaps out his broadsword for a larger warrior’s sword. “Twenty-one contenders in all, and only one freedom ring.” Before he walks away, he adds, “Just pray you’re name doesn’t get drawn for the windfall.”


  The prince glances at me curiously, and I look back to Crew. “Why?”


  Over his shoulder, he shouts, “Because then the Otherworlders bet against you defeating the Grimmal.” He frowns, his lips tight. “And no one has ever beaten the Grimmal.”
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    Before I took up our first training session, I asked Crew to elaborate on the Grimmal. I wish I hadn’t. Bax’s threat last night about the Grimmal picking my bones from its teeth was not an idle one.
  


  The monster is a scientific mutation designed by the Otherworlders for their cage sport. Because there are often sore losers when contenders die, they needed an assured win where the gamblers can earn some of their profit back and continue to bet on the fights.


  The Grimmal is a gene-splice between two underground creatures—half monster tarantula, half thread snake; or better known in Cavan as the blind snake. And it’s twice the size of the great white bears that roam Cavan’s winter plain. I wonder how the goddesses can allow such an abomination to exist.


  As I direct Prince Caben to properly hold his sword, he rolls his shoulders, annoyed. “This sword is too light,” he says. “I should have something bigger.”


  “You mean more ‘manly.’” I smirk.


  He levels his deep blue eyes on me. “Exactly.”


  “Well, Prin—Payne,” I correct quickly. “You first need to learn technique before you wield a sword. Then we can work on using larger weapons. But if you can first outmatch someone by using your strengths in grappling, do so. Always rely on your natural instincts.”


  “Caben,” he says.


  I squint. “What?”


  “Those I consider friends just call me Caben,” he clarifies. “It should simplify your confusion on how to address me.” He grins.


  Stepping in front of him, I raise my sword. “Yes, well, with all your titles and names, it would simplify things.” I press my lips together. “But I don’t like the idea of calling you by your given name should someone make the connection.”


  He waves his hand. “In Perinya, many have named their sons and even daughters after me. It’s an honor to do so where I’m from.” He smiles, his white teeth beaming in the black light. “It’s a very common name now. Even the Otherworlders should know this.”


  I huff. “No wonder,” I mutter.


  “What?”


  I’d like to tell him that I’m starting to understand why his ego matches the size of his country, but I think that’s a battle best saved for later. “Are you ready, Caben?”


  The bright smile on his face stretches. “I just knew that even you would have trouble making such a dignified name sound venomous.” He nods once. “I’m pleased.” Before I can rebuttal, he says, “Don’t you have a nickname? Something that’s easier to address you by other than ‘Protector Kaliope, Leader of the Nactue to Empress Iana?’”


  Despite my mounting aggravation, a small laugh escapes my mouth. “Yes, I do.”


  His eyes widen. “And? That would be?”


  My heart pinches. Only my mother, Lilly, and Willa use my nickname. And I miss them terribly. “Kal,” I say low.


  Caben’s head tilts, a small smile hiking up one side of his mouth. If not for his constant conceit, it would be endearing. “Kal,” he says, trying it out. “It suits you.” Then he clears his throat and widens his stance, bringing his sword up. “I do know the basics.”


  “I noticed as much.” I extend my sword until the tip rests against his shoulder. “But, I assume because you’re training has not included weaponry, you don’t account for a foe’s size and build while dueling. As important as it is in body combat, it’s just as important with weapons.” I motion for him to place his sword on my shoulder, so we’re mirrored images of each other.


  He does, and I continue. “Notice the angle at which your sword points and your wrist is bent. Straighten your arm to compensate so that you’re not weakening your hold.”


  “But you’re the shortest contender,” he says. “Shouldn’t I be focusing on fighting taller opponents?”


  I release a heavy breath through my nose. “Caben, my point is that no matter the height, your arm should always be braced the same—strong.” I demonstrate with my own arm and weapon.


  “You’re always so angry,” he says, his lips titling upward. “Why is that?”


  Dropping the point of my sword into the hard earth, I look sideways, away from him. “You’re not going to take this seriously. This is a waste of time.” I shake my head. “Maybe we should focus on planning our escape instead.”


  As I meet his eyes, I notice his are heated. “You sound just like my father. Always with the lessons and never seeing things clearly.” He drops his sword also, and leans on the hilt. “I’m a quick study. Always have been. And if we’re to fight using weapons in the Cage, I’m as good as dead against others who’ve trained their whole lives, as I’m sure they have been chosen on their skills.”


  “Then why do you combat me so? Why must you always—”


  “Have a sense of humor?” he offers.


  I roll my eyes. “Do you not see where we are?” I wave my hand through the air. “Hardly the time or place for humor.”


  “That’s where you’re wrong, Kal,” he says, lifting his sword and getting back into a defensive stance. “This is exactly the time and place when humor is needed the most.” He smiles. “For our sanity.”


  I scoff and kick my blade into the air, swatting Caben along his backside. “Then best put it to use.”


  After a grueling two hours of teaching Caben the basics of sword technique, and nursing my wounded back, we follow Crew to a free running stream along the rock wall where the contenders fill canteens. We grab two of our own, then settled along the back wall to watch the other contenders practice.


  The ultraviolet lights above illuminate the training ground walls in glowing patches of white and gray-blue, the rock minerals catching the black light at odd angles, making it look as if the night sky is boxing us in. If not for the intense feeling of being trapped, I might like it.


  I’ve now studied the others long enough to know the alliances. Crew and Lena—both Colossals—are depending on each other to defeat Collar’s and Krewl’s contenders, helping each other get to the final round, where they will either be killed off or separate to fight each other. Of course that was before Caben and I showed up. Now they constantly peek over at me, whispering. I wonder what they’re planning.


  The other three are Kaide, Orion, and Tobias. Two of which are brothers—the feather-tatted men I’ve dubbed the feather brothers—who are both ranked as Quicksilvers. They’re attempting to learn every skill and weapon to rise to the top. Once they’re in the final fight, they will refuse to battle each other. They’re relying on their family bond to turn the hearts of the gamblers, to allow them both to walk out of the Cage alive.


  If the Otherworlders have any sentimental values toward family, their tactic could work, and I admit it’s brilliant considering the given alternative. It makes my heart hurt thinking that two brothers would have to fight to the death against each other. But the reality is that neither one will make it that far. I believe that’s a mercy in itself.


  Tobias keeps to himself, much like the feather brothers, and rarely shows his strengths. He’s ranked as a Dark Horse, which is the lowest. He’s not as large or as muscled as Crew, but he’s tall and leanly built. He’s not as advanced in weaponry as the feather brothers or Lena, but I believe he’s hiding a skillset from us. I’ll have to keep a close watch on him.


  My eyes drift away from the contenders and wander to Caben sitting an arm’s length away. Something he said before has been worming around in my head.


  Sanity.


  Though he said it frivolously, as that’s his nature, it triggered something Carina once said: The Otherworlders’ manic worship of Bale imprisons their mind.


  I thought she was referring to their devotion to their goddess. But now, as I stare at the guards with wide, glowing eyes flicking over us rapidly and manically, I consider her words more carefully.


  What did she know?


  “So what’s our plan?” Caben asks, pulling me from my thoughts.


  “Try not to get killed,” I say, then take a swig from my canteen.


  He humphs and turns to face me. “And so this matter calls for humor?” He widens his deep blues.


  “I prefer sarcasm,” I say. “And I haven’t figured it out yet.”


  “Who do you think will make it to the last round?”


  I look at him, squint, and wonder how his brain hops from thing to thing. It’s as if he’s incapable of focusing on one subject for more than a minute. “I’m not sure. But I thought we were discussing escape tactics—”


  “You admitted you had none,” he interjects. “No reason to flog a dead horse.”


  “It would be nice if you offered suggestions, too, Caben. That is how plans are formed—individuals tossing ideas out and then breaking them down.”


  Sitting forward, he rolls one of his shoulders, working out the tight muscle. “Kal,” he says, the lilt of his accent present in my name. “I have no false modesty in admitting I’m not good with tactics.” He peeks at me. “My father was a master when it came to plots and plans and council. I, on the other hand, was more of his token.” He pauses to think for a moment, then continues. “I was for putting on display. I believe he planned to live forever in order to rule the kingdom rather than entrust it to me.”


  I furrow my brow. “How can you speak of your late father like that? His memory should be honored, regardless of the scruples between you.”


  He grunts. “I can speak it because it’s true. He told me as much in his own words. I don’t know what his plans were for me, but they were not for me to inherit Perinya.” He bows his head, his dark bangs fall forward. “All he ever said was: ‘guard the crest with your life, Caben. Never let it fall into the hands of the enemy. You’re the crest’s protector.’” He shakes his head, and stares out over the training ground. “He only cared that I marry and give him an heir to carry on his legacy.”


  Silence falls between us. My eyes roam over his hardened features as his gaze darts around the room. Avoiding me. For some reason, I wish I had the words to comfort him—to ban the idea that his father held no faith in him. But who am I to offer clarity on a father’s love? My own held me in so little regard that he pumped me full of stolen mercury in order to escape a prison sentence.


  I have no reassurances when it comes to fathers.


  The cell door clangs open, and a moment later Bax enters the training ground.


  “Contenders,” he says, his gruff voice echoing off the rock walls. “Scrub up pretty and wear your finest.” He laughs, the rest of us clearly not sharing in his joke. Then he glares at us when no one moves. “Let’s go!”


  Caben and I push off the side of the wall and follow the rest of the contenders into the master cell. The feather brothers put back on their tunics, and Lena and Crew wait patiently by the open door. I’m already scrubbed up as much as possible, but I eye the dirty blanket that hides my uniform. How angry would Bax be if I wore it?


  Once everyone is standing in the center of the cell, Bax taps us into a line with his sword, swatting our arms. Then he goes down the line, removing the contenders’ cuffs and replacing them with a new one. He reaches me and takes my arm, his pale, cold fingers sending a chill skittering down my spine.


  Three stones on the cuff blink an iridescent blue at once and then fade out. “Just programming your biometrics for identification,” he says.


  “Why?” I ask. “Do you often forget who you’ve imprisoned in the middle of the earth?”


  He glares at me, his beady dark pupils slit against the glowing white. They flicker red, and I take a step back. Quickly returning to their luminous white, as if I imagined it, his eyes zero in on me. “You’re in for a surprise, protector. Just make sure to put on a good show.” He swats my backside with his blade and struts to the front of the line.


  “Contenders!’ Bax shouts. “To the festivities!”
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    The dark city of the Otherworld is lit up like a beacon in the middle of an endless void. Spires of gas-filled black lights rise out of the ground, reaching toward the cavernous, domed sky. Misty blue and white tendrils swirl inside their glass casing, pulsing in electrified waves that match the low, rhythmic drumming filling the air.
  


  The sides of the rock walls and the towering buildings carved out of the earth reflect neon colors against the light. The minerals in the rock glow different colors; blues, reds, oranges, purples—lit up like an underwater treasure trove.


  Bax positions us into rows of two. The feather brothers lead the way, Lena and Crew behind them, Caben and me next, and then Tobias the lone flank. I wonder if Bax is using the alliances already formed to garner more bets for his league. I’m sure he’s worked it to his best advantage.


  The Cage, its stadium, and our cell are a street behind as he marches us like troops toward a dirt road blocked off by chains and guards. As we near the crowded street, the drumming becomes louder, faster, and shouts from the gathered Otherworlders come fiercer.


  My heart pumps in my chest. My vision blurs.


  What is this?


  When I think my mind is about to consume me and my heart erupts into sheer panic, I hear a voice above the noise that sends my nerves careening against my arteries.


  Lilly.


  “Get your nasty talons away from me—” she shouts.


  I whip my head around and see her dressed just as I am—except in a faded red tunic. Her hair has lost its ringlets and hangs in stringy waves over her shoulders. She’s jerking away from an Otherworlder with a black cloak and large staff—her league’s ring leader—and he hollers something to one of the guards who raises an electrified prod toward Lilly.


  “No!” And then I’m running.


  I barely register Caben grasping my arm. I jerk free and barrel full force toward the guard. He’s bringing the rod down, inches away from sticking Lilly’s side. I lunge. Pummeling into his hard chest, I wrap my arms around his waist, and take him down.


  His head whacks the ground hard, and the rod skids down the street. Growling, he pushes me off of him. I land on my butt, reaching behind me to keep from falling completely backward. My tender muscles blaze.


  The guard goes to attack me, but the ring leader stomps the guard and presses his staff to his chest. “No,” he roars. “She’s not ours.”


  The ring leader motions to someone behind me, and I’m picked up by my arms. “You blazing moron,” Bax snarls.


  I ignore him and keep my eyes on Lilly. “Are you okay?” It’s all I can think of to say in front of them, and I have to know that she’s all right.


  Her deep amber eyes widen as she fights the guards holding her back. “I’m okay,” she says. “I’m okay.” She elbows one of the guards and he doubles over. Then she reaches out to me and I clutch her hand. “Full moon.”


  Squeezing tighter, I try to keep her trembling hand in mine as Bax pulls me away. “What?”


  Her hand slips from mine, but before she’s out of earshot, she says, “Before the full moon.” She nods and enlarges her eyes, begging me to comprehend.


  “That’s it,” Bax says, then lifts me off the ground. He carries me, thrashing and flailing, back to his league of contenders. “You’re far more trouble than you’re worth, protector.”


  When he drops me back in my designated spot, I hustle to my feet and start toward him. Caben latches on to me, encircling his arms around my stomach.


  “Stop,” he whispers forcefully near my ear.


  I close my eyes for a moment, my chest rising and falling in deep pants against his strong hold. My racing heartbeat matches Caben’s beating against my back, and as his slows, mine calms also. I open my eyes.


  Bax squares his shoulders and stares at me. He stays there for a bit longer, waiting to see if I I’ll bolt. “If you do that again, protector,” he says. “I’ll have no choice but to punish you.”


  He turns his back on me, and I can’t help the words that fly from my mouth. “I’m sure I don’t have to give you an excuse to harm me, mongrel.”


  His form stiffens. “You understand nothing,” he spits over his shoulder before he walks to the head of our line.


  I understand nothing? What am I supposed to understand? That the Otherworlders have resurfaced to abduct people for their Trade and sport. That they want every ruler in the Three Realms dead so there is no one to stop their tyranny?


  But as I inhale and exhale labored breaths, forcing myself to stay calm as Caben’s hard chest presses against my back, a question breaks through my angered thoughts.


  Why?


  Why have the Otherworlders done this? If it were merely for mercury alone, then they’d have invaded our countries many times before now. They’ve been getting their mercury from somewhere, as their world doesn’t seem in want of it. And clearly they’ve been abducting people from lands outside of the Three Realms for their cage fights. I hardly think kidnapping the Nactue for their sport is worth the war they waged this past week against two countries.


  So . . . why?


  Before the full moon.


  Lilly spoke the same words as Carina when she was explaining about the Otherworlders’ invasion. Still, I don’t have any idea what it means. But this must be the missing link stringing everything together. I have to find a way to talk to Lilly in private.


  “Kal . . . ?” Caben breathes my name near my cheek, drawing me back to the now. “Are you here with me?” His arms loosen their tight embrace, but don’t release me completely.


  I take in a deep, steadying breath. “I’m fine,” I say. And he finally removes his hold. The sweat-slickened skin of my arms, back, and waist are suddenly cold as the chilled air around me replaces his body heat. I shiver.


  The sounds of the crowd—stomping and drumming and cheering—come flooding back. Then I’m acutely aware of the mercury swirling violently in my blood. When Caben attempts to turn me around to face him, I shrug off his hand. “Give me a minute.”


  “Fine,” he says, exasperated.


  “What would you have done if they were about to stun your best friend?” I ask him over my shoulder.


  He’s quiet a moment, then says, “I didn’t realize she was your best friend. If I’d have known—I guess I would’ve held the brute while you wailed on his ugly face.”


  The corner of my mouth twitches into a half-smile, and I chuckle. “Thanks.” The mercury slows in my bloodstream. My heart begins to beat at a normal rhythm. I check my wrist and watch the inky, tainted blood fade below my skin.


  “Let’s go!” Bax shouts over the chaos of the city street.


  The feather brothers move our line forward as the guards along the side of the road open the chain barricade. I walk steadily beside Caben, but glance once behind me to spot Lilly. She walks among her league, head held high. I smile, though I hope she doesn’t allow her attitude to get the best of her here. She needs to go along with things until we have a plan.


  Before I turn around, I glimpse Kai walking in Lilly’s league. I say a silent prayer of thanks to the goddesses for keeping them together. I can’t find Willa or Van, so I assume they’re Collar’s contenders. With another prayer for their safety, I face forward and enter the narrow street with my league.


  My heart aches for the fallen Nactue. Before my time expires down here, I’ll not let Missa’s, Carina’s, and the other former Nactue’s deaths go unavenged. We’ll find a way out. And we’ll stop the Otherworlders. Whatever their plans are, whatever their sick minds are plotting, we’ll end it.


  My eyes flick over the prince’s form beside me. I think back on my initial impression of him, and though he’s still a spoiled heir, I admit he’s now surprised me a few times.


  “You never answered,” I say to him.


  He looks over and cranes an eyebrow. “Answered what?”


  “Where is your best friend now?”


  His full lips thin into a hard line, and his blue eyes deepen against the creases of his furrowed brow. He jerks his head forward. “I don’t have one.”


  My lips part, but I decide against questioning him further. Maybe his friend was killed during the Otherworlder raid on Perinya. Or maybe he had to give up his friendships as part of his duty to his kingdom. Instead, I nod lightly, and let the heavy drumming solidify the wall between us.


  Along the streets, Otherworlders dance and cheer as we walk past. It’s disturbing how young some are—just children. They wave as if we’re in a parade, and I suppose to them we are. Some pretend to fight each other with sticks and fake swords, mimicking their favorite sport. Their parents hold them on their shoulders, so they can get a better view of the doomed contenders.


  A quarter of a mile into the inner city, Bax turns to us and glares. “Wave, you idiots.” He points his sword hilt toward me, the blade flat against his ripped, pale forearm, singling me out. His order is clear. And Crew was right. I’m his favored contender and he believes where I lead, the other contenders will follow.


  Lifting my chin, I counter his command with a stubborn glare to match his own. His glowing eyes penetrate mine, and I decide to take my own advice. It won’t do me any good to anger him. I need to at least earn some semblance of trust in order to find privacy.


  I plaster a smirk on my face and raise my hand to the bystanders and wave. Caben snaps his head in my direction and eyes me, suspicious. But he doesn’t ask. He simply copies my action and waves to the crowd. Even flexes his biceps a few times. He truly knows how to be on display.


  A content Bax raises his arms and makes a “bring it on” motion with his hands, encouraging the gamblers to invest in his league.


  I take in the massive numbers of Otherworlders—there are so many. I hope this means that they’ve vacated Cavan. That the Council can bring Empress Iana back to her home and somehow the goddesses will save her life if they don’t retrieve the relic.


  Maybe the Otherworlders really are mad, and the attacks were random. No. I don’t believe that. Mad, yes, but I witnessed their raid on my city. It was clever, tactful, and well planned. Anger boils in my chest. I wish the goddesses would send me a clear message, something that would lead my thoughts in the right direction.


  As we near the end of the street, a tower rises up before us, lit with crackling white-blue lights like on the Cage. The currents snap and lash against the darkness. Its massive turret branches out at the top, reaching into the air like a claw. The low drumming stops.


  I stare up, transfixed. My heart beats heavily against my breastbone and clamp. Then warmth engulfs my hand. I don’t look over at Caben, but I lace my fingers through his, accepting the comforting touch.


  Bax turns to us, his leer in place. “Contenders! Kneel before the Temple of Bale.”
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    Bax leads the leagues of contenders and their ring leaders over a rickety rock and plank bridge toward the tower. Below flows a river of murky, silvery mercury. It bubbles on the surface, slowly moving in a stream that surrounds the dark temple.
  


  From my childhood, I recall vague stories of the Otherworlders’ deity—of Bale. Of how centuries ago she once ruled alongside the goddesses, but was cast out because of her hatred for humanity. She started plagues and illnesses, suffering and wars. And the goddesses—seeing that she was out of control—banished her below the earth.


  Where the Otherworlders now call home.


  That’s only legend, though. Stories told through time to give reasons for why there is sickness and death and enough hatred to war over. To explain why the Otherworlders fled underground ages ago. If any of it were true, or credible, it would be in the history books we’re given about the goddesses during protector training.


  Bax raises a clenched fist, halting us, and we stop just feet away from the giant dark doors of the temple. He raps twice with a large, bronze knocker. After a few seconds, the doors begin to part, filling the air with a low, hollow creak.


  An Otherworlder dressed in a black robe stands in the doorframe. Her dreaded coils of hair are pulled into a high bun, and dangling silver earrings bounce against her shoulders as she sweeps her pale hand through the air, inviting us in.


  The inner sanctum of the temple is a wide hallway that opens up into a larger chamber as we walk. Miniature sized spires run floor to ceiling, the chemical, light-filled vessels giving off a dark glow. The walls are leafed in silver and gold, copper and bronze; every mineral imaginable has been wielded into images and symbols I don’t recognize. Except one.


  The moon.


  On the farthest wall of the chamber, high above a dais and gleaming sliver arch, a platinum moon catches the glint from the spires. A ring of mercury runs along its circular edge, denoting an eclipse that cascades down into a black marble fountain.


  Alyah, guide me.


  A dark figure emerges from the shadows of the room. He’s robed in black. His pale skin is wrinkled, and sharp bones shape his face in distorted angles. If I squint, I can see the semblance of a human man beneath the weathered, monstrous features.


  He presses his palms together, his fingertips just beneath his pointy chin. “You have brought Bale the shards?” he says to Bax expectantly.


  Bowing his head, Bax stares at the floor. “No, My Liege.” It’s the first time I’ve encountered a hint of fear in Bax’s voice. “But we have garnered worthy contenders for the Reckoning. It’s only a matter of time before our spies find—”


  The dark priest turns his palm out, halting Bax’s excuses. “The contenders are worthless unless the shards are produced.” He steps down from the marble dais and stands before Bax. His milky eyes hold Bax captive. “You will find the Perinyian protector, and you will discover Laryn’s protector, as well. Both shards will be found before the eclipse or you will sacrifice yourself in penance for your failure to Bale.”


  Bax lowers his head farther. “Yes, My Liege.”


  Now the spindly priest casts his eyes on us—the contenders—and an icy shiver slithers down my spine. His hazy white eyes take in each contender one by one. When they settle on me, I feel as if his gaze is searing the flesh from my bones. Unwrapping me layer by layer, searching my being.


  “Contenders,” he says. “I find you worthy tributes to Bale. Good luck during the Reckoning, and may the victor bear the freedom ring for all eternity.” His eyes slit, and the creepy smile that crooks his thin lips steals the breath from my lungs.


  Then we’re being lead back out of the temple.


  That’s it?


  All this parading us through the streets and being taken into scary temples so that the Otherworlders’ evil priest could determine our worth to fight in the Cage?


  I shake my head as we make our way back over the rock bridge. I wish that the Council would’ve taught us more about the Otherworlders. Truths of their customs and beliefs. I wish I understood exactly what’s happening.


  A pulse ebbs through my chest. It starts low, building into a faint, separate heartbeat. Warmth spreads through my body, washing over me in waves matching the beat.


  I stop walking.


  The empress.


  Whipping around, I slash at the air with my arm, knocking Caben and the other contenders aside as I push my way toward the temple. I’m at the door before Bax registers the contenders’ shouts.


  “Get back here, you fool!” he snarls.


  But the pulsing in my chest pulls me through the temple, searching. It arrests my senses and my mind. I have to find the source.


  Coming to a sudden stop, I waver on the balls of my feet. A slight breeze could knock me over as my eyes find the thing calling to me.


  The crystalline relic.


  The dark priest is setting it in a carved out nook just below the moon. His back stiffens, then he turns around. His beady eyes ignite in the black light.


  “Protector.” He hisses the word like a snake spits venom.


  Bax grabs ahold of my arm and yanks me backward, his nails digging into my skin. “My Liege,” he labors. “Forgive me.” He bows quickly before forcing me out of the sanctuary.


  My eyes stay on the relic and the pulse continues to beat against my heart. The empress is alive. But she’s getting weaker. And I’m just feet away from the thing that can save her and my home.


  “Release me, bottom-dweller,” I shout.


  Bax grabs my other arm and turns me to face him. His eyes widen, sending me a silent message. “Stop,” he says. Then his forehead relaxes. His features mold into softer lines, revealing the man beneath.


  My neck muscles tense, but I allow Bax to usher me out of the temple and back onto the bridge with the confused contenders.


  “Get back in line, protector,” he commands, his face returning to the hard-set lines of the ring leader.


  Caben captures my hand. “What are you doing?”


  I open my mouth to explain, then think better. Too many ears listening.


  Krewl interrupts my thoughts. “Looks like his father gave him another free pass,” he says to Collar. “. . . always gets away with . . .” His voice fades out.


  My eyes squint as I watch Bax move ahead of his league.


  Father?
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  Caben quit his questioning as Bax led us down a side street toward the Cage and cell. The main street was already clearing out by the time we left the temple, and the music and cheers that filled the air were gone, returning the Otherworld to the eerie whipping of the fan blades and clanking steam devices.


  The whole walk back, my mind reeled. I’m still trying to piece together what I heard in the temple. But the sight of the relic, the very thing that can save Empress Iana, keeps invading my thoughts.


  Caben tugs on the sleeve of my tunic and jerks his head to one of the side tunnels. I nod and follow him through the winding, dark tunnel. We find one of the secluded chambers Bax spoke of, and I wonder how many contenders are killed off before they ever enter the Cage. Maybe it’s best if we lock ourselves away from now on.


  After he closes and bolts the door, I pull him into the corner. “What was all that about the Perinyian protector?” I ask.


  He shakes his head. “I have no idea.” He drives a hand through his dark hair. “Maybe he meant the king. As in the ruler—”


  “No,” I say. “They are looking for someone very specific and who’s still alive.” I press my lips together, sorry that I have to remind him of his father’s death. But we have to figure things out. “Something you said before . . .” I trail off, thinking aloud.


  His blue eyes hold my gaze. “About what?”


  “The crest,” I say as it comes to me. “You said your father told you to guard the crest—that you’re its protector.”


  Caben’s eyebrow cranes, and he shakes his head. A laugh tumbles from his upturned lips. “Oh, no. That was just my father’s eccentricity. He’s always been melodramatic with family lineage.”


  I scan the prince, searching his body. He crosses his arms, and a wave of heat splashes my cheeks when my eyes slip over the sliver of skin revealing his hard abdomen as his tunic draws up. Forcing my eyes to continue their search, I look at his hands.


  “Where’s your ring?” I ask. “The one that bears the Paynebridge crest? Did you throw it out before we were captured?”


  Caben’s arms wrap tighter around himself, and he cocks his head. “I still have it,” he says low. “I’ve sworn to protect—” His eyes widen. He’s made the connection. Finally.


  Reaching behind his head, he ruffles his hair and yanks. I cringe at the ripping sound. But when he opens his hand, the ring is there in his palm.


  Without talking, I accept the ring. He flashes me a warning with his eyes, as if I might run off with it and hand it over to Bax. I simply glare at him, and he huffs. I remove the thread that he had tied around the band in order to knot it to his hair, then run my fingers over the crest.


  I’m certain there is more to this ring than its symbolism. The Otherworlders wouldn’t invade a whole country merely to take a token of lineage from a king. I study the silver of the winged serpent, and the oval blue sapphire beneath. Then I flip it over and trace the backing.


  There.


  With deft movements, I twist a nearly invisible cog on the inside of the band.


  The silver-plated backing springs open. Caben reaches out and catches it mid-air. We glance at each other before we both dip our heads closer to the ring. Inside lays a tiny sliver of crystal.


  A shard.


  “How didn’t I know—” Caben starts, then shakes his head. “How could he have kept this from me?” The blue of his irises deepen, and his brow pulls tighter, his features troubled—betrayed.


  “It’s discovered now,” I assure him. “I’m sure you father didn’t want to endanger you with its truth unless forced.”


  “What truth?” Caben asks. “That the Otherworlders burned my kingdom and killed my father for a chip of glass?” His anger burns blue-white in his eyes, the black light adding to the effect.


  Again, I’m at a loss on how to comfort him. Why did his father keep this from him, yet put the danger right on his person? A ribbon or anger coils around my chest. His father’s action wasn’t as abhorrent as sticking a syringe in Caben’s arm and poisoning him. But he still endangered his son for the sake of protecting himself.


  His father probably wanted to keep the shard close, and having his son wear it, he’d have access to it at all times. I inhale a deep breath, then try to focus my thoughts on what needs to be done now.


