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Part One:
 
 
 
 
Valdon





 
 
 
 
"Tainted, twisted, shadows wait,
A reckoning of old, a judgment too late."
~ Augurs of Karth, v. IV, 216 a.e.
 
 





 
 
 
 
Stefan
 
 
Thick, gray clouds nestled on the mountaintops, their magnificent spires hidden. It would snow soon. I'd always liked the view from up here. I'd imagine myself a bird, soaring over forest and river, chasm and mountain—it did not matter, for at these heights, I was safe. An entire world spread out before me, vast and resplendent, though today its resplendence was muted in the shadow of the clouds.
But even if the sun had shone, illuminating the landscape in all its heavenly glory, I would have felt the darkness. It pervaded like a disease, hiding in deep crevices, just waiting for a moment of weakness to overcome its host.
He was out there, my uncle, Lord Eris. He and his cursed shadowguard would try to take this glorious and beautiful kingdom and reduce it to nothing, just as he had tried decades ago. But he hadn't possessed the shield of power back then.
I felt the chill of winter in my bones as I leaned forward against the balustrade, watching the world lying in false quietude. My vantage point was no longer safe.
They were out there…somewhere. Perhaps the two most important people in my life—no, they absolutely were the most important people in my life. As much as I hadn't wanted to see Daria go, I knew she had to. Pendel would present dangers of its own, but this castle was not safe for her. It had never been, but now it was more dangerous than ever. She hadn't known the extent of this danger when she left, and I did not tell her. I could not.
Not with the eagerness in her eyes and the hope in her gait. She believed the box of the Pandors was the key to stopping our uncle from using the shield of power, so she had set course for Pendel—the land our mother was from. The land where this rumored box was supposedly hidden. Daria believed that the box of the Pandors held the knowledge of overpowering the shield of power that our uncle had stolen. A shield he intended to use to take over our world. I needed to believe that, too, because we were vastly outnumbered otherwise. It would take a miracle.
Or a marriage.
"Prince Stefan?"
I turned around. Headmaster Ambrose stood nearest, though it was Aegis Cicero Del Conte who had spoken. He and Sonya were, perhaps, the most eager about the current state of things, because it was their son who traveled alone with my sister through these dangerous lands. But if anyone could handle himself, it was Alexander Del Conte. I trusted him far more than I trusted anyone—more so than myself, even. Which was why I'd agreed to let him go with her all the way to Pendel in order to find the box of the Pandors.
That, and he'd made me a certain promise.
"You haven't mentioned it to her?" Cicero repeated.
"No, I have not." I sighed.
"Sire." It was Sir Armand de Basco who spoke this time, my head guard. "They're at the wall and Lord Tosca is grossly outnumbered. Once they penetrate the ninth gate, there will be no stopping them. Not without reinforcements—"
"I understand what is at stake, Sir Armand," I said.
Cicero and Sir Armand exchanged a glance.
Headmaster Ambrose clasped his hands, crimson sleeves colliding into a bell shape that fell to the marble floor. "My prince," he said in a very careful, yet stern tone. He was used to giving orders and having them obeyed without question. "You are sworn to protect the safety of this kingdom. You cannot afford to ignore Lord Commodus' offer. We need his support, or you've doomed this regency to the fires of Mortis."
A cold breeze whispered through the room and the candles flickered. The others did not know of Daria and Alex's mission, and I would not tell them. I would not put her at any more risk; her whereabouts must be kept secret. I inhaled slowly, standing firm. "I will not ask this of her."
"Prince Stefan, please." Aegis Sonya Del Conte stepped forward with the worry of a mother in her dark eyes. "Even I can see that there is no other alternative, and you know I would never wish this upon her. Especially not after…" Her voice trailed and her gaze fell to the floor.
The silence was heavy with the name of a man we had all loved who had been so cruelly taken from us.
"You must order her return immediately," Headmaster Ambrose said through tight lips. "She is the princess of Valdon; it is but a small sacrifice given in exchange for thousands of lives."
"She's sacrificed enough, Headmaster." My fists clenched at my sides, and I looked back out my window. "I will not have her sacrifice her heart also."
 



Chapter 1
On the Other Side
 
 
"Loosen your grip," Alex said.
I did, which turned out to be a huge mistake. My dagger flew right out of my hand and sailed through the air to where it was swallowed by a giant bush.
Alex lowered his blade. "I said loosen. Not let go."
I grumbled.
"Again," he urged. "Go pick it up." He nodded toward the barbaric bush that had eaten my dagger.
I jogged over to it and wiped the sweat from my brow, and the wind stirred. It had been doing that a lot, lately, and when it did, it had purpose. What that purpose was, I didn't know. I just wished it would stop following me, but that was like telling your shadow to go away.
It had been two full days since we'd left the castle walls. Two days of sneaking through a dense forest of giant pines and magnificent trees that winter had reduced to mere skeletons. The air smelled of snow and balsam, and the frozen ground had been littered with dead leaves and needles that had crunched beneath our horses' hooves. Navigation through the wintry wonderland had become an art form, but we'd had to avoid the main roads. We couldn't afford to be seen, not in our current political climate, and as King Darius's granddaughter, I was an ambling liability.
And we were quite the awkward trio, Alex, Vera, and I. It was supposed to have been just Alex and me, but then Vera had appeared out of nowhere and offered to help. I didn't know why, really. For all we'd been through recently, what with our unexpected camaraderie during the games and everything, I still thought the girl hated me. The only thing I could figure was that she hated the king more. Or maybe she still held out hopes for Alex.
Whatever her reasons, I'd allowed her to come for one reason and one reason only: Vera was from Gesh. My ultimate goal was to travel to the faraway land of Pendel—the land my mother was from—because I believed, deep in my gut, that the box of the Pandors was hidden there.
No one knew what was in this box, and many believed it to be legend, but I knew it was real. I couldn't explain why, nor could I explain the intense pull I'd felt toward my mother's homeland and this legendary secret surrounding her family. But ever since the disaster of the games, I'd felt it. I felt that it held a secret of immeasurable power—one so great, it could overcome that of Lord Eris, my uncle. A power that would stop him from using the shield of power he'd stolen during the games. A power that would protect this world from his evil and tyrannical rule.
When I'd mentioned my suspicions to Tran Chiton, wizard extraordinaire, he had seemed to think I was on to something, and he had even suggested we begin our search in Pendel's capitol: Karth. When I'd asked him why, he had already changed the subject and started going on about something to do with faerie law and misappropriation of funds.
Of all the seven territories, Pendel was unique in that it had no proper lord to govern it. The once-noble lineage of Pendel had been lost with a man named Galahad. Galahad had been High Lord of Pendel, and then rose to king of Gaia about a century ago. Gaia herself had gifted Galahad with the unity stone and a shield of power, which bound all the elementals, but the shield had corrupted Galahad, resulting in the Great War of Gaia in which Galahad had died. The people had killed off Galahad's descendents, which precipitately ended the noble lineage. Ever since that day, Pendel had been governed by a steward, appointed by its people, and would remain so until the time written in the prophecies when a true lord could be reinstated. That prophetic time was supposed to have been this past year's games, in which the winner would inherit Lordship over Pendel, and with all seven rightful lords in place, a true king of Gaia could be elected by the Dalorens. But Lord Danton Pontefract had run away with the unity stone and my uncle had stolen the shield, so, needless to say, none of that happened.
Other than Pendel's dismal history, I didn't know much about the territory itself, and neither did either of my traveling companions. According to the map I'd brought, Pendel was in the far eastern corner of Gaia. The fastest route for us would have been via portal, but Stefan had fortified the portal in Valdon with nothing short of a small company of soldiers, and we couldn't afford to have our plans or our whereabouts known to anyone else.
It was Tran who had convinced us not to take the direct route by crossing the rather capricious lands of Campagna and sailing from the easternmost shore. Instead, he had said to travel south to the territory of Gesh and sail across the Black Sea from Gesh's shores. Sailing would take a week or so, depending on weather. So, after much deliberation, we'd agreed to this plan and ridden on horseback toward Gesh. And when Vera had unexpectedly shown up, I'd thought having one of Gesh's own in our company might be a good thing. I just wished that "good thing" hadn't come in the form of a beautiful blonde assassin who had a thing for my, er, boyfriend.
It was such an odd word—boyfriend—and I didn't like applying that particular title to Alex. I couldn't put a finger on why, exactly. The word felt shallow and confined—its scope infinitesimal compared to all Alex represented for me. It was the kind of word you used for the guy you had a crush on and would sometimes go out with and kiss. However, it wasn't the kind of word you used for your childhood best friend, who you'd fallen completely and irrevocably head-over-heels in love with and would sacrifice anything to protect.
Not that Alex needed my protection. And he seemed to enjoy reminding me of this little fact every time we would stop for the night.
Just like he was doing now.
He raked a hand through his now sweaty dark hair before coming at me again.
Clash—clash—scrape—clash.
He lunged, frowning. "You're holding back."
I parried and jumped back. "I don't want to hurt you."
A grin touched his lips, as if the idea amused him. "You won't."
He didn't think I could, did he?
Well.
I attacked, but he was too quick on his feet. It was like trying to catch a tornado. "Would you slow down?" I gasped.
This time he smiled broadly, but it didn't keep him from striking again. The idea crossed my mind that any normal person would probably consider our relationship sadistic.
Still, it was awkward—at least for me. I didn't know how to be "more than friends." The subjects I'd read and studied covered things like the rise and fall of the Roman Empire or common equestrian practices. Not How to Be a Girlfriend. That was completely new territory for me, and it didn't help having Vera around all the time. I didn't feel like I was free to figure it out with her always watching. It was like constantly having an audience when you shower.
Which I hadn't in two days. That had to be a distinct violation of Girlfriend Etiquette.
Alex kicked my legs out from under me and we fell to the ground, unarmed and rolling. This…this was where I felt most comfortable: grappling with no weapon except my body. When I couldn't really see his face or look into those hypnotizing green eyes. Where I could just feel and move in ways I'd done so many times I could do them in my sleep.
But Alex had been a lot lighter back then. Managing his mass and density was a bit of a challenge now. However, it helped that I could anticipate his movements due to my strange ability to sense others' emotions, and that ability was strongest with him. Alex had a piece of this ability, too, but only when it came to my emotions. Even so, his senses weren't as attuned to mine as mine were to his. So when he tried to hook my arms, I was ready for him, and when he tried to secure my legs, I'd twisted just right so that I'd flipped him around and I was on top of him with my knee digging into his lower back, pinning his arms behind him.
He smiled, though half his face was in the dirt. "Better," he grunted.
"Better." I panted. "You were just beaten by a girl half your size, and all you can say is 'better'?"
He moved quickly. Before I could think, he'd thrown me off, pressed his knees in to my quads, and secured one of my arms at my side while pinning the other over my head.
His dark hair fell forward as he leaned over me, our breaths mixed in a cloud of condensation.
"Like I said," he whispered. "Better." His last word dropped on my lips, light as a feather. His eyes flickered over my face with something in them that made my heart skip its next beat. "Never drop your guard," he said as a bead of sweat slid down his temple.
"I can't even lift my guard." I squirmed against his knees still digging into my quads. "Never mind the dropping part."
He chuckled, a soft sound that resonated through me. I suddenly found that I couldn't move. Even if I'd wanted to, I wouldn't have been able to. His eyes had that effect on me, unfortunately. Especially when they were looking into mine the way they were then, and I suddenly became very aware of his weight against my body, his legs on top of mine, his fingers wrapped tightly around my wrists, and how close our faces were. All I had to do was tilt my chin…
"Sorry. Is this a bad time?" Vera appeared holding a stack of wood, and she didn't look the least bit apologetic.
See? Awkward.
Alex hopped fluidly upon his feet and extended his hand, which I accepted, and he pulled me to standing. My quads throbbed where his knees had been, and my heart was still pounding. But that wasn't because of the fighting.
"Here." He walked toward Vera. "Let me help."
She ungraciously dumped the wood where she stood, then stalked over to a rock and sat, arms folded over her voluptuous chest.
Honestly. It had to be below freezing and she still had cleavage exposed.
Alex set to work arranging the wood while Vera picked mud and pine needles from her soles with the tip of one of her daggers.
"Would you like to try tonight?' Alex glanced at me over his shoulder.
I hesitated. "Sure," I said, though trying was the last thing I wanted to do. I suppressed my frustration as I crouched beside him.
He waited, silent.
Relax, Daria. It's just fire. A little, tiny flame, that's all. You're not trying to set fire to the entire forest.
But that was the thing. It hurt. Every single time I tried, it felt as if someone were trying to turn me inside out. There had been a block on my magic, placed there by my beloved grandfather the tyrant. In an act of desperation, I had managed to remove his block, but not without inflicting significant internal damage. Every time I tried using magic—even the smallest bit—it hurt. Before we'd left the castle, I'd managed to dim the lights in my room, which had given me hope that the wound was healing. But it was a faulty hope. It still hurt, and it almost seemed as if it was getting worse.
Still, Alex kept giving me the chance to try with small things, like starting a fire. But I was like Pavlov's dog: I winced in anticipation of the pain I knew would soon follow.
I shut my eyes, steadying my breath.
Heat. That's all you need to think about. Heat.
Warmth bubbled in my gut.
Steady. Breathe.
The warmth turned scalding and I clenched my jaw in pain.
Focus. Breathe. Push the heat out of you.
I strained, certain I would shatter all of my teeth, and with a gasp I fell forward on my hands and knees, heaving. I fisted the ground, waiting for the throbbing in my gut to subside. Just waiting and waiting while it squeezed my insides into a pulp. Alex laid his hand gently on my shoulder, just to let me know he was there, and once the pain subsided he removed his hand. I sat back on my heels, my heart pounding and my head throbbing, and winced my eyes open.
No fire. Not even a spark.
Vera huffed somewhere behind me.
A small pulse of energy passed from Alex to the logs, and a sudden wave of heat warmed my face as they ignited. It was so easy for him. So natural, like breathing.
"It'll come," he whispered. He touched my knee before standing, and then walked over to Parsec, his black stallion. Calyx and Nimarra stood beside Parsec. Nimarra was Vera's horse—a beautiful, chocolate brown mare with eyes like obsidian. I liked Nimarra, though she didn't like me. In fact, she was very much like a cat. You could stroke her mane exactly twice, but try for a third, and you might just lose a few fingers.
The perfect horse for Vera.
I hugged my knees and stared absently at the fire. This would make our third night out in the middle of the woods. The temperature was dropping fast, and when I looked up, I noticed the underbellies of dark gray clouds through the giant pines. It would probably snow tonight. I picked my cloak off the ground and shrugged into it.
Alex dropped my bindingbooks beside me.
"Thanks," I said.
"Sure." He sat beside me and stretched his legs before him.
Both nights since we'd left the castle, I'd checked the bindingbooks to see if either Stefan or Fleck had written. I was anxious to hear from them—to know if they were all right. Fleck was with Tran, so I wasn't as concerned about him, but Stefan…
I trailed my finger over the dragon crest embossed on the cover of his bindingbook. Ever since what had happened during the games, my grandfather, the king, had shut himself away in his chambers, admitting no one but Headmaster Ambrose. I didn't mind my grandfather's absence—in fact, I'd welcomed it—but a kingdom couldn’t be without its king, so my brother had been forced to step in as acting regent. This responsibility had fallen prematurely, as far as Stefan was concerned, but I knew deep down that he was ready. He had been trained all his life for this role, and this kingdom was fortunate to have a man like Stefan acting on its behalf.
It didn't stop me from feeling guilty, though. Guilt that I'd abandoned him at the castle while he'd been hurting and despairing. But I'd also known I needed to do this. Stefan and I each had to deal with the repercussions of recent events; his method was diplomacy and my method was something much more physical. Action helped distract me from the pain of the gaping hole inside of me.
I sighed. I missed my brother. I missed his dimpled smile and his paranoiac protectiveness. Surprisingly, though, he hadn't told me not to go on this mission. He'd almost seemed eager for Alex and me to leave.
I looked up at Alex, who stared at the fire while holding Cicero's compass in his hands. Cicero's compass was a curious object. It had two arrows: one to give direction and the other to give purpose, and a perimeter filled with runes and strange symbols. I'd never had much luck with it, but Alex had brought it along. Even now, the arrows on the compass were slowly turning round and round and round in opposing directions. His thumb absently pushed the clasp in and out, in and out, and when he felt my gaze, he stopped fidgeting with the compass and looked into my eyes.
"You've been quiet," I said. It was true. Ever since we'd left the castle, he had withdrawn into himself more with each passing day. I hadn't asked him about it yet, because I wanted to give him his space in case he'd needed it. But it bothered me. I wished I could crawl into his head and read his thoughts. Or maybe it was a blessing that I couldn't.
Alex studied me a moment then shut the compass with a sharp click. He smiled, but it didn't touch his eyes. "Hungry?"
I guess he still needed that space. "Starved." I smiled, hoping to help ease whatever was gnawing at him.
He stood and walked back to the horses; our food was still tied to their saddles.
"I'm going to find some water," Vera announced and set off before either of us had a moment to say anything.
So, I set to Stefan's bindingbook.
For some reason I was unusually nervous about opening it. What if he hadn't written? Or what if he had written and he had bad news? I wanted to know the bad news just as much as I didn't, because out here I couldn't do anything to help him. I would only worry, and worrying never gives any good gifts. Worrying only gives headaches and panic attacks.
Very slowly, I lifted the cover and glanced at the first page.
Blank.
I pursed my lips and let out a short, irritated breath.
"Nothing?" Alex handed me a few pieces of dried meat and resumed his seat beside me, close enough that our thighs touched.
I glared at the blank page. "No."
He glanced sideways at me. "He'll write, Daria. He's busy right now."
"And? I'm his sister and for all he knows, I could be dead right now." I shut the cover and dropped the book rather unceremoniously on the ground beside me.
Alex arched a brow. "But you're not."
"A fortuitous circumstance for him," I replied. "I'm not asking for him to write a novel. A simple 'hi' would do. Or even an 'I'm alive' or 'I miss you being around here to make my life miserable.'"
Alex chuckled while he chewed.
"Honestly," I continued, tearing off a bite-sized piece of meat. "It's been two full days; how busy can he be?"
"Quite busy, I imagine." Alex swallowed. "An entire kingdom has just been dropped into his lap and he has no one around to help him manage it."
"No one." I grunted. Stefan had the entire guild to help him manage it and more advisors than he probably wanted. Which only supported the suspicion that had been slowly creeping into the back of my mind: Stefan hadn't written because he was afraid to tell me what was happening.
It would be just like him, wanting to protect me from the truth. Not wanting me to worry so that I could have the confidence to keep moving forward. He would support me if it killed him in the process.
"I think he hasn't written because something bad has happened and he doesn't want me to worry about it," I said.
Alex grabbed a stick and poked at the fire. "Well, then, he's not doing a very good job, because you're worrying about it anyway."
I chewed on the meat Alex had given me, which, according to him, came from some kind of rabbit found only in the forests of Valdon. It was tough but tasty, if not a little heavy on the pepper, and I took a sip from my canteen to wash it down. I had to crane my head back far because it was almost empty. "Do you think he'd tell me if things were getting worse?"
Alex set down his stick and leaned back on his arms, watching the fire. "Probably not." He paused, the firelight flickering brightly in his eyes. "But he believes in you, Daria. He believes in what we're doing. He wouldn't have allowed us to leave otherwise."
I twisted the cap on my canteen and wiped my lips. "Three more days?"
"Assuming the weather holds." He squinted at the sky. "Then we should reach the Narrows."
The Narrows, I'd been told, was a sort of natural rock bridge between two mountain peaks, and it had been named the Narrows due to its width of a few feet and an encouraging rail of sheer cliff on either side. I wasn't looking forward to it. Even Calyx got all jittery when Alex mentioned it.
The Narrows was also the link from Valdon to the outer plains of Gesh, and from there it would be another week—tops. There might have been a different, faster way to Gesh, but we needed to stay as invisible as possible, and this, Vera assured us, was the most invisible way. No one used the Narrows—especially in the middle of winter.
We sat in a somewhat comfortable silence, listening to the fire crackle and wood snap and pop while the wind whispered through the trees. It was a lonely sound, a cold and melancholy sound, and it made me think of my father.
Nothing would ever fill the void his absence had left, nor did I want it to. And not a day had passed that I didn't think about him. But he was no longer there. Not anymore. I couldn't run to him for comfort or find security in his strong embrace.
I couldn't tell him how much I loved him.
I could wait as long as I wanted, but he would never come back. For the very first time in my life, he had traveled to a place so far it was completely beyond my reach.
Alex glanced back at me. The look in his eyes was tender, comforting and loving. I smiled at him and he smiled back, and it helped me deal with the pain. I didn't think a person could ever be the same after losing a parent. I was who I was because of my father, because of his unconditional love and support and faith. From the day I had come into this world, he'd helped mold me and shape me into the person that I had become, and in me, he lived. He would always live.
The shadows were dark now, and Vera still hadn't returned. I glanced over at our horses idly standing nearby.
"What is it?" Alex asked.
"Vera's not back." I scooped up the bindingbooks and stood.
He looked up at me. "Where are you going?"
"To find her."
Alex grabbed my ankle. "I'm sure she's fine. Vera knows what she's doing."
That comment hurt a little, though I didn't want it to. He hadn't in any way intended for his words to make me feel a sense of inferiority, but they did. I snatched up my canteen as well, forcing a smile. "Good, then she can show me where to fill this."
He started to get up. "I'll do it—"
"No." I cut him off, placing my hand on his shoulder and holding him down. "I need to move anyway. I'm not used to being in the saddle all day, and my legs are stiff."
He studied me a moment, and then his eyes trailed to my leg where my dagger rested in its decorative sheath—a sheath that had been ornamented by an obsidian rook. The rook had been a gift, but I refused to let my mind wander anywhere near the giver.
Alex released my ankle with a sigh. "Hurry back, all right?"
I rolled my eyes then asked, "Want me to fill yours, too?"
He shook his head. "I'm good, thanks."
I shoved the bindingbooks back in my pack, stroked Calyx's nose, and headed into the trees. The minute I left our sphere of warmth, I felt an overwhelming sense of cold. It went beyond the cold of winter and the chill of impending night. Except for the wind howling through the treetops, the forest was quiet, and the deepening shadows made it difficult to see.
I didn't care how capable Alex thought Vera was; it was unlike her to be out like this. I made my way around an outcropping of giant rocks and reached a narrow stream. Clear water bubbled over smooth stones gathered in a shallow crevice in the earth.
But there was no sign of Vera.
"Vera?" I called out.
Nothing.
The wind howled again, and the trees around me creaked as they bent and swayed. My heart beat a little bit faster. Something was wrong. Very wrong.
"Vera?" I tried again.
"Yes?"
I jumped and spun around, my heart pounding. Vera stood right behind me with her brow arched like a gull in flight, and she had her canteen in her hand.
"Is everything all right?" she asked.
Adrenaline flooded my body while I tried calming myself. "Yes. I'm fine, I was just… I thought something…"
"Worried?" Her smile was wry. "It's not me we need to worry about, princess."
I filled my canteen and my heart steadily calmed. The water was so cold I was surprised it hadn't frozen over yet. Perhaps tonight it would. Once my canteen was full, the two of us headed back to Alex and the horses.
Vera still wore a smirk upon her face, like the thought of anything bad happening to her was the most preposterous thing she'd ever heard. But I still felt unsettled. Maybe it was because she'd scared the living daylights out of me. Or maybe it was because there really was something out there.
We reached the glow of the fire just as the last bit of daylight disappeared. Alex looked between us, and when his eyes settled on me, he looked very relieved. Vera said something, but I didn't hear what. My focus had been stolen from me and redirected toward movement in forest. The faintest patches of cold, sliding through the night like ghosts.
"Guys…"
"—brought an extra blanket," Alex was saying.
"I'm fine, Alexander." Vera rolled her eyes. "Give it to the princess. She's delicate."
"Guys!"
Both of them looked up at me.
"There's something out here."
Alex took a few steps forward, and his eyes narrowed as they fastened on the darkness behind me.
Vera grumbled, annoyed. "There's nothing—"
Calyx brayed as the other two horses shifted, jerking their heads up and down.
Air whizzed and I dodged just as something whirred past my ear, sinking in the tree beside me. There, protruding from the bark, was a black shaft with very familiar black feathers.
Shadowguard.



Chapter 2
A Different Path
 
 
Shadows materialized in the darkness.
Black armor glinted as the shadowguard moved steadily and silently through the trees, pressing in toward us. There had to be at least of dozen of them, moving closer and closer. We were surrounded. In the firelight, I could see a few bows drawn, shining black arrowheads pointed at us, daring us to move.
"To the horses, on my mark," Alex said low enough for only Vera and me to hear.
The horses were shrieking now, raking at the ground. They wanted to run, but they were Gaian horses; they wouldn't leave us. Not that they could penetrate the approaching circle of shadowguard.
And they were pressing in. They were just a few yards from our horses now.
"Alex," I said through clenched teeth.
"Wait…" he said. Energy swelled from him, hotter and hotter until it exploded through me in a blast of sizzling air.
A wall of bright blue light stretched between the shadowguard and us, reining us in like the fence of a corral.
"Now!" Alex yelled.
We sprinted to the horses. Shadowguard loosed arrows, but when they hit the wall, they ricocheted back into the trees. The wall was already beginning to fade when we leapt into the saddles, and it vanished completely right as we kicked our horses into a run. And we ran them right through the enclosing circle of shadowguard.
We bounded into the woods, jerking around trees at speeds bordering suicidal. It took all my concentration to hang on to Calyx. I leaned into him, mirroring his movements while low branches ripped at my cloak and hair, slapping my face like tiny whips. I had no idea where we were headed, but we stuck together, hooves pounding in the night while we tried losing the shadowguard.
But apparently, they'd brought horses.
They rode steeds black as night, snorts and snarls audible amidst the thrum of beating hooves. It was as though a storm barreled through the forest, a black fog rolling in from behind and stretching deadly fingers on either side of us.
Another arrow whizzed.
I leaned left as a whoosh of air grazed my cheek, and the arrow vanished into the blur of trees on my left. Alex and Parsec were a few strides in front of us. He glanced back to make sure Vera and I followed, and then he and Parsec leapt over a fallen tree.
They landed fluidly upon an open road that cut perpendicular to the path we'd been running, and Alex veered Parsec left. Calyx leapt right after, and I braced myself for impact. A few seconds of flight, and we hit. We struck ground harder than I'd expected, and I slammed into the saddle as pain shot up my tailbone and spine. A soft thud sounded behind me as Nimarra landed.
The night erupted with "hyas" and the rolling thunder of horse hooves, and I looked back. Behind us, a little farther down the road from where we'd emerged from the trees, about a dozen more shadowguard galloped after us.
"Alex!" I yelled.
"I know!" he yelled back.
Fear clawed its way through me, but it wasn't just my fear. Vera's was there, too, swelling and twisting inside of me. We could not escape so many of them. Our only chance would be to outrun them, but at the moment, that wasn't looking so good.
Energy surged from Vera. A spark illuminated a few feet behind her, then arched through the air toward the pursuing shadowguard. The spark diffused as it soared, opening up like a net, stretching toward the shadowguard in front, who had an arrow nocked. The shadowguard's arrow loosed just as the net collapsed, encapsulating both he and his horse.
"Vera, down!" I yelled, and Vera ducked right as the stray arrow zipped over her head.
The shadowguard, whom Vera had wrapped in light, jerked and struggled to break free while his horse's high, keening scream tore through the darkness. And then both rider and horse exploded in a cloud of light and black shards.
They were gone as though they'd never existed.
But the rest of the shadowguard kept coming, and by the looks of it, they were gaining on us.
Out of nowhere, a black mass rammed into my side and Calyx brayed, jerking so hard to the right I almost slid out of the saddle. I cinched my legs down and gripped the reins as though they alone were my string of fate. Calyx struggled against our attacker, pushing back against the shadowguard's horse with my leg jammed between their saddles. My fingers ached and my arms felt like they were about to rip from their sockets. I wouldn't be able to hold on much longer.
My attacker and his horse suddenly exploded into millions of black shards. The pressure on my leg evaporated as the shards fell like rain and vanished into the ground. Calyx steadied, and with gritted teeth, I pulled myself upright. My shoulders throbbed, and my leg felt like it had been flattened into a pancake.
It was in that moment I noticed our road forked.
"Left!" Vera yelled at Alex, who was still in the lead.
A burst of energy erupted behind me and I looked back. This time, an entire volley of shining black points was moving through the air toward us.
Not good.
"Arrows!" I yelled.
"Daria, take the lead!" Alex said, and without waiting for a response, he slowed Parsec so that they trailed behind us. The air around him warped like a thick haze, making him look like a mirage in the heat of summer. Energy pulsed from his body, and a wall of light diffused across the trail like some transparent veil strung between trees, separating us from the shadowguard once again. The first of the volley of arrows hit the wall and dissolved on impact. One by one, the veil of light absorbed their arrows, but once the shadowguard caught up to the wall, they easily ran through and the light dissipated like vapor.
In my distraction, I didn't catch the arrow in time.
I jerked Calyx, but not fast enough. Fire exploded in my left shoulder and I bit the insides of my cheeks to keep from crying out. The fire didn't stop in my shoulder, though. It spread quickly down into my arm, searing through my veins, burning like fire.
I reached back to see if I could pull the arrow free, but all I did was manage to break the shaft. I hadn't tugged very hard; the shaft had been unusually brittle. As if it had been designed to break, leaving the arrowhead lodged inside of my shoulder.
That couldn't be good.
Hold on, Daria.
Alex and Vera were both right behind me and I had almost reached the fork. But as I looked at the two roads now, both swayed and superimposed on top of each other. I blinked and they settled back in their proper places.
The road toward the left was wide and open. I glanced right. That road rolled downward, ending in a wooden bridge that spanned what looked like a narrow canyon.
Vera had said to go left, but that wouldn't solve our problem. I jerked Calyx right.
"Daria—" Alex started.
"I know!" I yelled, sprinting hard down the wrong path.
Vera's frustration ignited behind me, but I didn't look back. I kept running. Horse hooves pounded behind, filling the night with their rhythmic pulsing.
I could now feel my heartbeat in the fingertips of my left hand, and I clenched my teeth to fight against the pain. "Alex, can you get us more distance?"
Vera grumbled something that I didn't hear, but I did hear Alex say, "You've got three seconds."
The bridge was just a few hundred yards away. Three seconds. I wasn't sure if that would be enough time, but if Alex could have gotten me more, he would've said so. Three seconds would have to work.
"Come on, boy," I pleaded to Calyx.
A sharp snap like the crackle of lightning split through the night, followed by a thud that made the ground tremble. I glanced over my shoulder; an enormous tree lay perpendicular to the road, and the shadowguard reared their horses back, their path momentarily obstructed. It took them a second to reassemble, and then they navigated around the fallen tree and were back on our trail.
Three seconds it was, then. Barely.
I reached the bridge. Calyx saw the drop-off and skidded to a halt, almost throwing me to my death. Fragments of earth and rock slid over the ledge and fell into a great canyon. A river raged deep at its core, and rising from the sheer rock wall on the other side of the canyon was a gentle slope that led back into forest. A bridge joined the two halves via wooden posts stationed at both sides, with a series of wooden planks and ropes strung in between. Definitely not built to code with modern safety requirements. It had looked rickety from a distance, but standing this close it looked like a death wish. But I didn't have time to consider that now.
The wood groaned and creaked as Calyx's first hoof landed on a plank. He whinnied, nodding against the reins, scared out of his wits.
"It's this or the shadowguard!" I yelled. For a split second, I thought he might choose the shadowguard, but then he took another step forward. And another, his hooves clip-clopping on the planks. The bridge swayed as we trotted across, and I made the mistake of looking down. The river blurred and divided below me, and if it hadn't been for Calyx, I probably would've toppled right over the edge.
I felt Alex and Vera join before I saw them. The bridge jerked and moaned with new strain, ropes pulling taught like guitar strings. "Please, hold together," I pleaded to the bridge.
Finally, Calyx touched down on solid ground, and I was sliding from his saddle even before he'd secured all four hooves. My boots crunched on frozen ground, and Calyx took a few more precautionary steps away from the cliff and me.
"Are you mad?" Vera yelled at me. She and Alex had almost reached me, and the first of the shadowguard stood on the other side of the bridge. The one in front coaxed his unwilling black horse onto the first few planks of the bridge.
I wiped my sweaty palms on my pants and my left hand trembled.
This had better work.
As soon as Parsec took his first step off the bridge, I grabbed my blade and started sawing one of the ropes. Alex and Vera realized at once what I intended, then rushed to help. Alex worked at my side while Vera set to cutting the other.
The foremost shadowguard was already halfway across, with two more trailing behind him. The rest of them waited impatiently on the ledge. It wouldn't be safe for all of them to cross at once; they would have to come in batches.
And I had every intention of making an example out of this first batch.
"Come on…" I sawed vigorously. Threads of rope frayed and curled back like springs, but the main cord remained intact. Alex crouched beside me, cutting at the lower rope with similar progress.
And the shadowguard were getting closer.
Ten yards… five yards…
No time. "Calyx!" I shouted.
Calyx screeched and reared on his hind legs, clawing at the air. I grabbed Alex's arm and yanked him back as Calyx's front hooves came crashing down on the support beam. The foremost shadowguard was standing an arm's length from the ledge when the beam snapped and our side of the bridge gave way.
A chorus of horrible shrieking filled the air, and the shadowguard and their horses slid from the bridge and fell into the canyon. The fury of the shadowguard on the opposite ledge filtered through the space between us, engulfing me with bitter cold.
"Let's get moving." Alex pulled me up from the ground and then leapt fluidly onto Parsec.
Wincing, I jumped onto Calyx and followed Alex and Vera away from the ledge. The shadowguard watched as we galloped away, up the hill and beneath the trees until we were out of sight. We'd gotten away this time, but they were not done hunting us. No, the hunt had just begun, and it wouldn't stop. It would never, ever stop.
Had leaving the castle been a mistake?
No, you need to do this. If anything, their pursuit should be confirmation of this mission's importance.
I sighed and slumped in the saddle. All the adrenaline had left me feeling shaken, and the throbbing in my left arm screamed with renewed vigor.
Vera trotted past me without even the slightest glance. "I said go left."
I didn't have the energy to retort. Instead, I clenched my teeth and stared vacantly at Calyx's winded mane. The pain was overwhelming, but I didn't want to say anything just yet. There was no point; it wasn't as though we could stop.
Alex rode behind me, silent, but I could feel his consciousness press against mine. It swept through me, moving up my arm and into my shoulder, and then his concern cut like a razor. "Vera, we need to stop."
"I sincerely hope you aren't serious," she replied, and when he didn't speak further, she grumbled. "She can have five minutes."
"We're stopping for the night," he said.
Something like a snort escaped Vera's lips. "That little detour's already cost us a day. Her highness can sleep in the saddle."
"Vera."
Alex's tone made her stop Nimarra. I wanted to say it was okay and that I'd be fine, but I didn't even have the energy for that.
Then, realizing that Alex wasn't budging on the subject, Vera's irritation wrapped around me like a blanket of hot coals. "Fine." Even that one word was clipped. She held Nimarra steady so Alex could lead.
Alex guided Parsec slowly, carefully, his palm opened at his side while he tilted his head this way and that, searching for something. He was using Cicero's compass, but I didn't know what he was using it to find.
A cool breeze twisted through the forest, but it did nothing to ease the fire in my arm and shoulder. The same fire had started spreading through my torso, making it difficult to breathe. It felt like my chest was being squeezed, and I couldn't expand my lungs for a full breath. Exhaustion began taking over, and I was glad Alex had demanded we stop for the night. If he hadn't, I would've probably passed out in the saddle. Alex made an abrupt right turn and then led Parsec a dozen or so yards before dismounting in front of a large pile of boulders.
He placed his hands on one of the rocks, then slid his palms over the surface, feeling for something. The cool night air stirred again, and this time it brought with it the softest points of cold. Snow. It was just beginning to fall, but the flakes were large and fluffy like balls of cotton. They would blanket the ground tonight.
Vera steadied Nimarra, her expression drawn to an irritated point, and then Alex said, "Ah." His hand had stopped moving about waist-height. He dug in his pocket and set something on the rock's surface. The rock absorbed the offering, then rolled back like a stone curtain, leaving a cave in its wake.
A shroud.
"We should be safe in here." Alex walked to my side and grabbed my waist to help me down, flashing me a look that dared refusal. He didn't need to bother, though. There was no room for pride when I was in this much pain.
Alex helped me down and slid his arm around my waist. I sagged against him, trembling upon my feet, and his arm was the only thing keeping me upright. He pulled me tighter, and his concern amplified.
"What about them?" Vera nodded to the horses.
"There should be room for them inside," he replied.
Vera raised a doubtful brow but grabbed Nimarra's reins.
"Can you walk?" Alex said at my ear.
I managed a weak nod. My entire body felt like it'd caught fire, and each step shot white-hot pain through my legs and into my hips. Alex helped me into the shroud, with Parsec and Calyx following behind, and then I was blinded by golden light. I waited, trying to give my eyes a moment to adjust, but they didn't.
Alex helped me sit down and I felt nauseated. My body trembled uncontrollably, and my teeth chattered like I'd been struck with a terrible fever. Alex spoke, but his words sounded faraway and dreamlike, as though he were speaking underwater. The air felt so cold, and the golden hue faded and transformed into a strange mixture of nonsensical shadows.
Sharp pain suddenly exploded in my shoulder. I wanted to cry out but I had no voice. I wanted to twist away from it but I could not move. I was paralyzed, my spirit fighting against a useless body. A body that didn't even seem to be mine, but my mind was trapped inside of it. What was happening to me? Why did I hurt so much? Was the pain ever going to end?
And then I had the strangest sensation that I was floating, weightless and insubstantial in a dark world. Floating through a universe without stars.
Forever floating.
In the blink of an eye, the expanse of the universe coalesced into a place I knew well. It was a place I knew very well, because it had haunted me ever since that dreadful day.
It was the hall at the castle. The exact place my father had died.
And there he was, standing amidst a pile of rubble just like the night he had been murdered. Though unlike that terrible night, he was alone. There was no Eris. There was no Fleck or any of the Aegises who had arrived too late. It was just him and me, and he was looking straight at me.
My heart lurched. Dad.
He took a step forward with his hand extended as though he was trying to touch me, and his eyes were wet with a deep and irremediable sorrow. I extended my hand to touch his, but there was no contact. My hand passed through as though he were nothing more than a vapor, and where I'd expected to feel warmth, I felt nothing but the soft kiss of a cool breeze.
Was I…dead?
My heart hammered in my chest. Certainly, I wouldn't have a heartbeat if I were dead.
And then my father walked through me. It was then I realized he had not been staring at me; he had been staring through me.
In the threshold of an archway stood a woman, unnaturally beautiful with the physiognomy of a queen, despite the simple black leathers she wore. Her long, dark hair was pulled back loosely so that a few wisps floated about her structured face, and her eyes were like two large aquamarines—sometimes blue, sometimes gray depending on how the light caught them. There was a strange familiarity to her that I couldn't place, though I knew I'd never seen her in my life. She wasn't the kind of woman one forgot.
"I have failed you." My father's voice strained from a heart that was broken.
"You have failed no one, Alaric," the woman replied. Her voice was sweet yet resonant with power and strength. "We do not always get to choose the way, but that does not mean the end is decided. There is still hope." She treaded gracefully toward my father and stopped before him. "The power yet stirs inside of her. She is stronger than you think—than we could have ever imagined."
My dad searched her eyes. "But will it be enough?"
"Gaia's ways may seem a mystery to us, but they work together for a purpose," she said. "She is Gaia's chosen, and we must have faith."
"But there is no one left to guide her," my father continued. "There is no one left who knows the truth."
The woman touched my father's face and he sighed into her hand. "There is one," she said. "But truth does not require belief in order to exist. Truth was and is. It is the demise of the weak and the burden of the strong. She is strong, Alaric. The truth will make itself known to her, and she will have the strength to carry its burden."
If she had more to say, I didn't hear because the hall and everything in it vanished into thin air. In its place was a desert: an endless landscape of desolation that stretched as far as the eye could see. The air smelled of smoke and burnt flesh, and my stomach twisted, sickened. Death—so much death, where the agonizing cries of thousands echoed chillingly from every angle, remnants of a nightmare that had happened here. A hot sun beat down on my face, burning my eyes and parching my tongue, and I had to shield my gaze from the light so that I could see. This desert was not made of sand; this desert was comprised of the ashes of a kingdom.
And then I noticed the box in my other hand. I'd seen this box before—in a dream. It was the box of the Pandors. The one I sought, the one that held the power to defeating my uncle, Lord Eris. But the box was supposed to bring peace. If I had found it, why had the world been destroyed?
And then a voice came from everywhere. “See that you are prepared, for if you are not, the world around you shall dissolve into nothing and everything you cherish will die at your hand.”
It was a voice I had heard before—words I had heard before, months ago when I'd accidentally stumbled into a fiori. The memory of those words had threatened me ever since, and hearing them again turned my insides cold.
A figure appeared. At first I thought it was a mirage, but as I focused, I noticed the figure was approaching. Whoever it was—or whatever it was—was completely hidden beneath a black cloak. The air around the figure scintillated with power, and when the figure stopped before me, I knew who he was before he even lifted his hood.
Eris.
He had once been a man, but there was nothing human about the shape standing before me now. This was a wraith of a man, touched by death and filled with darkness. His face was a nightmare, and when he smiled, his thin lips seemed to curl around my heart and strangle it.
"Thank you for your help, Daria," he said. "I could not have done any of this without you."