  “Put this back in its hiding spot,” I tell Caben. “As long as the Otherworlders don’t have it, they can’t complete whatever it is they’re trying to do.” I slip the shard and backing back into place.


  Caben reaches out and grasps the ring. His warm fingers trail over my palm. My skin flushes, my heart quickens, and my stomach muscles tighten against the tingling sensation when his fingertips linger a second longer on my skin. I swallow down my nerves, shaking off my anxiety as he attempts to reattach the string to his hair.


  The sight of him trying to do this, for some reason, makes me smile. I shake my head. “Turn around,” I say. When he concedes, I part his dark hair, my fingers taking in its softness, and begin to tie the string to a strand in the middle.


  His shoulders tremble, and he gives himself a shake. “Sorry,” he says, abashed. “Haven’t had someone play with my hair in a long time.”


  I raise an eyebrow, surprised. Surely the prince has women fawning all over his rich, lustrous locks daily. “I find that hard to believe.”


  Whipping around, he turns on me—my hands freeze midair from where they were just in his hair. “You have too many assumptions about me, protector.”


  “Don’t call me that,” I snap. “Not now that Bax has taken a liking to it.” Caben’s forehead creases, his mouth parts, and I groan, feeling bad for my outburst. I’m ashamed that I’ve allowed the Otherworlders to turn my title into something vile. “Just . . . sorry. I don’t like how he says it. And it’s fresh.”


  Caben’s features relax and he nods once. “Understood. Though, it can’t be worse than”—he lowers his voice to match the announcer’s—“‘The Prince of Pain.’” He smiles, and I laugh.


  “Very true,” I admit.


  His gaze holds mine for a moment, then he sighs, breaking eye contact. “Before, what I meant was . . .” He trails off, and continues after clearing his throat. “I was referring to my mother. She used to run her fingers through my hair when I was boy to soothe me to sleep.”


  He looks away, adjusts the sleeves of his tunic. Checks the back of his head, making sure the ring is secure. And I watch.


  I see Caben.


  Not the prince—not the title. Not even the spoiled heir to a kingdom. But a man who has lost things.


  Settling along the stone wall, I slide down and bring my knees to my chest, wrapping my arms around my legs. “My mother used to whisper-sing to me,” I say. I clarify when Caben furrows his brow and cocks his head. “My father was moody a lot”—I roll my eyes at this, thinking moody is too kind a word—“and she never wanted to bother him. I just remember she had a beautiful voice, and I would scoot as close as possible to hear her.”


  Of course, what I don’t tell him is now that her sickness has taken over her lungs, she’ll never sing again. That thought sinks my heart. I’d give anything to afford the medicines that would restore her health. If such medicines exist.


  A quiet, unspoken comfort settles in the room, and I stretch out on the floor, ready to retire.


  Caben jerks his head toward the cot. “Take the bed,” he says. “I think it would be wise for us to share a chamber—and one of us to be on the lookout for other contenders and whatnot. I can take the floor.”


  I’m about to argue, because technically, he’s a prince and I’m still his protector. By protocol, I should be the one to offer up the cot, listening for enemies. But then I remember his words from earlier, about how defending him against Crew belittled him as a man, and wonder if this is yet another of his ways that makes him feel empowered as such.


  I decide it is. I simply nod, then move to the cot and lie on my side.


  There is much more to discuss and to figure out about the Otherworlders, our countries, and our own predicament. But right now, I’m exhausted. So I close my eyes and hum the song of my childhood as I drift off.
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    I crack my eyes open as a sharp pain pierces my stomach. Sitting up and hugging my waist, I realize I haven’t eaten anything since breakfast the morning before. My hunger pains are doubling me over. But at least I can deal with this pain.
  


  I stretch and relish the feel of my body moving with more ease and less soreness. Thank you, Alyah.


  As my blurry sleep vision clears, I spot Caben in the corner, his back pressed up against the chamber wall. Watching me.


  “You snore,” he says, a smile curling the corner of his mouth. “Loudly.”


  Annoyed, I say, “Sorry your accommodations are not up to your royal standards.”


  This only stretches the smile on his face.


  I push off the cot, walk across the chamber, and unlock the metal door. “Come on. I’m starving, and we need to keep up our strength.”


  Once we’re back in the master cell, we accept our trays of food—if that’s what you can honestly call it—and find a place along the wall. The grain bread and cheese are dry and bland, but I devour every crumb. Then I guzzle from my canteen, first drinking and then taking another swig to swish around my mouth, spitting it out behind my back.


  “Ladylike,” Caben says.


  “Again, I apologize that things aren’t to your liking.” I scowl. “Did I sleepwalk during the night and whip up on you? I must have done something to deserve this degree of etiquette critiquing.”


  He laughs. “Sorry. I’m just feeling lighter.” He tilts his head. “Relieved, I guess. That we discovered—”


  I press my finger against his mouth and peek around the cell. Most of the contenders have moved out to the training ground, but one of the feather brothers, Kaide, lingers near the opening, sending looks our way. The brothers don’t talk. Always quiet. And it’s the quiet ones that worry me.


  As I continue to glance around the room, I become acutely aware of my finger still resting over Caben’s lips. They’re soft and warm, and he doesn’t remove my hand. Instead, he holds perfectly still. I meet his eyes and lower my hand, the grooves of my finger taking note of the curves and warmth of his mouth. Then I quickly tuck my hand under my thigh.


  “Hurry and finish,” I say, nodding to his meager wedge of cheddar cheese. “We need to get you wielding swords and slinging axes.” And I need to explore and find a way to contact Lilly.


  As Caben picks bite-size pieces of hard cheese, eating with a scowl on his face, I recall the outside of the cell. I made sure to study the building before the incident with Lilly happened. It’s much larger than the space we’re given to roam, and I’m sure that means the ring leaders have their own section in this massive place. I just need to find a way to her side.


  After Caben and I enter the training area and take up swords and two tattered mats for sparring, I glance around at the large, rock-enclosed room. The Otherworlders build their homes and buildings out of the earth itself. And the earth has caves and crevices and chambers.


  Lifting my sword languidly over my head and stretching out my muscles, I continue to search. Then I catch the low trickle coming from the tiny waterfall in the back of the chamber.


  There.


  The water flows from an underground stream somewhere. I’m sure it supplies the other ring leaders’ contenders with water, too. In order to chamber the water and guide it toward each ring leaders’ section, at some time, someone had to crawl in there. Is there an access point from inside here?


  “Kal,” Caben says, snapping my attention back to the now.


  I give my head a shake. “Yes?”


  “You’re staring off into space,” he says. “And space doesn’t exist down here. What are you thinking about?”


  “I’ll tell you later.” I raise my sword. “Remember, don’t get cocky and start taking sloppy swings when you think you’ve beaten your opponent.” I widen my eyes. “Like yesterday.”


  His face flushes; the scarlet hue is barely visible in the dim lighting, but it’s enough to bring a healthy glow to his stubbled cheeks. My stomach tumbles.


  “Don’t worry,” he says, meeting my blade with his. “I’m a quick study, remember? You’ll not best me again today.” He thrusts his sword forward, trying to catch me off-guard.


  Simple man. I shake my head.


  I wonder if the goddesses denied males estrogen in order to balance the sexes. They are stronger physically, but clearly lacking in common sense most of the time. He tried this same tactic the day before and it didn’t—


  Caben moves to his left and lunges, snapping his blade taut against my hip.


  “Point, me,” he proclaims.


  Goddess.


  “Nice way to change it up,” I say.


  His dark eyebrows shoot up. “A compliment?” He chuckles. “They need to feed us better. You’re starting to lose your edge.”
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  It’s impossible to measure the passing of time down here. There’s no sky, no sun, no devices in the cell to determine it. So I keep track of when Bax comes and goes, sends food, makes announcements. He must be going by some sort of schedule. I just need to learn it, and discover when Caben and I can find privacy to inspect the waterfall.


  It’s now after our second meal—we only get two—and the contenders are mingling in the master cell and their private chambers. Yesterday, Bax came to pronounce that we performed well for the gamblers and he was pleased with his league. So I sit patiently in the corner, waiting for him to make an appearance.


  Caben and Crew are talking a few feet away, and I hope the prince isn’t giving away any information. He truly does confound me. One moment he’s clueless, seeking guidance like a man-child, and the next he’s cunning and grappling like a war lord.


  Astonishing.


  No, still confounding. I shake my head. When we escape and the Otherworlders’ reign of horror ends, I wonder what the future holds for us. Will he speak to me as familiar as he does down here? When he makes his visits to Cavan, maybe? Will we share knowing glances, but pretend we were never cellmates?


  Or maybe he’ll simply never travel to Cavan, as he never did before.


  I trace my wounded finger across the stone floor, making swirls in the dirt. It’s not important, and doesn’t matter what the rulers of the Three Realms do. Why should that matter to me? I need to be focused on getting us out of here. That’s all.


  Maybe Caben is right. Poor diet is weakening my mind and body. I groan. You’d think the ring leaders would want their contenders in the best shape possible. But maybe not. Maybe they only want them strong enough to fight for their lives, but not outwit or outmuscle them.


  Somewhere on the other side of these walls, Lilly, Willa, and the other Nactue are thinking and plotting, too. Lilly may even have figured out the mystery boggling my thoughts. I’ll get to her, I assure myself. Then I close my eyes for a moment.


  Far away, Empress Iana is resting in a sick bed, praying for her people as her life force fades dimmer. The very thing to restore her health is just streets away. I wish I could feel my mother as I do the empress—to at least know that she’s alive. Safe.


  My eyes snap open and I look down at my cuff. Crew said it was a monitor, but I wonder if it actually monitors our whereabouts or simply our wins and identity. And if so, whether there’s a way to disarm the locator.


  The loud clank of the cell door opening interrupts my contemplation. Bax enters the room with a small smile curling his thin lips, his armored chest puffed out.


  “Contenders,” he says, his deep voice rumbles. “The Reckoning begins in eight hours. You’re competing for the freedom ring. I suggest you rest up.” He lifts his chin. “May the finest contender win.”


  Competing, I scoff inwardly, my muscles tensing.


  Crew jumps to his feet and turns toward Bax. “Who fights first?” he asks. “And where’s my cuff—the one with my wins?”


  Bax rolls his shoulders back, his face hardens. “I did not give you permission to ask questions. But since you bring up some good points, I’ll answer.” His eyes roam over the contenders, and I grip the hem of my tunic between clenched fingers. I plead to Farrah that Caben won’t be chosen to fight one of my sisters.


  I’m only slightly relieved when Bax’s gaze lands on Tobias. “The Dark Horse, Tobias, will face-off with Collar’s equally matched Metal Mouth.”


  My chest loosens and I breathe. Though the fact that I’m thankful someone other than my charge or sisters may die first fills me with guilt. Before my thoughts dive any darker, Bax clears his throat, calling our full attention.


  “And,” he continues. “Since this is a new season, you’re cuffs have been replaced—to ready you for your wins for the Reckoning.”


  Everyone glances at their cuffs. My three stones shimmer, but no lights. I look up to see the rest of the contenders’ cuffs dull and unlit. Cleared—the deaths wiped out. Crew shouts out and barrels toward Bax. A guard captures his arms, pulling him back. Tobias starts, only getting a foot ahead before he’s taken down by Bax’s other guard. The chains on the guards’ chests rattle against their dark armor as they wrestle the furious contenders.


  Outside the cell, five more guards fill the entrance, ready to dampen any attempts at a riot.


  Crew’s chest heaves and his face pinches in anger. “You can’t do this,” he snarls.


  For a moment—almost too quickly—Bax’s mouth turns down, his expression remorseful. But then it’s gone, his features snapping back into their usual hard mask. “Rest up,” he says, then exits the cell.


  The guards drop Crew and Tobias to the ground, clamp their pale hands on their weapons, and wait to see if the other contenders will retaliate. As Crew picks himself up, the guards eye him. He turns and heads toward his personal chamber.


  After Tobias does the same, the guards leave, slamming the cell door behind them.


  The air in the master cell is thick with resentment and tension, and maybe guilt. I can’t imagine how it feels to have killed in a blood sport—to know you may only need to end a few more lives—only to be told you have to take even more.


  Then again, these people might simply be angered that their wins have been removed, that they’ve been set back. Some of them have been chosen because of their fierce reputations in their realms. They may have more blood on their hands then the Otherworlders.


  Lena retires to her chamber soon after Kaide and Orion leave, and Caben and I are alone in the master cell, the training room open to us.


  Caben walks over to me and lowers himself into a squat. “I know you’re out here for a reason,” he whispers. His eyes flick over my face, and I study the scar slashing the side of his temple and cheek, my eyes tired and slowly closing.


  I give my head a shake, waking myself out of the sleepy daze. “Do you know much about tracking devices?”


  His lips quirk into a side-grin. “Yes,” he answers simply. “Technology is just one of the things Perinyians are very good at.”


  I allow him to bask in this victory, as I’m not technologically inclined, but wonder about the rest of his unspoken claim. What other skills does the prince harbor that I’m unaware of?


  As if he knows my plan, Caben flips his cuff and inspects the backing. He reveals a thin metal pin from his waist band, then works the hinge of the cuff. I raise an eyebrow. “It doesn’t have a tracking chip,” he says, turning the cuff around and showing me the back. “It only ticks down an algorithm. I assume, for number of kills.”


  “Are you sure?” I ask. “We have to be certain.”


  He nods. “Yes. A monitoring chip needs a special processor with a cooling device.” He takes my hand and presses my fingers to the back plate of his cuff. “It’s cold. The outside would be warm as it heats up to cool the inside of the chip. Bax lied. There’s no biometrics.”


  Confused, but willing to trust his knowledge, I nod once. Then I study the stones set on the front of the cuff. Their milky consistency is familiar, and the blue sheen reminds me of the surface of the—“Moonstone,” I say, as it comes to me.


  Caben’s head snaps back. But my mind is slowing putting together the Otherworld.


  I look up at him, and ask again, “Are you sure we can’t be tracked?”


  He nods. “I promise.”


  “Then we have seven and a half hours to find our secret passage.”


  


  


  [image: -----]


  [image: Chapter 21]


  


  
    The waterfall trickles next to me, its narrow stream glinting off glassy, smooth rocks worn down by the water over time. I wedge my boot into a crevice along the rock wall. “Hand me the light-stick,” I say to Caben.
  


  “Here,” he says. The spray splashes my arm as I reach behind me to grasp the light that he pried from the training room floor. I glance over my shoulder. His face is cast in a dim blue-gray hue, his eyes illuminated under the dark glow. “I should be the one climbing while you keep a lookout.”


  Tucking the lighted stick into the front of my tunic, I remind him, “We’ve already discussed this.”


  “Yes, but you’d be better at coming up with an excuse,” he says, a crooked smile curving his lips.


  For a moment, I’m worried he’s right. Then I recall his elaborate plan, the one that led me all over downtown Cavan as I unknowingly helped him plan an escape. “I doubt that.”


  His smile widens and he winks. Ignoring his smug expression, I reach up and grab ahold of jagged rock, then hoist myself up. I’ve nursed my injuries, and kept from moving and tearing at my healing wounds too much, but there’s no doing that now. Every aching muscle, every bruised rib feels the burn as I climb.


  The rock wall reaches as high as one of Cavan’s smaller buildings, but I don’t intend to climb to the top. I just need to find an opening, a cavern or tunnel, something that might be hidden it in the dark.


  Following the waterfall, I continue upward, slowly finding new handholds and footing. I’m tempted to glance down, make sure that Caben isn’t in trouble, but I don’t want to know how high I am.


  When I try to grasp the rock above my head, my hand slips through air. Grabbing a jutting stone to my left, I maneuver sideways and up, then lean against a large rock. Taking the light-stick from my tunic, I hold it over the opening. It’s just large enough to crawl into.


  I suck in a deep breath and look down. Caben is maybe about twenty feet below. I can barely make out his form. I wave the light, signaling him, then toss it into the cavern. From inside here, there’s no way for him to warn me if the guards or Bax return.


  Alyah, keep him safe.


  The chilled cave narrows, the water flowing in a shallow stream beneath me as I crawl. There must be two waterway mouths that connect, intersecting to create the waterfall that we fill their canteens from.


  After a couple of minutes, the tunnel widens and I stand, squinting against the darkness. I dig the light-stick from my tunic and hold it up.


  My breath hitches.


  It’s beautiful.


  The sides of the cavern catch the ultraviolet light, reflecting in the shimmering pool of water near the center. The sediments and minerals in the rocks glow bright, dazzling colors; amazing reds, pinks, blues, and greens, contrasting the black around them. The water is crystal clear, and beneath its still surface, a white slab of rock illuminates the pool like a silver halo.


  “Whoa.”


  I jerk my head sideways and bring my hands up. Caben stands behind me. “Goddess, Caben.” I release a forced breath.


  His lips turn up. “Sorry,” he says. “I thought your protector senses would warn you that I was near.”


  Shaking my head, I turn back around to inspect the cavern. “It is amazing.” I pause only a moment longer, letting the scenery wash over me, then start looking for a connecting tunnel. Lowering the light, I search for another stream.


  “We should take a dip,” Caben says from behind me.


  “In our drinking water?” I laugh. “Probably not. Besides, we don’t have time. I need to find Lilly before the guards discover we’re missing.”


  “It’s fresh running,” he says, ignoring my second comment. “We won’t be drinking our bath water.”


  “You never take anything seriously,” I say under my breath, then add a little louder, “What I mean is, you’ve been raised a prince. You’ve never had to do things yourself, and maybe that’s why it’s easy for you to shrug off our predicament. You’re waiting for someone to save us.” I swallow. “But they’re not. And you need to realize that.”


  I expect a quick retort, for him to make light of our situation with a joke, but he says nothing. He’s quiet as I continue to search, working my way along the cave wall, and I wonder if he’s left. Turning around, I bring the light up. Caben stares into the pool of water, his shoulders slumped, and his fingers trace the scar along his temple.


  I open my mouth to say something comforting, but I’m unsure of what—maybe take back my remark. In this moment, I’m reminded that I know little about him. Other than the sarcasm and desire to understand nothing of my queendom, he hasn’t allowed me past the surface.


  But then, I have my own walls, hiding things I’d never want him or any other to know. And I understand that need to hide them. You can’t trust anyone.


  “Caben . . .” I start, but still can’t find the right words.


  He lowers his hand from his face, never taking his eyes off the glinting water top. “You’re right,” he finally says. “Let’s find the access to Lilly’s section.”


  A hollow pang hits my chest, and I’m not sure why. Something in his voice sounds lost, broken. I imagine the gears around my heart spinning faster, trying to keep up with my racing heart.


  When he sidesteps me, I reach out and grab his arm. “Caben, I didn’t mean—”


  “It’s fine, Kal,” he snaps. “We have work to do.”


  “No, I’ve said something to offend you.” I drop my hand, but keep close to him, not allowing him to leave my side. Goddess, trying to understand the male brain is harder than anything in protector training. I’ve heard people say that you have to tip-toe around a woman’s emotions, but a man’s ego is every bit as fragile, if not more so.


  He releases a heavy breath through his nose and walks back to the pool. He sits down along the edge and rolls up his pants, then slips off his boots. “I honestly don’t think Bax or his goons will be returning tonight.” He sinks his bare feet into the water and sighs.


  Glancing at the back of the cave, I plant my hands on my hips. We don’t have time for indulgencies, but the prince is still my charge. If it were my empress, I’d give her anything she’d ask for. Allow her as much time as she needed to collect herself. I have to watch over his mental state as well as protect him, so I push the pending need to find Lilly aside and sit down next to him.


  “Here,” he says, turning his hand out near my crossed feet. “You have to feel this.”


  A smile tugs at the corner of my mouth. “I can remove my own—”


  “Have you never been pampered a day in your life?” he asks, lifting an eyebrow. “I know that the Nactue are fierce and will put a hurt on any man for touching them. But try to relax.”


  “Is that the rumor in Perinya?”


  “What?”


  I bite my lip, suddenly regretting my blurt. “Nothing. Never mind.”


  From the corner of my eye, I see his lips pucker into a pinched smile, as if he’s trying not to. “Ah,” he says, like he’s made some great universal connection. “Well, there are many whisperings about the Nactue. Some I dare not repeat for fear I’d leave here missing a limb, but that’s one, yes.” He takes my booted foot and begins to unlace it. “I’ve heard that the empress’s protectors are untouchable—forbidden to give themselves to men. And that they’ll snap a man’s neck just for making an advance.”


  My mouth drops open. Appalled, I counter, “That’s not true.”


  “All right,” he says, as if he hasn’t just insulted my very existence. “It’s only rumors. Things men jaw about in pubs. The unattainable woman is a fantasy, Kal. Don’t be offended.”


  “Unattainable?” I grit my teeth, trying to maintain my composure. “Tell me, prince. Do men in your country just go around bedding every woman they can in order to keep them compliant?” I shake my head. “If their fantasy is a woman that would have nothing to do with them, it seems to me it’s their way of feeding their egos after being rejected.”


  His eyes widen. “No! How does your brain come up with these—” He bites off his words, his lips thin as he presses them together. “Look, it was a joke.”


  I nod, many times. “Another joke. I’m glad that our hard work and sacrifice is amusing to the men of Perinya.”


  Caben lets out another sigh and slowly pulls off my boot. His warm fingers skim my calf as he inches up my pant leg. “Just stick your foot in,” he says, then adds lower, “while I stick mine in my mouth.”


  Unexpectedly, I laugh. “At least it’s now clean,” I say. “Would you like some help getting it to your face?”


  Smiling, he yanks my other foot onto his lap. “So . . . I gather then that you’re not forbidden to be with men.”


  “No. We’re not forbidden.” I glance over the shimmering water, listen to the trickle as he removes my boot. I place my feet into the chilled water, and it’s like rain hitting a parched desert. I shiver before refocusing my thoughts. “We take vows, and part of them is sacrificing our personal lives. But we decide to do that on our own, because we know that it’s impossible to give ourselves fully to more than one person. My empress’s welfare has to come first.”


  I peek over at Caben. He cocks his head, planting his hands on his thighs. “You’re speaking for all Nactue,” he says. “But what about just you? Have you considered what you may want later? After you’re done being a protector, that is.”


  “I’ll never be done. Even after I retire, I’ll join the Signaught. And there will always be some place I’m needed as far as serving my empress and country.” I think about his position for a minute, and say, “You understand that, don’t you? I know that you’ll have to marry to carry on your lineage, but your kingdom will always come first.”


  The rippling water reflects in his eyes, changing them to a darker blue—as if his thoughts are clouded. But it must be an illusion from the light. When he doesn’t answer right away, I grow anxious. Where is his mind wandering?


  Caben blinks, and gives his head a shake. “We’re talking like tomorrow we have a choice as to what to do with our lives.”


  And for a moment, here with him, I had lost the reminder that we’re battling in the Cage soon.


  “All choices have been removed,” he continues. “It no longer matters what I would have chosen for my life.”


  My lips part, and I want so badly to ask what he wants—what he would choose over the life that’s been laid out for him. But I don’t. Instead, I dip my hand into the water, swirl my finger around. Swish the water with my feet. Anything to keep from prying.


  “How do you do that?” he says, taking me off-guard.


  “Hmm?” I glance down at the water and wonder what I’ve said or done, then back up at him.


  A storm brews behind his eyes, dark and gray. “How do you always seem to sound like him, and yet not. You have a way of turning his words around on me, so that I have to actually consider them.”


  His father. He mentioned before in the master cell that I sounded like him. I don’t know if I should feel honored or affronted. From the look on his face, I presume the latter.


  “No, no,” he says, waving his hand. “Don’t think it’s bad. I mean that he was a firm believer in putting duty before all else, and I see that in you.” He narrows his sharp gaze. “But it’s different with you. It’s not about pride or duty or country. It’s truly what you believe—a part of you. And in doing so, it’s as if you’re putting those you care for first, because you’re thinking only of their protection. Ironically, by sacrificing your own desires, you’re actually caring for those in your life all the more.”


  I hold his gaze unwaveringly, and my skin heats, a wave of warmth crashing over me. “I’ve never thought about it that way,” I admit. The realization is a startling truth, causing me to miss an intake of breath. “I suppose the best I can offer them, is nothing of myself.”


  “No. You give them all of you, and ask for nothing in return. It’s the most unselfish thing I’ve ever seen.” His eyes flick over my face, and I’m suddenly afraid of what he’s seeing. “But you don’t allow anyone in,” he continues. “Though, I think that’s for your own protection.”


  I break his intense gaze and stare at the glowing colors of the rocks in the cave wall. A long moment passes where I take in the beauty before I’m able to find words. “I could say the same about you,” I say, keeping my eyes trained on the rocks.


  “You could. And you’d be right.”


  I hear a splash and look over. Caben’s tunic and pants lie where he was just seated. He pops up in the center of the pool and shakes his head, the water pelting me as it flings off his dark hair.


  I huff and rub the wet off my arms. “We really don’t have time—”


  My words die on my tongue as Caben swims up and palms my thighs. The cold water on his hands seeps past the material of my pants to my skin. “Don’t make me toss you in here fully clothed. I will, but I’ll first give you the option to promptly remove your attire while I turn my back.” His lips curve into a slanted smile. “Like the gentleman that I am, of course.”


  My hand reflexively goes to my chest, my fingers finding the hard covering protecting the clamp. I force my hand to my lap. “Turn around.”


  His brows shoot up, and his full lips stretch into a wide, handsome smile. He kicks off the slab and swims backward before turning to face the opposite side of the cave. My eyes slip over the tightly defined muscles of his back, the water beading and skimming down his tanned skin, and I mutter a curse. I stand and palm the puckered skin over my heart once more before sliding my pants down. Gentleman or not, I won’t chance him getting a glimpse of my cybernetic fix, so I leave my shirt on and dive in.


  The water hits my senses like ice, and I break the surface with a gasp. “Oh, my goddess. It didn’t feel this cold to my damned feet.”


  Caben’s deep laughter fills the cavern. “It’s only freezing for a minute. Your body will adjust.” He pushes back the dripping hair from his forehead as he looks over my wet tunic. “I promised not to look.”


  “It will dry,” I say, pulling my tunic away from my chest. “And it’s not you . . .” I don’t know how to finish my statement.


  Tilting his head to the side, he levels me with a knowing look. “I’d never have thought the fierce leader of the Nactue shy.” But he doesn’t give me time to respond as he sinks beneath the surface of the water.


  The cool sensation of the fresh water on my skin helps me forget my nerves and I lie back, floating just below the top of the water. My body dulls, the cold soothing my sore muscles, and I welcome the numbness. The ceiling of the cave is sprinkled with tiny clusters of white lights, dotting the canopy above our heads like stars in the sky. I feel as if I’m sitting on the rooftop of my apartment, staring at the night sky, not here in the Otherworld, awaiting my death.


  The water rolls, rocking my body, and I glance over as Caben floats up beside me. He’s on his back also, and points to the lights dusting the cave ceiling.


  “Diamonds,” he says.


  “Really?” I don’t know much about any minerals other than mercury. And somehow, diamonds as our stars makes my chest heavy. It’s too beautiful. “How can you tell?”


  “The ultraviolet light shows the impurities,” he says. “The imperfections actually absorb the dark light, causing the diamond to emit a visible glow.” He chuckles. “A very expensive lighting effect.”


  I laugh. “Quite expensive.” They twinkle as they reflect the rippling water. “But almost more heavenly than the stars.” I lower my voice at the end, hoping he didn’t hear my spoken thoughts.


  Caben doesn’t speak, and the trickling of the stream and lap of the pool becomes the only sound as we float in compatible silence. I could drift off, fall asleep in this peaceful place, but I know we still have a mission to complete before the Reckoning.


  This thought awakens me, and I touch my feet to the bottom of the pool and begin to wade toward the edge.


  I hear Caben’s heavy groan. “No you don’t,” he says, and captures the bottom of my tunic. He tugs me through the water, back to the pool’s center. “Not yet. This could be our last reprieve, and I plan for us to enjoy it.”


  As I turn to face him, his fingers slip from my shirt to my waist, grazing my stomach. My skin prickles, and I shiver, matching the trembling water around us. His deep blue eyes meet mine, and he swallows, his Adam’s apple working. Slowly, he begins to inch up my tunic—


  “Wait.” I place my hand on top of his.


  He cranes an eyebrow. “It should really have time to dry before we go back.”


  Logically, that makes sense. But the heated look he’s giving me says so much more. And regardless of the attraction I may feel for the prince—a woman would have to be blind—and whether or not we actually escape this hell . . . what then? We share an intimate moment once, and go back to our stations in life, simply pretending nothing happened?


  Or maybe I’m reading too much into his gaze. He’s a man, and physical desire is self-serving. He may die . . . and he probably wants to bed a woman one last time. Everything about his character screams he’s not one who thinks past the moment.


  I could lose myself for now, give in to the pulse quickening my blood with need, but I’ve never shown a man the clamp over my heart. It would have to be something I did for a different reason if I ever chose to do so. Not merely because I may die soon.


  As I push his hand away and start to swim off, he grasps my waist, encircling his firm arms around my stomach, and pulls my back to his chest.


  “Don’t run from me,” he breathes into my ear. “I’m not asking for anything. Not even whatever it is your hiding. Just stay here.”


  His legs intertwine with mine, and I swallow down the burning lump that’s closing my throat and making it hard to breathe.


  Caben holds me closer to him, his breath warm against my neck. “Before my father put my mother away, I took everything so seriously. She would make light of all situations, living life for the moment, and everyone was energized by her presence.” He pauses to pull air into his lungs, and his chest expands, pressing against my back. “But when her moods spiraled, the lights went out in her eyes, and her anger was a sharp contrast to her love. After a spell that left me permanently scared, my father removed her from the palace, and I was told I’d never see her again. That I had to focus on my obligations to my country, and family—especially those who need extra attention—were a distraction.” He laughs hollowly. “But, she’s also the reason why I steered clear of weapons—I don’t like them.”


  My breaths become labored as I try to breathe normally. I close my eyes and feel the burn of threatening tears. Why is he telling me this? Don’t, Caben. Not now. Don’t choose now to drop your walls. We need them. I need them.


  He continues, his voice strained. “I hated my father for choosing the kingdom over his family. For abandoning her, and for forcing me to do the same. I knew she never meant to harm me; it was the madness in her mind. And I thought becoming more like my carefree mother would keep me close to her while also punishing him. Only, when you speak of duty and loyalty, I realize that I’ve been doing her an injustice. I’ve been running.”


  I wrap my arms around his and feel the tremor in his body. “Caben . . .”


  He shakes his head, the rough, stubbled skin of his chin grazes my neck. “I abandoned my father when the Otherworlders attacked. I ran, left him there, but in my mind, I thought I was teaching him a lesson—showing him how it felt to have someone you trust dismiss you. But”—he releases a shaky breath—“I didn’t believe he’d be killed. I didn’t think the Otherworlders would get past the guards. Truly, I’m no better than him.”


  Turning around in his arms, I bring my arms up and lock my hands on his face, forcing him to look into my eyes. “He told you to safeguard the crest. He wanted you to flee and to protect your kingdom. You did what was right, regardless if at the time you thought otherwise. You’re carrying around guilt that doesn’t belong to you.”


  He squeezes his eyes closed and grips my waist. I can feel the fight in him, trying to let go of the shame he’s held on to since the death of his father. But I know how that shame, that guilt can become your world, and his pain sears me.


  I trace my fingertips over the white scar along his cheekbone. “How old were you?”


  He bites his bottom lip, then says, “Thirteen.” His arm tightens around my waist, and his free hand pushes strands of damp hair away from my face. “I still want to believe in her—that she didn’t mean it.”


  I nod, because I understand that need to believe in those who are supposed to protect you—not hurt you. “She’s sick, Caben. And you have the chance to make amends for your father and her by ruling your kingdom with both duty and love. Nothing is lost. You can have what you desire.”


  His eyes penetrate mine, and his hand stills in my hair, cupping the back of my neck. “But what if what I desire is unattainable.”


  The atmosphere of the cave steals the air from my lungs, crushing my chest. Before I can reason a response—any rational reply—Caben presses his forehead to mine and inhales deeply. His eyelashes brush against mine, and I close my eyes, feeling his breath against my lips.


  His mouth lowers closer toward mine, and as the warmth of his breath smolders my lips, I take his hand and begin inching it downward. Toward my chest—toward the casing of the clamp—and part my lips to meet his.


  A cry pierces the silence.


  Our trance is broken. It’s followed by another wale, deeper and more desperate.


  We jerk our heads in the direction it came from. Another sector; one of the other leagues. He glances at me, fear igniting his blue irises, just before another scream shatters our secluded cocoon.
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    I splash toward the edge of the pool and lift myself out of the water and onto the cold rock slab of the cave floor. The scream is muffled now, but just as disturbing. I attempt to ring out my tunic, the sound coming from the back of the cavern causing my hands to tremble, and instead reach for my pants.
  


  Caben steps before me and places them in my hand. He doesn’t say anything as we yank on our clothes. My eyes can’t help but wander to the toned muscles of his arms and legs as he fights into his pants. I give my head a hard shake, tearing my gaze away, and another high-pitched wale sounds out, capturing my full attention.


  He grabs my hand, and we hunch down and hustle through the opposite tunnel. We splash though the shallow stream as a grinding noise echoes off the rock walls. The high whirring sends a shiver splintering though my system, and my skin prickles.


  Up ahead, a dim light peeks through a crack. I drop the light-stick down the front of my sopping tunic, dousing our light. As we reach the opening, the noise rings out in clear rhythmic buzzes. Some kind of tool—a drill.


  Caben drops to his stomach and angles his head over the ledge. I tug his arm to pull him back, but he holds up his hand. “They can’t see us.”


  I’m not so sure about that. If it’s Otherworlders down there, their eyes are made for this dark world. I bet they can see down here just as clear as we can see in our bright world.


  But my curiosity wins out, and I lie down next to Caben, the water soaking my pants.


  Below is an exact replica of our training room. For a moment, I wonder if we’ve simply went in a circle until I catch a glimpse of a contender that I don’t recognize. He’s strapped to a chair, his bright yellow hair fanned out over the back. Two Otherworlders stand on either side of him, one holding a tool with a sharp point to the contender’s open mouth. The other forcing the yellow-haired guy’s mouth open as the drill fastens metal wiring to his teeth.


  I grind my own teeth to keep from shouting out.


  The piercing shrill of the drill drowns out the contender’s screams as the Otherworlder adds more metal to his mouth.


  It’s barbaric. Caben reaches over and grips my hand. Whether to offer comfort or to keep me from jumping down there and killing them, I’m not sure. Maybe both.


  Finally, the man’s screams stop, but the drill doesn’t. He’s either gone into shock or he’s too drained to fight anymore. When the Otherworlder pulls back the drill, I get a full view of what’s been done to the contender.


  His mouth has been transformed into a killing device. Silver razor-sharp teeth glint against the ultraviolet light. The Otherworlder holding the contender’s mouth closes his jaw, testing his bite. It snaps shut with a sickening snap.


  I’ve seen many inhuman things from the Otherworlders since they invaded my city. But this mutilation makes the mercury fire through my veins like a heat-seeking projectile. It’s too much—too callous—even for them. Bax might be a part of their evilness, but I could never imagine him doing this to one of his contenders.


  And with this thought—


  Lilly.


  Oh, Alyah. What have they done to her?


  Every muscle in my body tenses. I release Caben’s hand and spring to my feet, pushing myself into a position ready to launch.


  Caben draws up and wraps his arms around me from the side, pinning me to the wall of the tunnel. “Kal,” he breathes next to my ear. “Focus. There’s nothing we can do now.”


  I wrestle one arm free and grasp his jaw, turning his face toward mine. “Lilly is down there—”


  “She’s tough,” he snaps. “Think about it. Why would they tamper with a Nactue?” His eyes widen, begging for my reasoning. “They won’t chance weakening her before a match. That contender is a low rank—a Dark Horse. Remember? They have nothing to lose with him.”


  Caben’s right. Bax told us that Tobias was to battle an equally ranked contender: Metal Mouth. I shut my eyes and release my death grip on Caben’s face. Then I slam my hand down, sending my anger into the rock floor.


  Noise comes from below again, banging and jostling.


  “Are you back?” Caben asks.


  I nod, my movements forced. It must be enough because he slowly releases me, then turns to look over the edge. Saying a quick prayer for control and wisdom, I beg Farrah to bestow me with her will. There’s some reason I’ve been brought here; some purpose. I pray being made to watch my sisters die is not part of it.


  Scooting closer to the opening, I hunch down and peer over the side. The Otherworlders have packed away their torture devices, and the contender has been removed. The training facility is empty, and a still quiet sets my nerves on edge.


  “She’s in one of those chambers,” I say. “I have to go down and find her.”


  Caben forces out a strained breath. “I’m coming with you.”


  I shake my head. “No. You have to be able to get back if I’m caught. The Nactue need someone from all the leagues on their side if there’s a plan in motion.” I look at him. “Now isn’t the time for your manly pride, Caben. I can take care of myself.”


  “You think that . . . ?” His lips press into a hard line. He jerks his head sideways. “Never mind. Go do what you need to do, Kal. I’ll wait here.”


  As much as I want to reassure him and make him understand, I need to uncover the truth of the Otherworlders more. In my soul, I understand why I took that vow—why I chose my empress and duty over myself. There is no room for matters of the heart.


  It becomes a weakness.


  I can’t allow the prince’s pain, no matter how close to my own, to cloud my purpose. Getting him back to his kingdom, saving Empress Iana and my country is my purpose. I can’t even allow the worry for my mother to invade my thoughts.


  In a way, I’ve forbidden myself, and it was a conscious choice.


  Before I lower myself over the edge, I reach out to grasp the Caben’s hand but stop midair. Any hint about what could’ve happened between us back in the pool has to be shattered. My fingers curl into a fist, and I tamp my emotions down into the pit of my stomach.


  “Go back,” I tell Caben. “You were supposed to stay there to keep a lookout. Go back to Bax’s section and make sure the other contenders don’t realize we’re missing.”


  He looks at me then, his face hardened, his eyes heated. “As smart as you are, you really can be quite dense.” He turns and heads back down the tunnel.


  My stomach flips, and I try to ignore the ache invading my chest. His anger is justified. But I can’t chance his life.


  Taking a deep breath, I cleanse my mind, and descend into Krewl’s hell dimension.


  The air is tinged with a tangy, metallic scent. As I slink against the walls of Krewl’s training facility, I notice dark stains on the ground, near them, fresh pools of blood. There is no mercy for Krewl’s contenders. He trains them to win, regardless if they die in the process.


  I brace an arm around my roiling stomach, thinking that Lilly or Kai may have spilled some of it. Or the blood may even be theirs if they refused to play by his rules. Still, they’re alive, and hopefully Lilly has the answer that will free us before the Reckoning.


  The silence bothers me more than if the contenders were up and moving around. I need to know their locations—pinpoint the areas to avoid. I pause next to the opening that leads into their master cell and close my eyes. Focusing my senses past the whirring of the fan blades, past the hum of the spires, and past the slow trickle of the waterfall, I zero in on the stirring bodies in the chambers.


  It’s a slumber of disturbed minds, trying to sleep their last sleep before possible death.


  Farther into the cell, a distinct noise catches my attention, and I nearly laugh from the uplifting happiness tickling my insides. Someone is cracking their knuckles slowly, one by one.


  Lilly.


  Peeking around the corner, I make sure no other contenders are roaming, then I move along the stone wall toward the chambers. The popping sound is coming from the first room, and I wonder if Lilly knew I’d somehow make it to her, if she chose it for this very reason.


  The sound stops, and the side of the dingy curtain parts. Lilly’s amber eyes meet mine. They widen, and she waves her hand, signaling me to go back into the training room. I want to latch on to her and take her with me, but I nod and check over my shoulder, then quietly make my way back.


  Squatting in a corner, I wait for her. When I see her thin form emerge from the opening, I whisper her name and her shoulders release their tension, slumping.


  “Kal, what in the goddess—” She shakes her head and hugs me. Her arms warp tightly around me, and I match their strength. “I knew you’d come tonight.” She backs away, and her lips pull downward. “Have you seen Willa?”


  I shake my head. “No. I came here first. But I know she’s all right.” Lilly nods, her eyes glistening at the corners, and I say more assuredly, “She’s a fighter, Lills. She’s strong.”


  “I know. I just wish . . .”


  “I know.”


  A silence stretches between us. I take her hand in mine.


  “There’s no way out of this building,” she says. “I’ve checked, and Kai scouted the perimeter when we first arrived.” Her fingers grip my hand tighter, her eyes drop to the floor.


  My thumb strokes the top of her hand, and I try to focus my thoughts. I want to ask her a million questions—but I’m just content Krewl hasn’t fastened some deplorable device on her. So I move past my worries. “You were trying to warn me about something. What?” My mind flashes to my last moments with Carina. And the knowledge of the full moon rising tomorrow brings the pressing anxiety full circle.


  Lilly takes in a shaky breath and pulls her hand free. “We’ve been trying to find a way to escape before tomorrow,” she says. Her shoulders lift as she rings her hands, trying to keep from snapping her knuckles. “The Reckoning isn’t just a sport to the Otherworlders. Do you remember all those stories we heard growing up, of the moon goddess being punished and cast into the earth?”


  “Sort of.” I scrunch my nose. “I remember the stories, but don’t recall her being the moon goddess, or what connection the moon has to the Otherworlders.”


  Her brows hike past her copper bangs. “How could you not remember? The jokes . . . all the games we played during training making fun of moon mad—”


  Her words cut off, but I finish her sentence. “Madness.”


  She turns her head to the side. “Sorry, Kal. It’s been so awful here that it just slipped my mind.” She rubs her hands down her face and says a curse under her breath. “It was stupid that I didn’t remember.”


  “I’m grown now,” I assure her, dipping my head in order to see her face. “I can handle it. More importantly, I need to know so we can fight whatever it is we need to fight.”


  Her head tilts, and she stares into my eyes. “Yeah?”


  I nod, urging her on.


  “All right then.” Her eyes take on the glow of the ultraviolet light, and her cheeks bloom as she forces out a heavy breath. “How are we to fight a crazy goddess?”
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    As I work my way down the rock wall and into Bax’s training room, my thoughts plague me. Lilly is using the tunnel right now to go to Willa. I’m worried about them getting caught, but I wasn’t about to stand in her way. Nothing will stop her.
  


  It was difficult to go in the opposite direction in the cave. I wanted to go with her. I miss Willa to death, too. But I’ve been gone longer than planned already. Caben is waiting for me.


  I go over our strategy again, finding some comfort in the plan Lilly and I have formed—or rather, our last ditch effort if we fail to find another way out. But to make it happen, we’ll need to form an alliance among all three leagues. And that’s going to be damn impossible.


  My head continues to churn theories, and I’m so lost in thought that I miss my footing. My fingers—slick from crawling through the stream—slip, losing their grip on the rock, and I drop.


  Hard arms catch me mid-fall, and Caben and I collapse to the ground.


  “At least you decided to tumble only a few feet up,” he says, sitting up and briskly setting me aside.


  I open my mouth to thank him, but before words leave my mouth, he jumps to his feet and starts in the direction of the master cell.


  “Caben,” I whisper roughly.


  He stops walking and his back stiffens, but he doesn’t turn around. “I’m sure you’ve discovered many things of importance, but if I’m going to be of any use, I require sleep.”


  His distant and harsh words needle my chest with sharp pricks of pain. Anger over his damned male pride flares, and I huff. I understand that he’s still upset with me, may even feel rejected, but there’s no time to coddle his ego.


  Dusting the black earth from my pants and tunic, I move closer to his turned back. “I spoke with Lilly, and I know that you don’t believe in deities, but—”


  “I never said that I didn’t believe in them,” he interrupts. “I just choose not to put my faith in them.” He rakes both hands through his dark hair and faces me. “I don’t trust them.”


  The coolness of his blue eyes causes the words to falter on my tongue. I open my mouth a couple of times, trying to force them out. “You blame the goddesses for your mother’s condition,” I finally mange. “More so, you blame the Otherworld goddess.”


  Crossing his arms, Caben rolls his shoulders back and stands tall, his face hardened into an unreadable mask. “The moon goddess—the goddess of madness and lunacy?” He chuckles harshly. “Bale’s a myth. She’s children’s stories. And no. I don’t blame the goddesses for my mother. But I do fault them for not protecting her from my father.”


  “Why didn’t you say—” I bite off my rant. I want to give him my full attention and talk about his mother, but not now. Shaking my head, I suck in a steadying breath. “Caben, if you knew about their deity, why didn’t you mention it before? We could’ve made the connection sooner and not wasted time.”


  A rigid smile crooks the side of his mouth. “Wasted time,” he repeats, low and callous. And I realize what I’ve said—that our time in the cave meant nothing to me. But it’s not what I meant. “Kal, it’s stories,” he continues. “Do you really think some god is—”


  “Bale,” I correct him. “A goddess.”


  “Of course.” He scowls. “Do you really think stories are going to help us?”


  “I think that everything the Otherworlders are doing is a direct order from their goddess, yes. That if they truly believe in her, and she’s as mad as the stories state, then we’re up against something we’re not prepared for.” I take a cautious step toward him. “I think the Reckoning is more than a blood sport.” I rub the back of my neck, trying to work out the tension building in my shoulders. “Carina was trying to explain it to me before she died. The full moon . . . the Reckoning . . . the contenders”—I motion between us—“they’re all connected. Carina had discovered something. She was trying to warn me.”


  I drop my head, close my eyes, and try to recall everything she said at the first Nactue meeting. Except I keep hearing her last, whispered word: Traitor. But who? Are the Otherworlders traitors for worshiping an exiled goddess? If she knew something that could’ve helped, why not tell the empress? Why not tell us all before we were invaded? Maybe she only speculated. Maybe she didn’t have all the answers, only pieces of the puzzle as I now have. Or maybe she was too angered by the Council’s decision to retire her to care.


  Lost in my thoughts, I don’t hear Caben approach, but I’m suddenly aware of his close proximity. The charged air between us tugs at me like a live current.


  He runs the pads of his fingers along my forehead, pushing aside the hair from my eyes. I look up at him. “You truly believe the Otherworlders attacked our countries in order to serve their goddess?”


  Releasing a repressed breath, I answer, “Yes.”


  His deep blue eyes travel over my face, landing back on my own. “If so, how does this information help us? Will figuring out the riddle save us and the other contenders tomorrow?”


  I hold his gaze. “It could. We don’t have anything else to go on.”


  Biting down on his bottom lip, he nods. “I’ve discovered that finding a loophole in ones beliefs is the best way to fight—to combat someone on their own terms. I thank my father for that.” He kicks his booted foot against a rock. “If they undeniably believe in Bale, whether she actually exists or not, then they’ll take her guidance without question.”


  “You mean we could find out how they’re communicating with their deity and . . .” And what? The dark priest would be the closest to a sacred channel. Is he the one giving orders? “. . . And plant new orders?” I say questioningly as the thought comes to me.


  “Something like that.” His intense gaze roams over my form and my heart rate speeds. “Or they might listen to someone who they believe has a direct link to their goddess.”


  Our dark corner of the training room suddenly feels as if it’s closing in. My stomach knots and tension threads my spine, clutching my body like a vise.


  “And who would that be?” I ask, my voice unsteady.


  He takes a step back and releases an audible breath. “I don’t know,” he says. “But if we’re to do anything at all before or during the Reckoning, we need sleep.” He jerks his head sideways. “Come on. We’ll wake early and figure it out then.”


  Caben turns on his heel and heads toward the master cell, and I release the breath I hadn’t known I’d been holding. He can’t know of my cybernetic fix. He can’t possibly know of my connection to Alyah—that she saved my life, affecting the mercury that courses through my bloodstream. Yet, he’s aware of something.


  Slowly, I take a step, and then another, trailing behind the prince as he walks the dimly lit tunnel. I find that I’m always underestimating him. He can’t know the details, but he’s caught on to the fact that I am hiding something, and he thinks we can use it.


  He throws the chamber door open, and I silently follow him inside. Resting my back against the cold stone, I relax my muscles. I nearly exposed my secret to him back in the cave. I was so close to letting him in . . . and I don’t know why. Maybe because I fear we won’t live past the Reckoning. My secret is trivial compared to everything we’re now facing, yet it’s still a part of me that begs to remain hidden.


  But, Caben did reveal the source of the scar he visibly carries for the world to see. Shame flitters through his eyes every time he catches me studying it. Are we that different?


  Yes. We are.


  He doesn’t have a foreign part pumping his blood. He doesn’t have mercury—whether blessed or tainted—running through his veins. He doesn’t struggle to control its madness.


  A shattering thought splinters my brain.


  What if Bale truly exists? What if Alyah wasn’t the one who touched the mercury inside of me? Alyah has never once spoken to me directly, despite my mother’s claims of her healing me. And my strength . . . the way in which I hurt my father—taking his mind . . .


  No. I can’t allow my mind to go there. This dark place is corrupting me. Shaking the thought from my head, I glance over at Caben. “You take the cot tonight,” I say. “I’ll keep watch.”


  Caben has already spread out on the cot, having kicked off his boots and tucked his hands under his head. He adjusts his arms, getting comfortable. I ready myself for an uncomfortable night on the floor when he says, “Get over here, Kal.”


  I bristle at the command, but he continues before I can debate. “For once”—his eyes snap to mine—“don’t argue. Just lie down.”


  Although offended at having been ordered, my brain is too weary, and I’m too tired to fight with the prince over his disrespect. I suppose I’ve earned his sarcasm, but the smile creeping onto his face as I approach makes me question his intensions.


  “Another joke,” I say, raising an eyebrow.


  He removes one of his hands from the back of his head and grabs my wrist, yanking me onto the cot. I land on my side hard with a thunk.


  “Not a joke.” He positions himself on his side to face me. “But I’m surprised that only slightly roused you. Next time, I’ll demand meat and fruit with my request.”


  My mouth falls open, and a single syllable escapes my mouth before Caben presses his finger over my lips. “Sleep. You can have your way with me tomorrow.”


  “You forget who trains you in weaponry, prince,” I say around his finger.


  His eyes squint as a smile spreads across his lips. But soon his eyes flutter closed, and his hand drops to the bedding of the cot. His breaths deepen, and I watch the rise and fall of his chest.


  My mind drifts back to my conversation with Lilly. Whatever the Otherworlders’ mad desires are, they believe Bale will grant it to them on the full moon, and we’re the tributes to help bring it forth.


  One small piece of information puts my mind at ease. No matter the evil they’re plotting, their dark priest said they needed all the shards from the crystalline relic, and those they don’t have. Maybe nothing will happen at all. Maybe we’ll simply all die in the Cage and the Otherworlders will be attacked soon after by the joined forces of our countries, and the empress will go on living.


  My mother and father will return to Cavan, and a new Nactue will guard Empress Iana. A tombstone will date my death where my mother can at least visit a marker if not my body.


  This war will end one way or another. And unlike my vain charge, I do have faith in the deities and their power. I have the proof of that power coursing through my blood.


  They will not allow the Otherworlders to destroy the Three Realms.


  Especially if that threat comes from a goddess they banished themselves.


  I breathe in the warm air Caben releases between our faces, inhaling his manly scent of pine and the cologne I can’t define. Then I take his hand in mine, threading my fingers through his, feeling the strength and countering softness and warmth of his skin.


  And close my eyes.
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    The thought that awakens me is clear and strong. It bangs against my skull with the propelled force of a mallet. I snap my eyes open and jump off the cot.
  


  Bax.


  He’s the link. His father is the dark priest. If anyone would know who runs the Otherworld and who receives orders from Bale, it’s him.


  I don’t know if I’ve been asleep for hours or minutes, but the adrenaline rushing system to act makes it impossible to sleep. Nudging Caben’s slumbering body, I say, “Wake up.”


  He’s still lying on his side, his legs curled up where they had been entangled with mine while we slept. His arms reach out, searching for something as his eyes crack open. “It’s not morning,” he deadpans.


  “I don’t know if it is or not, but we’ve slept enough.” I prod him once more, rousing him fully awake. “Get—”


  “Don’t make me bark another order,” he snaps. “Climb back into bed.”


  He rolls over.


  Annoyed, and having had just about enough of his chauvinistic arrogance, I lift my bare foot to kick his backside. Before my heel meets his rump, his arm reaches behind and he grabs my ankle. I swallow my yelp as he pulls me onto the cot. Landing on my back, I bite my lip, holding in my cry as the bar beneath the mattress gouges into my spine. But all thoughts of aches and revenge flee my mind as Caben pulls my ankle and slides my body underneath his. Hovering above me—half his weight on the cot, half on top of me—he presses me into the bedding.


  His hand lowers my foot to the bed, then slowly slides up the side of my leg until it reaches my stomach. Lifting the bottom of my tunic, he rests his palm on my waist, on the small curve above my hip. His eyes never waver, his heated gaze holding mine.


  “Before we begin nefariously plotting,” he says, low and husky, his breath skimming my cheek. “I want to know—I’ll only ask this once.”


  Unsure of what he’s demanding, I squint, and my breath halts as his eyes drop to my chest. I swallow. My eyes close.


  “Kaliope.” He says my name with the hint of accent I now know I only hear when he’s taken off-guard. When he drops his barriers, either in anger, urgency, or fear. I wonder what emotion is causing him to lose control now. And will his lilt deepen out of alarm or revulsion when he sees my chest?


  I open my eyes.


  The steady thump of his heart beats against my arm. It speeds as the tension thickens the slight span of air between us.


  No matter what happens later, whether we live or die, I at least have control over this moment. Even if we survive, and he goes off to rule his kingdom and I to lead the Nactue, I can keep this one moment.


  One stolen moment out of a lifetime of duty.


  Taking a breath and releasing it in tiny clips that make my breastbone ache, I cover his hand with mine. The metal cuffs on our wrists clank together. I force his hand slowly upward—onto my belly . . . my rib cage . . . around the swell of my breast—to the hard glass covering.


  I fight the urge to shut my eyes and close myself off from the many, sudden emotions that cross his face. His eyes enlarge, and a crease forms between his brows as his features shift to confusion. And when I think my body will die from tremors, he finally breathes, his full lips pressing together in discernment.


  Attempting to remove his hand and rise, I shift sideways, but he holds his place, firmly pressed against me. The rough pad of his fingertip traces the scar tissue around the casing. His deep, stormy eyes follow the hollow of my neck until they land on my collarbone. And with a movement so subtle, he turns his hand over and pulls my tunic down, exposing the clamp.


  My insides threaten to combust. Every nerve in my body is ready to set the mercury aflame—my dread is complete. I have to force some word from his mouth, some action from him, to end this torment.


  Only when he begins to lower his mouth toward mine, I freeze, wondering if he’s merely accepting me because again, we could die, and I’m the last chance he’ll have to be with a woman before then.


  But his lips pass mine, brush over my chin and jawline, and instead find the sensitive, scarred skin of my chest. He plants a soft kiss, and then another. My throat thickens. My nostrils flare as a burning sensation blazes behind my sinuses. It quickly subsides when the unshed tears I’m holding back release. I blink, and they quietly trail down the sides of my temples.


  Raising a shaky hand, I curl my fingers in his soft hair. Brush the nape of his neck and comb them through. He exhales heavily against my skin, and my stomach tingles at the feel of his hot, caressing breath. His blue eyes meet mine before he turns his head and puts his lips to my suspended wrist. Wrapping his fingers around my forearm, he presses his mouth harder to my skin, working a fiery trail past my cuff and up my arm.


  As he reaches my neck, I tilt my head back, and he buries his face as I give him full access. His body moves on top of mine. My legs wrap around his toned back, and I release a breath as his weight bears down, forcing me deeper into the mattress.


  He stops, and my eyes fly open.


  His face hovers above mine, inches away. His eyes glow a heated white-blue in the dark light, like the hottest part of a flame. “Who did this to you?” he whispers against my lips.


  Snapped back into the moment just before he cleared my mind of every rational thought, I groan. “It’s complicated.”


  He runs the back of his fingers over my cheek. “Do I need to kill someone?”


  So unused to dealing with men outside of my country and their need to be the strong, dominate caretakers, a laugh bursts from my mouth. He squints, pressing his lips together. His serious demeanor causes me to laugh harder, and I muffle the sound with my free hand. I shake my head. “I’m sorry,” I say. “No, Caben. You do not have to have anyone killed.” Then my mind flashes to that night, and the happiness bubbling inside of me vanishes. “My father stole an expensive sample of mercury when he worked in the mines. The authorities tracked him down, and he needed to hide it—”


  I stop short. How much will he believe?


  He makes at least one connection and anger blooms in his eyes. “You father put it . . . inside you?”


  Hearing him say it, it’s almost unbelievable. I nod, managing to confirm the horror. “He injected me with it. Afterward, my mother took me to the temple of Alyah—to a nun she trusted. They prayed over me while a surgeon operated. He replaced my heart valves with a cybernetic clamp—a fix.” I pause, gathering courage. “It filters the poison away from my heart.”


  But there’s more, and I’m unsure how much more to reveal.


  His brow furrows. “Your mother didn’t take you to a hospital? Didn’t turn your father in? Or the nun or doctor didn’t hand him over?”


  Hearing him voice this, an ache shoots through me and my chest tightens. So simple, yet all these years I’ve avoided asking it aloud. I see my mother’s guilty expression the morning of the protector ceremony. The sickness wracking her body, taking over more and more after that night.