Chapter 3
A Change in Plans
 
 
I woke screaming.
"It's all right," soothed a deep voice. Hands touched my cheeks and held my face. "It was just a dream."
I could still see Eris's face. I could still see the cruelty in his smile and feel the vitriolic taint of evil that surrounded him.
It was just a dream.
No, it had been so much more than that.
"I'm right here," he whispered, still holding my face.
My heart finally stopped trying to beat out of my chest and my breath steadied, and I opened my eyes. Alex was watching me, his own eyes huge and worried as they stared into mine.
"I saw…Eris." My voice trembled. "And he…"
"Shh." He pulled me into his arms and rested his chin on top of my head. I fisted his shirt and breathed him in—a comforting blend of winter and musk and pine. Here, in his arms, I could convince myself it had been nothing more than a terrible dream. This was reality. Alex was my anchor to this world. He was solid; he was real.
"We'll talk about it later," he continued. "Right now, you need to rest, all right?" His deep voice rumbled in his chest, soothing and hypnotizing. He pried my hands from his shirt and held them in his. "I'll be right here beside you."
I shut my eyes and nodded, and he helped guide my head back to its pillow, and I fell back to sleep.
The next time I woke wasn't nearly so traumatic. My lids fluttered open to a gentle golden glow, and soon that glow differentiated into various objects. I was lying against the edge of the room on some kind of thick leather mat and covered in furry blankets. The room itself looked like a giant fume hood made of rock. It was cylindrically shaped with a ceiling that narrowed and disappeared into darkness. Hot embers glowed in a pit in the center, and the horses stood peacefully on the opposite side of the room.
Alex sat before me, facing the fire pit, and Vera lay along the wall nearer the horses, her back to us, sleeping. I shifted to prop myself up on my elbows, but pain exploded in my left shoulder. I fell back, shutting my eyes tight while the pain ebbed.
A hand gently touched my arm and the pain immediately muted. "Careful, now."
When I opened my eyes again, Alex was sitting beside me, his eyes sweeping over my body like a physician with his patient. "Move your fingers."
I did as instructed.
"Other hand," he said pointedly.
The fingers of my left hand fought me at first. They were stiff and felt like someone had wrapped them in rubber bands, but I eventually got them to wiggle and move apart. If this pleased Alex, I couldn't tell. He gave me only a sharp nod of acknowledgement and leaned back to grab something from beside the fire.
"Alex, where are we?" I asked.
He turned back around to face me with a steaming mug in his hands. He handed it to me and I took it; the heat from the mug seeped into my palms, and I smelled lemon and chamomile and something else I couldn't identify. "Drink that," he said. "It'll help bring back your dexterity. But careful. That may be too hot even for your tongue."
I raised a challenging brow, bringing the mug—carefully—to my lips. My left hand was still a little unstable. Very slowly, I took a sip. Alex had not been exaggerating; the liquid was scalding. I'd probably get a blister with that one.
Alex noticed and gave me a look that said every bit of I told you so.
Before my next sip, I blew on the surface of the liquid to cool it down. It tasted like a lemon drop, and its warmth began to thaw something that had frozen deep inside of me.
"Good?" he asked, folding his legs and sitting across from me on the floor.
"Good?" I wiped the residue from my lips and held the mug in my lap. "Yes. In fact, I would like to know why I've been stuck drinking ice-cold water every single night when you've had this in your pack all this time."
He looked amused. "I didn't bring very much."
"Well, you should've. It's wonderful." I was starting to reach for my mug again when I realized something. I was no longer wearing my leather top. I was wearing a…a… "Alex, what am I wearing?"
One of his dark brows swept upwards. His brows were always doing the talking for him. "A corset."
A corset. Yes, I was absolutely wearing a corset, and showing an embarrassing amount of cleavage. I hadn't even known I had cleavage. My cheeks warmed, and it wasn't from the lemon-drop tea. "Why?"
"Because I needed easy access to your wound. Vera had it in her pack."
"Vera had a corset…in her pack."
"She had been on her way back home before she joined us, you know." He paused, noting my unease. "Don't worry. She's the one who changed your clothes. We would've asked, but you weren't exactly conscious, and I needed to make sure I removed every piece of the arrow."
The arrow. That's right. I had been hit with an arrow.
He twisted around and picked something off the floor, and when he turned back to face me, he held out his hand. In his palm was an arrowhead, black and shining like obsidian. From past experience, I knew those arrowheads contained lethal poison. It should have killed me, just like the one that had killed Steerforth at Hell's Peak during the games. I should not be alive right now.
I looked back at Alex—really looked at him—noting the dark splotches under his eyes and the pallor of his skin. Healing magic drained energy. I had learned this by watching Sonya, and if Alex had been using his own energy to heal me, it had taken a great deal of strength from him. More than he was probably letting on. "Are you all right?" I asked.
He set the arrowhead back on the floor, and then looked up at me. "Yes, but I'd like to check your wound again…if that's all right with you."
"Yeah. Sure." I set the mug down so that it was out of the way.
Alex scooted closer and moved a little behind me, then sat on his heels. He leaned forward and brushed his fingertips over my shoulder, and he tugged at something there. I peered over my shoulder and noticed a perfectly square cloth bandage fastened to my skin. His hands moved lightly around the edges of the cloth, carefully peeling it back, and what I saw beneath was repulsive.
A large and irregular black star marred the place of penetration, and from it streaked a web of black and purple veins. His fingertips grazed the surface and I winced. He laid his palm flat against the skin between my shoulder blades; the warmth from his hand acted like a salve, but it also made my heart beat a little faster. "I managed to restrict the poison to the wound," he said quietly, "but we need to get you to a healer—a real healer. The poison needs to be drained or it'll eventually spread."
"How long do I have?" I whispered.
He peeled off the remaining pieces of cloth and tossed them into the glowing embers. "About two days."
I exhaled between tight lips. That wasn't even enough time to go back to the castle, where I knew for certain that there were talented healers. Assuming we didn't encounter any more obstacles like the shadowguard, who were currently on our tail.
Two days. Who could we possibly reach in two days' time?
Even if I wrote to Stefan or Fleck, neither of them could send help fast enough. And I didn't want to worry Stefan. He had enough on his plate.
Alex reached over to where his pack lay on the ground beside me. From it, he pulled a roll of linen, then tore a fresh strip and laid it over the wound. It felt cool against my skin, like aloe on a sunburn. The space between us was small, and Alex seemed to deliberately keep his attention fixed on my shoulder. Still, even in my weary state, every time his fingertips brushed against my skin, little shivers went down my back.
"There is another…option," Alex said.
I eyed him. "You don't sound too thrilled about this other option."
He gently pressed the edges of cloth around my shoulder, careful not to touch the wound itself. "There is a sort of shortcut to Gesh."
"What do you mean a"—I realized I was speaking loudly and dropped my voice to a whisper so as not to wake Vera—"sort of shortcut…?"
He moved around to face me, his legs folded before him so that his knees touched my leg. "There's no need to whisper. Vera enchanted herself with a charm that works like earplugs."
"Well, that's convenient," I said. "I guess she doesn't like being screamed awake."
Alex grinned.
"So, why didn't you tell me about this shortcut before?" I asked.
"I didn't know about it before," he replied. "Vera mentioned it to me once she understood the circumstances of your health. Only a handful of people know of its existence, and they're all sworn to secrecy."
"But she told you," I said. "Won't she get in trouble?"
Alex shook his head. "Not for this. Mercedes may not be happy about it, but she'll understand the circumstances." He stared past me at nothing, his features withdrawn.
I remembered Mercedes. Mercedes was the ruler of Gesh. I'd met her briefly at the festival, and she'd been just as tough and severe as Vera, but she had said a few thoughtful things to me about my father at his funeral. "You don't like this shortcut," I said.
He raked a hand through his dark hair. "No. It's in the heart of an underground city I'd rather not take you to, but I see no other choice."
"How far away is this underground city?"
"A few hours from here," he said.
It was close, then. Really close. "And this shortcut would take us straight to Gesh?" I asked.
"More or less," he replied. "It's more of a gateway than an actual shortcut. It's not a hidden pathway we physically walk; it works similarly to our portal system in that this gateway will deliver us to a specified location. According to Vera, that specified location is still about a day's walk to Gesh's capital, but that should be within reason for you."
"And there are healers there, at the capital?"
"Yes. Excellent ones."
Alex obviously had his reticence, but I didn't see what the problem was. "This city…" I continued. "Have you been there before?"
He shook his head. "It's hidden from the general and law-abiding public, so that the people and businesses there can avoid the regency's jurisdiction."
Ah. It harbored those types of inhabitants. Of course Alex wouldn't want me there. "Does this city have a name?" I asked.
"It may have had a proper name at one time, but we all just call it Thieves."
How fitting. "And Vera knows how to get there?"
"From a certain point, yes," he replied. "Apparently, there's a man inside the city who guards the shortcut for Mercedes."
"Hm," I said, picking up my mug and thumbing the brim. "Do you know this man? Can we trust him?"
Alex bent his knees and rested his forearms on them, folding his hands together. "His name is Myez Rader. I only know of him, but both Vera and Mercedes trust him. It's the getting to him I'm concerned about."
I took a sip of the tea, letting it warm my insides. I also had my own doubts about a man who lived in such a city. You didn't dwell in darkness long without absorbing some of its taint. But what other options were there?
"I suppose we really don't have a choice," I sighed, licking my lips. "And I suppose I shouldn't go in a corset."
Alex chuckled. "No, you probably shouldn't go like that." He tilted his head, thoughtful as his eyes slid down my face and neck and rested a little farther than I'd expected. "Though I do have to say…"
I waited for him to finish his sentence, but he didn't. Instead, he leaned forward, eyes glittering in the low light as he tucked a clump of my hair behind my ear. "We're leaving in one hour. Until then, lie down and try to get some more rest."
I was lost in those deep green eyes, the two of us leaning over my mug. "That's not what you were going to say." I smirked.
"You're right; it wasn't." His fingers trailed my neck and swept lightly over my collarbone to the little necklace that hung there: the crimson vitality stone that he had given to me as a birthday present. It was a stone of promise. A promise he had made that he would never leave me again.
"Are you going to tell me what you were going to say?" I raised a brow. My body leaned closer to his on its own accord, as if it were trapped in some sort of invisible force field that surrounded him, pulling me in, closer and closer.
His eyes swallowed me whole. "No." That one word was deep and rich and slipped over me like silk.
And closer.
"Why not?" My words were all breath.
His face was a handbreadth from mine. "Because it's slightly inappropriate." His whisper fell upon my mouth, and then his lips followed. Supple and warm and so…perfect. I suddenly didn't care what it was he'd intended to say. I didn't care about anything at all, because every thought instantly reduced to: Mmmm….Hmmm….Nnnmm.
Repeat.
I set down the mug beside me and lifted my hand so I could run my hands through his beautiful dark hair, and I immediately regretted the movement.
Oh, my shoulder!
Alex pulled back and placed his hand on my shoulder; energy pulsed from him and the pain muted. His gaze leveled on mine. "Rest."
I didn't want to rest. What I wanted was more Mmmm…Hmmm…Nnnmm. "But I'm fine, Alex. It actually helps when you kiss—"
Alex touched his finger to my lips and smiled. "No."
I grumbled and he helped me lie down.
"Be patient," he whispered.
I pursed my lips. "If this wound doesn't kill me, your patience will."
He brushed the hair back from my forehead. "I've been patient for you all my life. A few weeks won't kill you."
"They might." I laughed and then moaned because the movement hurt.
He started to turn from me when I said, "Alex."
He paused.
"I love you. Thank you…for everything."
His smile warmed me from the inside out, more efficiently than any tea ever could, and I curled up and fell back to sleep.
 
 
"I need to rest a moment," I said.
I hated that I had to say it, but the throbbing in my shoulder had grown unbearable and I felt dizzy again. Alex was at my side before I'd even released the reins, with his hands at my waist helping me down. My boots crunched in the snow when I landed, and I winced.
Alex studied me, his expression somewhat austere. Particularly when Vera announced, "At this rate, we won't get there till next year." Alex glared at Vera with a mien that made even her shrink back a little.
Grumbling, she jumped from Nimarra and dusted the snow from her leather pants. "Well, then, I'll be right back."
Alex frowned. "Where are you going?"
Vera folded her arms in a challenging gesture. "To relieve myself." She headed into the winter wonderland of a forest. It had snowed the previous night, though we had been safely tucked away in our stone shroud. The snow wasn't so deep as to make passage impossible, but it had slowed us down a bit.
Alex placed a hand on my shoulder; energy pulsed from him and into the wound, dulling the fire that kindled there. It had been like this ever since we'd left. My body had initially felt better—a little numb, but better. But not long after we'd left the comfort of our rocky shroud, winter had stolen my warmth and made my joints stiff and achy.
"Why don't I join Vera?" I said. "It might help to move my joints a little."
Alex examined my face then nodded.
I followed Vera's footprints in the snow and paused to look around. The forest was beautiful in winter. Even the boughs of these magnificent pines must bend beneath their snowy burden. The white blanket of snow stretched in all directions, untouched and interrupted only by large tree trunks, like a scene from a fairytale. There was an inherent peacefulness to it all, a certain tranquility in the quiet. I inhaled a full breath of winter and cold and pine, clutching my cloak tightly. A soft breeze stirred, dusting a few snowflakes from the branches so that they fell to the ground in a rain of glitter.
The sun hadn't shown itself today, but I didn't mind. I found the dulled light somehow less invasive. A bright sun would have been at odds with my health, and its reflection upon so much snow probably would have given me a migraine.
I paused before a beautiful winterberry tree. Or at least, it looked like a winterberry. In Gaia, one could never be quite sure. The tree had long since shed its leaves for winter, and it stood there like a branching icicle with grapelike clusters of vivid red berries clinging to its web of frozen branches. Even in this frozen world, winter could not steal its brilliance; in fact, it was the winter that enabled such splendor. The tree was a defiant splash of color in this world of shades.
"I didn't realize we were taking a break for arboriculture." Vera appeared from behind a large tree trunk, arms akimbo.
I smiled at her. "We aren't. I just think winterberry trees are beautiful in winter."
She arched a brow. "Winterberry?"
"That's what they're called on Earth," I said. "What are they called here?"
She looked at me like I was an idiot, which was fairly typical for us. "On Gaia, it is called Dragon's Blood. They grow mostly in the north, but there are a few of them here in the alpine regions of Valdon. Their berries are used to make fire and ice…highness."
Vera was master of turning titles into insults. "Thank you, Aegis Vera. Always so willing to help correct my ignorance. Maybe some day I, too, will know everything, and will have earned the right to despise the rest of humanity because they don't."
She frowned and her cheeks colored a little.
"Anyway," I continued, "I followed you because I thought I should probably go, too."
She looked relieved. As though she'd been worried I'd come out here to chat and was grateful I'd had another purpose. One that didn't require conversation. "I'll wait for you." She turned around right where she stood.
Okay.
I moved a little behind a pine, and when I was done, her eyes slid over me with a pitying look that seemed to say, "Alex pushed me aside for that?"
I pulled my hood back over my head. "Thanks for waiting."
She nodded curtly, and I started following her back but stopped before the Dragon's Blood. I didn't know what propelled me, but I reached out and plucked the end of a smaller berry-covered branch.
"Careful, princess," Vera said. "The berries are extremely flammable."
I dusted the snow from the berries and wedged it inside of my boot. "Well, then, I guess it's a good thing I can't start a fire."
I'd expected some kind of retort from Vera about my magical inability, but instead she said, "You seem to have a penchant for small, red things."
I didn't miss the look in her eyes when they settled on the base of my neck—the very place my red stone lay beneath my woolen layers. Of course. If she'd dressed me in her corset last night, she had to have seen the necklace Alex had given me. Had he told her he'd given it to me? Or did it represent something more than Alex had explained?
Maybe you should ask him.
Well, now, conscience, that's perhaps the most uncontroversial suggestion you've had yet.
I'm never controversial. You just don't like what I have to say.
True.
We found Alex impatiently waiting beside Parsec. He moved forward to help me mount Calyx, but I held out a placating hand. "I'm not a paraplegic." I hooked my boot in the stirrup, grabbed the reins, and with a grit of my teeth, I swept my leg over and climbed into the saddle.
Satisfied, Alex climbed on Parsec, and the three of us were on our way again. Alex kept Cicero's compass in his hand, checking it from time to time and adjusting our course accordingly. Every so often, the treetops would sway and bend from the winter breeze up above. I didn't feel it down here much, though sometimes a stray tendril would slip through the tree barrier, touch my face and rustle my hair like it was letting me know it was still there. Even here the breeze stirred with purpose, as if it were some cold and invisible presence that followed without ceasing.
Sometimes a whirlwind would stir snowflakes from the ground and condense them into a shimmering shape. The shape was completely transparent and slippery as a shadow, and I might not have noticed them if one hadn't appeared right beside me. Alex told me they were the winter spirits of the mountains. Curious, but relatively harmless. After living in this world for approximately six months, I'd come to realize that "relatively harmless" really meant "keep your distance."
We spotted a few crows, a jackrabbit, and some tracks I'd never seen in my life, but other than that, the forest was serenely quiet. About an hour passed before Alex halted Parsec. A cloud of warm breath rose from his full, pink lips. "I believe you know the way from here…?"
The question was meant for Vera. Her gloved hands flexed over Nimarra's reins as her gaze settled somewhere past Alex. She nodded once, and then led Nimarra past Alex and Parsec, taking the lead. Alex waited till I caught up with him before he urged Parsec forward.
We rode beside each other in silence, accompanied only by the occasional grunt or snort of our steeds. Parsec was irritated for some reason. And then I noticed Calyx kept veering closer to Parsec and would sometimes push his white-streaked nose into Parsec's personal space. Parsec would invariably curl his lips back in a threatening grimace, showing Calyx each and every one of his large, square teeth. But this thinly veiled threat only seemed to amuse Calyx and egg him on further.
"These horses do begin to emulate their riders after a while," Alex said as he rode beside me with an imperceptible grin.
"Well, that explains a lot," I said. "No wonder Parsec is so irritatingly sanctimonious."
"Touché." He laughed. His cheeks were rosy red from the cold. "I suppose I deserved that." He paused, struck by a sudden thought. "By the way, I meant to ask you—that is, of course, if you're feeling up to discussing it. About last night…"
A little swirling sensation filled my stomach, and I found myself daydreaming about his lips again.
Alex glanced sideways at me. "You said you'd had some vivid dreams…?"
Oh, right. That.
"I did," I said carefully, focusing on the trail ahead. I hoped he hadn't caught my momentary bout of reminiscent swooning.
"Of course, if you'd rather not talk about it…" he continued.
"No, no, it's fine. I want your opinion, anyway." I divulged into a rather detailed monologue about my dreams—what I'd seen and heard and felt. He was an attentive listener. He asked a question here and there for clarification, but otherwise he kept quiet.
"Your mom said dreams can be more here," I continued, watching my own breath rise before my eyes. "And these were so…I can't explain, really, other than it all felt so real. Too real. Do you think they could be…visions? Warnings about the future?"
"I wouldn't think too much of them, Daria," Alex replied slowly. "Dreams can be a lot of things, but you must not forget that they are dreams, first and foremost."
Nearby, a small clump of snow fell from a tree branch and landed silently on the snow-covered ground. A glittering winter spirit materialized for a split second before a new breeze carried it away. "All right," I conceded. "But, what if… what if these dreams are actually Gaia trying to communicate with me?"
Alex gave me an interesting look. I hadn't spoken of Gaia much, and definitely not as a sentient being, not as a divine creature with metaphysical properties, like all the people of Gaia had done. I'd never been much of a religious person on Earth. Alex had always held on to some greater power, but he'd never really shared what that greater power was. I knew why now, and coming to Gaia had challenged all of that for me. I'd seen and experienced things of a kind that forced me to believe in something more. To deny that was to deny my sight and rationale as a human being. And after my father had passed, thoughts of after had haunted me.
I hadn't had much time to sift through all of these new thoughts and feelings, but they were down there, simmering in some tangled mess waiting for me to sort through them. If it were even possible to sort through them.
"I can't claim to understand Gaia's actions—" Alex stared straight ahead "—But suppose these visions, as you've referred to them, were given to you as a means of communication; you mustn't automatically assume Gaia is the source."
He was right, of course. If some external power had sent those dreams, I couldn't just assume that very same power had my best interest in mind. "I believe the woman in my dream was my mother, Alex," I said. "Whoever, or whatever, caused those dreams, I can't believe it used her to cause me harm."
He did not have a response for this.
I was almost afraid to ask my next question, but it had been my main source of discomfort. "The desert," I continued, "I've dreamt about it before. Do you think it could be a glimpse of the future?"
His body swayed in rhythm with Parsec's, but he kept his expression tightly controlled. "A future, possibly."
I couldn’t imagine a future in which I would willingly help Eris. "What I saw couldn't have been an effect of the poison, could it?"
Alex shook his head and a rogue strand of dark hair fell against his forehead. Wrapped in his dark, woolen cloak, with his sword resting against his side, he looked like a winter prince. "I put you in a much deeper sleep last night," his tone was low and cautious, "which is perhaps why you remember them so vividly today. I'm sure they weren't the first; you've slept fitfully every night since we've left the castle."
I had? He hadn't mentioned that before. "I'm sorry…if I've kept you up."
"Don't be," he replied. "I get enough sleep. I don't need quite as much as you."
He tilted his head sideways and gave me a knowing smile. I grinned back at him. I had always been the one falling asleep watching movies at his house when we were young. We'd tried so many times to have a Star Wars marathon, but I never made it past episode five and we'd only been watching the originals.
That was so long ago. Another lifetime ago. Before another world and magic and evil.
And loss. So much loss.
Snow crunched beneath our horses' hooves. "I didn't know it was possible for so much to change," I whispered.
Alex reached his gloved hand across the narrow space between us and rested it on my thigh. "This will not," he said, holding my gaze with an intensity that did not fade, not even as he squeezed my thigh and pulled his hand away.
"It is here." Vera's voice cut through the quiet.
She and Nimarra had stopped before two stone pillars, or what remained of them. One had crumbled to half the height of the other, and both were buried in snow. A piece of worn, rust-colored cloth fluttered like a small flag from the top of the smaller pillar, held in place by a miniature cairn. Beyond the crumbling gate were more piles of stone that had at one time been part of watchtowers and a main walkway, but something—whether time or abandonment or a purposeful, destructive force—had reduced it to snow-covered rubble.
"Follow my lead and stay close." Vera tugged her hood more tightly about her. "Keep your faces concealed, and whatever happens, let me do the talking." She fixed me with a very pointed glare, tugged at Nimarra's reins, and led her forward.
Alex pulled his hood up and so far over his head that all I could see was his square and slightly dimpled chin. I secured my hood then followed Vera, while Alex rode right behind me.
Calyx's hooves clopped and scraped against the stone path, interrupted here and there with a series of broad steps. The path quickly steepened and veered right behind a large cluster of trees, and beyond them was a grand sight.
It had at one time been a small village situated on the narrow spine of a mountain pass. Ruins sprawled upon the rocks, fearless and daring, as though it were a natural part of the mountain. What had at one time been a turret had been broken, looking like a candle that had burnt close to its end. Fragments of walls surrounded it, symmetrical as a grid, as though architects had ceased construction shortly after building the village's framework. Once grand rooms now opened to the gray sky above, and toward the back of it all, at the apex of the mountain ridge, was a series of magnificent stone support beams. A few had broken off, but many had stayed intact, reminding me of a giant ribcage protecting organs of rubble beneath.
Snow had buried everything in a thick blanket of white, and up here, without the protection of the trees, wind ripped savagely about. It howled and whistled, dusting snow across our path while flinging bits of ice in my face.
Despite the emptiness of such a place, I felt eyes. There were others in the shadows, just out of sight. Not shadowguard, but people. I might not have known they were there but for the little points of consciousness all around us—spots of warmth in the biting cold.
Parsec snorted beside me, and a cloud of condensation rose from his flared nostrils. From beneath my hood I looked over at Alex. He sat with Aegis-like rigidity, his face hidden in the shadows of his hood. One hand clutched the reins while the other rested at his waist. Vigilant and wary. He might not have felt the presence of others as I did, but as an Aegis, he'd made a habit of mistrusting the quiet.
Still, Vera led us forward.
Shadows slipped around us, and the wind continued howling. I gripped Calyx's reins tighter, always watching Vera but also letting my focus drift to my periphery. There was a strange power up here: not quite evil but not necessarily good, either.
We passed another pile of rubble when Vera led us into a broken courtyard filled with small drifts of snow, like waves in an ocean. Wind reigned supreme over these remains, and with every wail, it reminded all trespassers of its might. It was a wild force, formidable with the strength of ages.
The eyes pressed closer. They were all around us now. The back of my neck tingled, but Vera kept leading us forward with her head held high. She was not afraid, so certain she was of her right to be here. But I wasn't so sure. In fact, I was beginning to wonder if coming up here had been a very big mistake.
A voice barreled through wind and courtyard, echoing throughout the skeletal stone remains. "Halt!"