  I’ve never fully allowed myself to embrace the anger of her actions. But she’s carried the burden of that guilt for the both of us. I forgave her before I ever realized that anger.


  “Like I said.” I clear my throat of the ache. “It’s complicated.”


  Caben’s body relaxes on top of mine. I feel the strain of his muscles give as he releases a breath. “And the strength?” he questions.


  Opening my mouth to deny it, I squeak out a vowel, then bite my lip. “I don’t know,” I admit. “It came on shortly after the incident. But I’ve always restrained it after—” After I made my father crazy? “After I hurt my father once. I’m not even sure what I did to him, but now he’s in a mental ward.”


  Fear slams my insides, and I want to retract my words. Having just found out about Caben’s own mother suffering a mental illness and being locked away, I’ve gone too far. Put too much on him all at once, and I’m sure he’s going to storm out of the chamber.


  Immediately, my defenses go up. I remove my hand from his hair and wrap my arms around my chest. I want to tell him that I didn’t mean to hurt my father. But I did, didn’t I? My father was hurting my mother. And I knew—somewhere in the back of my mind, somewhere deep inside of me—I knew. I allowed whatever that dark thing was to guide my hands and place them on his head. I allowed it control, and it took my father’s mind.


  “He deserved worse,” Caben says, his voice husky.


  I meet his eyes, and I can see the questions in them. I don’t have the answers.


  “Tell me what you believe,” he says.


  “About what?”


  He nods his head toward my chest. “You can’t tell me that you believe in the Otherworlders’ deity and children’s stories and no one had an explanation for you.” He swallows. “So tell me what you believe.”


  I lick my lips, my mouth feeling dry. “My mother believes I’m blessed. That the Goddess Alyah saved my life and blessed the mercury. The nun believes the same, and that is why she keeps the secret. The doctor believes he is a genius, and that he discovered a rare blood type that accepted the mercury—”


  Caben palms the side of my face, traces his thumb across my chin, below my bottom lip. “That’s not what I asked.”


  What do I believe?


  The vision of my father’s terrified eyes; his head jerking back and forth; pleading for his life—I close my eyes. Try to block it out. “I believe I’m cursed.” Tainted.


  My breaths sound loud in my ears. In—out. I keep my eyes shut. I belong in the darkness. I belong in a mental ward. I belong here.


  The warmth of Caben’s sweet breath skims my lips as his face lowers closer to mine. “You’re anything but, Kaliope.”


  Suddenly the dark brightens, and I can envision his blue eyes truly seeing me. Me—not a monster. Not a tainted woman. Just a woman. Seeing past what my own eyes glimpse. Giving me hope that maybe he’s right. Exhilarated relief floods me, and I cup the back of his head as his mouth descends upon mine.


  He wraps me in his arms, pulling me closer to his chest. My mouth presses against his, motionless, unsure—and he nips my bottom lip with his teeth. I gasp, and his tongue darts inside. Lips parting and closing, his tongue tangling with mine, Caben guides me to match his rhythm. My fear subsides as we steal each other’s breath.


  I lose all thoughts of mercury, clamps, fathers, and goddesses. I only know the feel of his soft lips, the touch of his hands on my skin—and I crave more. A low burn builds in my core, traveling the length of my body and spreading between my thighs. I rise up, pressing the ache against Caben’s hard form, and he groans against my lips.


  A tremor courses through my body, and I pull him closer. But it’s not enough.


  His hand slips underneath my tunic, fingertips glide across my skin. Heat pools in my blood as he cups the flesh of my breast, stroking, massaging. Reaching down, I grasp the hem of his tunic, and before I can question my actions, I slide the fabric over his head. He smiles down at me. I rake my fingers through his hair, pushing the unruly waves aside.


  With deft hands, he strips me of my clothing; my shirt lands next to his, my pants somewhere else on the ground. All is done in a tumble of quick and needy movements, his hands never leaving my body, his lips never leaving my skin.


  And when his thighs press against mine, his body bearing down, I wrap my arms around his back, anchoring myself to him. Dig my fingers into him as I squeeze my eyes closed—waiting.


  “Kaliope.” His voice is deep and soothing. “Look at me.”


  Opening my eyes, I take in the fiery want in his; the passion. The yearning to be with me.


  No words are needed. I’ll not fool myself by thinking this is an exchange of love. Two souls bonding. Forever. It’s a moment. Something given freely and willingly. And as his hands roam down, pulling my leg around his hip, the proof of his want sliding hungrily against me—I lose myself in this man.


  I desire him and want nothing more than for him to desire me back.


  Heat blooms in my lungs, a sharp pang in my chest, as the longing for this closeness is satisfied. As he rocks into me, his heavy breaths steal over my lips before he captures my mouth with his.


  The pain comes quickly; a sudden, piercing bite. His movements still, giving me a moment to acclimate. Then, meeting my eyes with hunger burning in his, he begins again, slow and sure. Patient. And when the fire overwhelms my senses, the need returning to have him fulfill me, the pain eases. I move against him, my hips no longer hesitant as I thrust up to meet him. He deepens the kiss and moans, gripping my thigh tighter.


  Unsure if it’s my body or his trembling, I cling to Caben, and he wraps his arms beneath my back, his hands pulling my shoulders to him as my back arches. His kisses trail my throat, and I lock my legs around his waist. I shudder as a violent tremor spikes my body, my skin tingling—and the ache deep within me tightens. “Oh, goddess.”


  With one last, deep thrust, Caben groans and drops his head next to mine. His labored breaths hit the skin of my shoulder and I tremble. I run my fingers through his damp hair, my head and body light. The fluttering sensation pulsing inside of me matches the beat of his heart.


  He pulls his head back and his gaze trails over my face. I glance at the glowing rivers lighting my arms and know what he sees—the swirling mercury on my face; around my eyes.


  His thumb skims my cheek. “You’re my goddess.” Then his lips fall to mine as he rolls me to lie beside him.
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    Clang!
  


  The door of the master cell opening rings out; a dull echo from the back of the tunnel.


  Snapping his head up and breaking our kiss, Caben jerks his face toward the noise, his breaths ragged. “Time for our Reckoning.”


  “Hell.” I tumble off the cot, swiping my hands along the floor to gather my clothing.


  I knew we had little time left, but something like regret settles in my stomach, low and aching. Glancing at Caben as he slips his shirt over his head, I fight my lips as they break into a smile. I wish we had more time—to explore just what is between us—but I won’t regret anything that happened in the hell dimension.


  He pulls me up beside him and stares down at me—something unsaid in his eyes. “This will be continued,” he says. Then he ties the string of my pants, kisses my forehead, and takes my hand to lead us into the tunnel.


  Bax stands at the front of the master cell, his two hulking guards planted on either side of his muscled arms. He’s wearing a black hooded cape today, and he pulls it back from his head, exposing his pale skin and the silver rings over his eyes.


  I adjust my tunic, tugging the neck closed at top, as Caben and I fall in behind the other contenders. I curse and rub my arms, frustrated that I didn’t wait till I was fully settled. The silver fades, and so does my anger when I see the look of concern on Bax’s face—his pinched brows. But it vanishes quickly as he sneers and raises his hand.


  “Contenders,” he booms. “Today commences the Reckoning. You have three nights to compete and defeat.” He chuckles, low and gravely. “Each contender will face-off against another to display their skills. Then on the third and last night, after all bets are placed, a final battle with the winning, remaining contenders will prove who is champ. And the freedom ring will go to the victor.”


  I must lose my mind, because I speak out. “Three nights,” I say. “But—”


  Bax’s eyes target me through the bodies. Every contender in the master cell turns their head in my direction. I take a step back. Then I force my head up, chin high. Caben steps closer to my side.


  “You have a question, protector?” Bax says, his voice dark. “Speak up. Let’s hear it.”


  Swallowing down my nerves, I say, “The Reckoning is to take place on the full moon, the dark priest said.” His eyes grow wide at the mention of his father’s words. They glow brighter as the spires snap their violent currents. “How can the Reckoning be three nights?”


  A sly smile splits his mouth. “This time is special. The stars have aligned and an imbalance in the universe has begun. This full moon will last for three nights, protector.” He winks. “Best get prepared for a brutal battle.”


  Shocked that he answered me, and that he provided information, I consider Bax. Tilting my head, I study his weathered features as he turns to the other contenders and barks orders.


  Caben grasps my hand. “Let’s shower,” he says in my ear.


  My eyes flick to his rugged face. “Together?”


  Despite the tension in the room and our impending death, he laughs. It sends a tingle rippling through my stomach.


  I hope the next three nights doesn’t steal that laugh.


  [image: * * *]


  After I’ve dressed in a fresh, faded blue tunic and pants, I hustle to our chamber. Caben is still bathing in one of the other shower units, and I want to do something before he returns.


  Taking the crumpled, balled-up blanket from the corner, I unwrap my protector uniform. I set my chest harness aside and stare at the darkened fabric where the protector emblem used to be. Running my fingers over the dingy fabric, I allow its strength to steal over me, then I head down the tunnel toward the waterfall.


  In the shallow pool that gathers below the trickling water, I submerge my tattered and filthy uniform, soaking it before rubbing the fabric together between my hands. I may never wear it again, but I can at least leave it in pristine condition.


  Once I’ve gotten out as much dust and grit as possible, I ring it and drape it over my arms before passing the other contenders on my way back to the chamber. Trying to ignore their curious stares, I disappear into the dark tunnel once again.


  I push open the door to find Caben tying the string of his pants. He looks at me, and his face is clean and smooth.


  “You shaved,” I say. Admittedly, I was starting to like the rougher, less princely appearance. But I can’t deny that he’s beautiful both ways. I think back to that first moment when he stormed the temple, blazing mad. He was beautiful even with his pomp.


  He crooks a smile. “I wanted to look sharp for my adoring fans.” He moves closer and takes my hand, pushing aside the uniform. “The Prince of Pain has many, you know.”


  A smile twitches at my lips. Our moment together rushes back to me in clear, vivid detail, and heat spreads across the back of my neck. I thought I’d be more nervous, or it’d be awkward to be alone with him again, but it’s as natural as breathing.


  I give my head a shake and focus my thoughts on our situation. As much as I want to indulge in his humor, the thought of him fighting in the Cage scares me, and I can’t laugh this time. “We have a plan,” I say. “Lilly and I worked it out last night, but we’re going to need contenders from all the leagues to rebel against their ring leaders.”


  Caben’s brows shoot up. “Oh, is that all?”


  I press my lips together. I thought it sounded impossible, too. “What else can we do?”


  He looks down at our joined hands and eyes my protector uniform. “Looks like you’re plotting something else.”


  I move out of his grasp and stretch my uniform across the bed to dry. “You’ve given me a lot to think about. And maybe there is a way for me to use my ability for good. I could convince Bax that I received a message from Bale—some missive that could sway his father to stop the Reckoning.”


  Caben runs his hands over his face and groans. “Yes, about that,” he says, crossing his arms over his chest. “I’m not quite sure that’s a good strategy anymore.”


  “But it was your idea—”


  “I know.” His mouth tugs down at the corners. “But it’s too dangerous. I didn’t know everything when I stated it, and that would put you directly in their sight. What if they decide they can summon a direct link to their goddess just by carving you up and using your ‘blessed’ blood themselves?”


  I cringe, remembering when I thought the same thing. “I don’t know why, but I think Bax is different.”


  “Different?” He puffs out a heavy breath. “He’s a crazed Otherworlder. I think we have a better chance of convincing Crew and the others to start a rebellion.”


  Biting my lip, I nod. “You work on them while Lilly and Willa and the other Nactue form alliances among their leagues. I’ll handle Bax.” I shrug. “The rebellion’s a good backup plan if I fail.”


  “Again with the orders,” he mumbles. Then says louder, “Oh—and if you fail.” He narrows his gaze. “You mean if you die?”


  “I’m going to die regardless,” I retort. “At least—”


  “You don’t have to.”


  I open my mouth and snap it closed, quickly realizing what he means. He wants me to use my ability to kill the other leagues’ contenders and win. “So you think I should kill innocent people. Then what?”


  He shrugs. “Go home? Help lead the retaliation against the Otherworlders when you get there. You have that chance.” He sucks in a breath and his chest bows out. “If I were you, I would do it.”


  Shaking my head, I turn my back to him. “I’m never using this”—I fan a hand over myself—“to hurt another person.” I fiddle with the sleeves of my uniform.


  “You used it at the palace the day of the attack,” he counters.


  I huff. “To hurt another innocent person, Caben. They were Otherworlders—the enemy.” I face him. “I’m not going to live the rest of my life with the guilt. It’s too much.”


  He takes a determined step toward me. “If you don’t, you won’t live to regret it. I’m not saying that you don’t have a chance anyway. You’re damn stubborn and one of the best fighters I’ve ever seen.” He smiles, and I look away. He slides his hand along my jawline, forcing me to look at him. “Do it for me.”


  The pleading in his eyes steals my breath. “You’re asking me to end lives for you?”


  “I’m asking you to stay alive for me.” He yanks the hidden ring from his hair. “And take this with you to Laryn. Give it to the empress once you save her. She will know my father’s wishes . . . as I don’t.” The pain beneath the forced calm of his tone causes my heart to ache.


  I can’t do what he’s asking of me. But this might be the last time we ever speak—so I can at least promise him something. “I vow that the empress will fulfill your family’s wishes.” Maybe not by my relaying his message, but I trust Empress Iana to do right by his kingdom regardless of whether I leave this realm or not. “Hold on to it for now.”


  He shakes his head. “No. If I fight today, I may not have another chance to give it to you.” Taking my hand in his, he places the ring in my palm and curls my fingers around it.


  Stubborn. He is more stubborn than me, but if I were the last of my line and had a vow to fulfill, I would ask the same of him. “I promise,” I say, but leave my meaning open. I will not promise to harm or kill anyone if I can find another way.
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  A crackle snaps the air, echoing through the corridor as we pass the light-filled spires under the alcove. The Otherworlders shuffle and holler as they gather in the risers surrounding the electrified cage. The cacophony drums against my body. Stomping feet, creaking stands, shouts, screams—it rattles my bones.


  Bax marches us around the Cage toward the enclosed chamber where we battled for our placement. The packed stadium towers high. The faces of the Otherworlders are painted red like blood—or maybe it’s real. A shiver runs down my back. They thrust their swords and other weapons into the air as we walk past in a single line.


  My eyes search out Lilly and Willa on the opposite side of the Cage. I can make out the other leagues’ contenders, but they’re too far away and hidden behind the chambers’ bars to see them clearly.


  Bax’s guard opens the thick metal door to our chamber and we file into the room.


  “Hands out,” Bax orders.


  We stick out our cuffed arms, and one by one he examines them, making sure our lights are off and functional, and that they haven’t been tampered with. He nods, then directs the guards to pull back the barred wall. It whines open as a guard depresses a button along the dark stone.


  The leather-clad announcer has dyed his spiked dreads red, and is already in the center of the Cage, his fists pumping the air, encouraging the crowd to cheer.


  Crew and Lena huddle together in a corner of the chamber. I glance at Caben, enlarging my eyes. He presses his lips into a hard line, giving me a knowing look before joining them. I convinced him to form an alliance even though he’s not happy that I’m still going to attempt my plan.


  I press my booted foot into the earth, feeling his ring against my heel. It adds pressure to my mission. Caben’s still my charge, and I’ll make sure that he escapes no matter what. The ring will be on his hand as he rules his kingdom.


  The feather brothers—Kaide and Orion—shuffle off to another corner, sticking close together. I want a strong alliance tying all of Bax’s contenders together, but the brothers will be the most difficult to reach. I don’t think they speak the common language, and they’re only looking after each other.


  Shifting my gaze to Tobias, I wonder if the lone wolf can be reached. I’ve never seen him fight, only observed his training, but he’s quick despite his mass and height. I don’t understand how he placed as a Dark Horse. Regardless, Tobias would be another strong contender on our side.


  I settle down along the cold wall and pull my knees to my chest. It will be difficult to convince any of them to stand up against the ring leaders. But if I’m not successful with Bax, then we at least have to try. We have nothing to lose.


  Lilly and Kai are forming alliances in Krewl’s league, and Lilly relayed our plan to Willa and Van to do the same in Collar’s. I suck in a deep breath and focus on what little positive there is. At least Lilly and Willa got to see each other one last time should our impossible scheme fail.


  The goddesses put us here for a reason. I continually remind myself of this. Everything happens according to their design. I have to trust in that, have faith, and believe. The dark priest is the unforeseeable factor, though. Even if I somehow convince Bax, I know nothing of his father or Bale.


  This is my starting point: uncovering information.


  The guards stand on either side of the entrance to the Cage, and Bax hovers over a metal table in the center of the room. He looks over a parchment, then enters something into a handheld screen.


  Alyah, guide my words.


  I stand and start toward Bax, but the announcer’s deep voice halts my steps.


  “Now entering the Cage,” he roars. “The Dark Horse, Metal Mouth!”


  All the contenders break apart and head toward the front of the chamber. Caben lightly touches my hand as he passes. Taking one last look at Bax, I decide to play my role and follow them to gauge Tobias’s competition.


  The air stills in my lungs as the electrical beams from the Cage glint off Metal Mouth’s sharp teeth. His blond hair no longer splays over his wiry arms. It’s pulled into a tight tail that trails the middle of his back. A metal contraption rests on top of his head, and two wires run along the sides of his face, clamped to the corners of his mouth. His piercing screams and the shrill cry of the drill echo through my mind. I grip the bars.


  There’s a collection of “oohs” and gasps from the audience, and a low drumming fills the air. The music morphs into a heavy, bass-filled tune as Metal Mouth parades around the Cage. He flashes his teeth and snaps his death bite at the crowd.


  I look to Tobias. “He’s still only a man.”


  He nods slowly. His dark skin glistens with sweat, and he runs a hand over his bald head. My words aren’t a comfort to him. I’ve never spoken with him before, and I don’t know why I feel the desire to say anything now.


  As he steps up to the entrance to the Cage, a need to reach out to him and make him believe that he can win rises within me. Before I’m able to say anything more, Bax walks up beside him and says, “A gimmick.” He cocks his chin toward Metal Mouth. “It’s razor sharp and will slice you open, but only if you allow him to get close. When he does close in, pull the wires out to disable it, then grab the nearest weapon.”


  Bax’s sound advice surprises me. He says it so calmly and even somewhat thoughtfully that I’m now curious about his true intentions for being part of the blood sport. Does he truly want to be a ring leader, or is he being forced to?


  Patting Tobias’s shoulder once and shoving him into the ring, Bax says, “Kill him, Dark Horse!” His hard and callous mask slips back in place.


  Tobias is introduced with his ranking and his own rhythmic drum beat, but he doesn’t circle the ring or acknowledge the crowd. He doesn’t want to be here, as none of us do, and he refuses to give in to the Otherworlders’ sport. I pray to the goddesses that he wins. Tobias’s strong and rebellious nature could further our plight.


  The announcer raises his arms and points to the air above, then says into his vissa display mic, “The Reckoning is upon us!”


  A rumbling sounds, bouncing off the rock walls and shaking the ground beneath me. A beam of light slashes across the void of darkness. It projects from the temple’s clawed rooftop, and slowly widens, illuminating the ceiling of the rock realm.


  I look up. The atmosphere ripples as an image forms against the distorted sky.


  The moon.
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    The full moon hangs in the black sky. Swollen, steel-tinted clouds pass over its silvery luminance as the image wavers above the Otherworld.
  


  If Bale really exists and is indeed buried beneath this black earth, she must be reveling in its glory. I can’t decipher if the moon looks menacing because it’s a projected, distorted image, or if as Bax said, the universe has become unbalanced. A murky crimson rings the pale sphere, as if outlining the moon in blood to celebrate the sport.


  Beneath the ominous, glowing observer, a fight between two contenders rages on. Metal Mouth gnashes at the air, trying to sink his teeth into his deemed foe, as Tobias bounds out of his reach. It seems like Krewl’s league enjoys the sport—like they might have even signed up for the challenge. But that’s not true. After what I witnessed in Krewl’s training room, I know his contenders have no choice. They’re trying to survive.


  A hunter’s horn sounds, low and threatening, and two weapons descend from the top of the Cage. Tobias dives out of reach of Metal Mouth’s grasp and grabs hold of a dangling battle ax. As Tobias swipes the air, Metal Mouth ducks and rolls. He jumps and latches onto a sword. Swinging forward, he kicks Tobias in the stomach and drops to the ground, sword in hand.


  Forcing myself to look away from the fight, I search out Bax. I need to convince him that I’m a divine channeler for the deities.


  Leaning against the corner of the chamber, Bax watches his contender duel blow for blow with a pinched brow. I discretely check my wrist that isn’t cuffed, making sure the mercury remains hidden. With the pressing thought that Caben or one of my Nactue could fight soon, my emotions are running high, and tension curls around my muscles. But Alyah is looking after me; only a few faint, inky lines crawl along my arm. In the dim lighting masked by the glow of ultraviolet lights, it’s hardly noticeable.


  I drag my boots along the ground so that Bax hears my approach. I don’t want to take him off-guard. He’s invested in the fight, and seems like he could snap at any moment.


  He doesn’t turn around to acknowledge me. “What do you want, protector.”


  “To know how much you wagered on Tobias,” I say, moving beside him. “I’d like to also know how much you look to gain from my head.”


  From the corner of my eye, I see him grin. “A lot,” he says simply. “You’re my highest wager. And if you win the freedom ring, I’ll be taken care of for life.”


  His words sound hollowed, as if they’re practiced, rehearsed. “What does that mean?”


  He grunts. “I guess it doesn’t matter if you know. What can you do?” He quickly glances at me. “After the Reckoning, we will no longer have to live underground. The damages we’ve suffered will be reversed, and the wrongs will be righted.” Bax folds his arms over his chest and stares into the Cage. “My Liege’s bidding will be realized.”


  My insides shudder. I want to demand that he reveal everything, but I have to be cautious. How do the Otherworlders think the dark priest will save them? And from what? They’ve done this to themselves—they chose to follow a false goddess beneath the surface of the earth, and have suffered the consequences of their actions. But even though his thought process is flawed, something Bax said stands out from the insanity.


  My Liege’s bidding.


  Not Bax’s or even the Otherworlders’, but his father’s. And he said it with vehemence in his tone.


  Tucking this small piece of information away in my mind, I press on. “Then, this is not about profit for you.”


  His shoulders bounce as he barrels out a deep laugh. “Protector,” he says, and looks into my eyes. “I’m not the stupid barbarian you think me to be.” His eyes study my features—really study me. They glow a bright white-blue. “What is it you’re probing for?”


  “I want to know the purpose—why?” I lift my hands and fan them around. “Why attack countries only to—”


  “The purpose?” he spits. “If there was no purpose other than revenge, then that is reason enough. I’m not the only one who desires to live aboveground.” His jagged teeth grind. “My Liege will make that happen.”


  I’ve hit a nerve. I never once considered that the Otherworlders might be discontent living in their dark realm. It was their choice, after all. But maybe I’ve misjudged them. The Council, the Three Realms—maybe we’ve all misjudged. Though that’s not hard to do when a race is only known for their war waging, slavery, and vileness.


  But just as Cavan serves the goddess Farrah, doing her bidding and living by her example, so do the Otherworlders serve their deity. I imagine that not all carry out commands from the goddesses willingly, but rather on faith and obedience.


  I wonder if Bax’s actions are his own. Does he carry out orders in obedience to Bale or his father?


  A strangled cry rips through the Cage, and I jerk my head toward the center of the ring. Tobias has fallen. Metal Mouth stands above him, his sword thrust into Tobias’s side, pinning him to the ground.


  Before I’m aware of what I’m doing, I start toward the ring. Bax’s arm slams against my chest. “Get up. Get up,” he chants under his breath.


  A deep worry line forms between Bax’s brows. My own forehead creases as I wonder again why Bax has taken a leadership role for the sport. If not for the currency, then why? How does being a ring leader further his desire to serve Bale?


  Bax’s face pales, even more so than its usual gray-white tinge, and his fingers curl painfully around my arm. He bows his head. “Watch, protector,” he says. “Pay attention. You may have to fight him.”


  I do. With disgust and a sickening tumble in my stomach, I watch as Metal Mouth mounts Tobias’s chest and drops his bared, wire-covered mouth to Tobias’s neck. I flinch. Metal Mouth’s head judders back and forth, his teeth tearing at Tobias’s jugular. Then he snaps his head up, ripping a gaping wound.


  I close my eyes and turn my head—but not before the image of red trailing his chin . . . flesh clamped between his hideous jaws, is seared into my mind.


  The stadium erupts and rocks with cheers and stomping. I know that Metal Mouth is now welcoming the praise, probably circling the ring and earning his blue light on his cuff. But I can’t look. I can’t watch.


  A pulsing fire builds in my stomach, overtaking the nausea. Heated coils wrap my bones, organs, tendons. I fight the urge to storm the Cage and vindicate my league mate.


  Alyah, what is this feeling?


  I don’t expect a response, but I wait for it nonetheless. Bax spins me around forcefully, tearing me from my thoughts.


  “Go to your man,” he says, his voice low and humbled. Then he speaks to his guards. “Get out there and claim the body before Krewl desecrates the remains further.”


  I should feel humiliated and angered over Bax thinking I belong to Caben. Instead, I’m relieved that he thinks I’m so weak. And I must be, at least where my heart is concerned, because it’s taking everything inside of me not to rush past the guards and slaughter Krewl.


  As Krewl and Metal Mouth rejoice in their victory in the Cage, I turn toward Caben. He closes the distance between us. “Are you all right? You look ill.”


  “I’m okay, but—” I shake my head. “It’s not the violence or blood . . .” I clamp my lips closed. How do I explain these feelings? The need to release a targeted rage in order to sate the anger? I can’t.


  I look up at the blackness overhead, at the full moon, and think of legends about people losing their sanity to moon madness. It’s all children’s stories and myth. Yet, for every story once spun around a campfire, there is truth to be had—a foundation of verity.


  Maybe I am going mad.


  The crowd explodes, cheering and whooping. They are all mad.


  Bale is the goddess of the moon. And if she still has some hold on this world, if her banishment only stripped her of most of her power, could she have influence over us?


  Caben wraps his arms around me, and I stare over his shoulder at the blood-soaked earth in the Cage. I shiver as the dark priest’s words finally bring some clarity.


  Tributes.


  Or another, more accurate term: sacrifices.


  “Caben,” I whisper.


  “Oh, sorry,” he says, dropping his arms and releasing me from the embrace. “Probably not good to declare to the others—”


  “No,” I interrupt. “It doesn’t matter.” And it doesn’t. We’re too far into this for our alliance or even our affection to hinder us. I’m sure Crew, Lena, and the others are quick-witted enough to have figured it out. Bax has.


  Caben’s eyes study my face, concern etched on his features. “Then what?”


  “We’re being sacrificed to Bale,” I say. “She’s the goddess of violence, mayhem, and madness.” The blood sport makes sense now. Why the Otherworlders brought us down here during the peak of their attacks. The two are a combined effort.


  Recognition lights Caben’s eyes as soon as he makes the connection. He scrubs his hands down his face and talks through gritted teeth. “We’re pawns.”


  More than that, we do have a purpose beyond feeding their gambling and need of sport. The dark priest is feeding his goddess. “I have to find out why,” I say, thinking as I speak. “Bax says the dark priest is preparing the Otherworlders to live aboveground. That Bale will right the damages and wrongs done to them.” I swallow. “But no wish is ever granted without a price.”


  “What does Bale ask for in return?”


  I nod. “That’s the question we should be asking.”


  Glancing behind me, I find Bax entering more statistics into his screen.


  “Kal.” Caben’s tone is warning. “You’re playing a dangerous game.”


  I look back at Caben. “What do we have to lose?”


  “Stop conspiring,” Bax shouts. We turn our heads as he approaches us. “Say your goodbyes if you wish.” His beady eyes land on Caben. “You’re up, Payne.”


  Icy fingers wrap around my spine, and my stomach plummets to my feet. I take Caben’s hand. “Get to a weapon as soon as—”


  “I know,” he says. “I know. I’m not planning on leaving our fight just yet.” His lips curl into a bright smile, but it’s strained. “I won’t leave you to do this alone.”


  I open my mouth to tell him . . . something, but the words die on my tongue.


  “Tell me when I get back,” he says, as if he’s simply going on a short outing. Not confronting his death.


  Our eyes stay locked on each other as the announcer introduces, “The Prince of Pain!” And too soon the guards are pulling Caben from my grasp and forcing him into the Cage.
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    As the deep boom of the drums start up, Caben struts into the center of the Cage. He moves as if in slow motion. His head held high, his stride long and leisure. His shoulders rolled back, like he’s walking before the subjects of his kingdom.
  


  Once I would have mocked him, claiming he pranced like a spoiled prince. He still prances like spoiled prince, but now I also see the strength and pride in his calculated movements. And because he carries himself toward an uncertainty that could mean death, his show is more an insult to the ring leaders and Otherworlders. He will not parade around the ring like a pet monster.


  He’s a prince.


  He has honor.


  Though my heart swells with affection for him, there’s also a dark fire igniting inside me. The flames lick the walls of my chest, and I look to the moon, wondering what madness is taking over.


  Across the Cage, Collar’s barred door drones open.


  Collar steps forth, a spiked collar around his neck. Coils of ultraviolet light lash against the spikes, illumining his pale face and eyes in an unearthly glow. He moves aside to welcome his competing contender.


  The darkness slithers deeper into my core as I wait to see who will be Caben’s opponent. Its dark fingers grip my throat and I struggle to breathe. Please don’t be a Nactue, I pray. But it’s only a matter of time before he faces one of my girls.


  It’s only a matter of time before I do.


  A tall, lanky man with dark, sun-kissed skin and black hair steps into the Cage. He’s wearing a faded green tunic and black gloves that reach past his elbows. The grip on my lungs loosens. Thank you, Alyah.


  The nubby announcer spins and raises his arm toward the new contender. “The Dark Horse, Hypno!”


  “What—?”


  My chocked-off question trails into the air as Bax sidles up beside me. “Collar intends to match Payne against Cannon,” he says, and I look at him.


  “Not that I care to understand your crude rules,” I say. “But wouldn’t pitting a Colossal against a Dark Horse not work in Collar’s favor?”


  Bax chuckles. The sound of his enjoyment grates on my bones. “He thinks Hypno can win. Probably because Hypno has a rare talent.” His face contorts. “But if not, Collar doesn’t risk much by losing a lowly ranked contender. And then Payne moves into position to fight Cannon in the final battle.”


  “But don’t we all face-off in the final battle? And Cannon—really? Do the other ring leaders name all their contenders so fiercely?”


  “That’s the contender’s given name,” Bax says.


  That knowledge was something I didn’t need to know.


  “And yes,” Bax continues. “You’ll all battle together in the last round. But you’ll be positioned accordingly so that you’re forced to fight your deemed opponent first.”


  I shake my head at their barbaric sport. We move to the front of the chamber, and I notice Crew and Lena near the entrance on the opposite side, their gazes hard on Caben. Maybe he’s formed his alliance, after all.


  The horn sounds, and I grip the bars, bracing myself as Caben and Hypno begin to circle each other. It’s difficult to concentrate on Bax, to discover information, when my mind is consumed with Caben’s fight.


  Both contenders stop their dance around the Cage and race to the center of the ring. They lock arms. Caben clutches Hypno’s shoulders, and Hypno matches the hold. If Hypno tries to defeat Caben by grappling, I’m assured he’ll lose. All Caben has to do is put him in a sleep hold—knock him out. If Hypno can’t finish the fight, I pray the ring leaders will be forced to call Caben’s win.


  Maybe this is Caben’s plan. We avoided discussing our matches because we knew it was inevitable. There’s no use mourning the lives we must take before we take them.


  The tension crushing my soul ebbs, and I push the darkness down, suppressing it. Caben can win this. He’s fighting a lower ranked contender. He’s been trained by the most renowned grappler in Nalbis. He can defeat Hypno without having to sacrifice a part of himself to the madness overtaking this realm.


  Telling myself this doesn’t stop the flaring panic.


  Hypno wiggles his gloved arm from Caben’s strong hold. He wraps that arm around Caben’s neck and doubles him over. Caben jerks his head up, knocking Hypno in the chin. The crowd cheers.


  As Hypno staggers backward, Caben slides across the black earth on his knees and swipes Hypno’s legs with his arm. Landing on his back hard, Hypno grabs his chest, as if the breath has been knocked out of him.


  Now . . . Now . . . Get him in the sleep hold.


  Caben rolls and comes up behind his foe, clamping his arm around Hypno’s neck. I press closer to the bars and count the seconds. Hypno’s kicks his legs, but he can’t get traction to wiggle out of the hold.


  Five more seconds.


  On the count of four, Hypno manages to ensnare his fingers in Caben’s hair. He pulls Caben’s head down and lands a blow to Caben’s face. I balk at the low move.


  My heart bangs against my chest as Caben struggles to recapture Hypno in the sleep hold. They grapple on the ground, exchanging one hold for the next. I want to look away, but I can’t. I hold my breath as the fight goes on.


  “I would be sorry to lose him,” Bax says beside me, and I jerk. I forgot he was here.


  “He’s not your property,” I seethe.


  Bax sighs, the sound something I wouldn’t imagine coming from his thin lips. “Ah, you consider him yours.”


  Trying to keep track of the damage being inflicted to Caben, I say absentmindedly to Bax, “No one can be owned.”


  “That’s where you’re wrong, protector,” Bax says. “The deities bask in their possessions, moving us around like pieces on a chess board.”


  My eyes follow after Caben as he tumbles with Hypno. They both right themselves, and Caben shakes his head, pushing himself onto his knees. Then he launches himself into Hypno’s stomach, grabbing him around the waist. Circling his arm around the back of Hypno’s neck, Caben jumps, using the downward momentum to flip Hypno over his shoulder.


  The stadium bursts into a rumble of stomps.


  Caben spins and tosses a stunned Hypno to the ground. Again he attempts to put him out before the weapons descend.


  Now able to breathe, I respond to Bax. “The goddesses don’t play games with lives. I would question who I serve if I thought otherwise.” I slide a slanted glance his way.


  Bax’s body shakes with a silent laugh. “Protector, you amaze me,” he says. “And here I thought we shared a kinship—that you above all the others would understand how it works.”


  “A kinship?” I spit, shocked he believes I could ever be like him. “You enslave people and force them to kill for sport. You attack countries and murder innocents.” I glare at him. “We are nothing alike.”


  He raises an eyebrow. The silver rings glint in the projected moonlight. “If your empress ordered you to war with Perinya in the name of your goddess, you would not do so?”


  Hearing a collective “boo” from the crowd, I turn and seek Caben in the Cage. He’s lost his grip on Hypno, and now fists fly. Blood trails his right eye. I try to keep my attention on him while answering Bax. “My empress would never request that unless it was necessary. My goddesses would never ask that of us unless there was no other alternative.”


  “Ah,” he says, humor lacing his voice. “But what of your Council?”


  My gaze snaps to his pale face. “They serve the empress.” I feel this statement is obvious and should end the quarrel. Our rule in Cavan is without question.


  Bax shakes his head slightly. “Obviously, you are young yet and will learn in time. That is, if you survive the Reckoning.”


  Here is my opening. I part my lips to question the Reckoning itself, but the hunter’s horn fills the Otherworld. My blood screams.


  The weapons are entering the Cage.


  Letting Bax have the last word, I ignore his smug expression, and instead watch as Caben and Hypno separate. They jump for the weapons. Hypno is closest to a combat spear, the head fastened into a razor sharp obsidian leaf.


  I curse under my breath. “Goddess.” Of course we didn’t get around to practicing with spears. But then I spot the warrior sword similar to the ones the Otherworlders carry descending a few feet from Caben. It will handle differently than our practice broadsword, but he’s at least learned the basics of technique.


  Caben unhooks the sword from the chain and arcs it through the air in an 8 formation. After testing it, he advances toward Hypno. Before he reaches his opponent, Hypno drops his spear near his feet and begins sliding off his gloves. I assume he needs a firmer grip on his weapon, but when he reveals his arms, my eyes widen in alarm.


  “What the goddess . . . ? That’s not possible,” I mutter. The black and white flesh of Hypno’s arms swirls in a slow, transfixing motion. It’s as if his skin has been liquefied, and a clear, hard coating traps the substance inside.


  My hand goes to my chest, feeling the glass cover beneath my tunic. Does the same material encase Hypno’s arms?


  “It is possible,” Bax says. I hadn’t realized I spoke out loud. “When you have the favor of the dark priest, of course. Bale gifts those who serve her unconditionally.”


  “That’s not a gift,” I say. “It’s a mutation.” And I know this. I’ve lived every day after my incident hiding my own mutation from the world. “How does Collar have favor over the priest’s own son?”


  A low groan rumbles from deep within Bax’s chest. “Do not speak of things you know nothing of, protector.”


  Despite feeling that I landed a mental blow and returned the insult for Bax’s earlier slight, it’s a hollow victory. My heart races, the muscles in my neck tense, as I watch Caben fight to keep hold of his sword.


  Hypno thrusts his spear, and Caben reacts a fraction of a second too late. The leaf grazes the side of his waist, drawing a seam of blood. I wince. Caben shakes his head, rubs his forearm over his eyes, and raises his sword to block another attack at the last moment.


  “What’s wrong with him?” I demand. “He can’t see!”


  “That’s Hypno’s special talent.” Bax’s voice is laced with scorn. I suppose he’s still insulted by my rebuke. “He hypnotizes anyone he’s fighting, though Collar has full control over it.”


  The mercury in my blood scorches my veins. Shifting from one foot to the other, I pump my hands into fists, trying to expel the anxious energy.


  Caben, kill him!


  I know that it’s wrong to wish for death. But it’s Hypno or Caben. And I have no knowledge of Hypno—whether he is an innocent or not. He could have been a wanted man in his country. He could have killed innocents himself. Telling myself this doesn’t make my desire to see Caben kill right, but the darkness pooling in my blood demands it.


  “What will you do when you’re able to live aboveground?” I ask Bax through clenched teeth. My mind needs a distraction.


  His glowing eyes follow the fight in the Cage, and I assume he won’t answer. Then he says, “I’ll take my family far away from here.”


  Turning my head just as Caben regains the upper hand, slashing Hypno along his calf, I say, “Your family?”


  Bax doesn’t respond. The crowd’s cheers rock the stadium, and Bax yells out. I snap my head toward the fight.


  Hypno is down on one knee and holds his bleeding leg. Caben stands above him, his chest heaving. Ignoring the chants to end the defenseless contender, Caben turns his back on Hypno and slowly limps toward us.


  The dark coils gripping my insides loosen, and I take in a shuddering breath.


  Hypno throws himself to the side and grabs the spear, then angles it back to release. Blackness slams my chest.


  “No—” I shout.


  Caben’s eyes zero in on me before he turns and launches his sword. The blade cleaves the air as it spirals through the Cage.


  Hypno’s head rolls across the black ground.


  I bow my head.


  Deep inside—in the pocket of my soul—a sultry laugh cackles.
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    Bax stands before us, issuing orders and pumping up his contenders with speeches of winning the freedom ring.
  


  His voice fades into the background of my mind as I kneel before Caben and wrap his waist with a thick gauze bandage. The wound wasn’t deep, so I was able to clean it quickly and staunch the bleeding.


  Caben’s seated on a wooden stool, his arms held out to the side while I work. His face contorts in pain, even though he’s trying hard to hide it from me.


  I push myself onto my feet and stand over him. “Look up,” I say, dabbing a swab in the ointment Bax provided.


  “Kaliope,” he says, his lilted voice harsh. “I’m—”


  “You’re a tough, strong, hulk of a man who doesn’t need a woman to take care of him,” I say. “I know this. But if you’re to be of any use, you don’t need to contract some strange Otherworld infection in your wound.” I raise my eyebrows, daring him to argue. “Now, look up.”


  Through the pain etched on his face, he smiles. “I don’t mind certain ways of being taken care of.” He winks his injured eye and winces.


  I smile. “Serves you right, you stubborn ass.”


  As I clean the gash above his eye, he rests his chin against my stomach and lays his hand on the small of my back. My heart constricts, and I breathe through the tightness griping my chest.


  We haven’t spoken of his victory—of his kill. Somehow in this madness, I’ve accepted that Caben tried to spare Hypno despite knowing he’d be punished by the ring leaders. Hypno welcomed death when he didn’t accept Caben’s mercy.


  I glance at the blue light illuminating the moonstone on Caben’s cuff and frown.


  The rules here are different. I have to abandon my convictions and beliefs. There will be plenty of time later for guilt and penance if we manage to live through this. Now is the time to survive.


  After bandaging Caben’s eye, I move to the corner of the chamber. Caben follows, planting his stool next to the wall and leans his head back. He closes his eyes, and I wrap my arms around myself and sink to the floor.


  It’s intermission, and new statistics are being entered into the ring leaders’ database according to the wins and deaths. We have an hour before the last two fights of the night take place. Though I was never good at math—it was my worst subject in protector training—I can still calculate the figures.


  Out of twenty-one contenders, minus the four deaths per night over the next three nights, nine will be left to enter into the final battle. Nine contenders will enter the Cage together, but only one will leave, three blue lights circling their cuff.


  That is the freedom ring.


  Three illuminated moonstones that will transform the slavery brace into one of liberty.


  It doesn’t matter if you reach your third kill before all have fallen, however. The rules—their rules—state only one can be left standing. If someone must kill seven contenders in the last free-for-all brawl, then seven must die. The contenders wouldn’t allow the victor to walk out alive, regardless.


  I imagine Crew earning his third light only to have Metal Mouth kill him to take his winning place.


  The final battle is going to be a blood bath if we can’t convince them to take a stand against the ring leaders.


  Besides the improbability that we can pull this off, another, bigger concern weighs on me: how do we get to the dark priest?


  He’s high in the risers now, seated in his personal chamber. A barred door gives us access from the Cage—but how to get inside?


  I rest my jumbled thoughts for now. My eyes feel like they’re weighted down by bags of sand and start to close. I haven’t even fought yet, but the adrenaline and the fear while watching Caben in the Cage has worn me down. Before I drift off, I hear heavy footsteps approaching.


  Forcing my eyes wide, I stand and acknowledge Crew and Lena with a cock of my chin.


  Crew studies a resting Caben for a moment, then looks at me. “He almost ruined it,” he whispers harshly.


  There’s no use feigning confusion. They know that Caben and I are working together. “I would’ve done the same,” I say. Although I’m not sure if that’s true. If I face anyone other than one of my Nactue, the darkness gathering in me may win out. I’m not looking forward to either battle.


  Lena shakes her head. “Don’t be stupid,” she says, and it’s the first time I’ve heard her speak. Her voice is softer than I imagined, and tinkles in a high chime. “When you go into the Cage, you kill. The only chance we have is if we all stand together in the final battle.”


  I hike my brows. “What if the spectators decide to jump into the Cage and kill us?” I shrug. “Seems they want a good, bloody show no matter what. Maybe they’d even enjoy that more than gambling on us.” My voice is steady and rings true, though my words are false. I want to feel out their knowledge and speculations before I give anything away.


  Crew balks. “You know damn well they have other reasons for the Reckoning. They wouldn’t do that.”


  “And what are their reasons?”


  His sharp, angular cheekbones redden in anger. “No one knows,” he admits, crossing his bulky arms. “But their reasons don’t matter. You will kill your opponent, and we will walk out of this hell, or we will die trying.” He releases a growl of a breath.


  He’s right, of course. A pang of regret hits my stomach, and I relax my features. I’m not against them. I only need to know what they know, and their true loyalties. In the end, they could sacrifice me and Caben and whoever else choses to join our mad plan in order to save themselves. But Crew’s words pounce on a nerve, and against my better judgment, I choose to trust him and Lena.


  Leaning against the wall, I ease my stance, dropping my defensive posture and tone. “You have nothing to fear, Crew”—I glance at Lena to include her—“I will do what needs to be done, kill if I must, to make sure Payne lives. And I now vow to do the same for our pact.” I extend my hand toward him.


  Crew studies it for a moment, and I look down to make sure no mercury is visible. I may trust them to help with our plan, but I don’t trust them not to hand me over to the Otherworlders, to try to barter some kind of deal for the mercury in my blood.


  My skin is clear, and Crew finally accepts my offer. Lena hesitates a minute longer, her violet eyes roaming my face, then shakes my hand.


  “You’re doing this for him,” Lena says, and I look at her lithe form. “Why?”


  Turning my head, my eyes slip over Caben—his muscled arms crossed over his toned, defined chest, his beautiful face that should be in contrast to his strong build but instead compliments; a face only a prince could have—and I question for the first time if I’m still carrying out my duty, or if there is now a deeper, more personal reason as to why I guard him.


  “I’m his protector,” I answer her.


  And I’m falling in love with him.


  [image: * * *]


  We stand along the entrance to the Cage: Crew, Lena, Caben, and me. Our alliance formed.


  Kaide and Orion lurk in their corner of the chamber. Quiet. Crew admitted trying to recruit them, but Orion only walked away. His brother silently followed behind him. I watch them now, and sense Orion is the dominant sibling. He would be the one to sway. But I don’t speak their language, and it’s not a priority at this point. They might not even survive the next two days.


  All we can do is watch and wait to see who will be among the last.


  Lena has no doubt that the Nactue will be in the final battle, and that they’ll be able to sway their remaining league mates into joining our pact. I agreed with her. I assured them all, as the Nactue leader, that my protectors are of the highest virtue. They will make it happen.


  What I didn’t voice was my fear that one of the Nactue may have to face-off with one of us. Because of that, this is a shaky alliance. I trust my faith in my goddesses first—that they will hear my prayers and guide the matches. And second, that the ring leaders want the best show possible for the finale.


  If I’m Bax’s biggest wager, then the other protectors are probably the highest of value to the other ring leaders, as well. They will want them in the final battle.


  But there are too many variables to be confident of that yet.


  We’re gambling just like the spectators outside this chamber placing bets.


  “At least there’s one good thing about this season,” Crew says, his gruff voice breaking into my thoughts.


  “What’s that?” Caben asks, propping his elbow on the wall, still trying to hide his injury.


  Crew’s lips flicker into a smile. “The stakes have been raised. No one has to fight the Grimmal.”


  With everything that has happened, I forgot about the mutated monster. “How do you know for sure?”


  “The ring leaders don’t want to lose currency on a sure thing,” Lena says. When I squint, unsure how she can know this, she continues. “Bax announced it while you were fixing up lover boy.”


  My chest loosens, and I breathe a little easier. If I have to factor in the Grimmal . . . well, I can’t. That would throw off our whole strategy. It seems the Otherworlders’ greed is a beneficial accomplice to our plight.


  I turn my head and peek at Bax. He’s the only ring leader that isn’t doing this for mercury, or even to be in Bale’s favor. Despite the fact that his father is the dark priest, he’s only going along with the chain of command to protect his family.


  The new question becomes: protect them from what?


  As the announcer enters the Cage, my back stiffens and I curl my fingers into fists by my thighs.


  Two more matches. Two more nights.


  Alyah, watch over us.


  “Relax,” Crew says. “Bax’s league is done for the night. Two contenders from each league have to battle. It’s between Collar and Krewl now. You’re safe.” His gray eyes glance my way. “For now.”


  How long has Crew been down here? He seems to have all the answers when it comes to their gaming rules. Although his words bring a small comfort, I’m still anxious over hearing one of the Nactue’s names called.


  “Now entering the Cage,” the announcer’s shouts, his voice hushing the crowd. I turn my attention to the center of the ring. “The Quicksilver, Dash!”


  Shouts and cheers sound out from the risers, and I angle my head to see the contender entering the Cage. It’s Tree Man. The contender Caben first sparred with for his placement. Dash’s slim, wiry frame enters the Cage. This time, I search his knobby body for hidden talents. Nothing stands out about him. No deformities or Otherworld mutations. Of course, nothing stood out on Hypno either until he removed his gloves.


  “And competing from Krewl’s league, the well-matched and spindly Quicksilver, Willa!”


  My breath stills in my lungs. My heartbeat throbs in my ears as I image Lilly panicking right now, and I frantically try to spot her. Is she watching? How can she not? I squeeze my eyes shut and pray so hard my lips tremble, tripping over my whispered words.


  I know that we must all compete, but I was hoping that I wouldn’t suffer watching Caben and one of my sisters in the same night. Or that somehow, Lilly and Willa would be spared having to watch each other battle. There’s at least one small mercy—they haven’t been pitted against each other.


  Saying another quick prayer, I beg the goddesses to guide this match, and for Willa’s opponent to have been chosen by them.


  Caben’s hand closes around mine and my eyes snap open.


  Willa enters the Cage.


  Her long dark hair is braided over her shoulder, and her tall, thin form stands strong as she squares her shoulders.


  The horn sounds. Willa and Dash begin their dance, circling and observing the other, waiting for the first move. I remind myself that they’re both Quicksilvers. That’s at least better than her facing a Colossal. And Caben beat Dash without too much trouble.


  Only, why has Willa placed below the top ranking? Why isn’t she a Colossal?


  It comes to me when she advances on Dash lightning fast, tripping him and quickly backing away instead of using her strength. She’s smart. By downplaying her abilities, she’s pitted herself against a lower ranked contender. Which lessens the chance she’d have to fight a high-ranking Nactue.


  Like Lilly.


  It’s a wise tactic. A smile spreads across my face as pride for my friend swells in my chest. I hope Lilly’s comforted by this knowledge, as well.


  As Dash jumps to his feet and rushes Willa, I can see why he made his ranking. His moves are slick and quick like quicksilver itself. He zigzags, throwing her swing off as he drops blows, effectively dodging her counter punches. Gripping the bar with one hand, I tighten my hold on Caben’s hand with the other. I pray her tactic that was meant to spare us from battling each other hasn’t put her at a disadvantage.


  Though I have faith in our training and goddesses, these contenders come from the corners of every known and unknown realm. Being the highest ranked in our country doesn’t make us impervious. They were selected because the Otherworlders deemed them the most fierce and worthy of their sport.


  And their goddess.


  Willa finally gets a shot in. She kicks Dash in the stomach and he doubles over. As he rights himself, she spins and nails his head with her foot. The crowd roars, and my chest expands. I grip Caben’s hand tighter.


  Before Dash can rebound, she circles him and pulls his arm behind his back, locking her other arm around his neck. Maybe Willa took note of Caben’s grappling moves during his match with Dash. Throwing his head back, Dash attempts to butt her head, but she’s shorter than him. His head bobs back and forth.


  Willa has this. She’s ranked beneath her true abilities and Dash, though I feel sorry for him, can’t compete.


  For a moment, I realize that the darkness that was taking over before isn’t present. My breaths come a little easier, and I know Willa is safe.


  The horn echoes through the stadium and my eyes catch the glint coming off the lowering weapons. The full moon is still high above. It shines down on the Cage, bathing it in pale light.


  Ignoring the battle ax and mace, Willa concentrates on holding Dash captive. She wrangles him to the ground on his knees and presses hers into his back. Tightening her hold around his neck, she attempts to put him out. Dash’s eyes droop.


  I turn to smile at Caben when Dash’s face contorts in a wide, sinister smile. The black claws grip my heart. The darkness fills my soul as quickly as Dash yanks his arm free of Willa’s grasp. He elbows her jaw and spins, sending his foot to her temple.


  Willa falls face first to the ground. I will her to get up, chanting under my breath.


  Dash bolts across the Cage and grabs the mace. The ax was closest to him, but he went for his weapon of choice. He believes he’s faster than her. I clamp my eyes closed.


  As I open them, a small, pale face comes into view across the Cage. Lilly is pressed to the barred wall, her hands gripping the iron. I silently beg her to look away, but she keeps her red-rimmed eyes glued to the fight.


  Willa staggers to her feet and maneuvers side to side as Dash swipes the mace through the air. I know she’s quick enough to reach the battle ax, but something is stopping her. She tries again to capture Dash in a hold.


  Why is she not taking the weapon?


  She sweeps Dash’s feet, and he lands on his back hard. I push the darkness down, past the hollow pit in my stomach. Willa slides in to tussle with Dash, but he doesn’t allow her to get close this time.


  The mace flies sideways and catches Willa’s shoulder.


  I flinch. “No!”


  Willa grabs her arm and drops to her knees. Her eyes are glazed over and lost. She looks at Lilly, and her lips tremble as she mouths something.


  The mace comes down.


  Hot tears spill over my cheeks, and I slam my hands against the bars. “No, goddesses, no . . .” I only force myself to look up to search out Lilly’s face.


  She’s still pressed to the bars—her eyes never left Willa’s.
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    Pressing my back against the cold, rough stone of the chamber wall, I wrap my arms around myself and try to block out the cheering of the stadium.
  


  Caben tries to console me, but I need to be alone. I need to offer a moment of silence to Willa and pray for her. I’ve been attempting to do just that since I left the sides of my companions. Except I can’t. Anger and rage and turmoil are bubbling to the surface, and if I pray now, I’ll curse the goddesses.


  I let my eyes drift over the chamber, unfocused.


  Like Lilly’s.


  I bang my head against the wall, trying to beat out the vision of her anguished face.


  Bax pushes his chair back from the table with a loud scrape. “Collect yourselves, contenders,” he announces. Our league begins to line up in front of the door.


  I push off the wall and stomp toward him. His guards raise their swords, blocking my advance. The point of a blade nicks my throat. “There’s one last fight,” I grind out, my voice heavy.


  Lowering the guards’ weapons, Bax motions them toward the other contenders. Then he steps close to me. “We’re done. The last fight doesn’t concern us for now.” He drops his voice. “I have the lineup. No other who belongs to you will fight.”


  I understand he means my Nactue. But I don’t comprehend why he’s bothering to soothe my worry. Or why he doesn’t want to watch the last fight to see who will be competing against his league tomorrow night.


  He taps something into his screen, and I figure he’ll know soon enough when the new statistics are released.


  Glancing once more toward the Cage, I try to spot Lilly. She’s no longer at the entrance to her chamber. I hang my head before lining up behind Caben, Crew, and Lena.


  The risers rumble as we walk past. The crowd cheers for us, pumping their weapons in the air, their faces smeared with faded and cracked blood.


  After we enter the master cell, I wait near the opening of the training room while Bax performs his speech to his league. I can hear the fakeness in his tone now. He must have had a lot of practice performing while growing up here. I wonder if his father has always been the dark priest and he’s had to put on a show his whole life, or if he’s only just changed because of his family.


  I shut my mind off. It doesn’t matter where his loyalties lie. After watching one of my closest friends die—he’s expendable. I would offer Bax up on a platter to Bale if it meant saving my friends and Caben.


  The other contenders slog off and retire in their chambers. Caben eyes me next to the tunnel leading to ours. I nod my head, urging him to go. I need to speak to Bax alone.


  Once he’s gone, I steel myself and roll my shoulders back. In the corner, a spire crackles with dark mist, and the black light shadows Bax’s features. He notices my approach and directs the guards to stand outside the entrance.


  “I don’t have time for your tiring conversation, protector,” he growls. “Tomorrow will be an even longer trial. Best rest up.”


  I grind my teeth. “For everything that has been done to my country, my Nactue, my charge—I demand to know why.” I hold his glower, setting my jaw.


  He chuckles, and the sound triggers an angry reflex. My hand flies up to box his face, but he catches it midair. He tosses a look at the guards, and tightens his hold on my wrist. Snatching my arm, he forces me to walk behind him as he stalks to the far side of the training room.


  When we’re out of earshot from the guards and the contenders, he turns around and drops my arm. “The reason is no matter to you. You can’t stop what has begun. All you can do is accept your fate.”


  I shake my head. “I know that you’re different from them”—I cock my head toward the guards—“from all of them. You could leave here before the final battle of the Reckoning. You could free us, and whatever it is you fear will never have to happen.”


  His beady eyes lock on to mine as he narrows his gaze. I don’t care if I’ve given anything away—my friend is dead. And this may be my last chance to save the others.


  Rubbing his hand against the back of his neck, he releases me from his heated glare and sighs. “Protector, there were many like me once. But no one dared to go against the dark priest.” His face clouds. “One of the shards has been retrieved. Soon, he’ll have all of them, and there will be nothing to stand in his way.”


  “Wait—” I place my hand on his arm, trying to show him my concern. “How did he get it?”


  “My Liege ordered an attack on Laryn,” he says, and my mouth falls open. The empress. I can barely feel her presence, and with the darkness of this place invading me, I’m losing my connection to her. I drop my hand as Bax continues. “Your empress still lives,” he says, as if reading my mind. “But don’t think only us monsters are to blame. They wouldn’t have located the shard if it weren’t for one of yours.”


  I squint and stare up at him. “One of mine?”


  He nods. “Others outside of the Otherworld worship Bale and want her vindicated.”


  “Someone in Cavan? That’s impossible.”


  “Go back to your man. Spend these last moments with him and pray to your deities.”


  I cross my arms over my chest. “I don’t think you’re a monster, Bax. And if you claim there are Otherworlders who are good, I believe you.” I suck in a determined breath. “But if you take your family and run, then you are no better than the priest. You’ll damn us, yourself, and your loved ones.”


  A low rumble builds in his throat, and I step back. He inches forward, his face hovering above mine. “You know so little of this world and of your own.” He closes his eyes, shakes his head, and opens them. A red light flickers in his pupils, then it’s gone. “Did you ever ask yourself why the divine blood?”