Chapter 4
Thieves
 
 
The word "halt," when it's yelled, has an interesting effect. For all its intention of commanding one to stop whatever it is they are doing, it actually drives them to do the exact opposite, and usually in a hurried and desperate fashion.
Like now.
I wanted to run. I wanted to go back the way we had come and keep running until we were far away from this place. But it was too late. There were at least a dozen shadows all around us, seeking refuge behind broken rocks and walls. We would already be dead if they'd willed it.
Vera sat as tall and as proud as ever, exuding the confidence one only carries when they find impossibility in defeat.
I, however, did not share her confidence.
"Identify yourselves!" the voice continued. His voice—for it definitely was a he—bounced around the ruins.
Calyx whinnied and tugged against the reins.
"Shh," I whispered, stroking his mane.
"Watchman of the mount." Vera's voice rang clear despite the howling wind. "I am a friend." She extended her empty palms in a gesture of surrender. She dismounted fluidly, landing on the ground with bent knee and a bowed head. "My companions and I have come to request an audience with Myez Rader."
Silence.
The wind stirred a tiny cyclone of snowflakes across the courtyard, and a large figure emerged from behind the rubble. Whoever it was looked like a bear, they were covered in so many layers of fur and leather. A bow and quiver had been strung over the person's back and they held a very scary looking sword in one gloved hand. The person stopped a few paces before Vera. "No one goes through the mount right now. And definitely not a wolf." He growled this last word, and Vera went still.
I wasn't sure what the term "wolf" meant, but one thing had been made perfectly clear: it hadn't been a compliment.
The shadows pressed closer. I noticed the tip of an arrow poking out from behind a boulder, leveled on Vera. Alex was as still as death beside me.
"By the Code of Mirin," Vera said tightly, "you are bound to—"
"I am bound to no code." The man cut her off. "Your words are nothing here, wolf. But there is a mighty high bounty on wolf skin…"
Alex shifted beside me, and the little points of life in the shadows grew warmer. This wasn't good. We were completely outnumbered, and if this broke into a fight, odds were not in our favor.
The man stepped toward Vera and grabbed her chin, forcing her to look up at him. Her hood fell back, exposing her white-blonde hair, and her face filled with fury. "Ah, a pretty wolf." The man's voice took on a slightly different timbre.
"You will let us pass, or you will pay for it with your lives," Vera spat.
A strong gust of wind ripped through the snow-dusted courtyard, moving so fast and so strong that it ripped my hood right from my head. I tugged it back over my face, but it was too late; a bolt of curiosity shot through me from the bear-man.
The man shoved Vera aside. "What is your name, girl?"
"That is none of your business—" Vera started.
"I am not talking to you, wolf." The man cut her off sharply and took a step toward me. "You there—the one with raven's hair. What's your name?"
In my periphery, I saw Alex's hand flex around the hilt of his sword.
The bear-man waited. Such a simple question, but its answer was crucial to our survival. Did I tell the truth? Did I tell this boorish man I was King Darius's granddaughter? Would he let us go?
No. I couldn't tell him who I really was.
Then what did I tell him? If these men were the guardians to a city of thieves, they would be masters at sensing a lie. I had to tread forward very, very carefully.
I dismounted Calyx, feeling every ounce of Alex's anxiety while fighting hard not to show the weakness in my body. My arm pulsed in pain as I reached up and pulled back my hood, letting my dark hair spill over my shoulders. My brain whirled to come up with something good. Something believable.
A gust of wind whirled around me.
I am here, it seemed to say, and then as quickly as the wind had come, it dissipated.
And I suddenly had a plan. It was a risky plan—quite possibly the dumbest plan I'd ever come up with in my life—but that was exactly why it just might work. Who would possibly expect this?
Names and places from books Fleck and I had read ad nauseam in the castle library filled the blanks in my mind so quickly it was as if someone had planted them there.
"I am Astaire Dothrai, Mistress of the Vale." My voice rang out across the courtyard so that all the shadows might hear it. "I seek an audience with Myez Rader, and I must not be detained, for the matters I must discuss with him are of a sensitive nature."
I stood tall and the courtyard was silent. Alex's surprise and confusion trumped all other curiosities that had sprung up in the shadows around us. The wind slipped through my hair, reminding me it hadn't left.
"Mistress of the Vale, eh?" The bear-man folded his furry arms.
Keep your composure or it'll never work.
I looked at him as though he were a waste of my time, because that's exactly what the great sorceress Astaire Dothrai would do, at least according to her memoirs I'd found in the castle library. What they'd been doing there, I'd had no idea, but right now I didn't care.
The bear-man removed his leather mask so that I could see his face. His cheeks were scarred with pockmarks, and there was a nasty scar through the center of one bushy dark brow that ran all the way to his jaw. There was malice in those dark eyes, unfettered and probing, as well as something else that turned my stomach over. He was a brute of a man, and no doubt he was used to getting his way.
Stay strong. It is you he should fear. You must believe or he most certainly never will.
I didn't know how long he stood there staring into my eyes, waiting for a sign of weakness. Five seconds. Five minutes. Either timeframe was too long for my comfort, but I held myself together, hoping he saw the woman I wanted him to see. Not the weak and injured woman I really was.
Finally, he broke the silence. "It seems to me a Mistress of the Vale wouldn't need an escort of wolves."
I frowned. "It seems to me a watchman shouldn't have an opinion of my needs." All cordiality in my tone vanished, and I leveled my gaze with his. "As it stands, I suggest you cease threatening my companions and me and let us proceed before my needs involve stealing your wretched life from that hideous thing you call a body and binding it to a real wolf for all eternity."
The guard shifted, uncertain. No doubt he'd heard the horrifying tales about what the real Astaire Dothrai could do to spirits—binding them to creatures in this world so they could never find rest. I'd always found the tales frightening and unsettling myself, but it seemed appropriate given our current circumstances.
Still, he hesitated.
Open your palms, said a voice in my mind.
Okay…?
I opened my palms, and the wind suddenly ripped around me with wild and savage force. It twisted silently, faster and faster, lifting up snow and ice in a small maelstrom of winter. Our horses brayed, backing away from the force. The man stepped back with wide eyes, but the wind moved beyond me, reaching out toward him. Already, the edges of his furs were fluttering as though the silent vortex were trying to pull him inside of it.
"Enough." He held up pacifying hands.
"My companions go with me," I said, still letting the wind twist toward him.
"Of course, of course!"
The wind twisted a second more and then dissolved into thin air.
He didn't bother hiding his relief. He patted his furs, his leathers creaking as he did so. "The horses have to stay."
"The horses will not stay," I said. "They come with us."
Fear flickered in his eyes. "It's not my rule, Mistress—unless you intend to sell them. Even your magic will not be able to protect them below. And besides, they won't fit on this side."
I glanced at Vera. The look in her eyes suggested that this man spoke truth. I clenched my teeth and looked back at the brute, careful to hide my dismay. I couldn't leave Calyx out here. He'd never forgive me! "A moment, please," I said to the man.
He nodded and backed a few eager steps away from me.
I leaned to Calyx's ear. "Do you know the way back?" I whispered.
Calyx whinnied and shook his mane. He didn't like where this was going.
"I know," I continued, "but I can't take you with me. It's too dangerous."
Calyx's front hoof clawed and scraped on the stone.
"I'll be fine, but promise me you'll go straight back to the castle with the others."
Calyx raised his nose in the air like he was pretending he didn't hear me.
"Please." I rested my hand on his mane. "I need you to keep an eye on Stefan."
With a loud and irritated snort, Calyx turned on his heels and started trotting back across the courtyard in the direction we'd come. Alex dismounted Parsec, and Parsec followed Calyx, and then Nimarra trotted after them. I hoped they'd be all right.
The watchman was studying me. "Interesting horses, Mistress."
"I have a proclivity for intelligent animals." I gazed back at him without expression, and he recoiled a little in remembrance of my threat. "Shall we?"
His lips tightened as he waved his hand at the air. Another figure in furs emerged from the shadows and jogged to his side. The brute leaned over and whispered to this new man, who then said, "Follow me."
The three of us followed our guide to the edge of the courtyard and up a broad set of stairs. Vera's silence was dumbfounded, and waves of Alex's amazement pushed through me with more force than the winter wind.
I am with you; I am always with you.
It was the voice again, the light sound carried by the wind. I wanted to say something back, like "who are you?" or "what do you want?" but I didn't dare. Not now—not here. My questions would have to come later.
Our guide led us to the foot of the enormous structure I'd noticed from the base of the hill. The mighty stone ribcage arched overhead, and our guard stopped before a set of enormous iron doors in a wall that was somehow still intact. The doors were bolted and ribbed, and when the guard pushed one in, it cracked open without sound. Or maybe I just couldn't hear it over the wind. He ushered us through, and I stole a glance back. The snowflakes were much larger now, falling over the crumbling remains as if trying to bury the stone fortifications forever, but there was no sign of the watchmen or the horses.
I hoped the horses were running far away from this place.
"Mistress?" The guard waited at the door.
I nodded sharply and stepped inside. The guard led us through what had at one time been a great hall. It was the size of a large warehouse, completely hollowed out and missing windows and big chunks of wall so that you could see white and trees and cliff beyond the room's perimeter. The mighty beams spanned above us, and snow fell through their great gaps and onto the broken and cracked stone floor below, where our feet left fresh prints in the newly fallen snow. There were other prints here, too—others had passed this way, and fairly recently.
At the far end of the room was a hearth so large that all of us could fit inside, standing, and with room to spare. Iron grating covered the base, dusted with ash and burnt wood, and a few iron pokers and a broom hung from hooks on the side. The guard grabbed one of the pokers and raised it like a lever. The ground rumbled, stone grating upon stone, and very slowly the back of the hearth spun around, revealing a wide, torch-lit passage beyond.
So this was the hidden entrance to Thieves. Or at least one of them. The bear-man had made it sound like there might have been another when he had mentioned that the horses wouldn't fit on this side.
The guard gestured for us to go inside, and as Mistress of the Vale, I thought that I should probably go first. Alex followed close behind me, and the hearth was so tall that even he didn't need to duck. We stepped inside of a torch-lit antechamber, and once all of us were through, the wall of the hearth rumbled to a close behind us, leaving us alone.
Wind whistled softly through the cracks.
It was Alex who finally broke the silence. "Spirits, Daria…" He dragged a hand over his face. "Where in Gaia's name did you come up with that?"
I shrugged. "From a book I read at the castle."
He stared openly at me, like he was trying to find the girl he'd grown up with in the person standing before him.
Vera snorted, eyeing me down her nose. "How lovely. A princess who reads. Unfortunately, she can't follow directions very well. I told you to let me do the talking."
"And a lot of good that did us," I said. "I thought you said we'd be welcome here."
Her eyes narrowed. "In a manner of speaking."
"And just what manner would that be…?" Alex asked. His astonishment was gone, and now he looked just a little upset.
Her lips pursed. "I think the threat of war has forced them to heighten security."
"I'll say," I huffed, and then I was struck with a sudden thought. "That man back there called you a wolf."
Alex exhaled slowly and looked back at me. "Aegises serve the crown, and therefore don't hold the highest of opinions with everyone."
"But why wolf?" I asked.
Vera took the opportunity to answer this question. "Because we're stealthy and vicious and we usually travel in packs." Her eyes narrowed. "And because we hunt…and kill."
I couldn't be sure, but it almost seemed like she relished that last description of herself. "Should I be expecting this same kind of warm reception once we actually get inside this city of yours?"
Her exhale shook with annoyance. "I didn't expect to be recognized so easily."
"What gave you away, then?" I asked.
"Probably our cloaks," Alex said. "The material is of much better quality than what they're used to seeing."
Vera looked away and her anger filtered through me. It seemed Miss Omniscient was furious with herself for overlooking this little fact.
"I guess I didn't realize the quality of our wool was so different," I said. I hadn't spent much time in the company of Gaia's people; I'd always been surrounded by nobility. "What do the civilians wear?"
Alex exchanged a glance with Vera. "The civilians can't afford new clothing," he said carefully.
"And why not?" I asked, thinking about all the wealth in the castle at Valdon.
He hesitated. "Because most of their profits are given to King Darius."
"Has it always been this way?" I asked.
"As far as I know," he replied, "which is one of the main reasons his reputation with the people is so…unfavorable."
"That seems to me an easy fix," I said. "When we return, we're going to have to change that. The castle has its weight in excess. No wonder Valdon is having a hard time gaining support. Who would fight for a man that steals all their earnings?"
My somewhat rhetorical question was met with an uncomfortable silence. Alex and Vera were being careful. They would not dishonor the very man they served by speaking out against his actions—even if they disagreed with them.
"Well, is there something we can do about these, then?" I asked, gesturing to our cloaks. "Like tear them up a little, or should we just leave them behind altogether?"
"No…" Alex looked over me, deep in thought. "I think I may be able to do something."
"Oh?" Vera sounded intrigued.
Alex approached me, his gaze sweeping over my cloak, calculating. He reached out and touched my sleeve. Energy flowed from his body and slipped over me like a light breeze. I felt a slight tingling and then it was gone. My cloak had suddenly gone from black to dirty brown with stains and patches all over it. Alex scrutinized me for a moment, then, satisfied, motioned for Vera to come nearer.
"How did you do that?" I asked.
Vera's cloak soon looked like mine, and then he performed the same spell on his own cloak. "It's an illusion spell," Alex said. "It won't last forever, but it should last long enough to get us to Myez Rader. I learned it from…someone," he added quietly. He didn't meet my gaze when he said this.
I knew who that someone was. It was the same someone who had given me the decorative rook now embedded on my scabbard. "We should probably get moving," I said. "Vera…?"
The three of us adjusted our now dirtied cloaks for maximum concealment and continued on our way. Vera led us to another door on the opposite wall of the anti-chamber and opened it with a soft creak. There was a tunnel beyond lined with more torchlight and carefully laid bricks, but this time a blend of muffled sounds and wood smoke laced through the air. The tunnel descended, switchbacking deeper inside the mountain. The noise grew louder and louder the farther we walked, and the smell of burning wood became so thick and so strong it was a little difficult to breathe.
Alex lightly touched my shoulder. "Was that Cian up above?" he whispered.
Cian: the wind elemental.
My father had suspected Cian had taken a liking to me ever since I'd stepped foot in this world, but I'd never been sure what that had meant. My father had had a tie to the earth—a tie that allowed him to elicit its help and power. With it, he could summon rock and dirt and mold it to his need. I'd seen him use it before, when I'd been trapped in the dungeons with Lord Tiernan, and I'd seen him use it again that night with Eris.
But up until recently, all the wind had done for me was follow or whirl around me like it was my own personal cyclone, and sometimes it would speak to me in my head. I didn't find this so much a gift as a nuisance. And it made me constantly question my sanity.
Until moments like today when it would decide to step in and help.
"Daria?" Alex squeezed my shoulder, and I remembered he'd asked me a question.
"I think so," I answered. "I've felt him following me all along, but this time he said that he'd help."
Alex pulled his hand back. "He certainly chose a critical moment."
"I know," I said. "Every time Cian has stepped in to help has been a very critical moment. Maybe he responds to desperation. Or maybe he just wants to make an entrance."
Alex was quiet a thoughtful second. "Do you think he's here to stay?"
"I have no idea," I admitted. "I wish he'd make up his mind, though."
"I still can't believe you came up with the story about the Mistress of the Vale," he said, and I heard the wonder in his voice. "Those are the kind of stories the people of Gaia tell their children about to scare them."
"Well, I did spend a lot of time reading with Fleck in the castle library," I said.
"Of course you did," he said.
I felt his pride then, and it was like basking in the light of the summer sun.
Vera's sudden irritation was like a cumulonimbus clouding my sunlight, and her next words fell like cold rain. "Maybe next time we encounter danger, the princess can frighten them away with a haiku."
"Wow, I am surprised that you know about haikus. Smarter than I thought."
Alex chuckled behind me. It took Vera a second to understand what I had done, but once she did, she glared at me over her shoulder with an expression that was bordering murderous. I beamed innocently at her.
After that, we stopped talking—not because of Vera but because the sounds were much louder now, and right as we rounded a corner, we almost bumped into a couple of men headed in the direction we'd come.
No one said "excuse me" or anything polite like that. Only sharp nods of acknowledgement were exchanged, but I felt the men look back at us after we passed, thick with curiosity.
I hoped our cloaks would be enough.
Our tunnel widened, turned sharply right, then ended in a sort of veranda, and I caught my breath. An entire town—roads and buildings and carriages and people—and it was all completely underground. The sky was an enormous rock dome, and instead of stars, hundreds of tiny lanterns floated above. Down here it was always night, and down here there were always stars.
Horses clip-clopped along stone streets, pulling carriages of goods and whatnot behind them—none of which would've fit through our tunnel. There had to be another entrance somewhere.
There were lanterns and shops with cantilevered second stories, just like the old buildings I'd seen in photographs of small English towns. Thatched rooftops were angled and oblique with oddly bent chimneys. There were even small bridges over tiny streams, and plots of grass and trees, but how anything grew down here, I had no idea. From our vantage point, the city didn't seem so frightening. In fact, it was almost charming and cozy in a Disneyland's Pirates of the Caribbean sort of way.
A stale gust of wind blew as a sound like distant thunder rumbled, and something like clouds rolled in, masking the star-like lanterns above. Then it started raining. Underground. It was just a light sprinkle, but it was rain, no less. How in the world was it raining underground?
"Follow me," Vera whispered before I could ask, "and make sure you keep your hoods drawn tightly." This comment was intended for me. "A little trick of the wind will do nothing against all of them."
And there were a lot of them down here. Hundreds.
We kept to the sides of the cobblestone street. Small puddles were already forming in holes and divots. Up close, I could see the soot stains upon the buildings and caked along crawling cracks. Warm light glowed from behind leaded glass windows, making them look like glittering golden jewels. I couldn't see inside very well, because they were covered in a thin layer of smoke and grime.
We passed a very loud inn and a bakery, and my mouth watered as I inhaled the smell of freshly baked bread. It was so strong that I could almost taste it. How long had it been since we'd had a fresh meal? We passed a bay window filled with an eclectic display of cuckoo clocks—all of which abruptly chimed noon. Dozens of tiny doors flew open, the birds appeared, and I stood horrified.
The birds were alive, screeching and wailing with clipped wings and talons fastened to a small platform.
What in the world…?
Alex tugged my cloak and I met his cautionary gaze before following him.
I tried not to look into any more windows but it was like trying to look away from a train wreck. And then there was that window.
It boasted an array of stringed instruments, but it was the violin that stopped me in my tracks. Its neck had been crowned with the miniature head of woman. Her blonde hair had been curled on top of her head and her eyes were shut, but her mouth was open and singing as the voice of the violin.
Pain—so much pain pierced my heart with every note of her dirge. She was alive somehow, mourning her fate, and then she opened her eyes. Bright blue eyes stared at me and she stopped singing at once. And then all the miniature heads of other stringed instruments opened their eyes, too, and in the next moment, the entire window erupted in a chorus of heart-wrenching laments.
Alex pulled me forward while those near us paused to see what had caused the commotion. The soft rain had stopped, and Alex continued holding on to my cloak as we passed a shop of cruel and barbaric looking weapons, another that looked like Frankenstein's pet shop, and another filled with books that might have come from the Addam's Family library. One book opened and screamed at me as I hurried passed. I couldn't be sure, but it seemed like my presence roused every single window display. I wondered how much farther this Myez Rader was and what kind of shop he kept, if he kept one at all.
We passed a garden filled with an overgrowth of strange and carnivorous-looking plants, another shop window filled with cauldrons and beakers and vials of pieces of anatomical interest. I was in the middle of gaping at a caged tarantula the size of a pumpkin when a little boy pushed past me.
He couldn't have been much older than Fleck, all knees and elbows. He ran fast, clutching something to his side as he dashed through the flow of people. Not long after, a deep voice bellowed through the street, "Come back here, thief!"
The voice belonged to a behemoth of a man. He had to be at least ten feet tall! His face was brutish and square and twisted in ugly rage as he charged barefoot after the boy. People dashed out of the way as the giant man ran, a sort of stiff and jerky motion like he wasn't used to moving his legs quite so quickly. Vera and Alex jumped back to let the man pass, and Alex jerked me out of the way since I was too stunned to move myself.
The little boy had run into a dead end, and his dirt-covered face whipped back and forth between the approaching giant and the wall. There was fear in the boy's eyes. He wanted to climb the wall—he could've, too—but the precious puppy in his hands made that impossible. He was trapped.
People pretended not to see, averting their eyes and walking quickly away. The giant had slowed his awkward jog and was steadily approaching the boy. The boy wouldn't stand a chance and no one was moving in to help him.
I couldn't take it. "Alex—"
"No." His expression fierce.
"Alex, we have to help him."
"We can't, Daria," he said. "I'm sorry."
The giant stood with teeth bared like an enraged animal, huge fists the size of my head clenched at his sides. "Give it back, boy."
The boy trembled with huge eyes. "Get away from me!" he cried, holding the object behind him.
"This way," Vera whispered. She started leading us across the street.
I kept trying to see the boy, but Alex had conveniently positioned himself so that he blocked my view, and the giant's bulk wasn't helping matters any, either. What was happening? Why wasn't anyone doing anything? Even if the boy had stolen something, surely it wasn't worth a giant's wrath? Wasn't this a city of thieves, anyway?
And then the boy wailed.
The giant held a limp puppy in his grip, which he discarded on the street near my feet as if it were nothing more than a rag doll. My stomach turned and I felt sick.
"That'll teach you to steal, boy," grumbled the giant.
The boy's eyes were wide with grief and fear, and when he tried to run, the giant swung out and grabbed the boy's arm. The giant's huge hand swallowed the boy's tiny arm, and though the boy cried and jerked, he was going nowhere.
A few people stood by now, watching the inevitable punishment.
The giant pulled a jagged blade from his belt, jerking the writhing and wailing child after him and over to a crate. He set the boy's arm on top of the crate so that the boy's squirming hand was exposed and wriggling.
"NO!" wailed the boy. "Please, don't!"
My heart pounded in my chest. The giant was going to cut off the boy's hand. It was like seeing Fleck standing there, helpless and afraid. How could the people just stand here like this? How could they let this small child be punished with such cruelty? This was not justice! This was barbaric!
WHY ISN'T ANYONE DOING ANYTHING?
The giant held the blade high, a cruel, rotting smile on his ugly face.
"Please!" the boy pleaded, struggling to twist free. "I didn't mean to—I just wanted—don't, please!" Tears streamed freely down his face.
Time slowed to a halt. The world around me faded away and all I could see was the boy and that blade, and in one quick motion, I unsheathed my dagger and threw it at the giant. It spun end over end in a flashing wheel of silver, sinking right into the giant's weapon-wielding wrist, pinning it to the wooden support beam beside him.
Time returned to normal and the giant howled, a frightening, animalistic sound, as he struggled to pull his wrist free.
"Go!" I yelled at the boy. "Get out of here!"
The boy's eyes flashed with something—curiosity? Wonder? And then with a mischievous grin, he vanished into thin air.
I blinked.
The boy was…gone. Just like that. And I suddenly found myself face to face with an enraged and very ugly giant.



Chapter 5
Myez Rader
 
 
The giant's huge fist flew straight at my head. Apparently, he'd unpinned himself.
Thankfully, his size made him slow and I managed to duck just in time. Instead of landing in my face, his fist hit the huge pile of crates behind me. The crate that had taken the brunt of the force exploded and little pieces of wood scattered everywhere. I found my dagger on the ground and snatched it up, right as he punched again. I dodged at the last second, noticing the small crowd gathering in my periphery.
So much for going unnoticed.
You're the one who picked a fight with a giant. You just had to interfere, per usual.
Conscience—duck—not now, please.
Alex and Vera rushed forward, trying to distract the giant away from me. I thought it might work, too, until the giant swung both arms, easily throwing Alex and Vera back into the crowd.
Fabulous.
I fleetingly wondered why Alex or Vera didn't just use magic, but then I realized the use of such power would immediately expose us for what we were.
The giant pummeled through the wooden support beam I'd been standing behind, and the balcony of a second story collapsed. I rolled just in time to avoid being buried beneath the rubble. Luckily, the collapse put a few stone-and-mortar obstacles between my giant and me. I scrambled to Vera and Alex, who yanked me to my feet, and the three of us pushed and shoved our way through a now very large crowd. Once we emerged, we ran—right into a small band of armed men who all looked as if they'd just stepped out of a gladiator ring.
"Not so fast," barked the one in front, sword raised.
I sighed inwardly. Couldn't we catch a break? I was beyond exhaustion, my left arm felt like a lead brick, and my legs were starting to feel tingly.
"You three come with us," continued the man who had spoken, and the guard beside him withdrew a set of handcuffs.
Vera unsheathed both of her swords, and Alex released me so that he could draw his. I drew my dagger, though considering how it trembled in my hand, I didn't think I'd be much help in this fight. The giant bellowed behind us, a barbaric, angry sort of sound, while the guards in front held swords raised and an eager crowd of spectators huddled all around us. Alex, Vera, and I each exchanged a glance, and then Vera charged with a yell.
Mere seconds before we collided with the guards, a voice rang through the streets, "ENOUGH!"
Everyone and everything stilled at the sound—even the giant. There was a thickness to the air, some kind of invisible power that held everything tightly in its grip. It was suffocating and heavy, as if the air had suddenly turned to sludge, and then as fast as it had come, it was gone.
The voice had belonged to a man standing in the doorway of a nearby building. He stepped out of the shadows, and the crowd parted for him. He looked so out of place here in all this filth. He stood out like a priest in a brothel. His red robes were clean and trimmed in gold, his dark hair neatly cropped, and he wore a gold hoop in one ear like a pirate. Each finger was decorated with a jeweled ring, and when he closed those fingers into a fist, the air shuddered with power.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the giant flee behind one of the buildings, and some of the onlookers had already slipped away.
"I fear you are abusing my guests." The man's voice was smooth and controlled as his intelligent dark eyes leveled a threat on the armed men.
The rest of the crowd scattered, but the guards remained, and they looked a little frightened. The one in front—the one who had spoken earlier—dropped to his knee. "I didn't know, my liege. I never would have issued the command."
"Perhaps you should usher yourself and your men away before I decide to find guards who do know."
"Of course, my liege," the man replied, and he and his men took the opportunity to retreat—quickly.
My liege looked back at the three of us. No doubt he had been very handsome when he was younger—he remained so even in middle age—and yet there was something about him. Something unnerving and unnaturally incisive. And I sensed pain, there, too. A deep and agonizing pain that originated from unspeakable horrors in his past, no doubt, which shadowed the edges of his strong veneer of perfect control and poise. And he was watching me, keen eyes boring into mine with an intensity that made me want to shrink back and hide. I knew in that moment that he knew who I was. I could almost see his thoughts spinning in his head like well-oiled gears and cranks.
You never should've come down here.
A little too late for that, don't you think?
His lips curled in a smile that I trusted even less. "I am Myez Rader." He bowed his head slightly, placing a jeweled hand over his breast. "Welcome to Thieves, my lady. I would be most honored if you would join me inside where we can talk more freely. Of course, you may bring your companions." This was the first time he'd made a point of acknowledging Alex and Vera.
There was a certain lethality to Alex's stillness, and Vera looked affronted that Myez Rader had waited so long to acknowledge her. She tilted her head slightly, piqued. "My liege."
Myez's gaze lingered on her a moment, then with a snap of his fingers, a handful of armed guards arrived at his side. "Fi, Calvagh—clean up the rubble." Myez held up a finger in thought. "Mannix—you, too." A third guard went to aid the first two.
Two guards remained flanking him like pillars, easily seven feet tall and built like boulders.
"Shall we?" Myez extended a hand to me.
Despite my misgivings, I took his hand. Alex and Vera followed closely behind, flanked by the two half-giants as Myez led us back to the doorway I'd seen him lingering near earlier. The sign overhead read, "Lemniscate," but the "s" was written in such a way that it looked like a tilted infinity symbol. But from its title, I couldn't deduce what type of business he owned. No, that question was answered the moment we stepped inside.
There'd been very few times in my life where I could recall feeling so uncomfortable, and this was easily one of the worst. At first I thought we'd stepped into an exotic fabric store…right until I saw the girls.
Gossamers in reds and oranges and pinks festooned from the ceiling and walls in a labyrinth of beautiful translucent fabric. The thick smells of incense made the air heavy, and the floors were covered in cushions so large a person could easily sleep on them. And right on top of one of those cushions sat a young woman, not much older than me.
Her dark hair was pulled to the side so that it draped over her bare shoulder in a smooth and elegant curl, and her slender body had been wrapped in a piece of gossamer so seamless I thought that if I were to pull one end, the whole thing might unravel, leaving her naked. There was an unmistakable glint in her eyes that suggested she wanted just that. But she wasn't looking at me; she was looking at Alex.
Another girl appeared beside the first, this one blonde and wrapped in red and gold, looking very much like a Christmas present. Both girls approached us, swaying their hips as they walked. Alex hadn't noticed them yet; he stood right behind Myez Rader and his guards, listening intently to the discussion Myez was having with his porter.
Vera noticed, however, and took a step forward. It was a slight movement, but it was filled with all kinds of silent threats. If the girls had missed the gesture, the storm in Vera's gaze acted as collateral.
"We'll take excellent care of him," said the dark-haired girl in a sultry voice, and the blonde beside her bit her bottom lip like she was in some sort of pain. "Hand him over. We want him." The dark-haired one played with the curl of her hair, while the blonde made a sound that made me think she really was in pain.
"Welcome to the club," Vera said. "I'm afraid he's unavailable."
"They all are," the dark-haired girl said with a wry smile.
I wanted to rip that smile off her face.
Vera glared at the girls. "Back off, charmer."
The dark-haired girl licked her large and pouty lips. "Oh, but they do not come any more delicious than that, do they, Cerse?" She said this last bit to the blonde, the words caressing her lips as she took another step forward. Vera had the point of her dagger at the woman's cheek before she could blink. This time when the woman licked her lips, I noticed her tongue was slightly forked.
"One more move, snake, and it's your tongue," Vera growled.
"I would greatly appreciate it if you didn't harm my most lucrative possessions," Myez condescended. His eyes flickered irritably between Vera and me. "This way." Myez ducked behind a particularly large panel of diaphanous blue. Vera reluctantly removed her dagger, and this time Alex noticed the girls. The dark-haired woman's sensuous gaze took its time devouring Alex from head to toe. At first, Alex seemed confused, but then his gaze softened upon the dark-haired girl, and I felt his desire surge as he stepped toward her.
I tugged at his arm, trying to get his attention, but he didn't notice me. His eyes were fastened only on the dark-haired charmer. "Alex." I tugged his arm harder, but he didn't budge.
"Move it." Vera shoved Alex hard toward the blue panel.
His eyes broke contact with the gossamer girl, and a slight tremor shivered through his body. Thankfully, his desire disappeared. I glared back at the charmers, wishing that Vera hadn't restrained herself.
"And here I thought she was your only weakness." Vera nodded sharply at me with a smirk on her face.
Alex, however, didn't find any humor in the comment. In fact, his cheeks flared red and he clenched his jaw. He grabbed my hand and squeezed it in a reassuring gesture, but if he was trying to reassure himself or me, I didn't know.
So, Myez ran that kind of business.
The three of us followed Myez down a narrow corridor with the two half-giants close behind. A few wall sconces burned, their flames flickering in our drafts. On occasion, I noticed a few girls in the shadows, whispering to each other as we passed. They were all very curious about Myez's newest guests, and they all seemed particularly fascinated with Alex. Though fascinated was probably the wrong word. You didn't say, "Mmm," and lick your lips when you were simply fascinated.
I leaned toward Vera and grumbled, "Nice friends you've got."
"He's not my friend," she whispered back.
Myez reached a wooden door near the end of the hall. He shooed a few more gossamer girls away and opened it with a creak, motioning for us to step inside. He told the half-giant guards to wait outside and guard the door.
Inside was an office. A large fire blazed in a hearth and a desk sat a little in front of it, facing the doorway, and I realized at once that this man was a hoarder. There were books and papers and scrolls and trinkets everywhere, like a storm had ripped through the room and thrown everything about and he'd never bothered picking it up. There were bookshelves all along one wall, but only a few of the books were actually standing. Most had been stacked erratically, poking out beneath piles of scrolls or used as a platform for a collection of glass vials. A pyramid of large, wooden barrels had claimed the corner beside the shelves, and on the opposite side of the room was a plush sofa and a low table that was barely visible beneath piles of opened scrolls.
"This isn't the shortcut." Vera scowled.
"I know," Myez said, "but please allow me the honor of serving you a meal first. It is the least I can do after the misunderstanding outside."
"That's very kind of you," Vera replied in a voice that held no appreciation whatsoever, "but we're in a hurry, so if you don't mind…?"
"Oh, I don't mind at all," Myez said. "But I believe your friend might." His eyes shifted to me. "She looks rather pale, and I'm not sure her body will survive the travel if she doesn't eat something first."
I wanted to say that I was fine, but truth be told, I wasn't. I was exhausted. I needed more than a meal; I needed to sleep for about a year. And I still had to use my good arm to hold up my bad one.
Vera noticed. "Fine," she said through tight lips.
Myez's smile was slight. "Please, have a seat. I do apologize for the mess, though you must understand: It isn't every day I receive members of the regency."
At this, Alex drew his hilt just enough from its sheath that an inch of blade gleamed in the light from the fire. He was like a string pulled taut, waiting for that extra bit of tension to snap and lash out.
Myez held out a hand in a placating gesture. "You've nothing to fear from me, Aegis Alexander Del Conte. I mean you no harm." Myez noticed Alex's surprise. "It would be foolish of me to deny your identity; your fame precedes you. And for you and Aegis Veranna Neci to be so far from the castle, I can only deduce who your third companion is." He smiled at me. "Please, make yourself comfortable."
Alex's eyes flickered over my face and then he sighed, relaxing his grip on the hilt of his sword. It was my wound that had decided him.
"Thank you," I said, taking a seat on Myez's couch. Alex followed.
Myez looked pleased, then said, "Let me fetch one of the girls." He tugged a long black ribbon that hung from a bell on the wall near his desk. It chimed—a clear and full-bodied note—and even before the chime finished reverberating, there was a light rapping on the door. Myez opened it; a woman stood on the other side, wrapped in golden gossamer and crowned with bright red hair, like a flaming candlestick. Even while Myez addressed her, her dark, painted eyes slid past him and settled on Alex. Those weren't just "bedroom eyes"; they were more like "on the bed and between the sheets for hours" eyes.
I peered sideways at Alex. He was doing it right back! Appalled, I punched him in the arm, but it had no effect. No, he didn't stop gawking until the door closed. Alex blinked rapidly and looked at me aghast. His lips parted like he was trying to think of something to say, but his frustration at his own vulnerability had rendered him speechless.
Vera sat smugly on the arm of the couch.
"Don't be so hard on yourself, Aegis Del Conte," Myez said, closing the door behind him and shutting out the girl. "I don't keep them because they're resistible." He walked toward the pyramid of barrels and began filling goblets with black liquid. He might as well have been filling them with gasoline for the acrid smell and color.
"So why do you keep them, then?" I asked, annoyed.
"Because they keep me alive." Myez filled another goblet.
"Alive or young?" I retorted.
Myez set down a goblet on his desk. "I do not indulge in my trade, your highness, if that is what you are suggesting. I am a businessman, and this is a town of thieves. There isn't a creature that comes down here without passing through these walls." He gestured to the room. "They pay me in crowns. They pay me more in information, and knowledge is the salvation of the condemned."
"And are you a condemned man, Myez Rader?" I asked.
Those eyes of his kindled with a fire that ran deep. "There isn't a man alive without blemish, your highness. I wager that even you have committed acts you would rather not remember, though whether or not that condemns a man for all eternity, it is not for me to say." He shifted his penetrating gaze to Alex. "King Darius is fortunate to have the unwavering loyalty of the most feared swordsman in all of Gaia. To risk your life so for his granddaughter is quite remarkable in these darkening times. How the spirits must rejoice in such a rare example of fealty."
"I didn't know you believed in the spirits, Myez," he said coolly.
A sardonic glint appeared in Myez's eyes. "You have caught me, Aegis Alexander Del Conte. I do not believe in spirits; I believe in crowns. And if the spirits had crowns, perhaps then I'd believe in them." He looked back at me. "But you asked me a question, your highness, and it would be rude of me not to give you a proper answer. You asked if I consider myself a condemned man." He turned off the spigot and set the last goblet on his desk beside the others. He opened his palm; a small sphere of fire appeared, like a hovering marble of flames. "You've known a life only of light, where the sun illuminates everything it touches in truth, and there it blossoms with beauty and valiance. Your world is good and honest and pure, and its men act with integrity. In your world, there are unspoken rules and the men abide by them." With a turn of his palm, he dropped the fire marble into the goblet. The surface burst into flames, and he repeated the motion with the other three goblets. They burned brilliantly for a few seconds before the fire disappeared into tendrils of smoke.
Fire and Ice. I'd seen the drink at the festival; I'd never had it myself, but they were lethal without the fire. And extremely flammable, according to Vera. I recalled the berries in my boot and crossed my legs.
"But I live where the light does not shine," Myez continued, watching the little tendrils of smoke curl into the air. "In a crypt where truth decays and is feasted upon by rumors like maggots on a rotting corpse. Where evil festers and eats away the flesh of purity like a gangrenous wound, dissolving all hope and goodness and integrity. There are no rules here; there is only survival."
"Perhaps you should move, then," I said.
Myez let out a sound reminiscent of laughter, but it wasn't a joyous sound. "Solutions always seem so simple to the innocent." He paused, but I didn't miss the flash of fury in his gaze. "Excuse me. I did not mean to direct our conversation toward such heavy discourse." He scooped up the goblets and brought them to our table, passing them around. One, he kept for himself, then stepped back and took a sip. "I fear I'm out of practice for having honorable company."
I was about to voice my agreement with this sentiment when Miss Between-the-Sheets Eyes entered with a tray. She set down platters of assorted cheeses and fruits and meats directly on top of Myez's pile of opened scrolls, while making sure to brush her arm against Alex as much as possible. Alex kept his eyes fixed on the tray, and I noticed Myez watching him.
When Miss Between-the-Sheets Eyes had finished laying out our spread, she remained standing beside Alex.
"You may go," Myez said.
Reluctantly, the girl left, but not without one last glimpse at Alex before she closed the door. Alex didn't notice, though, or at least he'd made great effort in staring at the floor.
Myez reached forward and grabbed a slice of white cheese. "For an Aegis, you seem to draw an impressive amount of attention to yourself." He took a bite of his cheese.
Alex's eyes narrowed on Myez Rader.
"Please, let us make a toast." Myez wiped his mouth and lifted his glass.
"To?" I asked.
"To your safety, of course, and that of the realm. I understand the world is facing threats that have lain dormant for almost twenty years."
It was an interesting choice of words, and I watched him closely as I held my goblet. The others held up theirs, too.
"To the king, and may the blessings of Gaia and her spirits—if they exist—forever fall upon you," said Myez, and we all clinked glasses. Everyone took a sip—everyone but me. I pretended to drink and set my goblet down. Something just didn't feel right.
"I must say," Myez continued, scratching his chin, "you've done a remarkable job evading capture thus far, what with Lord Commodus after you…"
"What do you mean Lord Commodus is after me?" I asked. Alex had gone rigid beside me.
Myez's eyes darted between Alex and me. "Do you not know? Have you not told her?" He looked pointedly at Alex, whose expression had hardened like marble. When Alex didn't speak, Myez said, "There is a rather hefty bounty upon you as we speak."
"Bounty? On me?" I gasped, dumbfounded. "Why? And I thought Lord Commodus was missing…?"
"Oh, no," Myez continued. "He is in Orindor, I assure you."
After what happened at the games, Lord Commodus had disappeared. Or at least it had seemed that way, because no one could find him. Apparently, that was no longer true. "What in the world does Lord Commodus want with me?" I asked.
"He doesn't want anything with you." Myez looked legitimately surprised. "It's his son he's wagered the bounty for. I can't believe you don't know this, though if you've been gone from the castle for a few days…but I would have thought… No matter."
"It is not your place to—" Alex started angrily.
Myez cut him off. "Tell her the truth? You are her Aegis. It is your duty to tell her the truth."
I clenched my teeth together. "Tell me what?" I looked between Alex and Myez, but Alex was glaring only at Myez.
"As we speak," Myez continued, "there is an army of shadowguard ten thousand strong waiting behind the wall in Alioth."
My eyes widened. "What?"
Myez Rader gave Alex a disappointed look. "I'm afraid that's not all, your highness," he continued. "Lord Commodus has agreed to ally Orinder with Valdon, allowing free passage through Orindor under condition that you marry his son, Lord Danton Pontefract."
The fire crackled and popped in its hearth.
Had I heard him correctly?
Lord Commodus was wagering a truce based on a marriage proposal. And not just any marriage proposal: a marriage—my marriage—to his son. Danton.
I swallowed. And then I momentarily stopped breathing, and I was pretty sure my heart stopped beating for a split second, too. My thoughts whirled, and I might have fallen over if I hadn't already been seated.
That was why I hadn't heard from Stefan.
Lord Commodus was hinging the entire fate of Valdon and my brother on my acceptance to a marriage to Danton. Because if Orindor didn't help, that meant Alioth was cut off from Valdon, subject to the wrath of the shadowguard, and Orindor would not step in to help when that same army of shadowguard made their way along Orindor's perimeter and straight to Valdon. I didn't know Orindor's role in all of this. It seemed likely Lord Commodus had been granted amnesty of some kind, but those details didn't matter. I searched for a lie in Myez's words, but there was none. Not even the slightest hint of exaggeration.
My fists clenched.
Vera had gone very still at the end of the couch. This had come as a surprise to her, too, but Alex had known. Alex had known and he hadn't said a word of it to me. Why? But when I tried to get a sense for Alex, I found that he'd closed his emotions to me. Where I'd been able to sense him before, he'd erected a great and impenetrable wall between him and me, and this sudden wall disturbed me more than the news.
"I hate to be the bearer of such ill news, your highness," Myez continued carefully, "and I know this must be difficult to hear, but I feel you must know the truth because I admire you. Such tragedy, yet you aren't permitted to mourn as is needed for the human soul. You are expected to act. You are expected to be the strength the people need in a time of uncertainty and unrest. You must always keep emotion at bay and fulfill your duty to your kingdom. It is a difficult position to be in, and even more difficult not to lose your humanity in the process."
I grimaced at what he was suggesting. "I don't believe I asked for your counsel on the matter."
Myez took a sip, watching me over the rim of his glass. I didn't like how he was looking at me. I didn't like the turn of this conversation and I certainly didn't like being down here in this…this brothel. I wanted out of here where I could think clearly—safely. I stood, but the quick motion made my head spin and I gripped the arm of the couch to steady myself.
The movement did not go unnoticed.
"We need to go." I forced my voice to stay calm. "Thank you for your hospitality, Myez Rader, but, as Vera said, we came to use the shortcut, and it seems you know better than me that time is of the essence."
"I also have news concerning a particular Thaddeus Mendax." Myez wasn't looking at me; he was studying his glass. But at mention of that name, I froze. "I believe he is a…friend of yours?"
I hadn't even let myself think his name since we'd left the castle. I'd put it out of my mind because it was too painful—no, devastating to think about. It was the one element that teetered inside of me, always threatening to collapse.
I felt the heavy weight of Alex's gaze as I stared hard at Myez.
Myez raised a dark brow. "Like I said, your highness. I am a businessman amongst thieves. There isn't a plot that whispers through these stones that goes unbeknownst to me."
"Then you are no better than they are!" My self-control dissolved into nothing. "You knew about Eris and his plots…you knew what was going to happen to my father and you did nothing!"
He set his goblet down, folded his hands, and put them in his lap. "You and I have very different ideas of 'nothing,' I assure you."
I was so angry I was shaking. "How dare you sit there and pretend fealty to the crown. When I leave this place, I will tell my brother and the entire guard and make sure they know exactly where you—"
"Sit down, your highness." All cordiality was gone—from Myez's tone, his face, his eyes. Something frighteningly powerful had taken its place, remnants of what I'd witnessed outside. He was done with pretenses, and I had the distinct notion that I would like the real Myez Rader even less.
In a motion too swift for me to register, Alex had drawn his sword and had the tip of it pointing at Myez's throat. Myez stared down the blade, hard eyes fastened upon Alex. He wasn't afraid.
"Don't be foolish, Aegis Del Conte. If you harm me, you'll never get out of here alive. Even if you make it past my giants, you'll never get past the women. That wound to your princess would be worse than any physical harm I could ever inflict upon her."
Fury burned in Alex's eyes, but I could not feel it. The wall he'd constructed was too tall and too strong. "We are done here." Alex's voice was cold as ice. "Daria, Vera…" He stared only at Myez.
"Thaddeus was an orphan," Myez continued, still staring up at Alex. "An orphan at the age of thirteen who appeared at the Academia one day, and if I recall correctly, you weren't particularly friendly to him at first. Or maybe that's because Lord Danton Pontefract had taken pity on him, and you were always at odds with the Pontefracts, though I can't seem to remember why..."
"That's enough." Alex pressed the tip of the sword deeper, puckering the skin in Myez's neck.
"And as punishment," Myez continued, unfazed, "Headmaster Ambrose had Thaddeus live with you at the Aegis Quarters. Something about teaching you a lesson in humility, but I can't remember exactly how it went. Perhaps you can fill us in with the details?"
"I said that's enough." Alex's voice trembled with anger.
"But Thaddeus has such an irresistible personality. It didn't take very long for you to trust him, did it? You even trusted him with her life."
Alex blanched and something like agony filled his eyes. Why couldn't I feel it? Why was he blocking me out?
"You mustn't be too hard on yourself," Myez continued. "Anyone would have made the mistake and everyone did. No one saw what he was because he'd charmed the entire court, just like his father before him. No one had even suspected the darkness inside Lord Eris until the Dark Reign came to pass."
I took a step back and sank onto the couch, my mind reeling.
No.
Eris was Thad's…father?
I felt Myez watching me, waiting for the realization to hit. And, oh, did it hit. It kept hitting and slugging and punching me. I'd watched him do it. I'd watched him stand there while Eris killed my father. I'd watched him threaten Fleck, a boy he'd stood up for countless times. So often I'd wondered why. What could've propelled him to turn on me for that monster? But if Eris really was his father, then I could make the tie. Sort of.
And that fact also made him my…
Cousin.
Alex still gripped his sword, but it had dropped a little, like his arm suddenly felt too heavy, and his eyes looked through Myez rather than at him.
It was Vera who finally broke the silence. "Idiot."
I wasn't sure who she was calling the idiot, but right then I felt like one. "We've got to get going." It was my voice, but it was like someone else was using it. "Vera, I believe you know where the shortcut is."
The half-giants burst into the room, and this time there were more than just two. There were five. Vera's eyes darted back and forth, and she growled, "What is this?"
Now that Alex's sword had pointed in a new direction, Myez stood, his palms outstretched. "I told you: I am a businessman."
"Business be damned!" Vera said. "Mercedes won't stand for—"
"I'm afraid what Mercedes will and will not stand for does not matter. Lord Eris simply made a better offer."
"The king has more!" I said. "Tell me what you want and you will have it!" I hated using a man I despised as collateral, but I was desperate.
Myez absently touched the golden hoop at his ear. "Unfortunately for you, you cannot give me what I want. All the gold in this world isn't worth what Lord Eris has promised."
The half-giants pressed in and attacked. We fought back, and to my acute disappointment, they were faster than the full-blooded giant. Their blows knocked me easily off balance, and there wasn't much space to move in this cramped room. Somewhere I heard Myez say we were to be kept alive, but I was too focused on staying alive that I didn't hear all of it exactly.
I was the first to be caught with my arms twisted behind my back, and my bad arm throbbed like someone was trying to dismember it. I struggled against my captor's grip, but chains had more give. Vera's arms had met the same fate, and it was Alex who continued fighting. He was amazing to watch, really. So fast and fluid, so unpredictable with perfect control. The three remaining half-giants stood around him, unable to get near.
Myez watched, impressed, but when Alex started downing his half-giants, "impressed" quickly transformed to "irritation." More half-giants entered the room, and Alex was moving to attack when Myez held a knife at my neck. "Stop or she'll be wishing for death."
Alex saw me, and his sword stilled mid-sweep. Fury swept over his features, but in the end he dropped his sword on the ground with a clatter, resigned. The two nearest giants grabbed his arms and secured them behind his back.
"There, you see?" Myez lowered his blade, and then he lashed out across my cheek fast as a whip. My cheek burned and I cried out as warmth dripped down my jaw and neck.
Alex jerked against his guards, furious.
"If you try anything," Myez continued, "she will pay for it. Do we understand each other?"
I'd never seen such hatred cross Alex's face, and still I felt none of it.
Myez looked at the fallen half-giants near Alex's feet. "Perhaps I should've sent the girls," he mused. "Take them below, and see that they stay put until Master Thaddeus Mendax arrives."