  I take another step back, and stare at Bax through slit lids. He used the ancient term for mercury, something I thought was only taught in the Three Realms. “I’ve been questioning why the Otherworlders raided our countries for mercury ever since I was brought here.” Especially since I’ve yet to see it used for their steam-powered world.


  Relaxing his features, he says, “Then ask yourself it again, protector. I cannot help you any further. But maybe . . .” He tilts his head, studying me. “Just maybe there’s hope for you. I knew there was a reason why you came here. Search that question and you’ll find your answer.”


  The red light flickers once more in his eyes and he jerks his head, shaking it away. “The once-regarded blood of the deities is a conduit,” he whispers. “Now ask me no more.” He turns away and heads toward the front of the master cell.


  I stand alone for a moment longer, my mind reeling.


  A conduit.


  Understanding dawns, and my skin prickles with fear.


  The jarring clang of the cell door snaps me out of my daze. I tuck the information away and hurry down the tunnel toward the chamber. Caben is lying stretched out on the cot, holding his wounded side. He jerks awake and tries to sit up. I fan my hand at him.


  “Lie back down.” I kneel and take off my boots to empty the dirt that’s accumulated in the soles.


  Caben leans back. When I start to lace my boots, he forces himself up again. “What are you doing?”


  “Lilly needs me.”


  “Kal,” he breathes my name. “I will not beg you, but damnit. Don’t go.” He runs his bruised and scrapped fingers through his hair. “She’s hurting. But she doesn’t want you to risk your life.”


  Standing, I tuck in my tunic and get ready for my climb. “I will risk it for whoever I damn please,” I mutter.


  Pushing off the cot, Caben jumps to his feet and storms toward me. He takes my face between blood-stained palms. His tall frame towers over me, and he forces my face up. “You’re not going to be a martyr for anyone.”


  Twisting out of his grasp, I pull back. “She’s my best friend. I’ve known her my entire life. I won’t let her suffer—”


  He presses his finger over my lips. “And you feel you suffer less?”


  Hot tears sting my eyes. “It’s not the same. Lilly loves Willa”—I shut my eyes—“I loved her, too, but Lilly and Willa are together.” Were together. A hollow ache pangs my chest. When I look up into the depth of his blue eyes, the tears break free. “I have to be strong and comfort her.”


  Caben rests his warm hand against my cheek and runs his thumb across my skin, wiping the tears away. “As tough as you are, Kal, you’re not indestructible. You need to mourn with someone to comfort you.” He pulls me into an embrace, wrapping his strong arms around me, and I lay my head on his chest. His heartbeat thumps against my cheek. I swallow down the burning lump in my throat, listening to its rhythm.


  “They won’t kill me,” I say. “They need me.”


  I look up in time to catch his eyebrows pull together, confusion marring his face. “What are you talking about?”


  “Or, at least they won’t kill me yet.” I nearly laugh with the madness churning inside. “No, having my blood spill over their goddess’s grave is why I’m here. They’ll wait.”


  “That will not happen.” His gaze rakes over my face. But I see it in his eyes—comprehension. He understands.


  “I know what the Otherworlders are trying to do,” I say. “And why all these years they’ve been stealing and trading for mercury. Why they’ve waited until now—and why we’re feeding the ground with our blood.” A flash of my own death enters my mind. I shake it away.


  He takes in a labored breath. “They want to restore their goddess.”


  I nod. “They’re going to break whatever barrier confines her in the ground. They’re going to resurrect Bale.”
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    Exhausted, I slump down on the cot. I’m tired of fighting Caben about going to Lilly. I dip my head between my knees and feel the pressure rush to my head. Then the solid touch of Caben’s hand touches my back. He rubs small circles, and gently guides me back to lie down on the bedding.
  


  “She does have Kai,” he says. “She’s not alone.”


  He’s right. What right do I have to think I’m the one she needs? That I can comfort her any better. How self-important. I run the back of my hand over my burning eyes.


  Maybe I needed her.


  I lie on my side, facing the door of the chamber, and Caben slides behind me. He wraps his arm around my stomach, bringing me against his chest. We breathe in sync for a long time before he speaks again.


  “They can’t do it,” he says. “They can’t raise Bale without my shard. The dark priest said he needed it before the last night of the Reckoning.”


  His words are a small comfort. “They attacked Laryn,” I tell him. “While we’re down here battling in a cage like animals, a war is going on in the last standing country of the Three Realms.”


  He sighs, his warm breath caresses my neck. “And you want us to sulk—feel guilty because we’re not there to defend it.”


  “No,” I snap. “Why are you still so infuriating?” But his words wash over me, and I tussle with them. “Okay, yes. Watching Willa die tonight makes me feel”—I choke off, ashamed to admit the truth—“worthless. I couldn’t save her, and what happens tomorrow if Lilly enters the Cage? How am I supposed to save her? And even if somehow we survive—if the Otherworlders don’t succeed in raising Bale, and we magically walk out of that Cage—how are we to save Laryn? Or what’s left of it.”


  His hand glides through my hair, smoothing the snarled tangles behind my ear. “Have you ever considered, Protector Kaliope, that you’re not a savior?”


  I puff out of breath. “I know that.”


  “Then what makes you think it’s your responsibility to rescue everyone and defeat everything?”


  Thinking, I say, “Because I was chosen to be here.”


  “So was I, apparently. All this time, I’ve been unknowingly guarding a shard to your empress’s relic. It’s no accident that I’m here now—that your empress chose you to guard me. The goddesses are waging a war, and we’re just the pawns.” He pauses a beat. “But maybe the goddesses have another purpose for us other than dying in vain against a battle we have no chance of winning.”


  It’s common sense, of course. We’re all in this together; every one of us was chosen. The logical side of my brain screams to listen to Caben, to allow his words of wisdom to ease my conscience. But the dark pang thrumming through my blood argues. Does Caben or the others feel the madness of this place? Do they feel it so presently that it grips their senses—their souls?


  I can’t answer that for sure. But my heart tells me no. They are not connected to the darkness lurking down here. I look at my wrist and watch the silver swirl against my skin.


  But I am.


  Only, the dark priest must need more than mercury and blood to restore his goddess fully, or he’d have done so by now. The Otherworlders have been able to sustain Bale since her banishment with sacrifices, even turning them into a sport for their realm. But the Reckoning is a ritual of sorts—not a sport. And there are other factors, like the relic, that I need to connect.


  The many pressing worries make me shiver, and Caben pulls me closer to him, resting his chin on the top of my head.


  “We have to defend the shard,” I say. “They can’t get it.”


  “I will defend it with my life,” Caben says, his voice thick with sleep.


  His breaths even out while I stare at the door.


  As long as I can take the shard with me, I can succeed in fulfilling my duty. If I can’t escape death—then my death will serve my deities and empress.


  [image: * * *]


  There is no bright morning sun to rouse me awake, only the banging and shouts of training contenders. The chilled air in the chamber settles over me, and I rub the goose bumps over my arms.


  I push myself up and massage my sore shoulder caused from sleeping on it awkwardly. A tray of food sets next to the cot. I smile, thinking of Caben bringing it in here. Despite the nausea churning in my stomach as last night’s events come flooding back, I lift the tray and force the hard bread and brown rice into my mouth and swallow.


  Later, in the shower unit, I allow the lukewarm water to rinse my body clean of grime and Caben’s blood. It has stained my skin, settling in the grooves of my palms and knuckles. I wonder if he’s training, or if he’s still nursing his injuries. I have to make sure Bax gives him something to recover before tonight.


  After dressing in a new tunic and pants, I pull my wet hair into a low bun and head toward the training room. The large, gloomy chamber feels nearly empty without Tobias’s presence. I trudge through the black dirt, questioning if Lilly is awake yet and mourning Willa. My eyes linger on the waterfall as I pass by, and it takes everything inside of me to keep walking.


  Lilly is strong. Kai is with her.


  Goddesses, comfort her.


  Kaide and Orion are in the corner of the room practicing with swords. I continue to where Crew and Lena are battling with spears. Caben is crouched along the rock wall watching them. His eyes widen when he sees me.


  “We’ve decided to go through every weapon today,” Caben says as I sit next to him.


  “That’s probably a good idea.”


  He laces his fingers through mine, resting my hand in his lap. His eyes skim my face. “Are you okay?”


  I want to ease his worries quickly with a simple yes, but I consider if I really am. “I think so,” I finally say.


  That’s enough for him, and his lips stretch into an understanding, yet sad smile. “I think we need to practice the spear, too. I don’t want to be caught off-guard again.”


  For the rest of the day, we fight with as many weapons as possible before the time comes to be taken to the Cage. I had thought Crew would be the toughest opponent on Bax’s league, but Lena challenges me the most. She comes close to beating me in our last match, and I’m so startled with her skill that she nearly does.


  Crew stated that she was the most regarded assassin in Taggar, and I can see why. She’s amazing, and she fights dirty. She even taught me some underhanded moves that I pray I won’t have to use.


  We eat a hearty dinner of cabbage, potatoes, and some foreign meat. I try not to question its origin, and instead wonder where the Otherworlders grow their vegetation. In a greenhouse, maybe. The cabbage is strange and yellowed, but tastes the same as I remember it. Bax must know that tonight will be more difficult on us, and has talked His Liege into providing a better meal. I eat in silence, listening as Caben and Crew discuss our strategy.


  “Lena should try talking to Orion,” Crew suggests. “If he and his brother side with us, we could take a stand tonight.”


  Caben shakes his head. “And what of the other leagues?” he asks. “I’m damn near positive that most don’t want to chance their life for everyone. By the look in some of their eyes, they love the competition, and believe they’ll win.”


  “I agree with Payne,” Lena chimes in, not looking up from her tray. “If we move too soon, it will end up being us versus the leagues. And the Otherworlders will only enjoy watching the contenders kill each other in a final battle a day earlier.”


  “They don’t want to lose out on their bets,” Crew says, his voice laced with aggravation. Anger flashes in his eyes, as if he’s trying to mask his fear.


  Caben dumps his tray to the side. “As much as I don’t want to fight, I know it’s our only chance. We have to wait until the numbers are down and then take a stand against the ring leaders and the guards.” Caben’s blue eyes glance at me quickly before meeting Crew’s glare.


  What he doesn’t say, and what I don’t doubt has just gone through his mind, is that we were depending on all the Nactue being in the final battle to ensure that the remaining contenders would stand up against the ring leaders. But now that Willa is gone, there’s a silent question whether or not the other Nactue will make it.


  I swallow down the partially chewed meat, and tell myself the scraping sensation in my throat is what causes my eyes to water.


  Crew’s gray eyes darken. “What if we just take a ring leader into the Cage with us?”


  My skin prickles, and dread at his intension slams my gut. “You can’t do that.”


  “Why not?” Crew asks. “I think holding Bax hostage is smarter. He is the dark priest’s son, after all. Bartering his life for ours makes more sense.”


  The discussion is cut short as the cell door bangs open. Bax and his guards enter the training room and summon us to our feet. As we line up, I glance at Crew’s anxious features, hoping his new theory has been forgotten.
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  I don’t know if the stadium full of red-faced Otherworlders has lost its effect, or if the full moon above doesn’t hold as much threat, but my mind and body are numb. My senses are dulled, and the Cage crackling with electric blue is more mesmerizing than nefarious.


  In the middle of the Cage, one of Krewl’s Quicksilvers—a petite girl with a leather circlet named Whip—faces off against the Colossal Drack. He was the last to fight last night, but I’m told that someone has to go twice, as we’re an uneven number of contenders. Bax said his name was drawn at random, but I have my doubts on how the fights are chosen, or rigged.


  I’m only thankful that Caben or one of the Nactue wasn’t chosen for this burden.


  Whip and Drack have made it to the second half of the fight and now both sport weapons. My gaze drifts past their tattered and bloodied forms to where Lilly stood last night. I haven’t seen her yet, and my mind can’t focus on anything going on around me until I know she’s all right.


  I’ve said nothing more to Bax. In a way, I understand what he’s doing for his family. His fear of his father runs deep; even deeper is his fear of the moon goddess. If I were him, I’d probably do the same. And as I continue to search for Lilly, I decide in an instant that I would. I would get those I care for far away from here if given the chance.


  Knowing now that Bax has a similar motivation as mine hinders my original plan. If I convince him of my link to the deities, would it hurt him or his family? How closely connected is the dark priest to Bale? Does she speak to him directly? Would the dark priest know that my claim is false and punish Bax?


  Before, Bale was a myth. But now that I can feel her evil presence here, I think the dark priest would see through the guise. I decide it’s not worth the risk.


  As Drack comes crashing down, Whip strangles him with her leather circlet. The small contender jumps off his back as the horn sounds. Drack didn’t beat the odds, and the match is over. Krewl has another win.


  I stare at the blood seeping into the black earth, my gaze unfocused. As the guards move in to clear away the felled contender, the crowd quiets, and Bax turns to face his league. His eyes scan each of us in turn. Before he’s ready to give whatever speech he’s prepared, the horn sounds again, and the announcer enters the Cage and calls Orion.


  My head snaps to the dominant feather brother.


  There’s no hint of fear on his dusky face, and his brother’s features are a hardened mask betraying no emotion until Orion reaches the center of the Cage. Then his face crumples, revealing the worry and anxiety that must be wracking his body.


  Caben attempts to move closer to Kaide, but the brother levels him with a squinted glare. He doesn’t want comfort, and he expects his brother to win—for them both to win and walk out of here together.


  Maybe they will.


  The goddesses haven’t given me a sign as to who will be the victor. I feel like they’ve abandoned me. I close my eyes and search deep, seeking the tiny light that is my empress’s life force. It’s there but weak, hidden beneath the madness and darkness bordering on the edge of my soul.


  The crowd roars as the announcer calls Collar’s next contender to the Cage. Primal emerges from the opened door of the chamber, filling the space. His shoulders swell with muscles, leaving no room for a neck, and his tunic and pants nearly tear away from his bulging body as he walks toward Orion.


  The horn moans through the dark, and I turn my head before the two contenders clash. I don’t want to watch another bloody death. Instead, I look to the full moon hanging in the starless, projected sky. The pale orb washes me in light as the blackness invades.


  Two more fights. One more night.
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    Crew and Caben grab Kaide’s arms before Bax’s guards draw their weapons. They hold the screaming feather brother back from bolting into the Cage. Kaide elbows Caben in the ribs and wrenches one arm free, but Lena takes Caben’s place, quickly latching an arm around Kaide’s stomach.
  


  Kaide’s wails are drowned out by the roar of the crowd cheering for Primal. My eyes flick to the black dirt where Orion’s body lies severed in two pieces. Primal beats his chest with one large first, having ripped off his tunic mid-fight, and swings a scythe above his head. Blood slings from the tip of the blade.


  “Contender,” Bax says, low and gravelly. “Get control of yourself.”


  Kaide’s deep irises ignite and he spits in Bax’s face. He says nothing, but his stare alone says he’d like to end Bax right here.


  Before Bax can order the guards to stand down, one of them clubs Kaide over the head with his prod. Kaide drops to his knees and sways.


  “Enough!” Bax shouts, halting the guards’ attack. “It was his brother.” He takes one last look at the broken contender before he goes to his rickety table where he waits for the statistics.


  “Take him to the back of the chamber,” the guard with half his face painted red orders. Then the two of them turn their backs on us.


  Crew and Lena pick Kaide up under his arms while Caben grabs his limp legs. They prop him up against the wall in the far back. I cross my arms, waiting to see if Kaide will speak. He doesn’t. His eyes glaze over as he stares straight ahead at nothing.


  Heaving a deep breath, Crew turns to us. “Well, maybe now we can sway his alliance.”


  My chest flares with heated, lashing tendrils, and I step forward, but Caben is quicker. He punches Crew, the hard knock landing with a loud smack against Crew’s square jaw.


  “You son of a bitch—” Crew snaps his head around and starts toward Caben. Lena grabs Crew’s arm, and I step in front of Caben, planting my hands on his chest. I manage to drive him back a step while Lena mumbles something to Crew, his arms strained and trembling.


  “You went too far,” Caben says.


  Crew’s hands fly up. “It’s the truth! I only said what everyone else is thinking.” His chest puffs out. “Without his brother here, we can convince him—”


  “Shut up,” Caben growls. “Not now.” His eyes flick to the guards, then scan Kaide’s weak form.


  If Kaide is called to fight now—he can’t. He’s too wracked with grief to enter the Cage tonight, and probably tomorrow night. Even if he was to side with us, he won’t be of any use. I close my eyes and scold myself for thinking of his life in this way. But I have to. And Caben must be considering the same.


  The horn captures our attention, and we move to the front of the chamber. Kaide is nearly catatonic. Right now, there’s nothing any of us can do for him.


  As I’m saying a prayer to Farrah to spare Kaide this fight after watching his brother die, the announcer takes his place. “. . . entering the Cage, Collar’s Colossal, Van!”


  The bodies in the risers spring to their feet. The noise of the stadium burns through me like fire. I stare at the sidelines, waiting to see Van’s opponent.


  Only one thing could be worse than watching her fight at all; watching her fight Lilly. The ring leaders are smarter than that, though. They know we’d never fight each other, that we’d choose death over ending another protector’s life.


  But I fear the final battle—when I’ll have to kill whoever comes near them.


  I’m counting on Kaide to recover and take up our plan. If he doesn’t, there might be an even fight ahead.


  Van exits her chamber and stops before reaching the center. She crosses her arms, a hard scowl marring her pretty face. The announcer shrugs and looks back to the audience.


  “And competing, Bax’s Colossal”—he pauses for effect—“Taggar’s lethal assassin, Lena!”


  My feet are moving before words come to my mind. I latch on to Lena’s arm and Caben is there in a second to pull me back. I fight off his hold and grab her hand. “Don’t,” I beg. “I’ll take a stand now. I’ll go with you right now—” I set my jaw hard, trying to think of the right words. “Lena, please—”


  “Move away from me, protector,” Lena says, her eyes focused on the Cage. Her words are a sharp slap.


  Caben succeeds in catching my wrist before my fist connects with her face. She glances at me once, remorse turning the corners of her violet eyes downward, and sprints off to meet her foe.


  “There’s nothing to be done, Kal,” Caben whispers in my ear. “You knew—”


  I turn on him. “I’m stopping this. I won’t watch another one of my girls die.”


  Encircling his arms around me from the back, Caben pulls me tight to his chest and lowers his mouth to my ear. “How do you know Van will lose? You have no faith in your girls?”


  The fact that I wish her to win and take Lena’s life is further proof of the vileness overtaking me. The darkness has all but consumed my senses, and I can no longer feel Empress Iana. I have nothing left to lose. I need to go out there and end the madness.


  Maybe if I shed my own blood over Bale’s grave then no one else will have to die.


  An image of my father’s head jerking back and forth as he lost his mind springs forth, and I wonder if this is how he felt. Did I force the blackness into his brain as it’s now being seared into mine? If this is retribution—my penance—then I accept it.


  I accept my punishment.


  I elbow Caben, knowing his side can’t take the beating, and he releases me. The horn blares and Lena runs toward Van as I rush the entrance. Bax throws out his arm. It hits my stomach and I double over, but continue to hedge forward. He snatches my tunic and plants me against the wall.


  “Protector,” he grinds out. “I’m quickly losing my patience—” His words break off as his glowing eyes land on my chest. His hand slowly moves aside the neck of my tunic, and I hastily look around the chamber. But Bax’s massive back blocks the curious stares of the other contenders.


  His eyes illuminate red as he scans the clamp, and his thin mouth pulls into a hard line.


  I jerk my tunic back into place. “Can you guess what courses through my blood, mongrel?” I whisper bitterly, then turn my attention to the fight raging in the Cage.


  “I can,” Bax says low.


  I look back into his eyes. “Let me give the dark priest the sacrifice he needs,” I say. “If I do, can you stop the fight?”


  His eyes lose their heated red glare as they slip over me. “No, protector. I cannot. You’d sacrifice yourself for nothing.”


  “But then he’d be able to summon Bale. This is what he wants, right?” I squint at him. “It would end now.”


  He releases a harsh breath. “The fights would go on. There’s nothing you can do to stop what has already begun, as I’ve told you. Go.” He jerks his head toward the back of the chamber.


  “You’re a coward, Bax.” I wrestle my arms out of his grasp, then move to the bars and grip them tightly, pressing my face to the cold iron. Van and Lena trade blows, and the darkness coils around my heart.


  I should be worried about the cool look in Bax’s eyes as he glimpsed my clamp. What he may do now that he knows about my blood—the mercury. About whether or not he’ll hand me over to the dark priest to strike some accord for the sake of his family. But I can’t worry about myself right now. My only concern is on the fight happening in the Cage.


  Lena lands a hard hit to Van’s jaw. Van drops her defensive stance, sways, and falls to her hands and knees. I press closer to the bars. Stand up. Stand up—


  She’s not given a chance to recover as Lena moves in behind her and pulls her upright. Van reaches up—but she’s not quick enough. Lena cries out and yanks Van’s head around with a snap.


  Caben’s arms surround me. “Kal—”


  A tremor rocks my body. My eyes stare after Van as she falls lifeless to the black earth.


  Lena stands over Van’s body, ignoring the announcer as he raises her arm and proclaims her victory. Then her eyes find mine. She holds my glare as she makes her way back to our league’s chamber.


  “Kal,” Caben says again, his voice a desperate plea.


  The barred door grinds open.


  I break his hold and launch at Lena.


  I clip her temple with my fist and send my knee into her kidney before the guards are on me. They pull me off of her and I’m slammed against the wall. One of the guards raises his rod.


  “Stop!” Bax shouts, knocking the guard’s arm aside. “She fights next.”


  My gaze holds Lena as I pant out heavy breaths. “You’re mine.”


  She braces her palm against her chin and twists her neck. The sound of her cracking it sends fire thundering through my body. I want to break her face.


  The guards continue to hold me back as Lena steps close. “Maybe now you’ll use that rage, protector,” she says, then saunters to the opposite side of the chamber.


  “Release her,” Bax snarls.


  The guards drag me toward the front of the chamber as the announcer in the Cage calls my name. It’s muffled, a distant noise in the back of my head, mixing with the drumming and shouts. A whirring fills my ears. Then I’m pushed over the plank and into the Cage.
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    Across the Cage, the barred door of Collar’s chamber slides open.
  


  My body thrums with the darkness gathering around me. I close my eyes, try to center my prayers, but the coils lash and whip at my insides. My eyes fly open when the crowd stomps down, the ground rocking with the force.


  A massive contender the size of a small mountain steps out. The announcer to my right shouts into his vissa display. “The Colossal, Cannon!”


  I jerk my head toward Bax’s chamber. His face is lowered, his eyes searching his screen device. Then he looks up at me, the worry present on his shadowed features. Caben was supposed to be positioned to face Cannon in the final battle. Something has changed. The ring leaders have pulled a switch, and Bax is no longer in their confidence.


  My eyes seek Caben. He’s standing in the middle of the chamber, his head tipped forward, his gaze steady on me. He crosses and uncrosses his arms. I wish the guards would have given me a moment—time to tell him something reassuring. Though I’m unsure of what I would have said.


  I drag my gaze away from Caben and look at Cannon as he moves to the center of the Cage. His biceps bulge, like two cannon balls have been implanted beneath his skin. For all I know, they have been. The ring leaders are sick enough to do just that.


  He roars and smacks his fist into his palm. Then he barrels toward me.


  His face shifts back and forth quickly as he runs, shaking in my line of vision. Suddenly his face is my father’s. It flashes before me in an instant, followed by an image of Van falling to the ground. Willa’s lifeless form. Lilly. My mother. Caben. The images seize my mind and a deep laugh rolls inside of my head.


  Kill him.


  I shake my head and lunge out of Cannon’s path. He swipes the air. Rolling out of range of his stomp, I get to my knees and grab his bare ankle. I twist, and he falls backward. He hits the ground hard, the dirt kicking up around him.


  I tamp down the throaty voice in my head urging me to end his life. I thought it was the madness of the Otherworld invading my senses, but I know the truth. I’m standing atop Bale’s grave. The conduit running through my veins calls to her. I can hear her; feel her presence—her darkness. She’s not entered my mind; not able to hear my thoughts—the dark priest would have shut down our scheme if so—but I’m tired of hearing her voice. Tired of her madness pressing me.


  The rage drumming though me after watching yet another of my Nactue die desires to end this beast trying to kill me now, but I have to remember who I am.


  What I vowed.


  To protect and serve those I care for.


  Not to end lives for a blood sport—a dark goddess.


  Cannon wraps his hulking arms around my midsection and lifts me off the ground. He squeezes, and a cry rips from my throat. The mercury pumps faster, scorching my insides. I pull my head back and snap it forward, knocking Cannon in the face.


  His nose explodes. Blood sprays my face.


  He drops me and swipes the air, his vision blurred. Sickened, I wipe at the blood. It smears over my skin—and I stop—allow it to hide the mercury rising to the surface. Jumping back into action, I kick his legs from beneath him and round his large form. Coming up behind him, I angle my arm around his thick neck and tighten until I see his eyes bulge. Their deep brown irises darken as he gasps for air.


  I can knock him out. Anger the ring leaders and the dark priest. They can come out here and kill us themselves to bleed their sacrifices for their goddess. I won’t do it. Lena had no choice, I understand that. But she also tried to use her kill to prep me for my fight. I think of her face as I squeeze Cannon’s neck tighter.


  The horn sounds, and I look up. Weapons descend from the top of the Cage.


  Before Cannon loses consciousness, he gets a handle on my wrist and kicks off the ground. His foot connects with my face.


  I try to bring him with me as I’m knocked backward, but he scrambles sideways and breaks my hold. He takes off for the closest weapon dangling from the chains.


  He yanks the flail free and swings the spiked ball above his head. The crowd stomps harder and faster as he builds momentum. The whom whom of the spikes slicing the air cuts through my eardrums.


  Behind him, illuminated by the projected full moon, is a long sword. I bound to my feet and run.


  The flail swipes the air and I just dive out of Cannon’s reach as the spiked ball slams the ground. He roars and jerks his weapon free of the black dirt. I turn and leap backward as the flail flies toward me again. It snags my tunic. The bottom of my shirt tears as I struggle free and sprint.


  I hear the pad of Cannon’s bare feet thumping the ground behind me. Before he launches his weapon, I spring up and grab the sword. Dropping down next to him, I arc my blade against his flail. Our weapons meet with a metallic clang.


  Cannon’s eyes widen, his sockets enlarging to deliver a crazed glare. He laughs a deep, adrenaline-filled chuckle. “It’s over, protector,” he roars. “I’m going to smash your bones to dust, just like I’ll do to little Red over there when I get to her.”


  Spinning and blocking his blow, I glance at Krewl’s chamber, to where Lilly watches my battle wide-eyed. I knock Cannon’s chin with the hilt of my sword. Lilly lost Willa. She suffered through her death. I won’t let her witness my death, too.


  I won’t give Cannon the chance to touch her.


  As Cannon groans and swipes the flail at my stomach, I turn and dive. I have to get that flail; use the chain to choke him unconscious. I can spare Lilly and defy the ring leaders at the same time. I just have to—


  A spike drives into my thigh and I scream.


  I hit the ground hard, and Cannon yanks the spiked ball from my leg. I hear the sickening squish as it leaves my skin. He towers over me, a deranged look on his giant features. I feel the static pull of the electrified cage bars behind me. It tugs on the fabric of my clothes, my hair.


  Cannon has me closed off. He swings the flail one final time above his head as he prepares to bring it down on my head. The ball descends, the whoosh filling my ears as the Cage zaps behind me.


  I thrust my sword toward the flail.


  The chain circles my blade, and I yank back and throw the sword behind my head. The sword connects with the Cage. A current travels through the spiked ball and chain to Cannon’s flesh.


  His body sparks. His eyes illuminate like the moon above, and his body convulses. He sinks to the ground, still holding the flail as the current continues to drain his life.


  I drop my head to the dirt.


  The cheers of the crowd surround me, and the announcer’s voice shouts over the chaos.


  I’ve won.


  I’ve killed.


  My eyes seek Lilly. She slips her hand through the bars of her chamber and flattens her palm, her fingers crossed. Tears brim my eyes.


  We’re still us—she’s still with me.


  The announcer waves me to my feet, and I push off the ground. As I slink my way toward Bax’s chamber, I keep my gaze on Caben. I don’t know if he would’ve defeated Cannon in the final battle, but now I don’t have to worry. It’s over.


  Goddesses, forgive me.
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    I guzzle water. My mouth is as dry as the sand-covered earth of Cavan. I can’t get enough. Maybe I can flush the evil from my system.
  


  “That’s enough, Kal,” Caben says, taking the canteen from my lips. “Let the adrenaline ease first, or else you’ll get sick.”


  Bax didn’t speak as he led us back to the cell. Lena stayed close to Crew. I doubt she fears another attack from me, but she hasn’t made eye contact with me since we left the Cage.


  This was a shaky alliance from the start. The only thing holding it together is the possibility of our escape. But we don’t stand a true chance. They know this also. I just need to make sure Caben and Lilly are freed, and that the relic is returned to Empress Iana.


  “Caben,” I say, glancing down at him as he continues to bandage my thigh. He looks up. “Before tomorrow . . . I need you to make me a promise.”


  His brow furrows. “What are you asking?” He rips the gauze and ties the ends together, then sits back on the cot.


  I press my back to the hard wall and stretch out my legs on the mattress, avoiding his eyes. “That no matter what, you’ll get the relic to my empress.”


  “Kal, we’re both—“


  “Just promise me,” I cut in. I meet and hold his stare. “I need to hear this vow spoken from your lips.”


  He breathes deeply, releasing a heavy exhale of air through his nose, and presses his lips together. “If that’s what you need to hear, then yes.” He nods once. “I vow to return Cavan’s relic to the empress.”


  I allow his oath to wash over me, knowing that as a prince, his honor binds him to his sworn words. As the man I know him to be, regardless of his noble blood, I trust that he will keep his pledge.


  I wish I could ask more of him. I wish I could request for him to make sure my mother and father are taken care of, but that’s asking too much. If he succeeds in returning the relic, then the empress and Cavan will thrive. I have to trust the goddesses to watch over my family. And Lilly. Lilly will escape with Caben, and she’ll assure my parents are looked after.


  This knowledge is a sudden release to my burdened mind, and I close my eyes, feeling maybe, for the last time, at peace.


  A clank echoes through the tunnel and I jerk upright, my senses heightened and aware. The peace was bound to end.


  After a tense-filled moment, the door to our chamber grinds open. Bax stands in the frame. “I need to speak with you, protector.”


  “Whatever it is you have to say can be said in front of him.” I nod toward Caben.


  Bax tips his head forward, his eyes hard on me as his brow rings glint in the dark light. “Now, protector.”


  Groaning, I lift my leg and scoot to the edge of the cot. Distributing my weight to my good leg, I wobble over as Bax leads me into the tunnel. I’m curious as to why he didn’t give his usual speech after we returned.


  He turns around and laces his arms over his bulky chest. “I was wrong about you,” he says, and his gaze drops to my chest. Self-conscious, I wrap my arms around myself.


  “About what?” I ask.


  “I was wrong in thinking you couldn’t stop it.”


  My mouth parts, and a small flame of hope sparks within me. Bax continues before I can question him. “Who put that cybernetic fix in you?”


  Taken aback, I cock my head and study his intense eyes. They’re the same beady pools of black as when I first met him. No red. “First, you answer a question.”


  He shrugs, unruffled by my demand. “Go on.”


  “Your eyes . . .” I motion my hand in front of my own. “Why do they change color?”


  His lips press firmly together. “As the dark priest gets closer to resurrecting Bale, his control over the Otherworld grows.” He looks around cautiously. “Once the moon goddess walks in our world, it will become like no other hell dimension you can imagine. This is why I need to get my family far away from here. Why I need to take them with us when we escape.”


  My eyebrows shoot up. “What?”


  “Yes, protector.” He groans. “I said escape. Now answer my question.”


  “A physician,” I answer hurriedly. “Someone a nun from the Temple of Alyah knew.”


  His eyes grow wide, and a hint of a smile curves his lips. This information seems to please Bax, and he says, “Tomorrow night”—he lowers his voice into a husky whisper—“you will keep the contenders from earning their three kills.”


  I shake my head. “And how do I do that?”


  “By going forward with your alliance,” he sneers the word. “Oh yes, protector. I know about that. We’re gifted with great hearing where our vision fails.”


  Goddess.


  “Don’t fear, protector. The other ring leaders are not aware, but you must make sure the moonstones are not triggered on anyone’s cuff. They can’t kill the ring leaders or their guards. It makes no difference who is killed, as long as Bale is given her attributed sacrifice.”


  “Because that’s part of the ritual,” I say, leaning on my good leg as my other starts to throb.


  Bax nods once. “The moonstones on the cuff are the summoner. The sacrifices have kept her alive over the years, but she’s bound to the earth in a dormant state. When the moon is eclipsed, the veil between realms will thin, and the moonstones allow Bale to enter a willing vessel.”


  I scoff. “Willing? There are no willing vessels here, Bax.”


  “That makes no difference. As long as the ritual is performed in order, and the moonstones lit with the sacrificial kills, a passage will be created for Bale to possess a human body.”


  My mind spins. Whether from the blood loss or the overload of information, I’m not sure. “I can keep the contenders from reaching their third kill, but what about my empress’s relic?” I eye him closely. “What part does it play? I need to know everything before I even attempt this.”


  He unlaces his arms and steps closer to me. “The goddess relic will make Bale corporeal.”


  A coil of fear wraps my spine. “I’m afraid to ask what happens to her ‘willing vessel’ then.”


  “You should be.” Bax turns his head to the side, and I study his hard features.


  “The goddess relic is not whole,” I say. “Bale can’t be made corporeal because the priest doesn’t have the last shard.”


  Bax snaps his beady gaze back on me. “That’s only a matter of time, protector. Once Bale inhabits a being, she can use the relic to free herself of this plain anytime thereafter.”


  Caben’s ring presses against my heel as I bear my weight down.


  Bax widens his stance and grits his teeth, a muscle feathers across his pale jawline. “You also have to face the dark priest.”


  Shaking my head, I scoff. “No. You’ll have to figure out a way to strap him down or something. I felt the evil coming off him in the temple. I can’t—”


  “You’re the only one down here who has any chance of defeating him.” His eyes go to my chest again. “You haven’t used your full strength or your power in the Cage. But I know you possess both.”


  My power—my power of madness. Something me and the moon goddess share. I am nothing like Alyah. My heart aches. My mother couldn’t have been more wrong about my blessed blood.


  Taking in a gulp of stale, Otherworld air, I fill my lungs and accept this as the reason the goddesses placed me here. “Fine, Bax,” I say. “You got your promise from me. But I want one from you.” His eyes flash red and I curse. “Stop that!”


  He shakes his head. His thick dreads sway, their beaded ends clank together. “It’s too close to the eclipse,” he says. “I only have till the end of the Reckoning. But you’re not in danger, protector. I have it under control. Now what do you demand?”


  I level him with a stern glare. “Lilly, Kai, and Caben are to escape, too. And as many others as we can manage to save.” I take a measured breath before my next demand. “The relic comes with us.”


  He chuckles. “That’s asking too much, protector. I offer you freedom—”


  “And you ask that I basically sacrifice myself for you. I will only face the dark priest if I know that my friends are safe, and that my empress will be saved.” I raise my brows. “You will steal the relic before the final battle, and then we’ll stand against the ring leaders, the guards, and I will do what I can about the priest . . . but you have to face your father first.”


  He turns his back on me and walks away.


  “Bax—”


  Stopping mid-stride, he turns about. “I’ve only just managed to keep my wife’s and child’s minds from Bale’s manic control by using a few tricks. I am the priest’s son, after all.” His shadowed face pulls together in hard lines. “But I stand no chance fighting him. Bale has gifted him with far too much power. That is why you are here.”


  My father’s angry face flashes before my eyes. I understand Bax’s fear. Our circumstances are different, but I sense the same fear in him that I lived with in my home for years. But they’ll never make it out of here alive if the priest isn’t defeated completely. He’s been the problematic factor in our shoddy plan from the start. The chaotic variable.


  “You have to face him,” I say. “You don’t have to take him down—I believe I can do that. But you have to get me into his chamber to do so.”


  Bax steps up to me, his illuminated eyes sweeping my face. “Do you believe your goddesses gave you the divine blood for this purpose?”


  I look away. That is the question—the uncertainty I’ve lived with nearly my entire life. I can’t give him the answer he needs, the answer that will persuade him to believe. That we can defeat the dark priest and leave this hell. I can only give him what I do know. “I believe I have a purpose.”


  I just don’t know what it is.


  [image: * * *]


  The tunnel feels ice cold against my skin as I slowly make my way back to the chamber. I had already accepted my fate before Bax told me the whole truth of the ritual. And even though I’m relieved that my friends and the empress are going to be helped, the knowledge of what I must do sits heavily on my chest.


  I step into the chamber. Caben lies awake on the cot. He’s a true prince—a king. I know that my sacrifice is the right thing, as he was meant to do great things in the Three Realms.


  His head turns slowly toward me as I enter. “Do we have a plan?”


  I nod. “We do.”


  Scooting over to the far side of the cot, he makes room for me. I lie down next to him and he wraps his strong arms around me. I never thought I’d savor the feel of a man this close—that I’d long for it. And that I’d mourn its loss.


  “The dark priest is using mind control over the Otherworld—for Bale.” I explain the rest of the things Bax enlightened me on, all except the last: where I must take on the priest, and somehow defeat his dark power. The power of the moon goddess.


  But Caben doesn’t need to hear this. He needs to hear that our plan will work. “Bax is preparing an escape for us,” I continue. “I need you to do everything I say tomorrow night without question.” I turn and look into his blue eyes.


  His frown line deepens between his brows. “You know that I don’t take orders from a woman.”


  I’m about to snap at him, but then I see the hint of a smile forming on his lips. “Caben, I’m serious.”


  He sighs. “If it means that we all leave here together, then I will take your commands with pride.” He pulls me closer, careful not to jostle my injured leg.


  “Promise me,” I demand.


  “I promise,” he says.


  With another of his oaths sworn to me, I take in a relieved breath and press my lips to his. I want to take with me the memory of the most stubborn man I have ever known, and the way his kiss invades my soul, chasing away the darkness.
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    The moon bathes the Cage in a white, haunting glow. The stomps of the Otherworlders grow louder, like thunder rumbling through the dark realm. Their eyes flame red like embers. Bale’s control over her subjects is near complete.
  


  At least everything makes sense now. Why the Otherworlders attacked Perinya and Cavan, stripping us of mercury. Why they’ve been abducting outside our realms, offering their goddess sacrifices while keeping us in the dark of Bale’s existence—until her prime moment to strike.


  The moon goddess corrupted and mutated her worshipers, her own followers. The goddesses had every right to banish her evil. Only one thing does not connect.


  Why the goddesses are allowing Bale to do this.


  If the dark priest succeeds in his ritual tonight, then the Otherworlders will follow Bale out of the Otherworld and demolish whole realms at her command.


  She won’t stop until she recovers the last shard.


  The key piece needed to restore her to the powerful deity she once was.


  The goddesses have done nothing so far to intervene. Anger simmers in my core, boiling over as the darkness of this place strengthens its hold on me. I fight it down. No matter what happens next, I have to make sure the shard is disposed of. That it will never be found. I raise my cupped hand to my mouth and place the sliver on my tongue, then swallow.


  If Bale is brought forth tonight, and I die, then the shard will go with me in death.


  “Where’s Bax?” Crew asks, jerking me out of my thoughts. I swallow hard, making sure the shard goes down.


  Sitting farther back in Bax’s chair, I stretch my sore leg. Bax gave both Caben and me pain relievers, but the pain is still present though dulled, and I fear the hindrance my injury will be later.


  “He’s meeting with the ring leaders before the final battle,” I say. “Why? Do you miss his company?”


  Crew scoffs at me, then returns to where Lena is watching the other contenders across the caged ring. I have to make sure they stick to the pact—that they stand up against the ring leaders in the final battle, and that they don’t light all the moonstones on their cuffs.


  My head pounds in sync with the stomping in the risers.


  Goddesses . . . My prayer trails off.


  What more can I ask of them? Everything now depends on me. As long as Caben and Lilly make it out alive, I’ll accept whatever fate they intend for me.


  I rub my forehead. Bax has disguised himself and is now stealing the relic. Once I see that he has it in his possession, I’ll know for sure that he aims to go through with his crazed scheme, and that he will keep his word to free my friends. I just hope he doesn’t back down from his father.


  I close my eyes for a long moment, praying to the goddesses for their will to be done. I can’t ask that they spare me. I feel that is too selfish, too much to ask when I’m imploring them to free the people down here and to stop Bale.


  The cheers in the risers crescendo as the dark priest makes his entrance.


  He’s here.


  He circles the ring, swathed in a black robe, his hands held high toward the projected moon above. He wants a front row seat to watch his goddess appear.


  Kaide sidles up beside me, his eyes trained on the Cage. “I suppose this is the end,” he says.


  Shocked the silent feather brother has spoken, and in the common language, I raise my eyebrows and look up at him. He appears calm, resolute, as if he too has accepted his fate. Or maybe he’s accepted that he will soon be with his brother.


  “Nothing is ever the end,” I tell him. “Good luck.” It’s a pathetic reply, but the only one I can offer him.


  He nods his head, his dark eyes finding mine. “To you too, protector.” Then he returns to his lone corner.


  The guards escort the dark priest to his chamber and up to his seat high in the risers. Anxiety claws at my stomach. Where’s Bax? He needs to be here before the first fight, or else his father will suspect something.


  The bang of the chamber door makes me jump. Bax enters, a brown hooded-cloak covering his face, and a leather satchel strapped across his chest. He eyes the contenders as they stare him down.


  He pushes the hood back. “Protector,” he says. I prickle all over, wishing I could feel the life force of the relic—to know that my empress still lives. “Come with me.”


  Lena and Crew jerk their heads my way, scowls apparent on their faces. This isn’t good for our alliance, but I have to see the relic with my own eyes. It’s what I requested of Bax. If I can’t feel it, I have to lay my eyes on it to make sure Bax intends to keep his word.


  I follow him into the dark corridor, the muffled chants of the stadium background noise as my heart rate speeds, thumping in my ears. “Show me,” I order.


  Bax faces me and unlatches his satchel. He opens the top just enough for me to see the tip of the relic. It glows dimly, pulsing with the empress’s failing life force. I breathe a sigh of relief.


  She lives.


  I nod, and he closes his bag and leads me back into the chamber.


  He means to go through with it and rescue my friends. No matter if it’s only to spare his wife and child, he kept his word. Now I must keep mine.


  I walk over to Caben and lace my fingers through his. He stares out over the Cage, his face set in hard lines. “We’re ready,” I say.


  He squeezes my hand. “You asked a promise of me, and now I want one in return.” He turns his unwavering gaze on me, and I bite down on my bottom lip, wary. Can I keep a promise to him? I’m unsure, as I don’t know if I’ll be alive after tonight to do so.


  Regardless, I nod.


  He links both our hands together and speaks in a hushed tone. “I don’t know how things are going to play out, and I need to know that my family crest will not end with me.” He brings our hands between us, our palms pressed together. “No matter what, you’re the one with the chance to walk out of here, and I want you to look after my kingdom.”


  “Caben—”


  “Keep my ring,” he whispers. The deep blue or his irises is enhanced by the flicker of the Cage, and my chest tightens. “Keep it. For me. And then pass it down your line. Start a new linage.” He smiles, a beautiful smile that breaks my heart. “You’re everything I ever wanted—and your strength and honor is what I desire for my realm.”


  I look down, my soul heavy, wanting more than anything for us to leave here together. For there to be a way—but no. Even if we somehow escape, he’s to be a king, and I’m a protector. Our worlds are far apart; our commitments distancing us as far as our countries. This is a desperate plea of a man facing death. I will take his words with me—cherish them forever. For however long that may be.


  Only I can’t reject this request without telling him the whole truth—that I probably won’t walk out of here alive. I need him focused on the battle. I’ll simply have to give the ring back to him before I face the dark priest. One day, he will understand that this was the only way for him to go on and rule his kingdom.


  That I’m his protector.


  I pull a hand free and reach down to dig out the ring from the back of my boot. Then I tuck it into the front of my undershirt. Next to my heart. “I promise, Caben.”


  He presses his lips to mine. My chest aches, and a burning scorches my throat. I kiss him back harder, past the ache, and commit to memory the feel of him.


  This is the only vow I will ever break.


  Our kiss deepens, and I wrap my arms around his neck, bringing him closer. Not caring that the other contenders are watching. Then too soon, the horn sounds and we break apart.


  The goddesses have aligned the stars for this very moment. All the players are in place, and we’re all placing bets right along with the gamblers in the stands.


  It’s time.


  Bax turn to us and says, “Give them a good show, contenders.”


  We line up at the barred door. Quiet. Determined. Three matches until we make a stand against the ring leaders. Some will not walk away from death, but I trust Bax to free as many as possible.


  The door to Krewl’s chamber opens, and Kai steps out. My legs go numb, my body shakes, but I hold steady, believing everything is the will of the goddesses. Collar’s door grinds open, and a tall, muscled contender runs into the ring. He pumps his fists in the air, calling the cheers of the crowd.


  The announcer shouts out the fighters—Kai and Tor—and my mind churns so violently that I miss Tor’s ranking. It really doesn’t matter, though. Kai is a seasoned Nactue. She’s had the best chance to become the reigning victor from the start.


  She looks much younger and vulnerable without her eye makeup. Her hair is pulled back in a low ponytail, and her pants are rolled up past her shins. She circles the lofty contender. He strikes first and she blocks his blow easily, then sends her knee into his stomach. They dance around the ring like this, connecting and blocking, trading punches, until the horn blares and the weapons drop down.


  Kai reaches for a sword just as Tor jumps for a spear. The breath I’ve been holding releases in a relieved exhale. She’s a protector, and the sword is our practiced weapon. She can do this. A cackle sounds inside my head, and I back away from the bars.


  I’m tired of the dark goddess taunting me. I wish I could open my vein right now and free myself of the silver conduit swimming in my blood. But I have to hold on—just a while longer.


  Tor is only a man. So far, I haven’t seen any Otherworlder mutations on him. It’s a fair fight for Kai, and she wields her sword like a goddess herself. As the spear lunges for her head, she knocks it to the side and thrusts her blade toward Tor.


  His side is lanced, and his knees buckle, sending him to the ground. The crowd chants, demanding his death. Kai looks to me, and I nod. She has to do this. She’ll have time to seek forgiveness later, but right now, we’re in a war of our own.


  She raises the sword above her head, wrenches a cry from her lungs, and drives it through the back of Tor’s neck. It’s a quick death. A merciful one. The only thing she can offer him.


  The announcer calls the winner, and Kai turns her back to the roaring crowd and walks to the chamber. Her head is bowed, and I can feel the shame rolling off her.


  She’s a Nactue. A protector. This is not what we spent years training to become. A killer.


  Glancing to the risers, I spot the dark priest. His pale face alight, his thin lips turned up in a crooked smile. I can nearly feel the mercury seethe beneath my skin. Maybe the goddesses will grant me one swift blow to the bastard before this is over.


  “We’re getting closer,” Caben says. He locks his arm around my waist and brings me to his side. I savor the warmth, the feel of his body pressed against mine.


  After Tor’s body is removed from the Cage, the announcer calls forth two more contenders. Crew and Carnage.


  “At least I’ll get one kill in,” Crew says as he walks past. He beats his chest once, and enters the Cage.


  Caben glances at me and I raise an eyebrow. “Do you still trust him?” I ask.


  “Yes,” he says. “I trust that he’ll keep his word because it serves him.”


  I agree with his logic. Crew and Carnage meet in the middle of the Cage. My eyes roam over both contenders. They’re nearly the same size, and nothing but huge stacks of muscles. Carnage still favors his left leg as he did when we fought. Crew’s overconfidence in gaining a kill worries me. Though Carnage has his weaknesses, he’s still a fierce opponent.


  Even if the Nactue weren’t able to sway all of the contenders in their leagues, Crew will solidify our alliance. If Crew wins, then we have the advantage, and will easily defeat the contenders not standing with us while we take on the ring leaders.


  Collar must be out of his crazed head right now. He only has one contender going into the final, free-for-all battle. I know he pitted Cannon against me instead of Caben to take me out early. He wanted Primal and Cannon in the final battle. But his loss is our gain. He knows that the contenders will take out Primal before they turn on each other, and he paces his chamber. He yanks on the spiked collar around his neck, watching each blow the contenders send closely.


  I turn my back on the bloody scene. Crew is my league mate, but I’ll be experiencing the bloodshed soon enough. I need one moment of solitude. I close my eyes and attempt to block out the noise.


  The crowd stomps, cheering like they do when a killing blow has been delivered. My eyes snap open. I look over to Bax, and he shakes his head. Crew has fallen.


  My body thrums with tension. I spin around and stare into the Cage, my stomach tumbling. Crew’s body is splayed out over the black floor of the Cage. Carnage looms over it. He kicks dirt on the body of his dead foe.


  No.


  I march over to Bax. “There’s no need for the next fight,” I whisper. “Collar’s league is through, but we may need an extra contender.” I glance over to the lone feather brother. “Kaide and Lilly don’t have to—”


  “Protector,” Bax interrupts, his eyes hard on me. “I need the contenders to create a distraction at the right moment for this to work. This has to be done in order for everything to align. I’m sorry.”


  I shake my head, anger boiling in the pit of my stomach. “You said nothing of this before.” I glare at him. “If the Nactue weren’t successful in swaying the remaining contenders, it will be a close battle—too evenly matched. And we may not have enough numbers on our side to pull it off.”


  Bax levels me with a knowing look. “Your sister will not fail.” He glances at Kaide. “And it’s a sacrifice he’ll make that will save many.”


  “You scum,” I say. “He’s unaware of that sacrifice. We can draw out the stand-off. You don’t have to send Kaide out there.”


  “Stop—” His red eyes rake over my face. He shakes his head, and I take a step backward. Alyah, help him. He presses his pale fingers to his temples, and says, “I won’t stand a chance against My Liege if he’s not taken completely by surprise. Just do as I say.”


  His eyes have returned to black. I look at the ground and then at the Cage. I don’t want Lilly to fight. And I feel that Kaide would join us if we show him mercy right now. But I know Bax is right. Glancing to the corner, I watch Kaide prepare to enter the Cage. I swear under my breath and head for the barred door.


  Caben intercepts me before I reach the bars. “She’ll be fine, Kal,” he says, his eyes searching mine. “She’ll make it.”


  “I know.” I nod. “I know she will.”


  When the horn echoes through the Otherworld, my chest tightens with anticipation. I latch on to the bars as I wait to see my best friend enter the Cage.
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    Nervous energy pools in my stomach as Lilly and Kaide circle each other.
  


  They’ve been staring each other down for minutes now, neither one willing to make the first move. The Otherworlders sling insults and curses from the risers, and the dark priest watches with a scowl etched on his pasty face.


  “One of them has to strike,” Caben says, his hand gripping the bars just as tightly as mine.


  “They’re going to fuck everything up,” Lena snarls. She levels me with a cool glare. “I thought you said your protectors were in? What the is she doing?”


  “Shut the hell up, Lena,” Caben snaps, and grips my hand. “It doesn’t matter. They’ll toss us all in, regardless.”


  I turn my back to them and stomp toward Bax. “Put us in,” I say. “Now.”


  He shakes his head. “Your girl better fight or else the priest will have them both killed.”


  I run toward the barred door and shout, “Lilly!” Her head jerks my way, but it’s too late. Three guards are already entering the Cage. The dark priest follows behind them, a vissa display covering one eye.


  “Otherworlders,” his raspy voice booms. “This is your sport, your bets. Would you have these contenders slain for breaking the rules?”


  Glancing around at the standing crowd, I take in the glowing red eyes of the Otherworlders. They’re silent—their minds are not their own. At once, they shout for the contenders’ death.


  Panic spurs my chest and I push Bax aside. He stumbles backward, and I lunge toward the controls on the side of the door. I slam my hand against the blue button and the giant gears spin. The door begins to open.


  “Kal!” Caben calls as he darts toward me. One guard latches on to him while the other raises his rod to strike me—but I’m already slipping through the cracked opening.


  The dark priest’s eyes lock on to me, and I jerk to a stop mid-run. Something wraps around my neck, squeezing off my air supply. I claw at my neck, trying to break whatever hold is there, but there’s nothing. Just the stale air of this realm. The priest sneers as I gasp and try to gulp in air.


  “Place your bets, gamblers,” the priest shouts. “Eleven contenders are about to face-off for the freedom ring!” The Otherworld rocks as a clap of thunder crashes, and the projected sky webs with lightning.


  More guards move into the Cage, steering steam-powered carts of boiling mercury. The cogged wheels grind against the black dirt as the tubes pump the mineral into the trench surrounding the inner cage.


  Above my head, a hiss spits out, and pneumatic pipes pump along the bars. Copper tubes drop from the center of the Cage and mercury rains down. Silver beads and pools together along the dark ground.


  I’m still trying to fight off the unseen hold choking me as they fill the ditch to the brim. Mercury spills onto the earth, meeting and connecting with the silver bubbling over the hard dirt. Another boom of thunder sounds from above. I manage to look up, and the blood-red ring circling the moon bleeds across the black sky.


  A sliver of darkness slides against the pale orb—the eclipse. Everything is aligning for Bale. The Reckoning. The ritual.


  The dark priest raises his hand and spreads his fingers wide. Air rushes into my lungs and I fall to my knees. Mercury seeps into my pants, beading against the material. The doors to the chambers groan open, and the guards use their electric rods to force the contenders to the center of the Cage.


  “Kal . . .” Caben leans over and grasps my arm. “Are you all right?” He runs his fingers over my neck. I give a stiff nod. “Okay. All right.” He presses his lips to my forehead before backing away. “You and Lena take Primal. Kadie and I have Carnage.”


  “What—no,” I say. Caben can’t fight the contender that took down Crew. “We’ll fight Carnage if he won’t stand with us. The Nactue can help you—”


  “Kal, Bax showed me the placement on his screen. There’s no way you and Lena can get to him before he—”


  “Before he gets to you.” Carnage is in position to battle Caben. “Do anything you have to do to stop him. But don’t kill, Caben. Don’t light your cuff.” I quickly name off the weaknesses I discovered while fighting Carnage to him before he takes his spot.


  Lena joins my side, and I massage my aching neck. Kaide never officially joined us, but by refusing to fight Lilly, he’s made his stand. “No one touches Kaide,” I say.


  Lena steps up to me. “This better work, protector.” Her violet eyes slant, and she whips her hair around as she marches to the center of the mercury-sealed ring.


  Lilly rushes over, wrapping her arms around me. “I’m sorry, Kal,” she says, her voice thick with regret. “I couldn’t fight him. I thought I could—”


  “Shh,” I soothe, rubbing my hand over her back and tangled curls. “I’m sorry about Willa.” I pull back and stare into her glistening, amber eyes. “I’m sorry for so much, but know that I love you. You didn’t ruin anything.”


  She nods quickly. “Whatever happens—I love you, too. I’ll see you again.”


  I wrap her in another hug, and whisper in her ear, “Keep your league from killing and lighting their cuffs. It will end soon.” I pray.


  “Metal Mouth,” she says, finding my eyes. “He’s being controlled.”


  I remember Bax’s order to Tobias. “Pull out the wiring on his head gear.”


  We’re wrenched apart as the guards begin to position us into our designated spots. They stack weapons in the center of the ring. Nine weapons. Each one chosen specifically for each contender. Except now that the dark priest has changed the number of final contenders, there’s eleven forming a circle around the inside perimeter of the Cage.


  My eyes fly to the dark priest as he latches the barred gate to his privileged chamber.


  The announcer waddles to the center of the Cage, his boots splashing the mercury, and raises his leather-clad arms to the Otherworlders in the stadium. “The final battle is upon us!” Stomping clamps down like the thunder rumbling through the realm. He quickly glances at the contenders, checks that we’re in place, and then shouts, “For the freedom ring!”


  The gaunt announcer just escapes the Cage when the hunter’s horn sounds.


  Kaide and Caben advance on Carnage. I spin and watch Lilly run toward Whip as Lena takes up my side. “Nothing happens to her.” I glare at Lena. “You touch Lilly, and I’ll end you.”


  A crooked smile splits her face, but she nods. “Just make sure we leave, protector. Then I won’t have to.”


  Lilly grabs Whip’s hand and leads her to where Metal Mouth is advancing on Kai. The crowd “boos” seeing an alliance refusing to fight already formed. Lena and I barrel toward Primal, and the fights happening with Primal and Carnage soon captures the audience’s bloodlust.


  As Lena lands hard blows on the contender, I look back at Bax. He nods once, and slips his satchel under the table. Then he works the controls on the side of his chamber door. The doors to the ring leaders’ chambers open. I look to the risers. The shock is apparent on the dark priest’s smug face.


  “No ring leaders in the Cage!” he shouts. He raises his hand to shut the doors, but Bax lifts his own hand to counter the powerful command. The doors stay open, and contenders take up their weapons and move in, forcing the ring leaders into the Cage.


  I can see the red flickering in Bax’s irises as he fights his father’s control. My mind is suddenly back in my dank apartment, my father’s head between my palms—and I know the battle Bax is waging in his mind. But like me, he has to stop his father in order to save his family. For once, the guilt over what I did doesn’t consume me.