Chapter 6
Heart of Darkness
 
 
After Myez Rader had stripped us of all our possessions, Alex, Vera, and I were escorted out of his office by the half-giants. Myez, in his infinite wisdom, spared five giants for Alex alone. They led us deeper underground through a maze of hallways and twisting corridors until we reached the dungeons. It was dark down here. Dark and damp, with the pungent aroma of sewage and ripe body odor. Strange whispers and growls and inhuman cries echoed down the stone corridors.
We passed rows of barred doors and windows. All were dark, but sometimes I caught the glint of eyes, torchlight refracting in the silvery, slit-like pupils. A black, skeletal hand with claw-like black nails gripped the bars of another cell. I couldn't see the face that belonged to it, nor did I want to. It made some strange clicking sound in its throat as we passed, and I was suddenly thankful for the bars and our half-giant escort.
A blast of sound, like a symphony of train horns, blared down our corridor with so much force, it came with a gust of hot air that singed my nasal passages. The sound was followed by shouts and yells that sounded human, though I couldn't be sure. The half-giants didn't seem concerned, merely annoyed, but I found it unnerving. The size of a creature making a sound that powerful—well, it made me wonder how in the world they got it down here.
We finally reached our intended cells. Apparently, the maze of corridors we'd just walked through housing creatures from Pan's Labyrinth was considered the low security section. Our cells were in the floor, like an oubliette, with small metal grille hatches for entry. Or maybe they were keeping us in the sewers. I guessed I'd find out soon enough.
One of the half-giants unlocked a grille then shoved Vera inside. I listened for her landing, which was farther down than I'd hoped. When it was my turn, I braced myself for impact. The hard floor jarred my ankles and knees and I fell forward, catching myself with my bad arm. I clenched my teeth and groaned in pain as the grille above closed and locked over my head. My world turned black, except for the golden grid of flickering light above.
It took a bit for my eyes to adjust, but once they did, I saw that my cell was more like a burial chamber. It wasn't much larger than a casket, perfectly rectangular and carved out of the hill. There was a dark pile of something in one corner that smelled sour and rotten, but the cell was otherwise empty. I found the cleanest segment of flooring I could and sat, leaned against the wall, and proceeded to stare at nothing while cradling my left arm. On occasion, I heard a distant cry, but for the most part, this area of the dungeon was quiet. Alex and Vera were just on the other side of these walls—if only I could talk to them, maybe work out some kind of plan, but instead I was left with only my thoughts for company.
And my thoughts were not welcome company.
I'd read books about being trapped in dungeons. Of course, it's nothing like experiencing it first hand. Like in the Count of Monte Cristo when Edmond Dantes was trapped in the Chateau d'If for six whole years. But that was a novel. Not once did I believe Alexander Dumas would actually leave him there to die. If he had, there wouldn't have been a story. When you're reading, you can pretty much always guarantee that the author isn't going to kill off the main character (unless you're Alfred Hitchcock), so if the main character ends up in a rat-infested, rank and fetid dungeon, the main character is probably going to get out somehow.
The problem with real life, however, is that you're not a main character. You may think you are one, but once you step out into the world—or worlds, as mine would have it—you realize it's more likely you've been cast as that negligible "jogger girl with brown hair." You're nothing but a clip on the big screen, probably without speaking parts and completely inconsequential to the actual plot. The world moves as it has always done—without you—and it doesn't care if you live or die. The sun rises and the sun sets without your help, and your big ideas of change and reformation seem idealistic at most. If the world were a river, you'd be a dead leaf floating on top of it, dissolving into your constituents until you were scattered like dust. But the river would rage on.
Those were my thoughts as I sat uncomfortably for the second time in my life inside of a dungeon. Having experienced it before only made this second time so much worse. My ignorance wasn't around to fuel my hope. I knew that good didn't necessarily win in this world, and I didn't have a father around to come to the rescue. The only other person who might have succeeded in rescuing me was trapped in a cell right beside mine.
Losing a parent changes a person. That safety you felt is suddenly stripped away, leaving you standing alone and naked in a cruel world. Responsibility rests on your shoulders, and if you drop it there will be no one to pick it up. So instead you hold it up, straining with everything you've been taught, hoping it'll be enough to keep you from being crushed.
But I couldn't dwell on that. Remembering my own vulnerability would never help me get us out of here. I didn't know how long we'd been in our separate cells. Hours? A day? Time doesn't move when you're trapped in complete and utter darkness.
Myez had taken everything I owned. Including my bindingbooks. Since we'd left Valdon, I'd wanted nothing more than for Stefan to write, but right then I pleaded silently that he hadn't. I didn't want his words in Myez Rader's hands.
Bringing those bindingbooks had been a terrible idea.
"Stefan, I'm so sorry," I whispered in the darkness. I had left him with a bigger mess than I'd realized. War threatened him from the north, and I was the one piece that could stop it. It was a marriage that could save thousands of lives, and Stefan had chosen not to even mention it to me. But if all of this had happened since we'd left the castle, how had Alex already known?
My heart ached for Stefan. I hated that I couldn't be there for him, but if I were still there, I probably would have been whisked away to Orindor in a white dress. It was so easy to forget how archaically this world operated. From my studies, I knew many kingdoms had been founded and fortified based on advantageous marriages. My grandfather had threatened me with this since I'd arrived in Gaia; I had just never actually and seriously considered the implications of such conventions.
But could I do it? Could I marry a man I did not love in order to save lives? I'd never considered such a question before, and I couldn't believe I was asking myself this now. To do so would be sacrificing my self, because my heart belonged irrevocably to Alex.
Alex, who had always expected this to happen, which was why he'd fled to Alioth in the first place. But he'd made me a promise. He'd promised to never leave my side.
…unless you ordered him to.
I sighed, wrapping my arms around my knees.
He would be here soon: Thaddeus.
A bubble of anger suddenly rose up inside of me and I yelled, slamming my bad fist on the floor. I kept slamming it and slamming it, distantly aware that it ached, but I didn't care. I wanted the pain. I hit the floor for every lie. For every bruise and cut. I hit the floor for Stefan and the shadowguard and Lord Commodus's offer.
I hit the floor for my father.
And then I slid onto my side and curled up into a ball, my face hot and wet with tears, and was overwhelmed with exhaustion and pain.
 
 
I didn't know how long I'd been asleep. I absently reached for the necklace at my throat, then remembered that Myez had taken that, too. He had forgotten one thing: the little branch of Dragon's Breath berries was still in my boots. But a lot of help they were.
I sat up. I felt exceptionally weak, and my back and hips were stiff and aching. Stone was not meant for sleeping on, yet I slept on it more often than not these days. I clutched my left arm to my chest, glaring at the small, golden grid of light that taunted me above. Were Alex and Vera still in their cells? I had no idea, but certainly Myez wouldn't have bothered imprisoning them if he hadn't planned on handing them over to Thad, too.
Thad, my cousin.
And then it made me wonder: What could Eris have offered Myez that would make him betray decades of allegiance to Mercedes? It wasn't gold, and Myez had made it very clear that his preferred currency was information.
I paused.
You can give him information.
I might as well start designing my tombstone. It would never work.
If you stay down here and wait for Thad to come, you're good as dead, anyway.
I made up my mind, and with that decision, I grew so excitable it was like I'd just downed an entire pot of coffee. I also silently thanked my conscience for finally saying something useful.
"Please work," I murmured to myself, then yelled at the top of my lungs, "Hey!"
I waited. Nothing.
"Hey, up there! I know you can hear me!"
The light above flickered as a shadow passed over the grille, but still nothing.
Fine.
I screamed and yelled everything I could think of. Anything to get someone's attention. I had to get their attention, or I wouldn't even get a chance to try it. Finally, it was the yelling, "Your mother is a gargon," part that finally got the attention of one of the half-giants. I didn't see his face—just a patch of darkness over my grid. And then when the half-giant finally spoke, all he said was something that sounded like, "Grrrmmmrrrgglllrrr."
This was my chance. My only chance. "I have information for Myez Rader."
The loquacious half-giant grumbled again and backed away.
"I know the location of the Pandors' box!" I yelled.
He paused near the edge of the grille.
I took a quick breath. "Myez Rader already knows I am the last of the Pandors, and I can tell him the location of the legendary box of my ancestors. If you don't believe me, go and ask him, but I swear when he finds out later that he'd had this opportunity, I wouldn't want to be you."
The half-giant hesitated before my grille. Then with another eloquent growl, he left. Whether he left to speak with Myez or stand farther down the hall to avoid my psychotic outbursts, I didn't know. But if this didn't work, I would have to accept my fate.
I waited and waited. And waited.
And waited.
I sagged against the wall. My arm felt like I'd stuck it inside of a woodstove, and the grille above blurred every time I looked up. There was nothing else I could do. Thad was going to come and take us away, and I didn't know what would happen after that.
Metal jingled outside the grille and I looked up again. The light was blocked by shadow, and with a loud creak, my grille opened.
I hoped against all hopes that it wasn't opening because Thad had arrived.
A rope lowered over the ledge, with loops knotted at intervals along its length. Still, the rope was so short I had to pull myself up to the first loop, and doing it with only one arm made it a bit of a challenge. Thankfully, the half-giant pulled the rope—and me—up to the ledge. I scrambled onto the floor, putting most of the pressure on my right hand, and stood, hesitant.
No Thad.
The half-giant had a long spear pointed at my chest and was glaring at me as though he'd done all of this against his will. Or perhaps he was still offended about his mother.
I raised my good hand in surrender. "I just want to talk to Myez Rader, like I said before."
He grunted and jabbed the spear toward me. I took quick inventory of my surroundings. One other half-giant stood guard between the grilles Alex and Vera had been dumped into, and a normal-sized man relieved my escort, standing near my opened grille.
There were too many for me to take on solo, especially since I only had one working arm, so I'd have to commence with the second part of my plan. I walked, following the half-giant back up the corridors, memorizing every turn and landmark.
We ascended a staircase, veered down another hall, and stopped before the wooden door that led to Myez's office. This time, there were no gossamer girls to shoo away. The half-giant rapped on the door so loudly it sounded as if he were attacking it with a battering ram.
The door clicked and creaked open as though pushed by an invisible hand, and the half-giant touched the tip of his spear to my back, nodding for me to step inside. I took a deep breath and stepped through the threshold.
Myez Rader sat at his desk, his gaze fixed on me with a kind of invasive scrutiny, and it was in that moment that I realized my plan was entirely and irrefutably stupid. The half-giant walked forward and handed Myez a ring of keys.
Those must be the keys to our grilles.
The door locked behind me, leaving Myez Rader and me alone.
Myez scattered sand over the ink on a sheet of stiff vellum, blew off the excess, then rolled it into a tight scroll. He used the candle at his desk to melt wax for a seal and stamped the seal into the paper with one of his many rings. He plucked a small bird from a cage I hadn't noticed earlier, tied the scroll to its talons, and released the bird up into his fireplace. With the fire still burning. Was the bird fireproof?
Myez then turned back to me, steepled his fingers, and rested his chin on top of them. "Vald informs me you know the location of the box of the Pandors."
So the son of a gargon had a name. "I do." I held his gaze while trying to make sense of my periphery. Good, our packs were in a pile right beside his desk. But I still needed a little time to solidify my strategy.
In my hesitation, Myez raised a brow.
"The box of the Pandors holds the power to overcome the shield in Lord Eris's possession," I continued, trying to bide some more time.
"I know that it holds power, your highness, but where is it?" His voice was perfectly cool.
Stefan's bindingbook rested on his desk. My heart picked up a little. "I will tell you if you let us go."
Leather creaked as Myez leaned back in his chair, intertwining his hands on the table.
"Do you mind if I sit?" I gestured toward the chair opposite him at his desk.
He did not answer or give any kind of physical signal, so I decided to take his silence as a yes. I needed it to be yes, anyway, or this would not work. I stepped forward with caution and sat, noting Alex's sword propped against his desk.
"Vald also tells me you insulted his mother," Myez said.
I swallowed my laughter. "I was trying to get his attention."
Myez's lips smiled, though his eyes did not. "You know, your highness, I admire your audacity." He leaned forward in his chair. "I know you aren't going to tell me the location of the box, but it was a bold move. It got you out of your cell."
I forced my expression to remain controlled. "If you're so certain, why did you let me out of my cell?"
"Because I really do believe you know its whereabouts. You obviously know its value—one of the few things you do understand. You have also smartly deduced that since Lord Eris wants you, I cannot harm you. But I can harm them."
"Touch them, and I'll take my secret to the grave," I said through clenched teeth.
His face was a mask.
I leaned forward. "Don't pretend you don't care. You know the box would make you the most powerful man in all of Gaia. No longer forced to live down here, hiding because you want the world to think you are dead. You've been waiting for the right time to seek revenge, and now Lord Eris has provided a way for you—but on his terms. None of that would matter if you had the box, because the power it holds is greater than the shield—greater than anything this world has seen for centuries—and you could take back whatever it is you seek by force." I made it sound as convincing as possible. Truth be told, I didn't really know what he was seeking and I didn't know for a fact that he wanted the world to think he was dead, but it had seemed the most logical conclusion to me in the depths of my dark dungeon.
He watched me, his face blank as he drummed his ringed fingers. "Well, aren't you surprising?" It was a rhetorical question.
"Like I said," I leaned forward farther, letting my hand slide down my leg and into my boot, "let us go, and I'll tell you." My fingertips brushed the berries, and after a few failed attempts, I finally hooked my pinky around it.
"Unfortunately, I cannot do that." He sat upright, raised his right hand and made a motion like he was squeezing the air.
The breath instantly left my lungs and my throat clamped down as though someone were squeezing it. I choked and clawed at my throat with my free hand, gasping for breath.
"Tell me where it is," Myez said flatly.
I choked and struggled, but his grip only grew tighter. My heart pounded in my ears and my lungs felt as though they might burst. Suddenly, he let go, and I collapsed forward, gasping for air.
"You have ten seconds," Myez said.
You have to act now!
I stayed hunched over, heaving, as I slid my other hand beneath the table, near the candle. I would only have a split second.
"It's in a"—breathe—"an abandoned temple in a town called—" Now!
In one quick motion, I snatched the candle, dropped my berries in his goblet of fire and ice, and kicked upward on the lip of his desk, knocking it back on top of him. Thus preoccupied with his desk, it gave me the seconds I needed to touch the flame to the liquid and berry, and throw both at the pyramid of barrels. I dropped to the ground and shoved myself against his upturned desk—barely managing to grab our packs in the process.
An explosion rocked the world and a wave of heat shocked through me. I didn't dare move, curled up in my fetal position beneath the lip of his desk. The air was so hot it felt like my skin was going to melt from my bones.
I breathed in and coughed as hot air burned my lungs, and I forced my eyes open. The smoke stung and bright orange burned everywhere. A loud crash sounded against the door; the half-giant was trying to get inside. I had to get out of here.
Myez lay on the ground beside his desk, unmoving. The desk had blocked the brunt of the explosion from him too, but one side of his face looked charred and the acrid scent of burnt hair hovered in the air.
A fleeting feeling of guilt passed through me, but I didn't have time to consider what I'd done. I crawled to his side, coughing and wheezing, and tried tearing off a corner of his cloak. Having no such luck, I reached out to grab Alex's sword and cried out. The metal burned my palm. With sweat dripping in my eyes, I turned back to Myez, fumbling around his body for the keys. I found them looped around his belt, right alongside a small dagger—my dagger. I jerked both from his belt, shoved the keys in my boot, and cut a few strips from his cloak. I wrapped one around my palm, then held another piece up to my nose and breathed. I checked his pockets; he had my necklace in his cloak. A crash sounded again; I didn't have much more time.
I scrambled away from him, grabbing Alex's sword with my cloak-wrapped hand while ignoring the acute pain traveling through my left arm. I crawled back to our packs as the door rattled against another boom. One more ram and it would break open. I scooped up the packs and finally found Stefan's bindingbook on the floor, or what remained of it. It was nothing but a square of flames now. I'd have to leave it, but at least no one else would be reading it.
With a last grunt of effort, I threw myself against the wall beside the entryway just as the door burst open. Men and half-giants rushed inside, immediately covering their faces and coughing on the thick smoke. "My liege!" One of them yelled, while I snuck out from under their noses.
The sounds of quick footfalls echoed down the hall. My eyes darted around, looking for a place to hide, and I found a narrow cutout in the wall. I jumped behind it right as a handful of men dashed around the corner. They ran past me and in the direction of Myez's room. It wouldn't take them long to figure out I was gone. I had to hurry.
As soon as they were out of sight, I kept running. Retracing my steps. Every turn, every corner, pausing only to listen. My body fought me every step of the way, but it was my desperation that urged me onward. Most of the guards had fled to the explosion, so I found the halls conveniently empty. I descended the last stair, ducked behind a corner, and glanced down the corridor where Alex and Vera were still imprisoned as I blinked back the sweat from my eyes. The half-giant remained where I'd left him, as did the other guard, and from their expressions, they were totally unaware of the chaos above.
Well, they were about to be made intimately aware.
I dumped the sacks in the corner, slipped my dagger in my other boot, and shoved Alex's blade through my belt, behind my back. It made standing awkward, but at least they couldn't see it at first glance. I stepped out from behind the corner.
The man was the first to notice me. He took a single step forward, drew his blade, but looked very, very confused.
"Hello, there," I said, as though we were greeting each other in a park. I also said it loudly, hoping that Alex and Vera would hear me.
"Where's Vald?" the man asked.
"He forgot the keys," I lied, walking steadily toward them. "He told me to wait for him here." I noted the rope ladder hanging from a hook on the wall.
The man and half-giant looked to each other for an answer. It was obvious this scenario had never presented itself to them before, and I didn't appear to pose a threat. One little girl, unarmed, against a man and a half-giant, deep in the heart of the dungeons.
"What is that behind your back?" The man narrowed his eyes as though he were trying to see through me to what I had hidden there.
Only a few more feet…
I feinted surprise. "Oh, you mean this?" I pulled the sword from behind my back.
The guard's eyes widened in disbelief, and I struck. I distracted him with the blade then jammed my heel in his right knee. He cried in pain and collapsed, while I ripped the rope from the wall behind him and set the loop around the metal rung mounted to the ground before the half-giant attacked. I dodged as I kicked the end of the rope into Alex's cell.
"Alex, catch!" I threw the keys through his grille.
And then the half-giant slammed me against the wall. My head hit the stone hard, and I crumpled to the floor, heaving for breath as something warm trickled from my mouth. Blood. I couldn't be sure, but I thought I'd bit off a piece of my tongue. It felt like it, anyway.
The half-giant lunged at me. I clutched my bad arm and spun away just in time. Alex's sword had slid out of reach. The half-giant charged me again, and I ducked, pulled my dagger from my boot and plunged it into his foot. He reeled in pain and fury, and his arms swung down like a gorilla's. And I was cornered with no weapon.
A triumphant smile stretched on his ugly, square face. He brought his arms down and I was bracing myself for impact when the tip of a sword appeared in the middle of his chest. His eyes widened in surprise, and he slumped forward, falling to the ground, dead. Alex pulled his sword out of the half-giant's back, wiped the blood on the half-giant's shirt, then hurried to my side.
His eyes were wide with so many emotions, which all came out with the word, "How…?"
I gasped for air, pointing at Vera's cell.
He noticed my mouth. "You're bleeding." Then he looked up at my hair. "And…is your hair smoking?"
"Later." I leaned forward with my hands on my knees, spitting blood on the ground.
Alex hurried to Vera's cell, used the keys to unlock it, and tossed the rope down. When she crawled out, she looked straight at me and said, "Well, you have to be the smartest idiot I've ever met."
I laughed and coughed at the same time. "The packs…" I pointed to where I'd dropped them off. Alex looked at me with utter disbelief before running to the corner and snatching them.
Somewhere in my mind, I knew I shouldn't be standing right now. My arm felt like it was about to fall off, and the torches in the hall were multiplying. Once Alex returned to my side, he placed a hand on my shoulder. His energy pulsed into me; the effect was soothing, but it was going to take a lot more than that to fix what I'd just done to myself. I hoped I could make it to the shortcut.
Vera took her pack, dug through it, and pulled out her knives. "Now what?"
"I don't know." Cough. "I didn't think past the getting you out of prison part." Cough.
"Do you know the way to the shortcut?" Alex asked Vera.
She looked up and down the hall then said, "I think. Follow me."
The three of us ran. My entire body ached, and my mouth tasted like rusted iron and ash. We ducked in shadows as guards sprinted in the direction of our cells. It had been easy knowing when they were coming because their armor and swords clanked as they ran. Vera wasted no time in resuming course. She'd obviously memorized the way through the dungeons too, but once we reached the very end where the corridor branched to Myez's office, she made a sharp left down a narrower corridor. I didn't like this hallway; there was no place to hide.
"The room should be just up here," she panted over her shoulder.
We rounded a sharp corner and all but ran right into them. And that's when I saw Thad.