  I’m back in the fight. I kick Primal’s legs out from under him after Lena nails his throat with a lethal chop. She goes for the kill shot but Primal sends his foot into her stomach. She drops to the ground as he bounds up. I jump onto his back.


  A groan rumbles from his chest, and he tries to buck me off. I say a quick prayer for forgiveness as the mercury fires through my veins. I latch on to his face and twist. His neck breaks with an audible crunch.


  Lena dusts herself off. “There’s my girl.”


  I toss her a seething glare, then search the Cage for Carnage. Kaide and Caben have him backed near the electrified bars. I release a relieved breath. Taking a fast glance around, I spot the priest’s chamber. Bax has opened the gate and is now trading forceful blows with his father as he works his way up the risers.


  The guards are locked in place, frozen. A thin coat of ice covers their armor.


  What the goddess has Bax done?


  I thank the goddesses for whatever power they’ve bestowed on him, and quickly glance at the contenders fighting Krewl and Collar to the mercury-covered ground. They’ve made their stand. Only Carnage and Metal Mouth are fighting for the freedom ring. Carnage will soon be defeated, and Metal Mouth—I know Lilly will save him.


  The crowd has stopped cheering. The stadium is motionless as the Otherworlders’ vacant eyes stare at the Cage. The silence fills me, and the darkness seeps into my head. Once the priest falls, I pray their minds will be released from Bale’s control.


  And that Bale’s voice will be permanently severed from mine.


  Before I take off toward the priest’s chamber, I catch Caben’s sword coming down on Carnage from the corner of my eye. “Caben! Don’t kill—”


  The words die on my tongue as Caben slices Carnage’s neck. Crimson runs down the blade, drips onto Caben’s forearm. His chest heaves, and he drives his sword into the earth near the slain body. A sickness wells in my stomach. I choke it back.


  Caben wipes the blood from his face and turns toward me. He’s shaking, and I reach out across the Cage as if I can touch him. Two glowing blue moonstones light his cuff. I have to end this now.


  He clears the rest of the blood and sweat from his brow and starts in my direction, but I hold my hand up. He halts.


  I grab a discarded sword and stake the ground. Reaching into my tunic, I pull out his ring. His eyes widen, hurt and confusion crossing his face, as I set it atop the pommel of the sword.


  My lips form the words that I never thought I’d say to a man: I love you.


  Then I race toward the dark priest’s chamber.
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    The priest holds Bax suspended above the risers with an invisible clutch, his robed arm held high, his eyes hollow black sockets. He looks down at the defiant contenders in the Cage. “You will bow to Bale!”
  


  Bax flails in the air, his eyes flickering with the lightning and black lights as he struggles to overpower his father.


  Lifting his free hand, the dark priest presses his pale palm flat and chants under his breath. The ground rumbles. The black dirt sinks into a corner of the Cage as the earth slides away and the ground yawns open.


  A piercing shriek cracks the silence.


  From the opening, a black talon spikes the ground, and a beast enters the Cage.


  The Grimmal.


  Its wiry legs bend at odd angles as it pulls its scaly body free of the void. It stomps the ground, kicking beads of silver up into the air with sharp claws, as its body slithers against the wet earth.


  “Bax!” I shout. I sprint toward the middle of the risers, my feet taking two bleachers at a time. Before I reach the chamber, I glance behind me once, just long enough to see the contenders gathering against the Grimmal.


  The mutated monster fills a quarter of the Cage, its black hairy legs built like a devil spider, its face a silver snake’s. Scaled flesh curves around its massive, narrow head. It flicks a forked tongue at Whip, and she swipes her sword and nicks the beast, but it’s not enough to harm it.


  Lilly and Kai take up the back, their weapons coming down and lashing at the serpent tail as it sweeps the ground.


  Goddesses, save them.


  Then my eyes are back on the power match happening in the priest’s chamber not feet before me. I try to process what the Grimmal might mean—I didn’t factor the monster into our plan. I’m running out of time.


  The Grimmal is drawing blood. It’s feeding the ground and Bale, mixing with the conduit. I don’t know if ending the priest will count as a win. I can’t think past my goal. If the Goddesses are truly with me, then Bale will not be summoned once I stop the dark priest.


  But Caben . . . damn his pride! Why did he do this? I pray that if he makes the killing blow to the Grimmal, it won’t summon Bale. That the monster will not count. But my heart tells me it doesn’t matter what type of death . . . Bale just needs death—a sacrifice. Caben’s two lights flash before my eyes as I come up behind the dark priest.


  “Protector,” Bax chokes out.


  I launch my body over a metal bench and crash into the priest’s back. He tumbles forward and his mental hold on Bax wavers. Bax drops to a seat, gasping for air.


  “Can you stop the Grimmal?” I shout to Bax, while the priest is righting himself.


  Bax shakes his head. “The beast is protected by Bale’s power. It must be slain to be destroyed.”


  Damnit.


  “Go, then. Get them out of here.”


  Bax gets to his feet and gives me a hard nod before he turns to his father. “I hope to see you again, old man. But not again in this world.” Then he punches the priest. He looks at me and gives me a crooked smile. “I’ll wait for you, but if you’re not there in time—”


  “Don’t wait,” I say. “Get them out now.”


  His eyes say he doesn’t believe me, but he nods. This is our pact. His family and mine escaping the Otherworld is the agreement.


  “May your goddesses be with you, protector,” Bax says, then hurries down the risers toward the Cage.


  The dark priest palms the bench and uses his power to propel himself to his feet. He faces me, and I take a hesitant step back. I say a prayer under my breath to Alyah, calling forth the mercury in my blood. I look down at my arm. The inky swirls illuminate, glowing like the sliver of moonlight encircling the eclipse. Alyah touched the mercury inside me for this purpose. I have to trust that this is my purpose.


  Alyah, I’m yours.


  The priest raises his hand and pushes an unseen blow at me. I block his strike with my arm, and the air ripples around me with blue, electrified tendrils that snap the air. His eyes widen in alarm. I can imagine what he sees: what my father saw when he took in the silver swirling around my eyes, along my flesh. Fear ignites the priest’s black irises, and I cry out and force him backward.


  Feeling the power of the goddess surge though me, I reach down and clutch the priest’s head. Just as I did my father—only I don’t know what will happen this time. The darkness within him burns against my palms, but I keep my hands secured to him. His eyes ignite fire red.


  A white light blooms beneath my hands. It starts dim, illuminating into a bright beam that fills my vision. I look away, and a throaty cry echoes through my mind as Bale fights to keep her hold on the dark priest. Alyah’s power rockets through me, and I’m thrown on my back.


  The priest convulses, his body jerking with tremors. His mouth leaks a dark substance that smells of tar and something so vile that I gag and have to cover my nose. He gasps for fresh air, and his eyes close. He lies still.


  I look down at my cuff, panic thundering through me as I wait for the third moonstone light. But a sudden calm washes over me, an awareness—a knowledge I can’t understand. But it tells me that the dark priest isn’t dead.


  Alyah is healing him.


  She’s healing the madness deep within the priest. I wipe the sweat seeping into my eyes with my arm and then check his vitals. He’s alive. I shakily get to my feet and look down at the unconscious priest. His skin is tinged with a cream hue, and the angles of his face aren’t as sharp.


  Alyah, what have you done?


  This is your power, Kaliope. The voice is powerful and sure and angelic, and it fills my being. I tremble and drop to my knees as it bathes me in an ethereal channel.


  My goddess.


  Closing my eyes for a moment, I gather my senses. The goddess spoke to me.


  Pushing the exhilaration away, I reach over and shake the priest. He has to call off the Grimmal. But he’s completely blacked out. Panicked, I look to the Cage. The remaining contenders have the monster cornered. Bax, Lilly, and Kia are gone. Relief floods me until I spot Caben.


  I curse. Of course he didn’t leave with the others. Defiant, stubborn man.


  But there’s still time. The Otherworlders in the risers are awakening from Bale’s control, and if we can send the Grimmal back into the earth, we can end this.


  I take off down the risers and bound out of the chamber.


  The Grimmal raises one of its hairy legs and stabs Metal Mouth through his chest with its black talon, pinning him to the ground. Kaide hacks at the leg, severing it, and the Grimmal cries out, a shrieking blast that pieces my eardrums. Caben uses the moment to run beneath the beast.


  No—


  I pick up a discarded battle ax next to Dash’s fallen body. A putrid, murky-green blood drips from its end. I wipe it against the ground, using the mercury to wash the blade before raising it above my head, and charge into the fray.


  I take up Lena’s side. “The dark priest is gone,” I shout.


  She grunts and lunges, throwing her spear into the side of the monster. “Then I’m out of here, protector.” She bows her head to me, and says, “It was an honor to know you.” Then she breaks for the open chamber door.


  I manage to evade the tail as it lashes the ground and meet the other contenders forming an arc before the beast. “Leave!” I shout to Whip and Kaide. “Bax is taking a convoy out of the Otherworld.”


  Whip gives me a sidelong glance, but takes her chance at escape. Kaide hesitates.


  “I’ll not abandon you,” he tells me. “For my brother, I’ll end this with honor.”


  “Kaide . . .” I just dodge the monster’s leg as it comes down between us. I stumble back, and Kaide puts more distance between him and the Grimmal.


  “Look after my friends,” I yell out to him. “That would be an honor to both your brother and me.”


  He hesitates a moment longer, then bows his head to me before he follows Whip’s path past the Grimmal. I swipe my ax at the monster’s head and it retreats back. I glance once more at the contenders leaving the Cage and the Grimmal screeches. It opens its mouth and goes to strike Kaide.


  I fling my battle ax at the Grimmal’s leg, calling its attention, and Kaide passes through the chamber door.


  “Caben, get the hell out of here!” I fan the ax before me as I take measured steps backward. The beast advances, its spindly legs stomping the ground as its body slithers.


  Caben attacks its belly, drawing green blood. He’s doing minimal damage. This is an Otherworld mutation. Something created with Bale’s power—only severing the head controlled by the dark goddess will kill it. Caben’s trying to give me time to leave. But I’m not going before he does.


  Caben rushes to my side. “We go together,” he says, his breaths coming hard.


  “All right,” I say, a smile forming on my face for the first time. “Together.”


  He matches my smile, and we attack the beast full on, beating it back toward the hole in the Cage as we inch our way to the chamber.


  The open door is right there—a few feet from Caben. “Go! I’m right behind you.”


  He nods and launches his sword at the Grimmal. Then he turns to escape through the door. My heart hammers against my chest as he gets closer. I can feel the freedom—


  The Grimmal lashes its tail out, knocking Caben to the ground.


  “No!” I barrel toward him, my ax pressed to my body.


  It lowers its head, tongue flicking at Caben, and sinks one of its fangs into his thigh.


  Goddess.


  Anger coils in my stomach. The mercury races through my body. A deep laugh sounds in my mind, spreading through my being as the heated tendrils snap and lash inside me. I scream as I draw my battle ax above my head.


  Caben’s eyes meet mine as the Grimmal releases its bite and turns its snake head toward me. I hold his gaze a moment longer before jumping onto the beast’s back.


  “Kal—No!”


  Caben’s warning is muted as the rage seethes through my soul. With every bit I strength I possess, I bring the ax down and drive the blade into the Grimmal’s scaly neck. It hisses, a high-pitched rattle that thrums through my limbs.


  I hack at the Grimmal’s neck again, and it slices open. A seam tears across its scales, ripping the beast’s neck in two as the head lops off. I’m flung off as its body thrashes. Green blood pools around me, and I kick backward, away from the gore floating atop the mercury.


  Caben groans, and I look over as he tries to pick himself up. His eyes snap to the cuff on my wrist.


  Panic flares in my chest. I look down at the three moonstones as they blink on. One for Cannon. The second for Primal. And last for the Grimmal. The stones glow a strong, shimmery blue. The ground rumbles.


  “Caben,” I say, my words lost as I try to gather courage. “You have to get out of here. Find Bax—you promised to get the relic to Empress Iana.”


  “You promised me!” he shouts.


  “That doesn’t matter now. I swore my oath first. I kept my first vow and made sure my charge is safe.” I hold his stare, his blue eyes gleaming as the Cage dims and a blood-red hue overtakes the realm. I want his beautiful eyes to be the last thing I see before Bale possesses me. “Please,” I beg him. “Please, go now. You have to get far away from Bale.”


  He drops his head in his hand and drives his fingers through his hair. Then he meets my eyes again, determination intensifying his glare.


  The ground thunders. My cuff illumes brighter, the stones searing into my skin. I scream and wrap my hand around the cursed stones. “Go!” I fall back, my body craving the cold mercury covering the ground. I allow it to soothe my burning skin.


  My vision swims, and the eclipsed moon wavers against the rock sky. I close my eyes as Bale speaks to me.


  Thank you, my servant.
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    Something tugs on my arm, but I’m too drained to care. Let the ground have me.
  


  Bale is taking over, and I have to reserve my energy to battle her. Once she fills me, I’ll use the mercury that Alyah touched to help me wage this war. Alyah spoke to me. She blessed me with power to be her hand on this plain. Bale may even be destroyed by the goddess’s divine blood coursing through me.


  I pray this.


  I pray this so hard.


  I have to try, or else the fear will tear my mind apart. It’s splitting now. I can feel Bale’s presence invading, and my body flames. Her vileness scorches—my mind splintering.


  The tug comes stronger, and I crack my eyes open. Caben kneels beside me, a metal pin in his hand. He works my cuff.


  The cuff snaps open.


  He rips the cuff off and latches it around his wrist. His eyes find mine. “You’re to do great things, Protector Kaliope.” Removing his ring, he slips it on my thumb. Then he kisses my palm. “And I love you more than any other.” He cries out as the fire that was consuming me now rushes his body. “Tell the empress of my wishes for my kingdom.” A sad smile mars his face. My heart breaks. “Keep your promise to me.”


  “Caben,” I choke out.


  He reaches out and caresses my face, his hand trembling. I rise up and cling to him. “It’s not too late. Give me the cuff—” I try to pry it from his wrist, but it’s now seared to his flesh. “You can’t fight her!”


  “I know,” he says. His eyes are deep blue, resolute. “That’s why you’re going to end her before she can find the shard.” He cups one arm around my waist and leans forward, dragging something beside us. He takes my hand and rests my palm on the hilt of a sword.


  “Damn you.” I glare at him through tears. “How can you ask me to do this?”


  “You have to, Kal. It’s the only way. It’s been the only way from the start.” His eyes bore through me. “Did you think I was going to let you sacrifice yourself?”


  I scream. “Damn your pride, Caben! There’s still time—” But there’s not. A blue light illuminates the whites of his eyes and his head flies back. His body snaps with currents, his skin sizzling with the dark goddess’s power.


  Rubbing my hands together, I try to call forth whatever power saved the priest, my lips trembling as I plead to Alyah. Then I shakily place my hands on his temples. No fire. No searing. I feel nothing of the darkness, and my hands reveal no light. “Come on!”


  Why isn’t working? Please!


  Caben’s hand flies up and knocks my arms aside, breaking my hold.


  “She’s—” He jerks his head sideways, fighting her control. “Here.” The blue in his eyes changes to a fierce white-hot glow.


  I scramble back. “Caben?”


  A slow smile curves his lips. “You have something of mine, Kal,” he says. It’s his voice, his baritone with a touch of his lilt, but the words are not his. He’s still in there somewhere. I know this, but the glint of evilness in his eyes chills my blood.


  Gripping the hilt of the sword, I rise to my feet. I arc the blade before me. “Release him.”


  He laughs, a low, hollow boom. “I think you value this body”—he looks over himself as he stands—“too much to harm it.”


  I lift my chin. “Release him and go back into your confines or else I will cut you down. The goddesses will not allow you to exist in this realm.”


  “I’m tired of hearing about them.” He raises his hand and sends a blast of power into my chest.


  My body whips backward, and I land on my back hard. The mercury seeps through my tunic, its soothing chill dousing the fire spreading over me. Caben walks slowly through the silver covering the ground. It boils where his booted feet touch.


  He extends his hand to deliver another blow, blue crackling from his fingertips, and I kick back just as the blast hits the ground. Rolling to the side, I escape another attack, and jump to my feet.


  He’s still human. I swing my sword and slice his arm. He shouts and turns his glowing eyes on me. His chest rises and falls as he chants something, and the mercury around me bubbles into a frenzied boil.


  It reaches silver tentacles toward me and latches on to my calves. Fire scorches my skin where it touches and I cry out. It burns through my pants, slithering its sterling feelers up my legs. I struggle to free myself as Caben steps closer.


  “Tell me where the shard is, and I’ll make you one of mine. I’ll spare you a painful death, Kal.”


  Groaning, I slash my blade at the silver coils and free myself. Then I meet Caben’s blazing eyes. “I won’t be your minion, Bale.”


  He laughs. “Bale is here . . . within me—I feel her. But it’s Caben who speaks to you, Kal.” My heart pangs as his eyes flick over me. “I’ve just been released of the binds that imprisoned me. This is the truth of my nature, of all human nature. Freed, and without the oppressive control of the deities.” He sneers.


  “You’re lying.” And he—she is. I tilt my head, trying to search out Bale behind Caben’s features. These are her words, not his. I continue to tell myself this as I raise my sword higher.


  “Am I?” he asks. “Seek the truth, and then kill me if you must. It makes no difference. Bale has been summoned. She will find another willing vessel.”


  Another lie. The ritual is over. The pale gleam of the moon shines down on the mercury-covered ring, its light reflecting against the shiny surface.


  Goddesses, give me discernment.


  I draw the sword back and thrust it toward Caben’s chest—


  And stop.


  My blade an inch from his pulsing jugular.


  He doesn’t try to stop me. Doesn’t defend himself. His eyes stay steady on my face. “You know the truth.”


  I scream and twist around, nailing Caben over the head with the hilt of my sword. He falls to the ground, the mercury splashes over his body. I kneel next to him and run my fingers over his smooth face, his lips.


  “I’ll find a way to save you,” I whisper. Then I run.
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    The Cury-craft hovers to a stop before the gatehouse of King Dallion’s Palace.
  


  Bax’s father, the once dark priest, and the other members of our escaped convoy, follow behind us in another Cury. We’re to report to the king of Laryn and the Cavan Council for evaluation before the others can return to their homelands.


  Bax leans over his seat and takes my hand. “You will live to regret your decision, protector,” he says. “But I will stand by you when the time comes.”


  A tear slips down my cheek and I harshly wipe it away. I squeeze Bax’s hand, then push myself down in my seat. “What would you have done if it were one of them?” I nod toward his wife. Her hair is wrapped into a braided bun, her pale features smoothed out as she sleeps, their baby son cradled against her chest in a sling.


  Bax’s features harden. “That’s a scenario I don’t have to consider. We must move past this and focus on what needs to be done now.”


  I nod. “Of course, Bax. Always such a brute.”


  He growls, and a smile sneaks onto my face. “Your will is stubborn, protector.” He smiles. “I’ve liked this about you from the start.”


  He sits back, and my thoughts consume me.


  What needs to be done now.


  I don’t know what that is.


  I plan to try healing Bax and his family as I did his father. Bale has had centuries to infest the Otherworlders with her dark power, and I’m not sure if I can summon that strange light that I used in the Cage again. I couldn’t for Caben. My heart constricts. That power feels so distant—as if I imagined it.


  But I’m going to try.


  When Alyah spoke to me, she said it was my power. This knowledge excites me almost as much as it scares me. I need to speak with Empress Iana. I feel she is the only one who can answer my questions.


  I look down at the mercury swirling against my skin. What happened with the priest has also given me hope that I can correct the damage I inflicted on my own father. I don’t understand how something that was gifted to me from a goddess can both cause harm and heal. There’s much I have to learn about myself, but at least now, I’m not trying to hide it. I’m going to embrace this gift or curse fully, and discover what it could mean.


  I have to. Caben needs me.


  Lilly reaches over and takes my hand. She’s been silent our whole trip, her mind and body taxed from the many tortures she suffered in the Otherworld. It will take time for her to heal. It will take time for us all to heal.


  Normally, I’d say a prayer to Alyah to help heal our bodies, safeguard our hearts and minds, but the anger over Caben being lost to Bale eats at my soul. I don’t know when I’ll be able to pray again without cursing the deities.


  Maybe never.


  Our craft rumbles up to the palace and sets down in the courtyard. Before any of the other contenders—people—are to be taken for evaluation, we are first saving my empress. I made sure of this.


  I take Bax’s satchel and strap it over my shoulder. Then I’m the first to hop out of the Cury. The air is fresh. It’s humid and clings to my skin, warm, and with the scent of the ocean. Nothing like the dank, cool realm we just escaped from, or my dry home of Cavan.


  Pines line the court, and flowers of every color decorate the walkway leading to the palace doors. The white stone of the outer walls rise up to meet a clear blue sky. It’s another world here completely.


  Guards meet us halfway to the palace doors. “Is this the Otherworld convoy?” A blue-clad officer asks the commander of the Cury. The commander intercepted our war machine near the Laryn border. It’s a wonder they didn’t blast us into a million pieces. They’ve been waging a war with Otherworlders while we resided in the dark realm.


  “Yes, sir,” the commander responds. “They have Empress Iana’s relic. We need to see her immediately.”


  The guard nods his head and leads us toward the open doors. I walk up the steps hesitantly, my body depleted from our long journey and the battles I fought beneath the earth. Glancing behind me, I take in the ragged and weary ex-contenders filing out of their Cury. They’re moving just as sluggishly. I’m unsure of what to call them now. Friends doesn’t work; we’re an alliance brought together by a shared goal. But I suppose, after everything we’ve gone through, companions comes close.


  “I’ll take that, commander,” a low, familiar voice says from the archway of the palace’s inner ward. I look up to see Councilor Herna marching toward us, her tan robe trailing the marble floor behind her.


  “Well done, Protector Kaliope,” she says, her bright eyes fanning my disheveled form. “I knew the Nactue would not fail our empress.” She bows her head to me. Then she turns toward Lilly and Kai and lowers her head in a show of gratitude to them.


  Reluctantly, I hand her the satchel. “Thank you, councilor.”


  “Please,” she says, sweeping her hand through the air. “Recover from your trials, all of you.” She looks over the survivors of the Reckoning. “King Dallion has extended his home to the empress’s . . . loyalists.”


  I note her stumble over what to address our crude cluster of mismatched companions. She must not have had time to prepare a speech.


  Lena shifts her stance. “I’m ready to return to my home. To Taggar.”


  Councilor Herna eyes her warily, but says nothing. Though we’re on good terms with Taggar now, I’m sure there is still suspicion between the nations. I don’t care about the politics. I still have a score to settle with Lena for killing one of my sisters. For now, she gets a pass. She kept her word and helped take down the Reckoning.


  But one day, we’ll settle the bad blood between us.


  Councilor Herna’s gaze rests on Bax. “As the commander told me of your heroics in helping our cause, you and your family are given a pardon by the empress.” She holds the satchel by the middle of the strap, far from her body, as if the Otherworlder bag will spew evil mist on her. “But you’re to be evaluated since this new development. We have to make sure of who we welcome into our company.”


  I squint. “What new development?”


  Her steely eyes land on me. “The possession of Prince Caben, of course,” she says. “We’re already discussing battle strategies to defeat—”


  “I want to be taken to the Council,” I say, straightening my spine and ignoring her hard glare for interrupting her. “I have inside information, as does Bax”—I nod toward my Otherworlder companion—“on Bale and Prince Caben.”


  A harsh smile crooks her lips. “In time, Protector Kaliope. First, you need to recover fully.”


  Pinching my mouth into a hard line, I nod. They will not attack the Otherworld and try to eliminate the threat of Bale without me. I vowed to protect my charge. If there is even a slight chance that what Caben said in the Cage is truth, then I intend to try my hardest to keep that vow.


  I run the pad of my thumb over the crest of his ring. I know that Bale will lead Caben to me. And when she does, I’ll be ready. To do what I couldn’t in the Cage, or to help bring the prince back to himself. Either way, it will be me who faces him. Someone who loves him.


  The shard still lies in the pit of my stomach. I wince, thinking of the way I must retrieve it. But I can once again feel the empress, her relic—and now the shard. That will make my task slightly less difficult, if not less pleasant. And at least I know there is no threat of the Council locating it. I don’t trust them—I don’t trust Councilor Herna’s intensions. I still haven’t connected what Carina was trying to tell me before she died.


  Until I figure out what the issue between her and the Council was, I don’t trust any of them.


  I watch the councilor make her way toward the lift, the satchel holding the relic by her side, and wish I could be there to see Empress Iana’s eyes as they gleam when she recovers. I will seek out her council soon.


  “I wish to remain here,” Kaide says, and my eyes snap to him.


  I turn around and stand before the companions forged in terror and death. In the depths of a hell realm where none of us thought we’d survive.


  “You wish to stay here, Kaide?” I ask. “You don’t want to go home?”


  He shakes his head, his feather tattoo darker and more detailed in the light of the sun. “The Otherworlders burned my village, and my brother is no longer with me.” He lowers his head for a moment, then looks back up at me. “I admire your honor and strength, Protector Kaliope. I wish to join your order . . . this order of the Nactue, and help fight the coming darkness.”


  I raise my eyebrows and look to Lilly and Kai. They glance at each other and then shrug. A small smile curls Lilly’s lips. I’d do anything to see her full, bright smile again. Anything.


  The protectors of the Nactue Guard have always been women. But I’ve learned many things during my trial, and one is that women are not the only ones who can serve and rule and nurture.


  Glancing at Bax holding his baby, his wife by his side, I know that a father can protect and be the caregiver to safeguard his family, too. Caben proved that men show their love through courage and strength, though it may be donned stubbornly and with pomp, it’s also how they protect those they care for. And a man who carries true pride is not arrogant, as how I assumed.


  Truthfully, it’s not my decision as to who will replace the fallen women of the Nactue, but the empress once entrusted me with the knowledge that her and I are very much alike. I believe she will accept my request to choose my new members.


  I extend my hand to Kaide. “It would be an honor to fight beside you, Kaide.”


  Accepting my hand with a firm shake, his chest swells. He then looks at our other companions standing around.


  Lena shakes her head. “Don’t look at me,” she says, lacing her arms over her chest. “I’m an assassin. We work alone.”


  Whip steps forward. “I owe my life to the women of the Nactue. I’d be proud if you’d accept my request to be one of them.”


  I smile. “Request granted.”


  Bax looks up. “I cannot risk those I have sworn to protect.” He cuddles his baby boy closer. “But I’ll offer my services in council, if you’ll have me.”


  “Of course, Bax,” I say. “I would have asked you before your offer in the Cury.” Our eyes meet with understanding. “And don’t throw your sword out just yet. We may need it.”


  He chuckles. “No, protector. My fighting days are over.”


  Lena groans. “All right. All Right. I want in, too. But don’t think I’m going to take orders. You can ask me to do something, but I decide if it’s what I wish to do.” She levels me with a hard glare. “Until I’m called away.”


  “Lena,” I say, and I’m tempted to turn her down. But I consider her skills, and think they could be used for good. And, at least I can watch her closely this way. “Of course it would be an honor.”


  She smirks, and walks toward the left wing of the palace. “I’m getting cleaned up.” A guard trails behind her.


  The others nod to me and then depart, going off to rest and recover, the guards of Laryn escorting them. Lilly links her arm through mine. “Let’s check in with the Council and request to see our parents,” she says. “I know that you’re barely holding it together right now.”


  I cover her arm with my hand. “You know me better than anyone, Lills.”


  My heart pangs with the knowledge that there is one other, one man who knows the depths of my soul.


  I will get him back.


  [image: * * *]


  After we’ve spoken with the Council, we discovered they brought our family to the Laryn refugee camp located near Court. Both my mother and father, as well as the other Nactue’s families, were looked after by the high council of Laryn. As family to the personal protectors to the failing empress of Cavan, they received the best treatment. For that, I’m eternally indebted to the king and his people.


  Lilly and I plan the memorial for the fallen Nactue, and Lilly appeals for a special ceremony to be held for Willa’s family. Something small and just for them and her friends. Willa lived in the same poor quarter as us, and her family won’t be able to afford a personal ceremony.


  I’m overjoyed when the Council agrees.


  I mourn the loss of Willa, my close friend, and the other Nactue. They will never be replaced in my heart. I mourn the loss of never having a chance to truly lead them. But I’ve formed a new bond with the volunteers. These are the people I fought with, against, and beside—and I know there’s a reason, a purpose that we were brought together.


  A frown pulls my lips down as I squeeze Caben’s ring between my palms. I still have to tell the empress of Caben’s wish that I oversee his kingdom. The weight of that responsibility weighs on me and tugs at my heart. But I vowed it to him. And I will see my promise through. I will make sure his people are given a great, temporary ruler until their true king is returned to them.


  This, I vow.


  [image: ~THE END~]
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