Chapter 7
The Shortcut
 
 
Thad stood with a small group of people, including Denn Faris and some others I recognized from my short time at the castle. They'd been in the middle of some easy conversation, but when Thad noticed us, his words fell silent. The others looked to one another in a state of confusion, all except for Thad. His gaze had found mine, and the color drained from his face.
And, oh, what I felt then.
So often I'd wondered how I would react if and when I ever saw him again. Would I scream at him? I should; I should be furious. Would I try to hurt him? I wasn't sure. I wasn't usually a violent person, but he'd elicited some conflicting feelings in me that made me wonder if I could be. But neither of those thoughts came to fruition. Standing there, looking into those hazel eyes that had so often brought me comfort and joy, I was paralyzed. A sudden numbness wrapped itself around my throat, squeezing the last breath out of me, and when it relaxed, something dark and heavy took its place, weighing me down so that I couldn't move.
It was Vera who broke the ice with her weapon of choice: a verbal sledgehammer. "I suggest you and the pig move out of our way."
Denn. I'd almost forgotten he was standing there. My memories of him weren't pleasant to say the least, but right then they paled in comparison to the pain seeing Thad had incited.
Thad was here, and he was with them.
"Now, pig." Vera held her dagger against Denn's thick neck. "Before I give you something to squeal about."
A smile twisted cruelly on Denn's face, pushing up his cheeks so that they looked like two pink balloons. "You'll be the one squealing, you whore."
Alex's sword found its place beside Vera's, right against Denn's thick neck.
"You're outnumbered, Del Conte." Denn sneered.
"You know that doesn't matter." Alex's tone was cold as ice, and I knew that Alex would not hesitate to end Denn's life.
"Still angry about what I did to your princess?" Denn's eyes flashed with cruel pleasure.
Alex gripped the hilt of his sword so tightly that his knuckles blanched, his expression hard as stone.
"She's lucky you came when you did," Denn continued, "but you won't be able to save her where we're taking you, and I will personally make sure she—"
I never heard what Denn would "personally" do because Alex rammed the hilt of his sword right into Denn's fat nose.
Denn cupped his hands over his nose, eyes red and watering, while blood trickled through his fingers. "Yaw gonna wegwet that—"
"That's enough, Red," Thad said. The lightness in his tone was gone, and in its place was something weary and…lifeless.
Denn mumbled something in his hands, but I didn't hear; my attention was fixed on Thad.
"You've come to take us to your father." My voice sounded strangely distant.
Thad's throat bobbed as he swallowed. "Yes."
"All right," I said, sheathing my dagger and extending my hands in surrender. "Take me."
"Daria…?" Alex looked at me sideways, puzzled.
But I had to be sure. Just one more time. I needed to see if my friendship with Thad had really and truly been a lie. I needed to give him this one last chance to redeem himself.
Thad's gaze dropped to my hands, and for a moment he just stood there looking like a child who had lost his way. My heart hammered as the seconds moved forward.
"Seize them," Thad said. He did not look at me this time.
The ounce of hope I'd held in my heart withered and died, and with a burst of sudden rage, I lunged at him. Alex and Vera followed my lead and the small corridor erupted with the sound of clashing metal, but I had eyes only for Thad. I drove him back, harder and harder without restraint. There was no pain in my arm in that moment; there was only fury and the flood of adrenaline. A girl with short brown hair, who'd been standing in Thad's group, tried engaging me in battle, but I shook her off effortlessly. It took all of Thad's focus to deflect my blows. He tripped over his own feet, moving back farther and farther, but he didn't fight back. No, he just blocked and ducked and parried. Not once did he strike.
"Fight me, you coward!" I screamed at him.
He winced and ducked as I swung my dagger at him. My dagger hit the stone, emitting a faint spark.
I didn't know where my strength came from, but my movements hummed with power. I hit and kicked his sword from his hand and pinned his wrist against the wall. I spit in his face; red saliva dripped down his cheeks and nose. I could've killed him then. The edge of my blade was right at his throat. I could see the vein pulsing in his neck—his life pulsing right there. Never in my life had I felt such pure and overpowering rage. His eyes were resigned—almost pleading—and my entire body shook.
"Daria."
Alex stood behind me. He reached around and grabbed my wrist—the one that held my dagger to Thad's neck.
"He's not worth it. Come on—we have to go." Very slowly, Alex pulled my hand and dagger from Thad's neck. Thad sagged against the wall with a deep breath, and Alex pulled me away from him. I noticed Denn and the others were all on the ground, moaning, and Denn had a very nasty looking gash on the side of his face to match his bloodied nose. I didn't need to ask who'd given it to him.
Vera stood impatiently farther down the hall, her body half in a doorway. "Hurry!"
I limped as I ran toward Vera, with Alex holding on to my hand, while more voices echoed down the corridor. A large group of guards and half-giants suddenly appeared around the corner.
Not good.
We rushed through the doorway and into a large, empty room. There was no décor; it was just a square of stone like a small theater. The flooring dropped in a series of steps that led to a sunken platform below. Vera motioned us down to the platform, and as we ran down the broad steps, I noticed the platform's flooring. There were all sorts of symbols and runes etched into the rock in a circular pattern, like some kind of giant hieroglyph. Vera crouched low and placed her hand in the very center, directly on top of a symbol of an elongated diamond with a line angled through it.
Was this drawing the portal-like shortcut to Gesh?
Guards banged on the door, and Vera cursed in another language.
"What's wrong?" Alex asked Vera, but she didn't answer.
Something rammed against the door with so much force it almost ripped the door from its hinges.
"Can you stand?" he asked me.
I nodded, and he released my hand and drew his sword.
Boom!
The door trembled again, hanging on by a thread.
"Vera…" Alex started.
"I'm working on it!" she yelled.
The door didn't survive the next ramming, and the guards poured inside like water through a broken dam. Alex raised his sword and pulled another from his belt. Where did he keep finding all these blades?
"Vera!" Alex exclaimed.
The half-giants had joined the guards, and they descended upon us. We were not going to win this fight; there were simply too many of them and we were trapped.
A great earthquake suddenly shook the room. Large chunks of rock and stone broke from the ceiling and tumbled to the floor while everyone—guards and half-giants and the three of us—scrambled to secure our footing. The blaring of a hundred horns blasted through the air, sonorous and filled with hot fury. It was the same sound I'd heard deep in the dungeons, only this time it was deafening. I cupped my ears to mute the sound, but it still rattled my brain. One of the walls exploded and a great reptilian head burst through, closing enormous jaws around the first guards in sight.
"Dragon." Alex's eyes were huge. "Dragon!" This time, his tone was much more frantic.
My ears were still ringing as everything erupted in chaos. Guards and half-giants alike scrambled away from the carnivorous head, screaming as the dragon wreaked havoc in a room that was very quickly collapsing. Huge talons raked and dug at the stone as the dragon tried to claw inside, leaving deep divots in the rock. And we were still standing on the platform like some sort of religious sacrifice.
But the dragon didn't seem the least bit interested in us. Its appetite was for the guards and the half-giants. Was it possible that it recognized its captors?
Vera was still hunched and trying to make the platform work, somehow, while Alex and I dodged falling rock. Movement in my periphery caught my eye. It was the little boy from the streets—the one I had attempted to rescue who had ever so conveniently disappeared into thin air. He looked at me with a glint in those mischievous eyes, waved emphatically, and then vanished again.
He had done this. He had loosed the dragon. But was it to help us? I couldn't be sure.
"Got it!" Vera exclaimed as a great thundering racked the room.
Light shone from her wrist in the shape of an elongated diamond with a line crossing through, matching the image on the floor. The light passed from her fingertips and into the etching, diffusing outward as though the drawing in the floor were empty veins and she were filling them with silver blood. It wasn't long before the entire platform glittered a silvery white.
The dragon blared and a clump of ceiling directly above us cracked free and began falling.
Alex yanked me to him, the two of us grabbing Vera's hands, and the world around me flared white as lightning before turning pitch black. Air squeezed from my lungs and I couldn't breathe, and then my body was squished with so much pressure I thought my bones might shatter.
The pressure released, and I rammed into something and rolled. And rolled and rolled and rolled until I lost momentum and stopped. I hurt everywhere. My joints felt like they'd fused together and my insides felt tangled and bruised, and it was like a hammer was driving a nail into the back of my head.
But I was alive.
There had been a huge piece of ceiling about to flatten me into a pancake, but I was alive. And there was noise. Not the noise of battle, but a natural noise: the symphonic pulsing of a million insects. We weren't in Thieves anymore.
With a soft moan I rolled onto my back, coughing and gagging hot, sticky air. I opened my eyes. For a moment, all I could see was light. I blinked and winced against the bright greens and golds and moved to sit up. My brain whirled around in my skull and I thought I was going to be sick. I shut my eyes and took a few slow breaths. My stomach had moved to my throat and was just waiting for a moment of weakness so that it could jump out of my mouth and free itself.
A hand touched my shoulder, followed by a tingling sensation that swept over me from head to toe. "I'm right here," Alex said.
I opened my mouth to respond, which, unfortunately, was the green light for my stomach. I retched. Alex presented a canteen of water, which I took with a trembling hand. The water helped, and when I tried handing the canteen back to him, he insisted I drink more.
Alex sat on his heels beside me.
"Thanks." I handed him back the canteen.
His consciousness swept over mine again; I could feel it moving through my body with concern, but as soon as he finished his evaluation, he cut off the connection. "Can you stand?" he asked.
"I think so…"
He took my hand in his and helped me up. I swayed on my feet and would have fallen back down if not for Alex's steadying grip.
"What in the blazes did you do to your hand?" He looked alarmed as he held up my left hand.
It was covered in dried blood and the skin on my knuckles was pink and raw. That was the hand I'd ingeniously punched into the stone floor of my cell in a fit of rage. I shook my head. I was too tired to talk. I was even too tired to think. He frowned but didn't ask again, and once he was satisfied that I had somewhat regained my balance, he let go of me.
My body hurt everywhere, with particular emphasis on that little spot at the back of my head where I'd been thrown against the wall by the half-giant. I reached back with the fingers of my right and mostly good hand and touched a good-sized bump, wincing again. Honestly, I didn't think I could incur any more physical damage.
Alex studied me, and then said, "We need to rest here for a bit."
Here? Where was here? I knew it had to be somewhere in Gesh, since Alex had said the shortcut would drop us a day's walk from Gesh's capital. I tried looking around, but my vision blurred in a sludge of green and more green. Alex grabbed my arm to hold me steady.
"We can't stay here," Vera said sharply.
"She has a mild concussion," he continued. "We can't go on with her like this."
"I wouldn't care if her highness had been knocked senseless," Vera snapped. "We can't stay here. It'll be dark in less than an hour."
Alex was silent a short, reflective moment. "Fine," he said, though his tone suggested it was not in the least bit fine. "But if she starts fading, we're stopping."
Vera made a snorting sound in the back of her throat.
"How's your shoulder?" Alex asked gently, touching his fingertips to my wound. The pulsing there immediately stopped; his fingers acted like a salve.
"Better," I managed. "Thanks. Whatever you're doing, it helps."
He pulled his hand away and slipped it around my waist, pulling me against him. "Think you can walk?"
I nodded. My world, however, kept nodding and then whirled so I shut my eyes again.
Ungugh.
"I'd carry you, but I need my sword arm," he said.
"If you carry me, I'll carry your sword," I murmured, opening my eyes a wink.
Alex grinned down at me. Vera, however, grumbled and rolled her eyes so high they almost disappeared inside of her head.
"Here, give me your pack," Alex said.
I handed him my pack and he looped it through his belt. Once it was secured, he tightened his grip around my waist and we followed after Vera, who had already marched off. Eventually, my eyes adjusted, and then I saw.
I didn't know what I'd expected of Gesh, but it certainly wasn't this. It certainly wasn't anything so lush and so…green. It was as if green had gone tyrant and taken over everything, and once I sorted through the thousand shades of it, I realized we were walking through an enormous jungle. No, not just enormous—colossal.
It was as though we'd stumbled down the rabbit hole to Wonderland and drunk the entire contents of the "Drink Me" potion. This was a world built for giants. Here, the tree trunks ascended like skyscrapers with tops hidden in clouds of giant green leaves. Vines were the width of my body, festooning themselves from fat branches and coiling around them like snakes. Giant flowers of bright purple and red and orange freckled some of the vines, and a few tree trunks boasted staircases of shelf mushrooms large enough to climb.
Vera led us at a steady pace along a narrow trail—a barely discernable dark thread of earth that wove seamlessly through the tyrannous green. The air smelled wet and sweet, like honeysuckle, and thick rugs of moss carpeted the soil and the trees and the rocks like a green fur coat. A waterfall fell in the distance, hardly audible over the loud arthropodal symphony. It was beautiful—breathtaking—yet even so, there was something defiant about it. A mystery of sorts, veiled in beauty and protected by centuries of magic. I could feel it in the earth and the trees, and in the rustling of leaves. There was a magic here that was wild—savage, even. A magic that saturated the jungle more than the humidity in the air and the dew on the foliage.
A magic that was watching us.
I paused before some kind of plant with giant, broad leaves. The leaves were rich green and speckled all over with gold. It looked familiar, but I couldn't for the life of me figure out where I could have possibly seen something like it before. A stalk slowly twisted and rose from the mass of giant leaves, ending in a flower that had not yet bloomed. Even as I stood there watching, the bulb at the end of the stalk began to unfold. It was like watching one of those films on National Geographic, where they've lapsed time. But time hadn't lapsed. This bulb opened right before my eyes.
And it unfolded into something beautiful, blood red and mottled with deep purples and blues with a trumpet of orange in the very center. I was leaning forward to touch the huge, glossy petals when Alex pulled my hand back.
"Don't touch anything," he warned.
"It's just a flower," I said. A bright blue butterfly the size of my hand fluttered its wings and settled itself comfortably on the trumpet of the flower. No sooner had it landed than huge, spider-like pinchers jutted out of the trumpet and snapped around the butterfly, pulling it and its huge wings inside. The petals closed around it, and the butterfly was gone.
Alex flashed me his infamous when-are-you-going-to-start-listening-to-me look.
I grumbled. "Why do you always have to be right?"
"I don't always have to be right," he replied. "It just usually ends up that way."
I snorted and shook my head, and we kept walking.
Beautiful birds in the most vibrant shades I'd ever seen shot like bullets of color through the trees. Their chirping had a certain melodic quality to it that made me wonder if the birds were actually singing a song, harmonizing with one another. And sometimes a shower of warm rain would descend in a soft patter and we would duck beneath one of the countless umbrella-sized leaves. The showers never lasted very long, though, and within minutes we'd be back on our way.
Every so often, Alex would touch my shoulder and press more of his soothing energy into it. It helped a little, and the warmth of the jungle loosened my tight muscles, but what I really wanted was to lie down and go into hibernation for a few months.
Another lovely attribute of this colossal jungle was the bugs. They were huge. Giant black and hairy spiders hung from massive, thick webs, dangling in a cloud from treetops. At one point I made the mistake of kicking over a stone lying in the middle of the trail. Beneath it was a beetle the size of my foot. It hissed at me and I jumped back, hastily kicking the rock back on top of it. I hated bugs.
Alex chuckled behind me. "Honestly. You face gargons and unseen and giants, and you're afraid of a beetle."
"Alex, that wasn't just any beetle. That thing could've eaten my foot off. I don't trust things with that many legs, and I certainly don't trust creatures that wear their skeleton on the outside. It isn't natural."
"Speaking of not natural," he said, "care to explain how, exactly, you got us out of that prison?"
I'd almost forgotten the events of the past few hours, being so distracted by these new tropical reveries. After meeting Godzilla the Beetle, I felt a little more energized, so I recounted every single detail loudly enough for Vera to hear. When I glanced back at Alex during the explosive part of my story, he stopped and stared at me as if my hair had suddenly turned purple. He blinked, shook his head, and resumed walking, asking me to continue.
Once I finally finished, he said, "I can't decide if that was ingenious or incredibly stupid."
"Since we survived," I said, "let's go with ingenious."
"I'm going with incredibly stupid," Vera added from the front. "You're lucky Myez Rader didn't have you killed on the spot."
"He wouldn't hurt me, Vera," I said. "He had specific orders not to hurt me, which was why I knew it had to be me."
She snorted.
I decided not to mention that she was the one who had led us down there in the first place.
"But you don't really know where the box is," Alex asked. "Or do you?"
I shook my head. "No, I still don't, but I just needed to distract Myez long enough for me to blow up his stores of fire and ice and steal his keys."
"Which was exceedingly risky, I might add." Alex's tone was heavy with disapproval.
"I know, but it was the only thing I could think of. It was either that or be in Eris's hands…"
Or Thad's.
I refused to let myself think about him right now.
Alex's eyes burned in my back.
"Vera." I decided to change the subject. "How do you think Mercedes will react to what happened with Myez Rader?"
Vera brushed past a large leaf drooping into the trail. "I don't know how she will respond, but it had to have been a singularly invaluable offer for Myez Rader to denounce decades of servitude. A person does not defy Mercedes Bellona of Gesh." She said this last part in a way that made me think she had personal experience with the consequences of such an act.
"Who is he, really?" I asked. "And how does Mercedes know him?"
Vera's boot sloshed through a small puddle. "I don't know who he is. He has always lived in Thieves, and every time I've seen him, it's because he's come to Gesh."
"Then how did you know where to find him?" I asked.
"I didn't. I knew the name of his business and looked only for that. I also knew from Mercedes where the room to the shortcut was supposed to be. What I didn't know was that his business was full of charmers."
"You mean the girls?" I asked for clarification.
"Those weren't 'girls,' princess," Vera said. "They're charmers. Their magic can sway even the strongest of men."
She smirked back between Alex and me before looking again at the trail. And when I glanced back, Alex did not look very happy.
"So why does Mercedes trust a man who owns a glorified brothel?" I asked.
Vera shrugged. "You'd have to ask her. She always has and no one questions her. No one ever questions her." She looked up at the trees.
I wanted to know what Eris could have possibly offered Myez Rader that would tempt him to spurn a relationship he'd had with Mercedes for years. In order to face one's enemies, one needed to understand them. Where they came from. What they wanted. Their hopes, their desires. And then I had another thought—a much different sort of question I hoped one of them could answer. "What was a dragon doing down there in the dungeons? I thought they were extinct." I'd read about dragons, back in the castle library. According to history, they'd existed on Gaia long ago, but after the Great War during the time of Galahad, they had apparently died off.
When I'd first come to this world, Alex had said gargons were dragons. This was both true and untrue. I realized more recently Alex had probably given me that simple answer so that I might be able to tie something recognizable to the term "gargon," because my readings informed me that gargons were only loosely related to dragons. Gargons were a distant breed, considerably smaller, and could be controlled with dark magic. There had even been speculation that gargons had been initially created by dark mages of old so that they might control something fearsome and powerful to frighten others into acquiescence.
Real dragons, however, were much more complicated beings. Physical superiority aside, they also could not be controlled. I didn't know why, exactly, but from my readings, it had something to do with them being tied to Gaia's spirit. There wasn't a mage powerful enough to hold dominion over the spirit of a dragon.
Neither Alex nor Vera answered me immediately.
"I have no idea, princess," Vera said at last. "I was surprised to see one, too."
"Do you think there could be more of them?" I asked.
"I didn't think there were any until today," Alex replied this time, sounding a little worried. "You'll need to inform Stefan as soon as we stop. He needs to know about this."
"I can't," I said. "The bindingbook burned to death in the fire. Unless we could send him a letter somehow…?"
Alex was quiet. "Perhaps we can write to him from Mosaque?"
Mosaque was the capitol of Gesh, and the question was meant for Vera, but Vera didn't answer.
"And what about that little boy?" I asked. "Did either of you see him down there? I think he loosed the dragon."
"That wasn't a little boy, princess. That was a creature from the Arborenne," Vera said like it was the most obvious thing in the world.
"What do you mean, creature?" I asked.
"The Arborenne is home to many, uh, spirit-like creatures," Alex said. "They can take human form if they want, and usually choose to when wreaking havoc. It's their lure. Sort of like the water spirit you met at Lake Amadis a while ago."
Oh, her. That was the day Alex had accused me of spying on him while he had been bathing in a lake. "Then what was he doing in a place like Thieves?"
"What is anyone doing in Thieves?" Vera added.
"Some spirits just like to cause mischief," Alex said.
"I don't know," I said. "I think he was trying to help us."
"Or have us killed," Vera offered. "He loosed a dragon. That's as good as a death wish."
"But the dragon didn't attack us," I said. "It attacked them. But how would this…Arborenne boy know that, since dragons can't be controlled?" I glanced back at Alex.
Alex glanced briefly at me, then back at the trail. "No idea."
It wasn't long before we found ourselves at the base of a cliff that disappeared into thick fog. There was a ramp right alongside the cliff. It was built of wooden beams, cantilevered to the side like a narrow shelf, leading up the face of the rock wall and disappearing into the fog. There was no rail—merely a platform of three two-by-fours, and someone had had the sense to bolt a thick rope to the rock wall about waist height. Definitely not a path for the faint of heart, or someone with a mild concussion.
A warm breeze fluttered over my skin.
"Feeling up to it?" Alex asked me.
"She can always sleep down here with the sabres and pampas," Vera offered then started up the ramp.
"Sabres and pampas?" I asked.
Alex glared after her. "Indigenous carnivores."
"Well, that's thoughtful of her," I said.
"If it's too much," Alex continued, "we can search for something down here…"
"I'll be fine," I said to Alex. "I'll be slow, but I can keep going." If that plant was any indication of Gesh's hospitality, I'd rather take my chances with that ramp.
The ramp wasn't as precarious as it had appeared from the jungle floor. The wood was wet from rain and general humidity, but it was sturdy enough, and the rope along the wall was secure. Whoever had built this bridge (and I had no idea how they'd built it) had installed a good number of support beams beneath so that the ramp didn't wobble much while we ascended. Still, Alex kept right behind me, one hand gripping the rope and the other at my lower back with one of his fingers looped through my belt.
It wasn't long before the ground below transformed into a great chasm filled with clouds, like steam rising from a cauldron. One wrong step and I would be falling to my death. I wasn't really afraid of heights. Flying on the vox had inadvertently cured me of that minor ailment, but this inability to see the world around me was a little disconcerting.
And everything was so…wet. Water droplets clung to my clothes and face as we walked through the constant drizzle, and my hair stuck to my cheeks and forehead. I had to focus on my footsteps; the higher we walked, the slicker the wood, and gripping the rope was like gripping a wet noodle. But Vera marched steadily onward, her usual white-blonde hair soaked through and colored like straw.
Thunder rumbled. It seemed to come from everywhere, echoing off the rock wall and through the deep canyon below. Soft whispers of rain descended upon the trees, and birds cried amidst the chorus of chirping insects. Aside from our deadly plank, the world was peaceful and sounded like a Naturescape—the kind I'd listen to while trying to study back home. Just when I was about to ask Vera how much farther, the ramp ended between two enormous boulders and dumped us onto a small plot of dark, damp earth. It protruded like a shelf from the rocky face of the cliff, and the narrow pathway continued on the other side. There was a single tree growing out of the wall at an angle, which provided a lush, green canopy of protection from the clouds and rain. The tent-sized resting point was completely surrounded by a fence of wooden posts and rope strung through metal loops, like garland.
Now, why couldn't they have done that along the outside of the ramp?
Vera dropped her pack on the ground, pushed the hair from her face, and wiped wet hands on her cloak. Our cloaks had changed back to their original appearance, though it was hard to tell now that they were drenched.
We were so high up. Besides our tiny plot of earth, there was nothing. It was as though we were floating in the clouds on a platform, and the rock wall was our only sign we were still attached to the world. It reminded me of photos I'd seen in Backpacker magazine, back when I used to dream of trekking and adventuring and peril because my bucolic life in Fresno was no such thing. I'd see photos of climbers perched with their tents on the face of a sheer rock wall, wondering how on earth they'd climbed there, let alone turned that tiny lip of a ledge into camp for the night. But theirs was sport. Ours was survival. And there was a huge difference between the two.
I didn't near the ledge. Instead, I leaned my back against the rock wall, slumped to the ground, and closed my eyes, listening to the rain. A hot and sticky breeze found me even up here, slipping through my hair as if reminding me it was there. And I was so, so tired. What I wouldn't give for a full night's rest.
I couldn't see the sun, but it had to be low considering the darkening gray of the clouds. Vera had chosen a spot near the ledge. She dug through her pack, checked its contents, then pulled something out of it and started eating.
Alex muttered something to Vera, then came and sat down beside me. He left a few inches of space between us, but when he leaned over to hand me a large piece of dried meat, his knee brushed against my leg. "Thanks," I said and washed it down with a gulp of water from my canteen. "Have you ever been to Gesh before?"
He swallowed his own bite. "I came on business with my father once, but we ported on the western shore and only stayed for the night."
"How old were you?"
Water slopped around in his canteen as he took a swig. "Probably about twelve or thirteen."
Which meant I had been about ten or eleven. I was struck by a sudden thought and turned my head to look at him. "That journal you gave me…it was from here."
He didn't look at me as he fiddled with the lid of his canteen.
He had given me a journal on my birthday—it had been my eleventh birthday. I remembered because it had been one of my favorite presents. When Alex would come back from "family vacation," I'd always looked forward to what he'd bring back. It wasn't that I expected him to bring anything back, he just always did. Now that I thought about it, all of those gifts were probably from this world, like that journal.
I had loved that journal. The cover was stiff and composed of one large, green leaf. A web of veins had stretched through the leaf, and when it caught the light, tiny flecks of gold shone as though the leaf had been woven with hundreds of golden threads—the same leaf I'd seen on the jungle floor below.
That's why I recognized it.
It was the scent I'd loved so much. The cover smelled sweet, like honeysuckle and earth after a fresh rain, and the scent had never faded. Sometimes when it would storm outside, the scent would grow stronger, and when the seasons would change, the leaf would assume different hues of green. As though it had forgotten it was no longer attached to its plant.
I had been telling Alex I wanted a journal. You know, when you're eleven you have so many grand ideas and secrets, like the dimensions of the treehouse you're going to build and how cute your ju-jitsu instructor's nephew is. I looked at the adult Alex's handsome profile.
I'd been so clueless.
You spent most of your life clueless, actually.
Also true.
"No wonder you made me hide your gifts from my dad," I said.
He pushed back his forelock, and his long, dark eyelashes dropped near his cheeks as he looked down. "That probably wasn't the smartest thing I've ever done, but… in a way, giving you things from this world helped me feel like I was being honest."
I put my hand on his arm. "Alex, you did what you had to do and I understand. I've already forgiven you."
He was quiet. "I'm sorry he was there." Alex's voice was so soft I almost didn't hear it. He glanced back into my eyes, and the look in them was disarming.
"Don't apologize for him," I said. "He isn't your responsibility." I paused. I remembered Thad and my chest tightened. "Thanks for stopping me."
Alex clenched and unclenched his jaw, then slid his gaze from mine to stare at the middle-distance.
I wanted to ask him what was wrong. Clearly, something was bothering him, and ever since Myez Rader had mentioned Lord Commodus's proposal of marriage to his son, Alex had pulled back and had been acting…distant. I would have liked to have talked to him about this—about the fact that he had known and hadn't said a word—but I didn't feel comfortable with Vera sitting right there. And as if anticipating further questions, he abruptly leaned away from me, grabbed my pack and set it between us as though he had intended to create some sort of physical barrier. He then grabbed his own pack, lay his head down on it and turned, looking at me in his periphery. "Try to get some sleep, all right?"
I stared at him. He was ending our conversation just like that?
He folded his arms behind his head, shut his eyes, and didn't speak another word.
I glanced over at Vera, hoping she was asleep so that I could crawl over to Alex and make him explain what was going on with him, but her eyes were open.
With a sigh, I leaned my head back against the wall. It was covered in drawings and writing in a language I didn't know. Other people had passed through here—slept here, perhaps, like we were about to. I trailed my fingers over one word in particular: Farren. A name, maybe?
Vera adjusted her cloak beneath her head.
"Vera, do many people come this way?" I whispered.
She took so long to answer that I thought she'd fallen asleep. "Only hunters," she said at last.
"How far is Mosaque from here?"
"About six miles, and it should go quickly assuming the weather holds over the Shattered Plains."
I didn't remember seeing anything like shattered plains on our map. "What are the Shattered Plains?"
She adjusted her position once more, turning completely away from me. "We'll cross them in the morning, princess. Best pray to the spirits we aren't hunted."
"By what?" I asked, but she didn't say another word.



Chapter 8
The Shattered Plains
 
 
I had the dream again.
The one where I stood in the heart of an endless desert, holding the small black box in my hands. Eris was there, too, just as he had been before, just as he had always been—smiling proudly at me as though he and I were together in this as equals. But this wasn't the dream that woke me. No, my dreams didn't end here with Eris, like they had so many times before, because this dream segued into something else entirely.
Something even worse.
The desert seamlessly transformed into a court full of pomp and wealth, where all the lords and ladies of the realm had gathered for a wedding. My wedding.
My dress was not white. It was red, and when Stefan led me down the silvery isle, my crimson gown trailed behind like a pool of blood. Each step shook and I squeezed Stefan's arm so tightly I was certain I'd cut off his circulation. His face, however, did not show pain. His eyes were dulled but his face was full of purpose. He led me against his will—against my will. He led me as a lamb to the slaughter. A perfect sacrifice for the preservation of the realm.
He led me straight to Danton.
Danton looked very handsome. He wore a black suit that complemented his lean yet muscular build, which had been further decorated by a velvety red cape that was slung over one shoulder—the colors of Orindor. His blond hair was combed back in a way that sharpened the aristocratic angles of his face, and his blue eyes were exuberant as they swept over me. He stood tall, white-gloved hands clasped before him. A pillar of pride. This was what he had always wanted, and we—Stefan and I—had finally surrendered.
The lords and ladies in the crowd watched in silent admiration and relief. This union would bring about peace for all of Gaia. United, the territories could stand against Eris. Otherwise, they would most certainly fail.
And I…I felt numb. Duty had strangled my desires and responsibility had slaughtered my hopes. Hopes for a man who was not here. No, he would not come to witness this monumental day. The day I sacrificed my heart upon an altar. He would not stand to see it, though it was this union that had saved his life. It was this union that allowed him to be. And it was this union that had withered my soul.
Even as I said the words "I do," my heart convulsed in my chest. People cheered as Danton lifted my veil, his blue eyes desirous and happy. So very happy. I belonged to him now. My insides writhed as he brought his mouth to my lips and sealed our vow. And then I heard a voice, echoing inside of my mind, a haunting voice I had heard before.
It will be done. There is no other way, for if you do not, you fate all those you love to death.
 
 
"I'm right here." Alex crouched beside me. I could just see his face in the lightening gray.
My heart pounded, and it felt like someone had set a very large and heavy rock on top of my chest. I had just dreamt about marrying Danton. In a red dress. But it had been so real and the circumstances so…plausible, and that voice! I suddenly took back every theory I'd had about my dreams being glimpses of the future. This future wasn't going to happen. It wasn't possible. There was no way I would hand myself over to Danton. The voice had lied. There had to be another way.
A hot breeze slipped over my sweaty forehead.
What if there is not?
No. I refused to believe that.
You may not have a choice, Daria.
I always have a choice!
Even if the repercussions of that choice take the life of the man you love?
"Same dream?" Alex asked quietly beside me. He looked concerned.
I shut my eyes and nodded. I had dreamt of Eris, but I was not telling him about Danton. I couldn't. It had been the mention of a marriage proposal to Danton that had made him shut off his emotions from me in the first place. I wasn't about to tell Alex that I'd dreamt about marrying the guy.
"We might as well leave," Vera said. "Sun will be up in the next half hour."
I groaned inwardly. I didn't feel like I'd slept at all, and as my heart slowly calmed, the pain in my body carved its way to the forefront. I hurt everywhere, and the ache in my shoulder throbbed like someone had shoved the arrow back in it.
"Let me change her bandage first," Alex said.
I didn't argue; I knew it was infected. Vera grumbled her annoyance, but she waited. I shifted a little so that Alex could access my shoulder, and when he peeled back the bandage, I heard his sharp intake of air.
I looked back. The wound was oozing yellow pus and the skin around the puncture had turned black. I swallowed and looked away. Even Vera was quiet.
Alex set to work, but this time there was no cooling effect. Our time was almost up; I needed a healer soon or I would die. It was that simple. He bandaged me up fast and helped me to my feet. I swayed and he caught me. This was going to be a long morning. If I even made it to Mosaque.
We continued along the wooden ramp, but this time Alex tied a small rope to my belt and held on to it as he walked behind me. I wasn't sure how long we walked on that ramp, but it eventually ended, the fog cleared, and the temperature dropped. Now puffy, bruised clouds filled the sky.
A broad, green plain spread out before us, or perhaps it had been one plain at some time. Now it was a cluster of giant mesas, where time helped the rivers erode webs of soil, cutting deeper and deeper into its flesh, slowly turning one landmass into dozens. I thought that if I were to look down upon it, it might look like a giant green puzzle whose pieces were spaced a few millimeters apart, as though this plain was a sheet of shattered green glass.
The Shattered Plains.
But how would we possibly cross here? The gaps between mesas were much too wide to jump across. Then I saw a bridge. It was a little rickety thing, made of rope and wood, suspended between our mesa and the next, and as I looked out, I noticed more of them. A network of connections all the way to the white caps of a mountain range beyond. The mountains blurred even as I looked at them.
Up here, the wind was a free creature, chilled and fierce, and it ripped through the air with a torrent. Or perhaps it was a symptom of the mass of dark blue and purple clouds conflagrating above, churning and frothing in the sky.
"Which way from here?" I asked, holding my hair back with my good hand.
"The southernmost of the Minarets," Vera said. "There's a watchtower there. It is the only point of entry on this side of Mosaque."
The mountains were jagged spires in the sky, as if someone had used a dull hacksaw to carve teeth out of rock. The largest of them—the southernmost tip Vera had motioned toward—was by far the tallest. It was more bulbous than its razor-sharp companions, and as I looked at it, I couldn't help but be reminded of Night on Bald Mountain. At any second, the peak's apex would unfurl enormous bat-like wings, revealing the red-eyed demon within.
Vera hastily tied back her hair with a strip of leather, making a ponytail nub, secured her cloak, and started forward on a rocky trail.
Seeing as how my hair wouldn't stay out of my face, I decided to do the same. Alex had already taken out a strip of leather from my pack, which was still secured at his belt. I took it from him and tied my hair back. The wind clawed some of it free, but most of it held. I was glad, too, because it was hard enough walking without having my vision blocked by my cloud of hair.
An ocean of grasses swelled and rippled on either side of us, flickering silvery green with every strong gust. During one such gust, I paused. There was a large splotch of orange amidst the green, about a hundred yards to my left. I wouldn't have noticed it if it hadn't been for the swirl of the wind that separated the grasses for a split second; there were no traces of orange now. It was as though the wind had wanted me to see it. But that wasn't all that had caught my attention.
It was death. Fresh death.
Vera had said hunters used this path, but there was something…off. Something that made me feel unsettled. Vera walked on; she hadn't noticed. I hesitated, glancing back and forth, and then I started toward the spot I'd seen the orange. My legs screamed as I made them jog, each footfall jolting sharply through my hip while my arm throbbed. But I had to find out what it was.
"Vera, wait!" Alex yelled and wasted no time in catching up to me.
I jogged through the grasses, carefully avoiding small rocks. It wasn't long before I reached the orange splotch, and I stopped, gasping for air and cradling my left arm.
Before me was the carcass of a…a… "What"—breathe—"is that?" It looked like some sort of tiger, but one that had taken some serious growth hormones and steroids. Its spine arched outward and a pair of tusk-like fangs curled over its slack jaw. It was easily the size of a bear, and there were three deep and nasty lacerations along its ribcage, where thick blood pooled all over the ground and splattered over its white belly.
"That," Alex panted, "is a sabre."
I snapped my attention back to Alex. "You're joking."
He wasn't joking. His lips tightened as he crouched beside the…sabre. "One branch of the species existed on Earth at one time, you know." He waved his hand over its pale green eye that stared absently into space. "Most of them left with Gaia, though, and the ones that remained on Earth died off. Apparently, they needed magic for survival."
And a side of baby elephant daily.
Unfortunately, all of what I knew about sabre-tooths was from the movie Ice Age, and, well, that wasn't saying much. It failed to show that this beast was, first and foremost, a beast. A behemoth of a predator. It wasn't the large, pretty, orange, white-pawed cat that could talk. Its fur was mottled with browns and blacks and rusts, and its strangely arched spine was rimmed with bristly black hair. Its titanium-colored claws were easily the size of my face, course and scratched from wear and use, and the bone of its fangs was ridged and browned in the creases with traces of dried blood from its last meal.
It had been alive. A creature that prowled and hunted and killed. A creature that could've easily killed all of us, and it had been rendered lifeless in one fell swoop. By something with claws the size of its body.
I didn't want to think about what might have claws that size.
I glanced up and caught my breath. "Alex." I placed my hand on his shoulder and he followed my gaze. There was an entire pack of them, and they were all dead. Most of the bodies were severely mutilated. I swallowed and glanced back to the carcass at our feet, and then crouched, trailing my finger over one of the long fangs as the wind ruffled its mane. The sabre's life force was almost depleted, the heat fleeting from its mighty build, as though the wind were carrying it away. "He hasn't been dead for more than an hour," I said, surprising even myself.
Alex looked sharply at me.
I stood, dusted my hands and squinted at the sky. "The question is: what killed it?"
Vera appeared beside us. By the look on her face, I expected to get some sort of reprimand, but when she saw what had stopped us, none came. She approached the sabre and took in the massacre beyond with a look of utter shock mixed with something like grief. She touched one of its wounds, then pulled her hand away and sniffed the dark red blood on her fingers. "She's right," Vera said, looking up at me. Her expression was carefully stoic. "How did you find him?"
"I noticed him through the grasses."
She studied me, and I could tell by the look on her face that she was disappointed in herself for not having found them first. She then exchanged a look with Alex, and Alex stood with his sword drawn.
"This isn't a good omen," Vera said.
"You said to pray we weren't hunted," I reminded her.
Her eyes flashed with angst. "By sabres. I do not know what hunted them."
"Well, whatever killed them had to have come from the sky," I said. That unsettling feeling inside of me was creeping into my limbs and making the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.
"That's not possible." Vera stared at the sky, but she looked like she doubted her own words.
"And up until yesterday, we thought dragons weren't possible," I said. "Wait, could it have been dragons?" When neither of them answered, I continued, "The watchtower you mentioned…they would've seen an attack from the sky, wouldn't they?"
Something flickered across her face, but I couldn't tell what it was. "Yes…"
And I knew why she hesitated. If it had been an attack from the sky—which I was growing more and more certain it had been—why hadn't those guarding the watchtower sounded an alarm? Why weren't they investigating right now? "We should get moving," I said, a seed of fear lodging deep in my gut. "I don't like this."
Vera nodded once and stood, placing her hand on the sabre's brow. She shut her eyes for the briefest moment, then removed her hand and stepped away.
Alex and I followed, an ominous silence pervading. The wind howled, beating our cloaks like flags in the wind. My body ached, but the constant adrenaline running through my veins acted as an effective suppressant. We crossed our first rickety suspension bridge, and I thought my non-acrophobia had been challenged enough lately. The bridge swayed and creaked as we crossed, and when I looked down, I could see nothing but dense, low-lying clouds. A perfect place for a winged enemy, like a dragon, to hide. We landed on the next mesa and continued on our way.
I couldn't get the image of the sabre carcasses out of my head. Such magnificent animals. Deadly, yes, but magnificent. I kept my eyes on the dark sky. The seed of fear inside of me had sprouted, and while we crossed the next rickety bridge, that seed started wrapping around my organs and squeezing them. I knew something was out here, watching us. I knew it as surely as I knew it would rain soon. There was a foul stench upon the wind, and the grasses rippled and bent, taunting me like a great curtain hiding evil within.
We crossed the next bridge, and the rain began to fall. I could no longer see the mountains before us, hidden as they were behind a dark curtain of rain. It was like we were standing at the edge of the world, where ground and sky collided and the mesas were the last vestiges of earth, and they were slowly breaking off into oblivion. Thunder rumbled in the clouds and the rain fell harder, soaking us through.
There was movement in the distance. I squinted through the sheet of rain and spotted tiny black dots in the sky—one…two…three.
My heart jumped as we crossed the next mesa.
"Do you see that?" I pointed.
Alex's eyes narrowed as he focused. "What am I supposed to…" His voice trailed as the dots differentiated into wings and a body. He could see them now. He cursed under his breath. Vera followed our gazes and her dread slammed into me with more force than the gales.
Gargons.
I'd met gargons before, and I wasn't eager to meet them again. At least last time we'd had air transport of our own. Where were we going to hide up here? And now we knew what had killed the sabres. Which would be us, soon, if we didn't— "Run!"
We all took off sprinting through the grasses. Of course, we could never outrun them, but maybe it would put us closer to the watchtower, where hopefully we would get help.
"I was hoping you'd lied about the gargons, Alexander!" Vera yelled over her shoulder.
She had meant from when the Del Contes and I had been attacked by gargons after rescuing me from the depths of Lord Tiernan's caverns. We'd blown up the caverns afterwards, which had also blown up all evidence, unfortunately. As far as the council and lords were concerned, we'd made the story up. But everyone who knew my father and the Del Contes also knew they were people of integrity, so as much as they wanted to disregard the truth, they couldn't. Still, hard truths are difficult to accept, even when they're armed in scales and fangs and flying straight at you.
We bolted over the next bridge. Wind ripped across the fields and giant drops of rain splattered against my nose and forehead, but the gargons' flight was steady. Those enormous and powerful wings beat against the wind, challenging it, subduing it, as they held tight to their formation. A boom of thunder cracked overhead. The ground trembled, followed by a torrent of rain.
The gargons were gaining fast.
Harder and harder we ran, our boots splashing through new puddles. The bridges swung violently as we trampled over them, crossing mesa after mesa. Through the pouring rain, I could barely see the dark structure of what I assumed was the watchtower. My pounding heart sank. There was no way we would reach it before the gargons reached us, and even so, if there were guards there, shouldn't they have seen us by now?
A soul-splitting wail cut through the air, silencing both thunder and rain. My heart drummed in my ears, the rush of adrenaline pushing me faster and faster. My body would pay for this abuse tomorrow…if I'd even get a tomorrow.
The first gargon descended. Its long, reptilian neck bent low as its hulking black body sped toward us, wings stretched wide like a ribbed glider. The beast was massive—even more so than I'd remembered. It was like having a building collapse on top of you.
"Look out!" yelled Vera.
Air exploded at my back and I dropped. A line of fire burned down my right shoulder blade, and a shriek sounded above me. Alex jerked me to my feet and shoved me forward as the other two descended.
Vera threw something at one of them—a boomerang? Gold streaked across the gray; one of the gargons snorted a cloud of fire and jerked its head back and forth. Even from here I could feel the heat, but the heat still searing down my back was much hotter.
The gargons plunged. Erratic and terrifying, toying with us like a game of cat and mouse. Every time one dropped near me I dodged, narrowly missing their iron maiden grip. My dagger was nothing against their scales. Bursts of light exploded from Alex and a few from Vera, and the air filled with the acrid scent of burnt flesh. It only seemed to enrage the gargons rather than injure them, and the magic cost too much energy. Alex and Vera's strain was visible even without my ability to sense Alex.
I heaved as I trudged forward. A pair of claws descended and would have skewered me if not for a sudden burst of wind that knocked the gargon off course. But that same gust of wind knocked me over, too.
I landed on my face in a puddle of mud and rolled over. Grasses huddled over me and the dark sky showered rain upon my face. A black shadow suddenly filled my vision, blocking the rest of the world from view—a scaled shadow with a pair of blood-red eyes. It let out a deep, guttural growl as it prepared to close razor-sharp jaws over my body.
Frantic, I reached for my dagger, but it wasn't there. I must have dropped it when I'd fallen. I felt around in the grasses, hoping—praying—it was within reach. The gargon reared back its head and I shifted. Something hard pressed into my hipbone. My dagger.
I tilted my body in as slight a movement as I could, wrapped my fingers around the hilt, and just as the gargon brought its massive head down, I rolled over, pushed myself up and sliced.
The gargon shook its head and raked madly at the air, screaming so loudly I covered my ears.
I'd gotten one of its blood-red eyes.
I could see Alex just to my right, but every time he tried running toward me, a tail or a claw blocked his path. And Vera fought her own battle for her life. We were tired and weakened, and we were never going to make it.
A loud horn blared in the distance. It hadn't come from the wall; it had come from somewhere behind us. I couldn't see anything else in the rain, but I began to sense the warm presence of life. Human life.
I heard the sudden whiz of flight, and a volley of arrows split through the air, landing in the gargon towering over me. Enraged, it shook its head, arrows bouncing from its scaled armor, and I ducked, covering my head as the arrows landed in the grasses all around me.
The horn blared again, this time much closer, followed by a chorus of human battle cries. A beast exploded from the grasses—some combination of a bull and a dog—and seated on top of it was a man. His hair was long and black and dreaded, and his face and broad torso were covered in black and red paint, and he reared back on his beast with an arrow nocked on his longbow. He let go; there was a sharp snap, and the arrow shot straight and true, lodging somewhere into the gargon's underbelly. A bestial wail filled the sky, and the gargon used its claws to try to dislodge the arrow, while its wings beat frantically at the wind. One of its wings cut fast and would have pummeled right through me if a firm grip hadn't jerked me out of the way.
Tarzan had pulled me atop his beast with him.
I looked around; there were at least a handful of others decorated similarly, all seated on the strange bull-dog creatures. All the men had arrows drawn, releasing them as best they could, but with the wind and rain, only a few penetrated the gargons' soft underbellies.
I glanced up just in time to see the wounded gargon bringing its unhinged jaws down on top of us. "Look out!" I screamed.
Tarzan jerked our beast aside. Enormous jaws snapped beside us, again and again, trying to bite but having difficulty with only one eye. "Stay right!" I yelled, pointing to the gargon's damaged eye. "It's missing that eye!"
Tarzan steered as I directed, and then he yelled over his shoulder in a deep rumbling voice. I didn't know what he said, though, because it was in another language. Alex and Vera had scrambled on beasts with other men, and once everyone was somewhat secured, we all took off at an incredible pace toward the watchtower. But it wasn't fast enough.
The gargons kept attacking, trying to pick us off one by one. One dropped beside Tarzan and me and shoved. Our beast lost its footing, but with a quick scramble, it managed to right itself again. I would've fallen off if Tarzan hadn't secured a thick arm around my waist. I heard a cry and turned back to see one of the men flying through the air. Vera's rider. Another gargon dove in, clamping powerful jaws around the man's torso. His agony ripped through my body and I gasped, struggling to hold on, and then the pain abruptly ceased.
He was dead.
Bile rose in my throat. He had been flung aside as though he were nothing more than a piece of wood. His reward for trying to save us on this stupid expedition. My anger bubbled hot, melting my horror, melting my fear and grinding my rage into something so sharp and so malleable I felt as though I could jump from my beast and wrestle the gargon to the ground with my bare hands.
I held tight to the creature's mane, fists white-knuckled as I breathed in and out with unnatural calm while forgetting the pain burning through my body. The wind howled in my ears, new bursts ripping through the plains with so much force that Tarzan and our creature were knocked off course. I grew distantly aware of his astonishment, though the wind sped faster and faster.
And then I was the wind.
I was the cold.
I was the rain.
I was free.
Twisting and exploding and pushing defiantly, an infinite power unbounded by gravity and life and law. The world made subject to my force, invisible.
Invincible.
I was one; I was many.
Wings fought against me, but I did not feel. Teeth gnashed in anger, but I had no substance.
They could not fight an enemy they could not see, only the destruction it left behind.
They screamed in fury as my rage howled. As I pushed them back, farther and farther, until they could not reach us.
And then all went quiet, and I was me again.
Tired and weakened and gasping for breath, barely holding on. I would've slid from the beast, too, if it weren't for Tarzan, who still held me in place as I slumped forward. He yelled something in that same language, and someone—Alex? —yelled something back.
The beast beneath me reared; why had we stopped running? I squinted my eyes open, and a great and terrible cry filled the sky. A cry of a thousand years, a cry of might and of dominion. I looked up; the white mountaintop had unfolded and was rising into the black sky.
I blinked. Was I hallucinating?
No, that wasn't a mountaintop; it was a dragon.
A magnificent, terrible, white dragon.
Higher and higher it rose, stark white against the clouds, like a slice on a canvas without color. The rain stopped and the wind stilled as though cowering before this untamed power of centuries. Its enormous wings beat percussively at the air as it hovered in place, its colossal white body bent in the shape of a crescent as another vociferous cry trembled through the skies.
This is the end. I've sent us to our deaths.
Like a white arrow, the dragon shot through the sky, sleek with terrible grace. It didn't fly toward us, however; it flew straight toward the gargons that were now clustered a few miles away, preparing to attack again. At sight of the dragon, the gargons shrieked in terror, but the mighty cry of the white dragon drowned out all else. When the white dragon reached the gargons, the air became a symphony of discordant, bestial sound.
The gargons tried attacking the white dragon from all sides, but the dragon shook them off like a horse shaking off flies. The dragon was easily the size of the three gargons combined, and it was not long before one of the gargons fell from the sky—dead.
One of the gargons snorted a stream of blazing orange fire at the white dragon. The fire streaked through the sky and was met with a stream of white. The dragon's breath froze the fire and the gargon, and it too dropped from the sky like a block of ice.
The last gargon let out a keening wail and took off flying in the opposite direction, but it couldn't out-pace the dragon. The dragon grabbed the gargon in its claws, shook it violently and then let it go. The last gargon pummeled into the side of the mountain and disappeared behind a ridge.
But the dragon was not finished.
It flapped its enormous white wings and then hovered there, directly over my head. Wind beat percussively at my ears, blowing my hair out of my face. Tarzan's pure terror racked my body as we sat frozen beneath the hulking body of the white dragon.
And it watched me. The slits in its yellow eyes constricted as it focused, wings beating. Fear saturated my awareness, but it wasn't my fear; it was the fear of the others. For some reason, I didn't feel fear. I felt only awe and a certain curiosity that I couldn't understand. A certain connection that I couldn't understand.
The white dragon opened its jaws, but instead of unleashing a cloud of frost, it shrieked, a bellowing and triumphant shriek, and with a few beats of its wings, it rose higher and higher into the air and disappeared into the clouds.
Before I had a moment to consider what had just happened, pain exploded in my shoulder. Scorching, searing, sharp pain. There was the sudden sensation that something had burst inside of it, and then the heat began spreading from my shoulder down into my chest. My chest squeezed and I gasped. Dots suddenly swam before my eyes, and my body swayed and I was falling…



Part Two:
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"The dead do not always rest;
The past is not always forgotten.
Few yet remain can attest,
Of ill man has long since begotten.
The mountains will tremble in fear,
When creatures of old do arise.
All those will flee who are near,
But one who wields might with the skies."
 
~ From the Verses of Gesh
 
 





 
 
 
 
Stefan
 
 
I waited at the bridge on the Rendin where it crossed the Road Centrale. It was the halfway point between Valdon and Orindor, and it was a heavily traveled road, though there were no travelers this day.
There was something in the air, something that tainted both earth and sky, a great dark spirit presiding over all. I'd brought along a handful of my best men, though even they shifted in their saddles with unease and their usually steady gazes flickered about with apprehension. The horses whinnied, restless, while we waited.
The Rendin was swollen—more so than I'd seen it in a very long time. It had rained incessantly over the past few days, which was what had postponed this gathering until now.
There was a part of me that wished the rain hadn't stopped and that I could've postponed it a few days more. My words would not be received well. No, they would not be received very well at all.
The wind clawed cold fingers through my hair, and I flexed my grip around the reins. It had never seemed fair that one man could hold the fates of so many. That one small conversation could change the course of the world. Though I'd grown to realize that "fair" is a word only mankind recognizes, for the world knows nothing of it.
A splash of red fluttered up ahead. I exhaled slowly; he was here.
Aegis Cicero Del Conte sat tall in his saddle beside me, just like he'd always sat beside my father. My father had been fortunate to have the loyalty of a man like Cicero Del Conte, and I hoped I could learn to be so deserving. A handful of men emerged from the cover of the trees. One carried the flag of Orindor—the splash of red I'd seen in the forest with the black sword sigil. It whipped in the wind as they rode to meet us, red as blood. But it was not Lord Commodus Pontefract that led them; it was his son, Danton.
I was struck with a sudden sadness.
It did not matter that I'd known Danton all my life. It did not matter that we'd jousted and fought and played pranks on one another, for we'd grown and found ourselves with inherited responsibility. He was Lord Danton Pontefract, Orindor's heir, and I was Prince Stefan Regius, heir to the throne. We were titles now, not friends.
Daria might have been the only person in this world who truly understood the pain of it.
Oh, how I miss you, Daria. I pray the spirits are keeping you and Alexander safe.
Danton stood on the other side of the bridge, erect and regal. I had always thought Danton differed from his father, for Lord Commodus had always frightened me as a child. Lord Commodus didn't possess the smile lines that gave one a kindly and inviting face, and his eyes lacked the warmth of humanity, but right then, his son Danton was a spitting image of him. I'd never minded Danton myself, but I suddenly saw why Alexander had never liked him.
Danton said something to his men, then led his horse over the bridge and stopped a few yards before me. He slid from the saddle and dropped to his knee in a bow. "Your grace."
The pang of a childhood lost struck my chest.
I dismounted. "Please stand, Lord Danton. We've known each other since we thought knives were chew toys. You don't need to bow to me."
He stood and smiled at me, but it did not touch his eyes.
"How are things in Bristol?" I asked, leading Danton away from Aegis Cicero Del Conte and my men so that we could chat in private. Perhaps as friends, if he'd allow it.
"Well, thank you, your grace." Danton spoke formally, his expression showing none of the joy and ease I'd grown up with. "I hope your journey was uneventful?"
He would not allow it, then. How much had changed and in such a small amount of time! How could sudden responsibility steal an entire lifetime of badinage and innocence? I did not let my disappointment show. "It was rather uneventful, thank you. Though I was beginning to wonder if the rain would ever stop."
Danton said nothing.
"I must admit: I was expecting your father," I said.
Danton squinted at the river as the wind ruffled his blond hair. "He's preoccupied with other matters that demand his immediate attention. He bid me to send his regards. He didn't feel his absence would be of consequence since our meeting here involves my future directly."
I stared out at the raging river. My men had stayed where I'd left them and Danton's had remained on the other side of the bridge. Only a few moments ago, I had dreaded the words I had planned to say, but now—seeing the man Danton had become—I suddenly felt emboldened. "I'm not giving her to you, Danton," I said.
His jaw clenched.
I waited, silent, allowing him a moment to process my words.
"Will you give me a reason, your grace?" he asked. Finally there was emotion in his voice, but it was not friendly emotion.
"She does not love you."
His Adam's apple bobbed as he swallowed. Yes, he looked so very much like his father, Lord Commodus. Aside from the hair, the resemblance in facial expression was uncanny.
"You know you are outnumbered," Danton said through clenched teeth. "The shadowguard will penetrate the ninth gate any day, now, and once they defeat Lord Tosca—which they will—they will march directly to Valdon."
I knew this; the guild and my council had not ceased reminding me.
"You are willing to sacrifice the safety of your entire kingdom because of this?" Danton's anger was barely controlled.
If I'd learned one thing about Danton over the years, it was that he did not deal very well with the word "no."
"I am not sacrificing the safety of this kingdom, Danton," I replied. "Your father is bound as lord of Orindor to serve me and this realm, and his refusal to assist in these matters is treason."
Danton's eyes bore into mine. "My father is not a traitor, nor has he refused you. He asks only for your sister. It is a small request after a lifetime of servitude to King Darius, who has only used and exploited his service. He will not spare any more of his men, otherwise. He's spared more than his share over the years—you know he has."
I leveled my gaze with his. "I am not my grandfather, Danton. I am grateful for everything your father has given to this realm, but I cannot and will not grant your request. If the proposal is accepted, it will be because she has accepted it."
Danton's eyes slid back to the river. His expression remained cool, though the rigidity in his posture professed that an inferno blazed inside of him.
"I should inform you that Lord Vega has offered me the hand of his niece, Lady Isla Justine," he said evenly.
I had heard of this offer and I knew very well what it meant. If Danton accepted, Orindor would be united with Campagna and we would get no help from either side. Valdon would be completely and utterly isolated. "Will you accept?" I asked, careful not to give away my growing despair.
Danton's lips tightened. A gust of wind blew and ruffled his hair.
Seconds passed in heavy silence, and then Danton said, "Your sister would love me." His voice was quiet. "She may not at first, but I would be good to her. You know that I am a lot of things, but I would be good to her."
I inhaled, staring absently at the river. "I know."
After another few, quiet moments, Danton looked back at me. His expression was distant, his gaze resolved. "Your decision is final, then?"
"Danton, it was never my decision in the first place."



Chapter 9
Mercedes of Mosaque
 
 
Voices.
Soft and fluid. Quiet. Whispers in the dark. Fading in and out like a gentle breeze. A scent, sweet as honey. A touch of warmth. Drawing me back. Beckoning and guiding.
And then I became aware of myself, that I was a conscious, living being. I couldn't move, however, though my mind told me I should be able to. There was some kind of connection my brain had to an external body, but that connection had been severed, somehow. Try as I might, I simply couldn't open my lids to see.
More whispers.
More…
 
The gentlest touch brought me back. There was a spot on my forehead that felt particularly warm, and with great effort, I opened my eyelids.
A face loomed over me. I didn't recognize this face; it was round with small features, and it belonged to a young woman, probably just a few years younger than me. She'd started in surprise when I'd opened my eyes, and then she pulled her hands back from my face. She muttered something that I didn't understand, her thin brow knit together, and she said, "Preen-ciss, drink thees." There was a cup in her hands.
I tried to sit up, to do as instructed, but my body wouldn't cooperate. It felt heavy and sluggish, like my veins were filled with lead.
The girl misinterpreted my struggle as protest. "Eet is nit poison, preen-ciss," she urged. "Eet will help." And then she noticed my physical battle with an, "Oh!" set the cup down, and helped me sit up.
"Thank you." My voice scratched and my tongue felt like sandpaper.
She handed me the cup. It smelled of lemongrass and ginger and something else, and when I took a sip, a tingling sensation spread through my body. Whatever it was, it infused my veins with strength and lifted the fog from my mind.
I sighed and leaned my head back on a…headboard. I was in a very lavish bed, buried beneath a pile of white silks, and gossamer draped from four large, mahogany posts. Bolts of bright sunlight beamed through a pair of pellucid glass doors, and a warm and sticky summer breeze ruffled the diaphanous draperies that framed the door, falling from ceiling to wooden floor. It was the kind of room one admired in travel magazines featuring exotic abodes in tropical locations—particularly for romantic retreats. "Where am I?" I asked.
"Mosaque," the girl replied with the same accent.
Everything slowly came back to me: the plains, the sabres, the gargons. The white dragon. I didn't remember anything after that, but somehow I'd ended up right where I'd intended to be: in Mosaque, the capital of Gesh. Except… "You haven't by chance seen a young man—"
"Aleg-zander?"
It was the same accent Vera had when she said Alex's name. I nodded, suddenly anxious.
"'E stepped out a few meenits before you woke, preen-ciss."
"But he is all right?" I asked. "He isn't hurt or anything?"
She eyed me down her little nose. "'E seems in perfect health to me, but 'e 'as been very worried for you, preen-ciss."
I sagged with relief. "Did he say where he was going?"
The girl wrung a rag in a bowl full of water that sat on the floor beside my bed. "I made 'im go end eat some food because 'e 'ad nit eaten all day. 'E does nit like to be away from you, no?"
I smiled at her. I did not like to be away from him either, and I hoped he wouldn't be gone long. I really needed to talk to him. "And Vera…?" I asked.
The girl made a funny face. "Veranna is with her ladyship, and now thet you are awake, her ladyship would like to spick with you."
I was about to ask who "her ladyship" was, but then I suddenly remembered: Mercedes.
"May I fetch her now?" the girl asked.
"Of course," I said.
The girl stood and grabbed the rag and the bowl.
"Excuse me…" I started.
She paused on her way out, water sloshing in the bowl.
"I didn't catch your name."
She pushed a clump of brown hair from her forehead. "Ansha."
"Ansha," I repeated. "Please, call me Daria."
She eyed me a moment, then whisked herself away through the doorway, closing it after her. She wasn't gone very long. Or maybe I dozed off in between. I was in such a state of euphoria and relaxation that I wouldn't have put it past myself. But Ansha returned only to take her leave, and then Mercedes Bellona of Gesh appeared in the doorway.
I remembered Mercedes from the games in Valdon; Mercedes was not a person one forgot. She was a fiercely beautiful woman. Her long, white hair fell in a plait to her waist and she wore a sort of wrap for a top that exposed lean but strong arms decorated in golden bands. Panels of pale blues and whites fell loosely from her waist to her ankles, as if her skirt were an ocean drifting around her, and she wore flat sandals that tied around her feet and disappeared beneath the fluid skirt. She looked like some kind of Grecian warrior queen.
Her dark, exotic eyes fastened on me. Being the object of Mercedes' scrutiny was like being under the lens of a microscope. Every flaw and blemish illuminated, every freckle and pore studied and measured so that you could be promptly identified and categorized. I just wasn't so sure she liked what she saw.
"I am glad to see that you are better," she said in that sultry voice I'd remembered. Her accent was slight, like Vera's. "May I come in?"
"Yes, um, of course…" I replied. Even though by title I was technically her superior, the natural power and confidence she exuded made me feel like a child before an empress.
Mercedes sat on the edge of my bed. "You look much better than you did yesterday."
Yesterday? "How long have I been here?"
Her expression turned thoughtful. "About two days."
"Two…days?"
"There was quite a lot of poison in your body," she continued. "A few minutes more and the spirits would have taken you. But you are strong. You shouldn't have made it this far without a healer. Your Aegis is very gifted, but it takes a true healer to cure what ailed you." Her eyes settled on my shoulder.
I glanced down; my shoulder was exposed through the thin shift with spaghetti straps I'd been clothed in. The skin puckered in the shape of a star where the puncture had been, but the skin around it had returned to a normal shade. No more oozing yellow or black and purple veins. I trailed my fingers over the smooth bump.
"I'm afraid you will keep the scar," she said.
I dropped my fingers and looked up at her. "Thank you. For all you've done. I…I owe you my life."
She waved her hand dismissively. "I have spent a good deal of time in Veranna's company and have spoken with Aegis Del Conte." She clasped her hands and glanced down as her brows knit together. "It was not Veranna's place to give away the location of our passage in Thieves, and she would be in a good deal of trouble for it had the situation there not supported her claim that you were in danger enough to utilize it."
I felt the sudden urge to defend Vera. "I know the shortcut in Thieves is a secret—and I swear I will not share it with anyone—but Vera only suggested it because we were in trouble and I was wounded…we didn't have much time and she was worried for my life. If there are any ill feelings about it at all, they should be directed at me. Vera was only doing her duty as my Aegis."
Mercedes regarded me like she was trying to make sense of what I was. "If Vera had been doing her duty as your Aegis, she never would have let you come on this errand in the first place. For that matter, I am surprised Aegis Alexander Del Conte agreed. They must both really believe in you."
They did, and this statement didn't help the weight of the burden I felt. "Do you have any idea what could have tempted Myez Rader to turn against you?" I asked.
Mercedes shook her head. "Unfortunately, no. I have discussed this at length with Veranna and Aegis Del Conte. Myez Rader has a somewhat shrouded past; I only know what he's revealed since the day we met. He has always had a slight edge against King Darius, but I did not believe it cut this deep. I can't imagine what Lord Eris offered him that would cause him to defy the code and our agreement." A shadow past over her face, and there was a look in her eyes that warned me never to cross this woman.
She took a deep breath, clasped her hands in her lap, and the moment passed. "That is not why I have come to speak with you, though. I would like for you to tell me the last thing you remember."
I'd hoped she'd have some light to shed upon the mystery surrounding Myez Rader, but alas, he had just added himself to my ever-lengthening list of unsolved mysteries. I really wished Alex had been here when I'd woken so that he could have debriefed me on all that had transpired while I'd been out cold. After a bit of thoughtful vacillations, I answered Mercedes' question. "We had been crossing the Shattered Plains," I started slowly, "and then we were rescued by a group of men who were sitting on very large…I don't know what they were. Some kind of large animal."
"The durát." She nodded, encouraging me to go on.
"Then we were attacked by gargons," I continued, "and…then I think I remember seeing a great white dragon."
Her eyes flickered over my face without expression. "You did. A few in the city saw it as well, and I've gone over it with your Aegises, but neither of them seem to know what made it wake."
"You don't know either?" I asked.
She shook her head. "Not exactly, though this entire city is thrumming with excitement. Everyone wants to meet this wielder of the skies who is waking the dragons."
Wielder of the skies? I set my cup on the stand beside my bed and folded my fingers in my lap. "I don't know what you mean about wielding the skies, your ladyship, and I am certainly not waking any dragons."
"Please. I'd prefer it if you called me Mercedes. Your father and I never recognized titles between one another, and I would like the same friendliness with his children." There was an emotion behind her gaze that I couldn't pinpoint. "If, of course, that is all right with you."
It was an interesting sentiment coming from a woman who was all control and strength, though that particular path of conversation would have to wait till another time. There were too many other things to discuss that were more important. It did, however, leave me wondering what her history had been with my father. "That's fine," I said. "I would like that."
She looked pleased. "I understand you have spent the vast majority of your life on Earth."
I nodded.
"What do you know of dragons?" she asked.
"Only what I've read," I admitted. "That they existed before and during the time of Galahad, but were killed off after the Great War and haven't been seen since. That they are somehow tied to Gaia's spirit and therefore can't be resurrected simply with magic—like gargons can."
"Nothing else?"
"Is there something else?"
She regarded me a moment, then looked out at the middle-distance, collecting her thoughts. "I must begin by saying that out of all Gaia's sects, Gesh is famed for its superstition. I cannot deny that Gesh has deserved its reputation. However, while I understand that some beliefs have been taken to extremes—which is true in every culture—in the case of dragon lore, the people of Gesh are anything but superstitious.
"Gesh has practiced the rites and rituals the other territories have long forgotten—save, perhaps, a few of the Arborenne. But they are such a whimsical and eclectic race, there is no set belief to unify them, such as how Gesh believes in the Draconi…" She paused and pressed down the folds of her skirt. "I am being somewhat tangential. My point in telling you all of this is that dragons have existed since the beginning of time. It has been centuries since the last of them disappeared, and though the rest of this world may have chosen to forget, my people have not. We have not forgotten that the dragons were sentient beings, unable to be tamed or controlled by man or magic. We have not forgotten that our ancestors tried and failed and died pursuing the endeavor." She looked straight into my eyes. "And we have not forgotten that there are those born with dragon's blood flowing in their veins, and when they have need, the dragons will answer."
I sat there in silence beneath her scrutiny. She truly believed I was the cause of the white dragon, but this was ridiculous. I was a lucky young woman with human blood who might just be a little bit crazy. "Your…Mercedes." I spoke carefully and with respect; I didn't want my next words to sound impertinent. "I appreciate your thoughts on this—I really do—and I know I am very ignorant when it comes to this world, but I have to disagree here. The dragon just…rose from the mountain, on its own accord. I swear that I had nothing to do with it. If there is someone with the blood of dragons, as you say, then that person is still out there. It is not me."
Her dark gaze was steady, and she was quiet for so long that I was certain I'd offended her.
Way to go, Daria. Insult the woman who has taken you in and saved you from death. Some guest you are.
"You may not know this," she said at last, "but there is a peculiar bond between Cian, the elemental of wind, and the dragons. It has been so ever since the beginning of this world. You share a tie with Cian, do you not?"
I opened my mouth to downplay her assertion, but hesitated. The past few days had irrefutably shown me that Cian was there, ready to help in a time of need. I could no longer argue the point my father had been saying from the beginning. "Yes," I whispered. "I believe so." But the relationship was rudimentary.
Her eyes flickered over my face with subtle satisfaction. "The augurs have long since spoken of this day, when a child of the wind will bring back the dragons of old. Many have forgotten, but we have not."
Another hot breeze ruffled the draperies. I wasn't sure how our conversation had taken this turn, but given the current circumstances, I didn't really have time to be sitting around discussing dragon lore and prophecy. What we needed to be talking about was getting to Pendel. Tran had told us to sail from Gesh to Pendel because he'd believed the portal system too risky, and Alex and I had agreed with him. But our circumstances had changed. Drastically. Eris knew where we were, had sent enemies after us every step of the way, and if what Myez Rader had said about the shadowguard was true, we couldn't afford the two-week, round-trip journey by sea. Stefan needed us now.
Stefan needed us yesterday.
I wasn't entirely sure what Gesh's stipulations were on portal usage, for I'd been told each territory had its own set of rules, but they would have to make an exception for us. "Mercedes," I began, "I am not sure if Vera mentioned why we've come here—"
"She has," Mercedes replied. "I've already secured a schooner and crew for you. It's a small ship, but it's fast and should have you to Pendel by week's end. Be careful there. The people are friendly, from what I understand, but there are old powers that still haunt the land."
I inhaled slowly. The people of Gesh really were superstitious. "Thank you, again, for your help, but I'm afraid that won't be enough. We need to use your portal."
She inclined her head as if she hadn't heard me correctly. "The portal?"
"Yes."
She shook her head. "That is out of the question."
"Why?" I asked. "The portals are a network of public transportation—"
"The portals are no such thing. Mosaque has its protocols, just like each and every single territory in Gaia, and we cannot simply alter our rules because you would like passage. The rules are what they are; they do not change—not even for a princess."
I felt as if my hand were being slapped. "But how can you say that when there is an entire army of shadowguard assembled along the northern wall?"
She went suddenly still. A statue of a goddess seated upon my bed, staring openly at me. "What do you mean, army?"
She had been at the games. She had known the shadowguard and my uncle, Eris, had somehow infiltrated the castle, but profession of an army was something else entirely. "Myez Rader informed us of this before he had us thrown in his dungeons."
She suddenly stood and walked over to the glass doors, looking out absently while touching the gauzy panel that hung there.
Seconds passed silently by, and when Mercedes still didn't speak, I continued. "Mercedes, we need to use the portal. I wouldn't be asking you if it wasn't an emergency. I need to get to Pendel and stop Eris before he attacks. There isn't enough time for us to sail all the way to Pendel. I had initially thought there would be, but now I know there is not. Valdon would be taken before we even landed."
She exhaled slowly. "I am sorry, Daria, but I cannot. Believe that I would help you if I could, assuming the portal in Pendel would accept you, but this…this is not in my power to do. The people of Gesh will not interfere in the matters of the mainland—"
"Do you honestly believe he'll stop there?" I cut her off out of desperation. "Once my uncle's marched through Alioth and Valdon—no telling where Orindor's fealty is in all of this—he will come here. You know he will; he's done it before. Would you leave your people at his mercy, bringing about a second Dark Reign, when you could have acted to prevent this?"
She dropped her hand from the drapery, turned to face me, and I knew that I had spoken out of line. "And if he does," she said, her tone severe, "then Gesh will deal with him. The politics of this world are much older than you are; do not tell me how to rule my people."
My fists clenched and I looked away from her while trying to steady my breathing. She had done much for me and I was grateful, but I was also angry with her for so easily dismissing this. How could she let this happen? If the other territories were taken, Gesh would never survive. It would be the Dark Reign all over again. She had to know that!
After a few moments of charged silence, she continued in a somewhat softer tone. "Forgive me, Daria. I should not have spoken to you thus." She paced, pausing near a small dresser and absently tracing the contours of a small jade dragon statue. "You must understand that my people have a long history with the mainlanders, and they will not take kindly to being told they are to fight alongside them. What you ask is much greater than you realize. I may be ruler of Gesh, but my hands are tied to my people, and they will not support you—not yet. Not until the threat is clear."
I glared at her back. "And my father's murder wasn't clear enough?"
She looked back at me. Her lips tightened and she fought to hide whatever it was she felt.
But I felt her grief.
"You know there's no time," I continued. "We must use your portal."
She sighed, her arms falling limply at her sides almost in a gesture of surrender. "Daria, even if the threat arrived at our walls, we could not let you pass. Our portal is sacred. All portals are sacred, but ours is one of the few viewed as such by its people. Our protocol is severe in its rigidity. It opens once every few years, and even then it is our venita who pass through in order to report on the portal's conditions."
"Venita?" I asked.
"Our vicars. We have three of them, and they have spent their entire life in solitude and prayer. They live at the temple, and they are the only ones who pass through our portal. On occasion, they'll take another with them—someone of Gesh who has done a great service for our people. It is a way of honoring them, but to allow the three of you passage would be considered blasphemous. I am sorry. I cannot grant you this."
And that was final.
I grit my teeth and stared vacantly at my sheets. What would we do now? There had to be another way. I would talk to Alex. Maybe he could help me devise a plan and maybe we could somehow sneak through the portal.
Maybe.
I hated to defy Mercedes when she'd been so hospitable, but I was running out of options. And time.
"There is…something else I may be able to help you with," she said suddenly, carefully. Her eyes leveled on mine, and my curiosity piqued. "I am dining this evening with the patricians of Gesh, my real advisors. It is a rare occasion that we are all present—you know how it is. Demands from the people pull us away. But tonight we are gathering in the great hall to celebrate the summer solstice."
I waited, already understanding where she was going with this.
"I extend a dinner invitation to you." She touched the end of her braid. "As daughter of the crown, your attendance would be extraordinary, and I believe, with the right conduct, you may find the aristocratic gathering somewhat…propitious."
She was giving me an opportunity to speak with the decision-makers of Gesh. She was allowing me to represent my brother and all of Valdon in order to garner support. She was treating me as an equal.
No, she's treating you as a princess.
It didn't solve the portal problem, but having Gesh's reinforcements might bide us more time to sail to Pendel and then back to Valdon, and they would be able to help Stefan in the interim. I smiled at her. She did not smile back, but I saw the glimmer in her eyes like we were a pair of conspirators.
"Thank you, Mercedes," I said. "I hope I have not sounded unappreciative, because I am so grateful for everything you've done for me—for us."
She waved it off. "I have done nothing. However, if you do join us for dinner, I must give you a word of caution: You are safe here, in this house, because you are under my protection, but there remain those who may be swayed with the right incentive. Prince Stefan may have denied Lord Danton's proposal of marriage to you, but there are others who would be more than willing to hand you over to the Pontefracts for a prize."
My breath caught. "So it's true."
She nodded slowly.
I inhaled deeply, and my chest felt heavy. Stefan had denied the proposal…for me. Stefan, the acting regent of Gaia, whose primary duty was to protect his realm, had denied crucial help so that his sister could be happy. Stefan, my brother, who followed every single rule and custom, whether written or implied. I thought I should've felt joyous, but instead I felt…chastened. "Does…does everyone know?" I asked.
"If by everyone, you mean the entire world, no," she replied. "Lord Commodus Pontefract has conveniently informed the rulers of each territory; it is only a matter of time before his intentions bleed beyond the aristocracy. People love to gossip, you know. Being privy to restricted information gives some a faulty sense of self-importance, and those same people are usually eager to share that information so that they might be important in others' minds, too."
I sighed and looked up into her eyes. Her expression was inscrutable.
"Daria, I tell you this because the Pontefracts do not take rejection lightly. They have many supporters—some of whom will be in attendance this evening. I expect you'll want your Aegises to accompany you to dinner." She paused, and her eyes flickered over my face. "You must be careful, Daria. You will be watched. Every single thing you do will be watched and noted. Any apparent…partiality you may show will put you and the object of your partiality in great danger."
I held her heavy gaze, knowing she was referring to Alex. How did she know? Was it really that obvious?
I'd thought my love for Alex would be enough. I'd falsely believed that I really did have a choice in this world to be with him, and it had been easy to believe, hidden and isolated in the forest, always riding away from truth. But Myez Rader's words had jerked me right out of the world of dreams and hopes I'd built and thrust me into the bitter cold of reality. I could feel however I felt and want whatever I wanted, but it did not change the way this world worked. If anyone even so much as suspected feelings between a princess and her Aegis, it would completely undermine everything Stefan was fighting for. Anything I was fighting for. And Stefan had already sacrificed enough for me. Not to mention it would directly put Alex in danger.
Perhaps that was why he had withdrawn again. Perhaps Myez Rader's words had reminded him of reality, too.
I was wondering why Mercedes had chosen to warn me when I noted the great empathy in her gaze. She had experienced something of this kind, as well.
I swallowed, nodding slowly in understanding.
Once Mercedes was satisfied that I understood her meaning, she said, "I will fetch Ansha to prepare you for this evening." And then she took her leave, pausing only to glance at me over her shoulder, and then she was gone.
I sighed and sagged back against my headboard, closing my eyes. Things were getting very, very complicated.



Chapter 10
A Royal Bath
 
 
Ansha appeared before I could spend any time wallowing in self-pity.
"I weel take you to the baths, now, yes?" she asked.
A bath. Yes, that was just what I needed. I could let my worries drown in the water.
"That sounds wonderful, Ansha." I smiled at her and slid out of bed. I swayed on my feet and Ansha rushed to my side to catch me, but I held her off. "I'll be all right. Just a little dizzy, is all." I was probably dizzy from too much sleep.
Her eyes flickered over me and she frowned. Ansha grabbed a towel and some other article of clothing from the wardrobe near the glass doors and then held my bedroom door open, motioning for me to follow her. I slipped my feet into the sandals beside my bed and slowly and steadily followed her out the door and into an open corridor that boasted a view of the city.
Mosaque.
It was the dream of an artist, arid and elegantly constructed of white stone to blend into the white rocks of the cliffs. Greenery and flowers draped from rooftops and terraces; dozens of verandas opened to the sky. A blue sea glittered beyond, the smell of the ocean mixing with nearby lavender in a combination that soothed the soul. Natural springs filled small pools that were home to both lily pads and thirsty birds. Beautiful water fountains were the centerpieces in the maze of open walkways.
I had no idea where Ansha was taking us, even if I'd been paying attention. My focus was so diverted that she could've been leading me to the dungeons and I wouldn't have known. This city in the cliffs was so mesmerizing. A hummingbird fluttered past, wings a blur as its body floated before a honeysuckle. I wondered why on earth Vera would leave Gesh for a place like Valdon. Sure, Valdon was beautiful in its own right, but Gesh was positively ambrosial.
We passed men and women as we wound the labyrinth of walkways. The style of clothing here was similar to what Mercedes had worn, all loose and flowing. Men mostly walked bare-chested, and if they had any covering over their torso, it was a simple sash or a web of decorative tattoos. And all of the people were tanned and corded with muscle.
Curious eyes with lingering gazes followed me as I passed. Conversation would sometimes stop, inciting a deliberate scowl from Ansha, and then those onlookers would hurry off.
I was too weary to care much, though the fresh air was already breathing life back into my stiff joints. We eventually arrived at an entryway, which was a perfect rectangle cut out of stone, and the view beyond was blocked by another wall. We slighted right and I was engulfed in hot and humid air, and then we rounded the corner.
It was a bathhouse, and perhaps one of the most opulent places I had ever seen. It had been built against a cliff, waterfalls trailing down the natural rock wall and running into a pool of the most brilliant blue, as though the water were liquid sapphire. Golden sunlight streamed through an oculus in the domed rooftop. Vines and flowers covered the other walls like thick carpet, and the scents of eucalyptus and citrus saturated the heavy air. The pool was adorned in thousands of shiny, colorful pebbles like some giant mosaic, and all around little stone dragons stood, water spouting from their jaws, their tails, and their talons. A fine layer of steam rose from the water, and I found myself very eager to climb right in.
"You like eet?" Ansha stood at the top of a set of stairs, which disappeared into the water.
"It's beautiful," I said, walking to the edge and dipping my fingers into the water. It was the perfect temperature, too.
"Are you going to get in?" Ansha arched a brow.
"Yes…" It suddenly dawned on me that I needed to take off my clothes. "Um." Well, this was awkward. "Would you, uh, turn around?"
She looked a little incredulous but did as requested. I shimmied out of my shift and all but threw it at her as I jumped into the pool with an indelicate splash. I dipped down so that the water level was at my collarbone.
"May I turn beck around?" she asked.
Was that sarcasm? "Yes. Thanks."
She turned around, fixed me with a look that said, "You are pathetic," then set an ivory bar of soap on the edge of the pool beside me. "Use thet," she said then sat atop a stool in the corner of the room.
I grabbed the bar and set to scrubbing. I didn't remember being so filthy, but the more I scrubbed myself, the filthier I felt. Layers of mud had caked in the strangest places, and once I thought I'd effectively scrubbed away my top dermal layer, I set to my hair. When that didn't work so well, I shut my eyes and sank underwater, letting the water soak me until I couldn't hold my breath any longer. With a gasp I emerged, and my hair was less like thatch and more like hair. Ansha sat comfortably on her stool reading a small book.
"What are you reading?" I asked.
She turned a page. "I am nit reading." She skimmed the page then flipped to the next page.
Since she obviously didn't want to talk about what she was "nit reading," I leaned my head back against the lip of the pool and shut my eyes. Water lapped against the edge of the pool, and the constant drone of the falls blotted out all other sound. The scent of eucalyptus was much stronger from in the water. I couldn't remember the last time I'd felt so relaxed. Here, in this bath, my mind drifted away so that it was no longer able to interfere with my spirit, and for the first time in a long time, my spirit felt peace. There was no realm. No politics or betrothals. No evil and death.
My hands and feet were nicely pruned by the time Ansha told me it was time to go. Out of both courtesy and annoyance, she turned around so that I could dress in the clean shift and robe she'd brought for me. Once I was clothed, she motioned for me to follow her. We walked back up the maze of walkways to my room. The sky had become a lurid canvas of brilliant oranges, yellows, and pinks as though someone had taken a great paintbrush and streaked the sky with neon. Ansha shut my glass doors and rummaged through my wardrobe again, this time retrieving something the color of an aquamarine. It shimmered like an aquamarine, too.
She shoved it at me. "Put thees on." She nodded to a dressing screen in the corner.
It took me a bit to make sense of the fabric. It was a simple but elegant gown of soft silk that came in two pieces: a panel of a top that covered my bust, like a thick bandeaux, and a long flowing skirt with high slits on both sides, leaving my stomach, shoulders, and arms bare. It would reveal more skin that I was comfortable with, but I doubted Ansha would let me have a say in the matter.
I carefully slipped out of my shift and flung it over the top of the screen. "Ansha?"
"Mm?"
"Your language…" I tied the skirt at my waist. The silk slipped softly against my legs. "What is it called?"
"Saqai." She said it like Suh-keye, with emphasis on the second syllable.
"Saqai," I repeated. I wrapped the top around my bust. It was like a fat ribbon, and there was a good five inches between the top of my skirt and the bottom of my top. Maybe she'd let me wear some kind of shawl. "Will you teach me how to say 'thank you' in Saqai?"
"Garati," she said.
I wasn't so good at rolling my "R"s, but I tried. She laughed at first, and with a little practice, I was doing it "goot enough."
I stepped out from behind the screen. Ansha's scrutiny was upon me at once, then she fussed a bit over the placement of my skirt, loosening the tie until the skirt rested low upon my hips, and then she lowered my top in an attempt to show a little bit of cleavage. Which I didn't have much of.
She stepped back and noticed this with a frown. "You hef no confidence."
I'd expected her "C" word of choice to be something else. "Confidence?"
"Yes. Stend up straight! Shoulders beck. Chin up. You are all turned into yourself like a turtle."
I laughed, and then stopped at her look. She dug her pointer finger between my shoulder blades, trying to force my posture, but I only wriggled away from her. "Ow!"
She grumbled irritably and told me to sit down so that she could try to fix my hair because it "looks like a weed-infested callaberry bush."
She applied wax to my brow—which, by the way, was more painful than any wound I'd ever incurred—and once she'd finished dusting my face with paints, curling my hair and securing half of it on top of my head in a delicately twisted pattern, she stepped back, admiring her handiwork. She wasn't frowning, but she wasn't smiling either. She rubbed scented oil on my inner wrists and at the base of my neck, cuffed my upper arms with gold bands, secured a few white flowers in my hair, and then pulled me in front of a mirror.
I didn't look like me anymore. She had effectively turned me into Aphrodite. I didn't know how, but she'd done it. The young woman who had been me was nowhere to be found. And the dress matched my eyes perfectly.
"Ah, one more thing," Ansha said, then grabbed a vial of ink and some kind of silvery feather from somewhere, and brushed the hair aside from my shoulder. Her eyes narrowed as she focused on my wound. "Holt steel." Her tongue stuck out a little, pinched between her lips as she dipped the quill in the ink and began to draw. Her touch was gentle and the tip of the quill tickled a bit on my skin, but when she was done, my scar had been elegantly hidden inside a tattoo of a dragon. She set the vial of ink down, lay the quill beside it, fanned her hand over her artwork, and then let my hair fall back in place.
"Now you look like a Mosaquian." She preened. "Ready, preen-ciss?"
I was about to say yes when I remembered something. "One moment," I said, and dug through my bag until I found my dagger. It was still sheathed behind the little obsidian rook. I thought I should probably find a new sheath because this one forced unwanted memories upon me, but I'd have to consider that another time. Quickly, I strapped the belt and sheath high around my thigh where no one could see it. I most likely wouldn't need it, but I felt better having it on me. Just in case.
Ansha noticed but said nothing.
"All right," I said. "I'm ready now. But please—just call me Daria."
She studied me a moment. "But you are a preen-ciss. You weel always struggle if you do nit first accept who you are. A frostberry seed will only thrive in thee weenter soil, as Gaia intended, for Gaia created the frostberry with a certain purpose. If the frostberry refuses and tries to be any other seed and live here"—she gestured to the space around us—"in thees jungle, eet will die. The heat would scorch its roots and the birds would pluck its berries until all thet would be left is a skeleton. Eet was not created to survive here. Eet was created to survive in weenter, and in the weenter is where the frostberry will reach its zenith." She smiled, patting my arm. "Come. They are waiting for you."



Chapter 11
An Imperial Feast
 
 
If I'd found Mosaque breathtaking during the day, it was ensorcelling at night. The sweet smell of nectar clung to the air, lamps lined the walkways, and orbed lanterns hung like garland from porticos, casting everything in a soft golden hue. The night sky was filled with millions of bright stars, and once Ansha and I reached our designated terrace, I could no longer see the stars above, for the space had been occupied with dozens of floating lanterns. They looked like miniature golden hot-air balloons, suspended in midair, swaying only slightly with a warm summer breeze.
I turned back to say something to Ansha, but she had gone.
I was on my own, then.
I looked back out at the terrace. It was large and square, and the portion nearest me had been left as a dance floor. A few pairs had already begun dancing to the mellifluous melody that slipped through the night, emanating from instruments off to one side of the terrace. Bows weaved and strings plucked, and just like back at the castle, there was no one standing behind them.
Beyond the dancing pairs were tables. There was one very large table that could easily accommodate a party of twenty, and two smaller tables at its ends, only barely detached, so that the arrangement was loosely in the shape of "U". All were adorned in silvery cloth with crystal goblets and empty platters and glowing candles awaiting an aristocratic party.
A party I was supposed to influence somehow.
There was a handful of guards stationed about the terrace, keeping to the shadows. They weren't dressed for the occasion, in their studded leather armor with forearms and calves still exposed, and their faces were concealed behind masks, watching the crowd and challenging the smallest step out of line. With such an important guest list, I was surprised there weren't more of them.
Beyond the dining tables glittered a black sea, stretching endlessly into the night. I thought I could just see a ship far out on the water; a cluster of golden lights hovered on the horizon. And then I wondered what a Gaian ship looked like.
I missed home. I missed my simple life. I missed the time before pain and grief.
As if sensing the sudden change in my mood, the instruments began a somber melody. Haunting and ethereal, drifting through space and time as though it might touch the stars above and tell them a story of heartache and loss. It slipped over the strings of my heart and plucked them ever so lightly. My chest tightened and I tried to focus on something else. The loss of my father was still too close.
A warm ocean breeze rustled through the light fabric of my gown and the lanterns overhead swayed.
I am with you, the wind seemed to say.
I took a deep breath. Where was Alex?
Remember Mercedes' warning.
I remembered her warning enough, but surely a princess of the realm could inquire over her Aegis without inciting suspicion. Alex's absence was like a vacuum, droning constantly, absorbing every other sight and sound.
Just then, a handful of tiny points of light buzzed around me. At first I thought they were fireflies, but then one hovered before my face. It was a…person. A tiny person, similar to the one I'd seen in the fiori. Her body pulsed with golden light as silvery wings fluttered behind her, and then she extended a tiny palm and blew into it. A cloud of golden glitter blew in my face and she giggled—a sound like bells. She flitted away, the rest of her firefly friends darting after her.
And I sneezed.
"There you are." It was Vera.
She looked…different. Her hair had been washed and curled back, and she wore a golden wrap that shimmered when she moved. An elegant tattoo of a flower marked her shoulder, with a stem that curled around the upper part of her arm. But even more than that, there was a certain softness to her face, like someone had taken a sponge of happiness and smudged away all her anger lines.
Well, this was a new development.
"Hey," I said, "did you—" I sneezed again. Loudly. The pressure was building behind my eyes fast.
Vera chuckled. It was a pleasant sound, and I realized I'd never heard her laugh before. What had gotten into her? "Here." She waved a hand before my face, and the pressure lifted from my sinuses at once.
"Thanks." I wrinkled my nose.
She nodded. "I should have warned you about them. We have pixies here, though they are different from the usual prophetic ones. Ours are a nuisance. They have a particular fondness for allergens." Her eyes flickered over me. "Come, there is someone you should officially meet."
Before I had a moment to question her, she linked her elbow with mine (utterly shocking) and guided me through the developing crowd. Everyone was dressed in similar rich fabrics. Women were wrapped in colorful layers of tulle and the men wore white tunics and loose breeches, some further adorned in lavish-looking overcoats or sashes.
She brought us to a small cluster of individuals, and I saw Mercedes at the exact same moment she saw me. Vera released my arm but remained beside me.
Mercedes smiled, moving back a little to let Vera and me into her small circle. "Ah, and here is Princess Daria now," she said. "We were just talking about you."
I didn't know who "we" were, but then a leonine woman wrapped in black fabric, her black hair flowing down her back, leaned forward and said, "Eet is a pleasure to meet the one who has woken the dragon."
Here we go.
After what Mercedes had said, I was expecting this. While I wanted to assure this woman that I was no dragon waker, I'd decided prior to this feast to keep my mouth shut on the matter. I was here to convince these people to help Valdon. If they wanted to think I was a prophetic waker of dragons, fine. Anything to help my chances of earning their support. I also didn't want to lie about it and make it seem more than it was, so I had to respond carefully.
I smiled, feeling both Vera's and Mercedes' scrutiny. "The pleasure is mine," I said, extending a hand, then turned to face Mercedes. "This dinner is enchanting, and I am grateful for your invitation, your ladyship." Vera's approbation was strong beside me.
Mercedes smiled broadly. "But of course, your highness. I must add that Catia is quite a student of the past. She is headmaster of our school here and teaches many classes herself, but dragon lore is, perhaps, her passion."
I looked at the mysteriously dark and gothic Catia. "I see why. They are stunning creatures. There's nothing else like them."
Catia seemed very pleased with my answer. "They are magnificent! I must ask, your high-niss. Deed you…hear eet? Deed the dragon spick with you?"
I shook my head. "Not to my knowledge," I said. "But I was very sick at the time because of a nasty wound. I doubt I would've heard a horn if it'd blared in my face."
The others laughed, and then Vera said, "Princess, I would like you to officially meet Hawk, even though you two have already met…" She gestured to the man standing toward the back of the group.
It was Tarzan, but he looked different from when he'd rescued us. For starters, he'd bathed; he wasn't covered in war paint. He wore loose breeches like the other men I'd seen, but instead of a white tunic, he wore only a decorative green and silver sash over his hulking torso. His black hair had been combed back and he had vine-like tattoos around his biceps that seemed to twist when he flexed them. The guy was built like an Olympic bodybuilder.
Hawk's dark gaze was penetrating as he stared into my eyes. "Eet is my pleasure, your high-niss."
"You should know, your highness," Mercedes said, "that Hawk is the pride and joy of Gesh. Never in our history have we seen a warrior with his skill. You were fortunate to be in his hands."
"But nothing come-pares to his skeel with the weemen," smirked Catia.
The others laughed, including Hawk, but Vera did not. I felt something like resentment radiating from her; I catalogued that for later.
"Hawk." I extended a hand. "I—we—owe you our lives."
He accepted the gesture, and his hand swallowed mine completely.
"Your friend…" I continued. "He sacrificed his life for us. I am…" Curse the English language for not having a better substitute for "sorry"! "I can never repay you," I said instead.
Hawk squeezed my hand. "Do nit regret his death, preen-ciss. Like me, 'e was a hunter. 'E knew the risk. For 'im, eet was an honor to risk 'is life for you."
"Garati," I whispered.
Hawk took this as his cue to proceed saying everything in rapid Saqai.
"Wait!" I raised a pleading hand. "I only know that one word!"
The others chuckled. Hawk smiled, showing huge, white teeth, reminding me a little of when Calyx grimaced. "I em sorry," he said. "I asked if I may hef the honor of a dance, preen-ciss?"
I wasn't sure that was such a good idea, and I felt Vera's eyes on me in my hesitation.
"Go ahead, your highness." Mercedes urged. "It may do you some good."
Well, shoot. I'd missed my escape. To turn him down now might be considered insulting. "All right," I said to Hawk, standing up straight. "But I must warn you: I am a terrible dancer."
He waved his hand at the air like what I'd said was irrelevant. "I weel lead."
Hawk led me toward the small gathering and moved me with the music. I felt so small next to him. It was like dancing with a gorilla, though he was much better looking than a gorilla. In fact, he was quite handsome in a savage sort of way, if you were into that sort of thing. But savagery aside, he was a wonderful dancer. Much more graceful than I ever would have guessed, and worlds more graceful than I would ever be.
He spoke here and there, mostly to give me direction, and he was very gracious when I stepped on his bare feet. "Eet is strange to see a preen-ciss thet can nit dance." He smiled with that mouth full of teeth.
I laughed. "Well, I think it's strange to see a warrior who can. Are you sure you're in the right profession?"
His laughter broke with blunt force, a sound that earned us glares from the dancing couple beside us. They snubbed their noses in the air as if we had somehow defiled their dancing space, and in a swath of fabric, danced away.
The song ended, but my dancing did not, unfortunately. I was a guest of honor, according to one of my dancing partners, which meant I must always be engaged—dancing or otherwise. It was during a quick rumba with a handsome young man named Sal, who had hair and skin like copper, that I noticed Alex.
He was leaning against a balustrade near the playerless instruments, with three very pretty young women standing in a semi-circle around him. He wasn't adorned in color and jewels like the rest of the gentlemen on the terrace. Alex was clad all in black. Only he could make simplicity appear wealthy and regal, his figure as imposing as a king at his court, surrounded by admiring courtiers. His presence drew attention from all corners of the terrace, though he was entirely unaware, giving his attentions only to those immediately surrounding him.
It was interesting seeing him act in these political circles. I hadn't seen him do it often, because we'd only recently spent more time in each other's company and that had mostly been as fugitives running through the forests. But watching him now made me realize how different he was from the boy I had always known. Of course, there were elements of Alex that hadn't changed, but this adult version of him was new and intriguing. Perfectly at ease in social circles that were foreign to me, he ambled through them like a master in his own home.
Daria, you're gawking at him.
Alex looked up; his deep green eyes met mine from across the terrace, bold and intense. Someone stepped between us, blocking my view, and when the person moved, Alex was no longer standing there. But I felt his presence as if he were everywhere at the same time.
"Is everything all right, your grace?" asked the young man I was dancing with.
I turned my attention back to the handsome copperhead named Sal.
"I said that I had been looking forward to dancing with you at the festival," Sal continued, "but you had retired early to bed."
My mind whirled, remembering the ball during the festival. Had that really only been a few weeks ago? I had danced with Stefan, but I had left soon after with the claim that I hadn't felt well. That hadn't been a lie—not exactly. But mostly I had been trying to avoid Danton. The sick part had happened once I'd seen Alex.
"I'm sorry," I smiled. "Everything is so beautiful, I guess I'm a little distracted. Yes, it is unfortunate I didn't get to meet you at the festival. I hadn't felt very well that evening."
"I am sorry to hear that." Sal's eyes bore into mine, and the effect was slightly hypnotic. "I do hope your good health keeps. I would hate for you to miss the fireworks. They are truly exquisite, though perhaps not as exquisite as you."
I smiled awkwardly. "Thank you, Sal. That is very kind. But I owe all of my appearance to Ansha. She worked magic on me. In fact, I'm afraid that once midnight strikes, it'll all disappear and I'll be standing here in a pile of rags."
Sal looked confused, like I'd just spoken another language.
Then I remembered. "Sorry. It's a reference to a fairytale we tell on Earth."
"Ah." He nodded. "I am not very familiar with Earth. You grew up there, I understand?"
"I did," I answered. "And I lived there until about six months ago." Had it really only been six months?
"I hear there is no magic on Earth," Sal said, as if the very idea astounded and repulsed him.
"No, there is not," I said simply.
"And this does not bother you?"
I smiled. "Not in the least. It has taken me some getting used to, though. Living in a world where everything is done with magic. Back home I can flip a switch and light turns on. Here, I have to use magic, and I'm not very good at that." I decided not to tell him that it was more than not being very good. I couldn't do it at all.
"Hm." Sal did not seem to agree with me, but then he leaned his face closer than I felt comfortable. "I wonder if I might make a request." His tone suddenly assumed a timbre that made me think his request had nothing to do with the differences of Earth and Gaia. "After this gathering is over, may I take you somewhere private?" He snaked his arm around my waist and placed his lips at my ear, his hot breath warming my neck. "Somewhere we can talk and…get to know one another a little better, your highness." He trailed a finger along my collarbone and traced the tattoo of the dragon on my shoulder. "I would love to learn more about where you're from and, perhaps, other things…"
This young man was certainly bold. I grabbed his hand from my shoulder and moved it promptly back to my waist. "That's very generous of you," I said, stalling so that I could come up with an excuse, "but I'm afraid I have a meeting later this evening with my Aegises, and after what has recently happened to my father, you can imagine that both of them are reluctant to let me out of their sights."
"I'm sure they'd understand," Sal said.
"Her highness is correct," Alex suddenly said from behind me, interrupting our dance. He looked devastatingly handsome, standing there, his face showing no emotion yet somehow putting Sal in his place. "Aegis Neci and I are under strict orders to attend the princess at all times. However, if it is important that you speak with her, I am sure that we can arrange something. Of course, Aegis Neci and I would be in attendance as well…"
At first, Sal looked surprised, as if Alex were some kind of irritating fly that had no business snacking on a feast for kings. But then recognition slipped through the irritation, and Sal's eyes narrowed. "Aegis Alexander Del Conte," he said, as if reminding Alex of his place. The only problem was that Alex's presence was so much more imposing than Sal's could ever be. It was a small man that needed words to say what his actions could not.
Alex inclined his head, seemingly unaffected by Sal's attempted slight. "Sal Amorentis, Thane of the White Cliffs. Do you mind if I cut in? I would like to speak with her grace on a few matters."
Sal's face colored, caught without a choice. "Of course." Sal bowed his head to me. "Thank you, your grace. Perhaps we may speak later."
"Perhaps," I said, trying to look as friendly as possible to squash the awkwardness. Sal left, and Alex put one hand on my waist, took my hand in his, and led me into the next dance.
"Where have you been?" I hadn't meant the words to sound accusatory, but they did.
Alex raised a dark brow, looking a little startled by my outburst. "Where I always am: keeping both eyes on you, and that seems to require a lot of energy these days." His gaze trailed after Sal, who had already found another morsel to snack on in the form of one of Alex's groupies.
"You said he's a thane?" I asked.
Alex nodded, his gaze drifting back to mine. "He governs the land on the western shores. He is Mercedes' nephew. He will be furious with me for cutting in like this, but I couldn't help it. He looked like he was about to eat you alive."
"How do you know I wasn't about to eat him alive?" I teased. I tried pulling Alex closer, but he firmly held me back at an appropriate distance.
"Careful, your grace," he said, eyes locked on mine.
He was setting the precedence for our conversation tonight. He was holding up barriers and urging me to stand behind them. He was reminding me that I was a princess and he was my guard, and that I had better act that way.
A new piece started, much slower than the others, and the melody had a kind of lilting and heartbreaking quality to it. I tried not to take it as any kind of symbolism. Still, the dancing slowed and couples moved closer. Even Alex pulled me close, sliding one arm around my waist, and I was distinctly aware of the warmth soaking through the fabric of his sleeve and onto my bare lower back.
"How are you feeling?" Alex asked. His expression was carefully stoic, but his eyes were layered in concern.
"Well, if you must know, I feel a little bit like a pinwheel. Much more twirling and I might just twirl myself right off the edge of this balcony."
Alex grinned. "We don't have to dance. I could escort you back to—"
"No." I held him tighter, gazing defiantly into his eyes. "I missed my turn last time, and I've regretted it ever since. But I am a little surprised you're allowing this…?"
"Allowing what, exactly, your grace?" Even behind his walls of formality, he made the words your grace sound like an expression of intimacy only lovers used.
"Us dancing together."
"Ah." He was so controlled and elegant. "I didn't see any harm in it, considering I'm your Aegis and that you've already had your fair share of attention this evening." There was a glint in his eyes that made me certain he'd heard Sal's proposition.
"And I see that you've had yours." I glanced askance at the group of girls watching us, clearly unhappy that I'd stolen their shiny new toy.
Alex followed my gaze then whispered, "It's nice seeing you jealous."
I let out something of a snort. "Well, I could just put an end to it by ordering you to dance with me the rest of the evening. I'm not so sure I want to share you." I tried to move in a little closer, but Alex's grip firmly held me back again.
"I'm sorry, your grace," he said, his eyes glittering like emeralds, "but I would have to politely refuse those orders."
"That seems rather hypocritical, Aegis Del Conte, don't you think? If you're going to treat me as your superior, you had better learn to be a subordinate. You can't just flip-flop back and forth depending how it suits you."
"I can if your orders directly interfere with your safety," he said, all seriousness. "Besides, you can't play favorites in public, and particularly not with your Aegis. If you were smart, you would be flirting with that large man over there who owns most of Gesh. You'll need to go through him to get anything done."
I glanced over at that large, greasy man Alex had been referring to, who was currently harassing a servant girl. I'd danced with a lot of men this evening, but I had not danced with him. Watching him, I decided to keep it that way. I looked back at Alex. "Hmm." I grinned. "Well, what if I'm not very smart? What if I'd rather just flirt with you?"
"Unfortunately, your grace," Alex replied, "I happen to know that you are smart, and you know better."
The music slowed a little, and I drew closer to Alex and rested my face on his chest, breathing in the scents of soap and birch while his heart hammered in my ears. "No, if I were smart, I never would have allowed you to dance with me in the first place. I'm not as practiced as you with hiding how I feel."
He was quiet, holding me in his arms.
Daria, be careful!
But I didn't want to be careful. I was tired of everyone telling me what to do and who I could and couldn't have feelings for. But in the end, the idea that I would be putting Alex in danger saved him from being attacked by an onslaught of kisses.
I pulled back, putting my hand back on his shoulder but letting my fingers dangle at the base of his neck.
"What are you going to say to them?" Alex asked.
I sighed. "I have no idea. All I have to offer is a title. That's it. I know nothing about what it means to be a ruler or how diplomacy works or anything, but I will come up with something. I hope."
Alex stared at our hands a moment, then looked straight into my eyes and said, "You know more than you think you do. I know you haven't spent much time at the castle, but you've seen more of the inner workings of diplomacy than most people who have lived here their entire lives. Trust your instincts, Da—your grace." He corrected himself. "Don't try to be what they want. Find your strengths and use them to your advantage."
"By strengths, I'm assuming that you are not referring to my inability to keep my mouth shut."
He chuckled, his chest rising and falling against mine. "I don't know. You are rather…creative. You always have been, and so far that's worked remarkably well. These are just people. People are the same on both worlds, and you do know people."
Right. Just like I'd known Thad.
"Al—Aegis Del Conte…I feel so completely out of my element."
"Well, you do not look out of your element, your grace." Alex squeezed my hand, and his eyes drifted over me in a way that made the heat rise to my cheeks. "And so far, you've handled everyone here with perfect poise and grace, like you were born for this. You've surprised me, actually."
I grinned up at him. "You have been keeping both eyes on me, haven't you?"
He didn't smile, but his eyes lit up as he twirled me slowly. "That is my job." He pulled me close again, though I had the distinct impression his watching me so closely was more than his just being my Aegis. "Being a leader is mostly about perception, your grace. You look the part. You act the part. If you believe who you are, so will they."
"So who do you believe you are, Aegis Del Conte?" I looked him straight in the eyes. "Because you never present yourself merely as an Aegis, and no one ever treats you like one."
His jaw worked and his expression was suddenly shielded. "I'm not sure what you mean."
I wasn't so sure what I'd meant either, but there was always something about Alex. Something I couldn't quite put my finger on. Something that nagged at me like a ticking clock.
The song suddenly ended. Alex brought my hand to his mouth, and his lips brushed the back of my hand, soft and gentle. I felt his kiss all the way to my feet.
"Wait, I really do need talk to you about something," I whispered. "About my conversation with Mercedes."
Alex gripped my hand tightly, as though he were trying to push the words back inside of me. He glanced around to make sure no one had overheard as the servants began ushering us all to dinner.
"Can we talk later? In private?" I whispered. "It's about the portal."
Alex looked surprised, then wary, but nodded fractionally. He offered me his arm, which I took, and he escorted me to the table, careful to leave ample space between us. Mercedes sat at one corner of the long table and I was directed to the very center, with Alex and Vera sitting on either side of me. Alex's new groupies had taken residence near one end where they could have a full view of him. And, oh, were they already feasting their eyes.
I thought someone should give them bibs to keep the drool off their gowns.
Mercedes made formal introductions, though interestingly enough, I didn't remember anyone's names but Sal and the girls ogling Alex from afar. Apparently, they were all cousins, related to a large man with a bulbous nose seated a few places down from me. People remarked on the dragon, and I responded much as I had to Catia, but for the most part, conversation continued in Saqai.
I did, however, manage to gather that most of these people were landowners, ranging from small parcels to entire mountain ranges—like the man Alex had pointed out earlier—and all of them had stock in Gesh's welfare. One woman, with chin-length white hair and severe features, was in a heated discussion with the large man with bulbous features over her serfs. According to Vera, it seemed that he had been buying them off, and now much of the woman's crop was spoiling because she didn't have the staffing left to harvest it.
"I am sorry to hear about your father, your highness," said a gentleman with a tall forehead, narrow face, and cropped white hair. He looked a lot like an older version of Sting. "I met him once," he continued, turning his body so that he faced me, "long ago. He had very friendly eyes. You can tell much about a person by their eyes, and I see that you have the same kindliness in yours, though they may not be the same shade."
The chatter quieted a bit, all but the argument over serfs at the opposite end of the table.
"Thank you," I said quietly. "He was a wonderful father. What is your name?"
"Ah, forgive me, your highness. I am Ven Orelius, High Priest of Mosaque. I am here on behalf of the venita."
A venita. "You are one of the ones who monitors the portal here," I said, my interest piqued.
He nodded slowly, taking a sip of wine. "I am, your highness. Our temple—the Temple of Draconi—is in the city center. Perhaps, if your grace has the time, you might stop by for a visit. I am sure the other venita would love the opportunity to speak with the last of the Pandors."
I nodded, feeling the weight of Alex's gaze. "Absolutely. I would like that very much." Maybe this man would help me. Maybe I could convince him to let me through.
Right after I convinced Alex.
"Yes, Prince Alaric was a goot man," said a woman with a much thicker accent, who had shaved only the right side of her head. A curtain of black hair fell down the other side. "Eet is a shame thet 'e is gone. We are 'onored thet you woot come to Gesh."
By the sudden glares bestowed upon me from the three groupies, I didn't think everyone shared her opinion. However, I smiled at the woman and told her that I was honored to be here. Sal caught my eye a few times through dinner, his gaze lingering long after I'd turned mine away. I didn't like how he could undress a person with his eyes.
Servants brought out a main dish of some kind of large, roasted bird with fingerling potatoes and leeks and some other unidentifiable orange vegetable. I followed Alex's lead with table etiquette. He caught me watching him and then slowed to make his movements more deliberate. I grinned at him and he winked back at me.
On occasion, I would catch Hawk looking at Vera, but she didn't once look in his direction. Vera remained mostly quiet, though sometimes she replied to a question asked by the large, mountain-range-owning gentlemen to her left. It surprised me that when the same gentleman said something to Alex in Saqai, Alex responded fluently. And I had to admit: the language sounded very nice on his tongue.
I would have to ask Alex about that, too. After dinner.
During the meal, fireworks exploded in the sky in celebration of the summer solstice. They were similar to the ones at the castle during the games, depicting scenes of warriors hunting and horses cantering and dragons in flight. And then there were scenes of fighting, magical blasts and armies fallen and all the firework-made banners of the seven territories erupted in fire. I could only assume this was to signify the one hundred years of Darkness, which I'd read about in the castle library. It had been a very long civil war between the territories and had ended only about twenty years ago—with the Dark Reign of my uncle, Lord Eris.
To signify this Dark Reign, there were images of monsters—like barghests and shadowguard and gargons—attacking the people, and then a great glittering man appeared, signifying Eris. How strange that a man could be so famous as to have fireworks made in his image, when all he'd done was evil.
In this history of light, a new firework pierced Eris through the heart and the sparkling masterpiece exploded, colorful and magical, dissipating into a rain of glitter upon our terrace below. People "oohed" and "aahed," and after the scene dissolved in the night sky, the terrace erupted in boisterous cheers and applause.
I couldn't remember the last time I'd had such a fine meal, and I ate my fill—even of the unidentifiable vegetable. By the time the tiered cake of exotic fruit and custard was presented to the table, I was too stuffed to eat another bite. I hadn't broached any difficult topics yet, but I'd waited on purpose. It's very difficult to influence an audience one doesn't understand, and I'd had a good deal of time to watch them.
Mountain-range Man beside Vera suddenly decided to engage me in conversation. "I've heard so much about you, your highness." He took a sip of wine and dabbed his napkin on his mustache.
I wasn't sure where this was going, but by his tone, I had a small feeling I wasn't going to like it. "Have you?"
In my periphery, I saw Alex watching this man.
"Yes." The man put his napkin back on his lap. "And I've often wondered how the daughter of a Pandor and a Regius could exhibit absolutely no inherent magical potential whatsoever." He shook his head. "Really, it is quite extraordinary—especially for a princess of Gaia, waker of dragons or no."
Alex frowned, but I smiled before I could make a different and much more insulting facial expression. I had to be careful with my answer. I would need to win this man's favor, too, even if I didn't like him. Especially if he owned most of Gesh. "You have heard quite a bit, then," I said. "Unfortunately, I am not quite so well informed as to who you are."
His smile was ostensible. "Sir Randik, your highness. I am, what you might call, Gesh's patron."
Ah. I'd read about Sir Randik, and it seemed all that patronage had gone to his head. Of course, I kept this to myself. "Your English is incredible; you have no accent at all," I said.
"Thank you." Sir Randik sat up straight and tugged at his mustache. "I studied English in Valdon a long, long time ago—well before you were even a thought, I'm sure. I like to pride myself in my ability to assimilate into other cultures."
"It is a pride well deserved." I tilted my glass toward him then took a sip of the heady wine. Alex kicked my foot beneath the table, and I kicked him back.
"It is a pity you've refused Lord Danton's offer of marriage," Sir Randik said.
I held my goblet against my lips, frozen. How did Sir Randik know? And why was he bringing it up right then?
"It would have been a great benefit to your name and all of Valdon, had you accepted," Sir Randik continued. "A necessary benefit, I might add. Lord Danton is quite beloved amongst the gentry, and for a princess who only recently entered this realm, your presence has been astoundingly calamitous for the entire Regius line. Pretending to be the prince and entering the games? Duping an entire kingdom so that you might inherit a territory of your own?"
A few people around us had begun listening in. Oh, there were so many things I wanted to say back to this man, but I didn't dare. My tongue was trapped behind bars of necessity. What he'd said was true. I had done those things. Just not for the reasons he was implying.
"It is a marriage you do not deserve," Sir Randik continued, "for that marriage would have forgiven your ignominious reputation. Not to mention, such an alliance would significantly strengthen Valdon's fortifications. Perhaps no one has given you this piece of advice. I realize it's hard to see the world from behind castle walls, but the entire kingdom—myself included—can't imagine what could have possibly propelled you to refuse such an offer, and why in Gaia's name Prince Stefan would have allowed your refusal. If King Darius hadn't locked himself away, I imagine you'd be in Orindor as we speak. Still, one can't help but wonder if you've had a…better offer? Though I can't imagine whom; I happen to be well acquainted with all eligible lords."
It was in that moment that I finally realized the depth of Mercedes' warning. How deeply rooted the traditions of marriage and titles of the regency were. My heart belonged to the man sitting beside me, but this kingdom could never and would never accept it. Not from a princess they didn't respect, and certainly not when we were on the brink of war. I would marry a throne, not a man.
"I have not received a better offer," I continued. "I happen to believe I am too young to consider something as conclusive as marriage."
"Too young?" Sir Randik gasped. "Forgive me, your highness, but it is your birthright as a regent to secure the safety of your people, and as princess, well, it is your duty to marry a lord that will make that possible."
"I understand my duties, Sir Randik," I said, "and you must also forgive me. Where I come from, women don't have to rely on a marriage to accomplish things."
Sir Randik slapped his leg. "What a peculiar place you are from, your highness. I thought it was every woman's dream to marry young and start a family. What else is a young woman good for but to carry the lineage forward? It is quite obvious you are all ill-equipped to handle matters of state. As a princess, you'll marry when the kingdom needs you to. That is your purpose, your highness."
I had the sudden urge to punch him in the face, but (sadly) I resisted. Instead, I said, "How…enlightening."
A good half of the table was listening now. Alex was stone-faced and rigid, and Vera looked as though she might stab Sir Randik with her dinner fork.
Maybe I'd get lucky and she would.
"I wonder, Sir Randik," I continued, "if you've communicated such thoughts to Mercedes."
"Of course not." Sir Randik touched his mustache. "Mercedes has more than earned her right to govern Gesh, and therefore must be excluded from my former presumptions. I wonder…" He looked straight at me. "My brother-in-law still serves in Valdon with my nephew. Perhaps you know him? I realize Valdon is quite a large region, but my nephew, Denn Faris, attended the Academia. Maybe your Aegises are acquainted with him?"
Was everyone on this cursed planet related to each other somehow?
"I believe I may have crossed paths with him once or twice," I said flatly.
"Is eet true thet an army of shadowguard hef assembled along the northern wall?"
The question had come from a man who had been listening to us and had not spoken until now. He had a slight frame and a very pronounced chin, eyes like coals, and if Sir Randik had called in the attention of our half of the table, this man's question called in the rest.
How had this man known?
Mercedes folded her hands on the table and sat tall, hiding the unease I knew she felt, and Sal Amorentis's gaze was unnerving from farther down the table. Catia, sitting beside him, studied me with a kind of hungry interest, but most of the table looked wary, like at any moment the shadows might jump out and attack them.
"Princess Daria," Mercedes said evenly, "would you care to inform my guests as to how the situation stands along the northern wall? We hear so many things, but you can imagine how little we actually see being this far south." Her tone was all cordiality but her gaze held the weight of a kingdom.
The summer breeze slipped lightly over my skin.
Remember: you are an heir to the throne, a regent of Gaia. And they will believe it only if you do.
I sat up straighter, chin up with my hands resting calmly in my lap, mimicking the poise and body language I'd so often seen Stefan display while in meetings with his advisors. It surprised me a little how easily it came, and adjusting my poise had a strange and immediate affect on my mind. As if someone had flipped a switch in my head, and a different, and much more collected person stepped forth.
"It is true," I said, letting my eyes fall upon the faces of each member in my audience. Eye contact would be important. Eye contact would convey strength and control and confidence more than any of my words ever could. "An army of shadowguard stand there now, waiting to attack. I'm afraid that Alioth is completely outnumbered and will not be able to prevent them from breaking through."
My words were met with silence.
And then glances were exchanged, whispers heard, and I even felt the spark of surprise from the guards around us.
However, the whispering was short-lived because the questions slammed into me from every angle at full volume. Why was I here? Why wasn't I helping my brother? Was it true that I'd refused to marry Lord Danton Pontefract? Why would I refuse something like that? Was Lord Eris controlling the shadowguard? And on and on and on. Mostly, they all couldn't understand why I'd refused Danton when Valdon so obviously needed Ordinor's support. I'd wanted to answer their questions, but it was difficult when they all came at once.
Thankfully, Mercedes stepped in. "Calm down, everyone, please," she interceded, and the table quieted at once. "I am sure that Her Highness will be happy to answer your questions, though she'll be unable to if she cannot hear them. One at a time."
I looked gratefully at her and she nodded slowly. I noticed that Alex and Vera had leaned back in their seats, probably to make sure everyone's view of me was unobstructed. Though Alex's eyes were like weapons, and he moved them around in silent challenge.
"Has Lord Eris really returned?" asked an elderly gentleman with thin, white hair that fell just past his shoulders.
"Yes," I replied. "Though we do not have direct proof that he is behind the wall with the shadowguard, we have good reason to believe that he is responsible for them. It is not the first time he has employed the shadowguard to do his bidding." The thought distantly crossed my mind that I had no idea where I'd learned to talk to people like this. I had picked up a lot in six months.
"But he is supposed to be dead," said the large man with the bulbous nose.
"Unfortunately, he is not." I said. "And he is plotting an attack on the castle at Valdon as we speak to finish what he started twenty years ago."
There were more murmurs and whispers, and Alex and Vera sat perfectly still, taking in every movement, every sound, and every word like silent predators tracking their prey.
"Why should we believe this nonsense?" It was Sir Randik. "There is no proof. On what authority do you have that Lord Eris and his shadowguard have returned?"
I was done dealing with this rude and arrogant man. I reached into my top, eliciting some baffled looks from the guests, pulled the arrowhead from its hiding place between my breasts, and dropped it right on the table with a clank.
Gasps were heard all around as the people saw the irrefutable weapon of the shadowguard. Those nearest leaned closer to get a better look at the triangle of shiny obsidian. They didn't come too close, however, as if the arrowhead were a viper that might lash out and strike, injecting its deadly venom. Alex's surprise was marked clearly on his face. He hadn't known I'd saved the shadowguard arrowhead that had punctured my skin. "My scar is just beneath this dragon." I touched the tattoo on my shoulder. "The wound almost killed me, and it would have, had not my Aegis taken care of it before I reached your healers."
Flickers of unease and hesitation lit around the table, but it was Sir Randik who broke the heavy and anxious silence, his cheeks splotchy. "If that is true, your highness, then how can you still refuse Lord Danton? Alioth and Valdon will not survive against Lord Eris without Orindor's help."
"Then Orindor should help out of loyalty to the crown," I said. "Not because of a marriage."
Apparently, this was the wrong thing to say. The table erupted in chatter—much of which I didn't understand because it was all in rapid Saqai, but I got the gist of it. They thought I was an idiot.
Well?
Conscience, whose side are you on?
"You hef sealed Valdon's fate, then," someone said.
"Valdon is perfectly capable of sealing its own fate," Sal offered, his eyes hard as he looked at me. "If they are going to ignore the other territories, they should not expect help to come to their aid on a whim."
My goodness, was he really that upset that I'd rejected him? "Whim? A whim is a spontaneous tryst, Sal Amorentis. Not a battle between armies," I said.
There were a few snickers, and Sal's face colored.
"But without Orindor's help, what weel Preens Stefan do?" It was Catia.
Mercedes sat quietly, her fingers steepled on the table while her gaze settled upon me. She looked intensely intrigued, like she had suddenly seen me for the first time and was trying to figure out what I was.
I thought that was a question I'd like an answer to as well.
"Prince Stefan is doing everything in his power to stop Lord Eris's shadowguard from penetrating the wall," I said, "and that is why I am here this evening. I need…we need to ask for your help."
There was a general discord of emotions that hovered in the air, and many of them were not in my favor.
"You expect us to sacrifice our lives for you when you will not even sacrifice your hand in something as simple as marriage?" It was Denn's uncle again.
"Sir Randik." Mercedes voice cut through before anyone could speak, her eyes like daggers. "We will have no more talk of Princess Daria's betrothal. You seem so obsessed with it yourself, one might think you were pining for her hand."
There was a general murmur of amusement around the table. Vera looked particularly satisfied, but Sir Randik's face turned a violent shade of red.
"We do not expect anything," I continued. "We only ask this of you because the one thing that can and will stop Lord Eris is if the territories unite against him."
"But you have been in Gaia for less than a year, your highness," Sir Randik continued. "With all due respect"—nothing following this has ever been even remotely respectful—"you should leave matters of diplomacy to the prince, because your understanding of this world is incipient, at best. It is a universal truth that Gesh does not interfere with the politics of the mainland." He leaned forward, his eyes squished between fat cheeks and a thick brow. "In case you weren't aware, a title won't imbue a person with sudden expertise on subjects clearly foreign to them."
"Clearly," I replied. "Otherwise your title would have imbued you with the integrity befitting a real gentleman."
The table was silent—apprehensive. I couldn't read Mercedes expression, but Sir Randik's face darkened to a very unsettling shade of purple. Vera was the only bright spot of amusement at the table, and for once I was truly thankful for her presence.
With a deep breath I stood up and leaned forward, placing my hands on the edge of the table. "Let us not forget the one hundred years of darkness, where years of civil war made this realm ripe for a man like my uncle to rise, beginning what we all know as the Dark Reign. Let us not forget that during the Dark Reign, my uncle turned brother against brother, father against son, controlling minds with his dark magic and bringing unspeakable horrors to those who resisted him. Let us not forget that he single-handedly wiped out cities and burnt their citizens alive as examples. And let us not forget that he wielded a power so strong, he cast this entire world in darkness for six full days. All so that in his bloodlust, he could take the shield of power and steal the unity stone from the guild in order to take over this world.
"And I believe your lands were struck, were they not?" I looked straight at Sir Randik, who shrank back in his chair a little. "Yes, I believe I read you inherited your mountains from your oldest brother, who, after leading a small rebellion against Lord Eris, was tied to a chair with a bowl of small rats fastened to his stomach, and he died as they clawed their way through him." Sir Randik blanched, and then I turned my attention back to the crowd, who looked very uncomfortable.
"I do not say these things to bring up pains from the past. I need you to remember what it is we are up against. I need you to remember that it was our disunity in the first place that allowed a man like my uncle to bring about so much horror and almost succeed in taking over this world. He might have failed last time, but this time, he has something that he did not have before: the shield of power.
"Sir Randik is right: I arrived in this world just a few months ago. I do not pretend to understand the nuances of your relations with mainland, and I am certainly not trying to act like an expert on the matter—that's not why I'm here. If I've given any of you that impression, I am sorry because I know that I am the very least among all of you. I've been thrown into a life of privilege, where my grandfather has seen fit to have me dressed in all the finest gowns and stuffed with all the richest foods, with no special regard for my education. So I challenged all of that.
"Yes, I read. I studied. Everything I could get my hands on. And then I entered the games. I did not do it because I had some ulterior motive for power. No, I did it because I wanted freedom to make my own choices and educate myself further to help this realm. I did not want to be a decorative trinket sitting in some lord's bedroom." This earned a couple of snickers from the far end of the table. Not surprisingly, the groupies looked confused. "I wanted to be my own lord. I wanted the freedom to act. The way I went about it was deceitful, and I do not fault you for your lack of trust in me.
"But I swear on my life that I am not lying to you about this. As we speak, there is an army of shadowguard gathered along the northern wall, and it is only a matter of time before they break through. You say that I should marry Lord Danton Pontefract to seal Orindor's allegiance to Valdon—perhaps I should reconsider. But that would only help short-term, and based on the past all of you are well aware of, the shadowguard would eventually find their way here. Lord Eris will not stop at Valdon. He will try to carry out what he failed to achieve last time, and the only way we might stop him is if we stand together."
I paused, giving my words a chance to breathe and settle. "Please…I am not standing here before you as the princess of Gaia. I am standing here before you as a young girl who, in her limited time in this world, has witnessed magic of the darkest kind and had her father murdered in front of her by a man who will stop at nothing to gain power."
The table was silent. So silent, I heard the ring on Catia's pinky finger clink as she tapped it on the stem of her wine goblet. Eyes drifted from me down to the tablecloth and around at each other like they were all trying to pretend I wasn't there. Because if I was there, they would have to deal with what I had just said.
And then a gust of wind ripped through the terrace, tilting the lanterns, and the back of my neck tingled with sudden premonition. I looked behind me just in time to see one of the guards holding a bow with a black arrow aimed straight at Mercedes.



Chapter 12
Demons in the Night
 
 
Time has one direction: forward. At least that is what I had always thought. But for me, it was not so. For me, time was a malleable thing, substantive and changeable. It would move forward and backward and sometimes stop altogether. I never knew when this would happen; it just would. And then I would find myself the only moving creature in a world of stills, like an actor on a stage where all the other players had stopped moving in order to end the scene. Except in my case, the scene hadn't ended. It was just beginning, and I had a few seconds to act when no one else could, like when I had pinned the giant's hand to the support beam with my dagger. In this case, I had a few seconds to save someone's life.
I didn't have time to cross the table and reach Mercedes. My next best option was to deflect the arrow. So I grabbed my glass of wine and threw it at the archer's hand—the one that held the arrow in place. My glass hit its mark just as the archer's fingers very slowly released their grip, and with the snap of release, time returned to normal. The arrow sank into the table with a thud, mere inches before Mercedes, black feather fletching still vibrating from impact.
There was a split second of complete shock, and then the entire table jumped out of their chairs with a screech, and the guards that had been so conveniently keeping to the shadows attacked. Alex grabbed hold of me and yanked me behind him, raising his sword just in time to deflect the blow of a warhammer. He kicked the guard holding it in the gut and shoved him back with the pummel of his sword, and the guard went sliding over the table, knocking over plates and goblets, spilling red wine everywhere and bathing the beautiful table in blood. Alex didn't waste any time, and when the next two guards attacked, they were down before they'd fully raised their weapons.
Impressive.
In my admiration, a guard grabbed a hold of my wrists and pulled me back. His grip was a vice, and no matter how much I squirmed, I could not break free. Alex tried to come after me but was intercepted by another enemy guard. I finally managed to kick my heel back in my attacker's groin, and when he leaned forward in pain, I rammed the back of my head into his nose. This sent the guard bending backwards and he loosened his grip on my wrists. I twisted myself free and slid my dagger from my leg, and when my assailant stumbled back at me with his sword, I parried, easily knocking his sword out of his hands. He ran away, in search of his sword.
Which was right when Alex returned to me.
"Huh," he panted, glancing sideways at me and then eyeing my dagger.
I shrugged.
And then we were each engaged in new battles, though still keeping close to each other, always moving with respect to one another so that no one could writhe their way between us. Most of Mercedes' guests had managed a quick escape, since they were obviously not targets. Hawk remained, as well as Vera and Catia, Ven Orelius, a few others, and Mercedes herself.
It was much easier moving in my skirt than my leathers. The fabric didn't provide much protection, but the high slits allowed a nice range of unimpeded movement. Someone grabbed one of the floating lanterns and set it on one of the guards. The guard's body caught flame, and in a desperate attempt to dispel the flames, he tripped and fell over the balustrade. His screams filled the night and faded away into nothing.
The enemy guards left standing started to run. Hawk yelled some string of words in Saqai, and a few of our party and Ven Orelius took off in pursuit of them. The rest of us had just begun to gather our breaths when a small light appeared. It shimmered there, directly in the center of the terrace, a pale, blue light that pulsed like a small star, and I could feel its presence like a hot desert wind.
"Alex…" I pulled his arm.
He had been hunched over inspecting a fallen guard, but at my touch he turned to look at me over his shoulder. His eyes slid past me and he stood.
Then all the lanterns when out. All that remained was the blue light.
"What is thet?" asked Catia.
The light suddenly pulsed and caught fire, hovering there in the center of the terrace like some ball of liquid white flame casting all of us standing around in an eerie glow. Dread bubbled deep inside of me, and then the sphere of fire further differentiated into parts. Two arms and two legs all aflame, then a head and a tail.
"Spirits of the realm," Vera whispered, jaw agape.
Catia moved her hand in some kind of symbol over her heart, whispering something in Saqai.
The light had turned into a demon from hell, white, smokeless fire curling around its nightmarish face. Its chest was broad with unnaturally striated muscle and its massive corded arms ended in curved claws. A barbed tail moved through the air behind it like a whip of flame, slowly slicing back and forth. It had a strange spectral quality to it, like some kind of bright hologram. But holograms didn't produce heat, and the air around this flaming demon singed and hummed with magic. It was a different kind of magic—different from any kind of magic I'd ever felt. There was something wrong about it, something perverse and foreboding. Something intoxicating and overpowering and seductive.
I knew without question that it was dark magic.
But then…who was using it? All the enemy guards had fled.
Hawk didn't waste a moment. He raised an ax and lobbed it at the creature. The ax flew threw the air in a wheel of silver, spinning itself right through the demon, over the balustrade, and out of sight. A deep and guttural snarl sounded from the demon's lips, and its blinding white eyes narrowed upon Hawk. Then it moved.
It was lightning fast, a blur of white flame in the night, right at Hawk. Mercedes conjured some kind of magical shield, barely deflecting its claws from Hawk's throat. The shield had held it off, but the demon was now latched to the shield, wrapped around it like some kind of parasite. It reached long, flaming arms around the shield, raking at Hawk while Mercedes strained to maintain the energy needed to hold the shield in place.
Vera's fury ignited and a bolt of light shot from her hands. It hit the demon's back, but the demon didn't fall. Instead, the flames swelled as though it was swallowing the light. The demon trembled, and then it shot the bolt of light straight back at Vera. She dodged just in time, and the bolt landed on a large vase. The vase exploded, sending bits of ceramic and dirt everywhere. Apparently, the demon was resistant to magic, too. At least our kind of magic.
Alex grabbed my wrist. "Daria, go. Now," he whispered, squeezing my wrist so tightly it hurt. "Get out of here."
"No. I'm not going anywhere."
Hawk brought a curved machete down for a killing blow. Again, his blade slipped right through the demon as though the demon was nothing more than a vapor. That demonic face snarled and flung its arm back at Hawk. Flames collided with Hawk's chest, sending Hawk flying through the air, much farther than any person should have flown. He collided with the balustrade and slumped to the ground.
Horrified, I pressed my senses to him. He was hurt, but he was alive. The force from such a hit might've killed a weaker man.
And then everyone attacked. Alex held me firmly back while the others pressed in. They tried with weapons and other spells, but all of their spells rebounded. And then the demon sent a wall of flame straight at Vera.
My world slowed again, but this time a voice whispered, Use me. I'll show you.
There was a tingling sensation deep in my gut. It moved to my chest, condensing there, the pressure of it building and building as though I'd held my breath for too long and now my lungs were bursting to release.
Now, let go, said the voice.
With a great exhale, I pushed the pressure down my arms and through my fingertips. Time continued just as it should, and a cyclone of air ripped through the space, disintegrating the wall of flames before they could touch Vera. Everyone gaped at me, shocked. Even Alex had let go of my wrist to stare at me. And then the demon charged.
It dropped on all fours and charged toward me like a bull, flames curling all around it. People threw weapons, but all slipped through the air, clattering upon the terrace. I searched for that tingling sensation, but it wasn't there. In its place was raw fear. This spectar was going to kill me.
No. I hadn't come this far to be killed by a fancy hologram.
My dagger suddenly felt heavy in my hand and the hilt seared my palm. There was a moment—a quick moment—where I was stunned, my eyes flicking back and forth between the approaching monster and the dagger in my hands. And then for some reason, I threw my dagger straight at the demon.
End over end it sailed, the point landing into the creature's chest. But it didn't pass through; it stuck with a wet thud.
The demon screamed a high, keening sound, clawing at the now glowing hilt of my dagger. Unfortunately, the blade had missed the mark and landed a few inches from the demon's heart, assuming it had one. I briefly thought how ironic that would be.
The demon pulled the hilt from its chest, its razor-sharp teeth bared in fury. Power pulsed through me from somewhere in the shadows, renewing the spectral demon with might. Whoever had created this monster was still nearby, fueling its power.
In order to destroy this demon, I'd have to destroy its maker. I whipped my head around and was looking for signs of movement when the flaming, whip-like tail descended upon me. I dodged; the tail landed in stone where I'd stood, breaking and scorching the tiles beneath it. Again and again the tail came down and I jumped. I heard Alex calling my name as I scrambled under the dinner table and a fist came down, breaking it in half. I crawled along the tile, careful to stay beneath the cover of the table. I needed my dagger…
"Daria, catch!" Alex yelled.
Something scraped over stone, toward me. The demon ripped the table away, its hulking frame towering over me. It came down for the kill, and in one swift motion, I swept my arm out, grabbed the hilt of my dagger, and stabbed the tip of the blade through the demon's opened mouth. It released a bone-chilling wail into the night and reeled back while I scrambled away, leaving my dagger behind.
That should hold it off, at least for a bit. I hoped.
"Use my dagger and keep it distracted!" I yelled, getting to my feet and searching the shadows. The dark mage had to be here somewhere. Another pulse of energy, and I saw the silhouette slinking back into the shadows. Alex had followed my gaze and saw the figure in the same moment I did.
We exchanged a glance, and then together we sprinted after him.
Up the stairs, around the corner, and down a narrow corridor. I hated leaving the others with that demon, but they had my dagger. And at least the dark mage wouldn't be there to heal the demon.
Our path split.
"I'll take right!" I panted. Alex hesitated, but then nodded sharply and headed in the opposite direction.
Across the terrace, through alleys and over bridges, pushing through clotheslines and past wooden carts. The shadow knocked over one of the carts, and baskets of what looked like apples spilled all over the road. I leapt over them, following him up a narrow stair and down a winding corridor.
A plume of liquid blue flames came at me, and with the same tingling energy I'd felt before, I pulsed the air at them, knocking them aside. It had been much easier to do this time.
My sandals slapped on the pavement as people dodged aside, pulling small children out of my way. There were more flames thrust my way, but each time I was ready, using a wall of air to push them aside. It was like a vital organ inside of me had suddenly been reconnected. I still had no idea what I'd do once I reached the apparently gifted dark mage, but I would worry about that later. I stopped at a crossroads, my eyes darting back and forth, and then I caught sight of a moving cloak off to my left.
I chased it, leaping over flowers and shrubs, ducking behind a cart, and then I lunged at him, tackling him to the ground.
He cried out and raised his hands in surrender. Dread lumped in my throat as I jerked back the hood. It was an elderly man in a cloak, and he looked terrified. I grunted to myself. "Sorry!" I helped him back to his feet. A small group of people had gathered around us. I squinted up at the starlit sky and then back around at all the glowing lanterns lighting the maze of pathways.
I'd lost him.
Hopefully, Alex had had better luck. After a few seconds, I spotted Alex on a bridge parallel to where I stood. He was alone too.
"You okay?" he asked once we reached each other. He was still a little out of breath.
"Yeah, you?"
He nodded, dragging his hand over his face. "I'd be better if he hadn't gotten away." He glanced over me, and I felt his consciousness do a quick sweep. Satisfied, he shut the connection off again and said, "We need to get back and check on the others."
We made our way back to the terrace. There was no sign of the flaming demon, but it had left a rather nasty trail of destruction in its wake. What had been a scene of enchantment only moments ago looked like a missile testing site. Scorch marks stained the floor and balustrades, broken glass was everywhere, and many of the chairs had been reduced to piles of beautifully handcrafted firewood. Hawk stood beside Vera, and when they saw us, they motioned for us to come over. At least they were all right.
I watched two men carry the dinner table away—or part of it, rather. I wasn't sure where the rest of it had gone. Alex and I navigated around broken chairs and stepped over shattered glass until we reached them.
"Where is Mercedes?" I asked.
"Back in her chambers," Vera said. "Here." She handed me back my dagger, hilt first.
"Thanks," I took it from her, slipped it beneath my skirt, and resheathed it. She watched me. "What happened to the demon?" I asked.
"It disintegrated not long after you and Alexander left," she said. "It couldn't recover after that stab wound through the mouth." She looked a little impressed.
"Eet looks like eet needed its mage to survive, no?" Hawk looked between Alex and me.
"Unfortunately, he got away." Alex raked a hand through his hair.
Vera frowned, then looked back at the shadows with sudden mistrust.
"This is all my fault," I said. "I've put you all in danger by being here."
"You must not take blame for thees, preen-ciss." Hawk waved at the terrace. "You are doing what you must, and the dark will try to stop you at every step. We hef a saying, my people: If you are not meeting oppo-zee-shun, then you are going thee wrong way."
"I hope you're right," I said. I needed him to be right. It was too much to sacrifice, otherwise.
"Did you manage to take any hostages?" Alex asked.
Vera nodded. "Two. No one else has made it through the city gates, so the other few are either in hiding or their dead bodies will be deposited on shore in the next few weeks."
I noticed a couple of bodies lying with the stillness only death permits. It hadn't gotten any easier for me, seeing death. I swallowed and approached the nearest fallen body, then crouched beside him. Or her, rather. The woman's face was hidden beneath a pile of matted brown hair, but I caught sight of a symbol on the back of her neck. Slowly, I stretched my hand toward her. I was afraid to touch her—afraid as though I might catch death merely by contact—but I managed to brush her hair away to see the rest of the symbol.
I'd seen the symbol before, at Rex Cross when I had been with the Del Contes. There had been a trio of men about to attack us, and one of them had had this symbol on the back of his neck. A symbol of an eye flanked by two triangles. The innkeeper had said it was the symbol of Mortis. "Alex, look."
Alex came to my side, and when he noticed the marking, his jaw clenched and he pushed the hair back from his face.
"Mortis followers, like the ones at Rex Cross," I whispered. "I wonder why my uncle sent them and not the shadowguard."
Alex didn't have an answer for this, but he looked very much like he wished he had one.
"You don't think one of them could have conjured the demon, do you?" I asked. "I mean, I know Mortis followers have an ability to use dark magic, but certainly nothing that powerful."
Alex cogitated, staring at the symbol. "No, I don't believe so. A pykan would make more sense."
"Yes," I agreed. "And it would also explain where the gargons came from."
Alex stood, resheathing his sword and looking at Hawk. "You've increased security along the wall, I hope."
"Yes, Aegis Del Conte," Hawk replied. "I em sure thet every guard in thees city is awake and walking the streets now."
"But how did they get in?" I asked, also standing.
"Probably through the watchtower," Vera replied.
The watchtower. I had almost forgotten about the watchtower. The men guarding the watchtower hadn't come to our aid during the gargon attack, and by the look on Vera's face, I was afraid to ask my next question. "What happened to the men standing guard there?"
Alex exchanged a meaningful glance with Vera then looked at me. "They were all murdered."
I inhaled slowly. I wouldn't have known because I'd been out cold when we'd passed through. More deaths. All because of me. And my uncle always seemed to be one step ahead of me.
"Alexander." Vera's voice cut through the silence. "Why don't you take her highness back to her chambers? We'll finish up here, and it isn't safe for her to be out in the open. Especially not with dark mages in the city."
"I'd like to stay and help—" I started.
"Vera's right." Alex settled me with a look that said I would not win this argument. "It's not safe for you out here. We have no idea where that dark mage ran off to, and I'd rather not be caught by surprise again."
"We weel let you know if there is anything else, preen-ciss. Goot night." Hawk nodded at me, and then walked on, barking orders.
Vera glanced between Alex and me, and then as if suddenly remembering she was still watching us, she followed after Hawk.
"Ready, your grace?" Alex said quietly beside me.
We walked next to each other, though Alex strode a little in front of me as we moved past the new guards and away from the terrace. My mind drifted over the events that had just happened. Why had the guards first aimed at Mercedes? Were they worried she may actually help? And more importantly, how many more were going to die before this was all over?
As if reading my thoughts, Alex said, "It never gets easier." He squinted at the night. "But you do learn how to live with it."
Just like I was learning to live with my father's absence. "It's not something I ever thought I'd have to learn to live with," I said.
There was apology in Alex's face as he glanced back at me, but then he focused back on our pathway. "I know."
We passed a huddle of guards and then walked beneath a tree, branches dripping flowers that were bursting in oranges and reds like tiny flames.
"You were brilliant back there," Alex said. "I do believe you were born for this. And I believe you may have bewitched your entire audience into wanting to help you."
I sighed. "I hope you're right. Maybe what just happened will have convinced them of the danger, but if it hasn't, there's nothing else I can do. We have to go on to Pendel. We've spent too much time here already."
"But how in the worlds did you know all of that—about the one hundred years and the Dark Reign?" he asked, eyeing me.
"I read about them at the castle," I said.
"How?"
"In a book…?" I replied.
"I’m surprised you found one," Alex said. "King Darius supposedly destroyed everything having to do with Eris."
I shrugged. "He must have missed this one. It was fairly dusty, and it had been hidden behind a row of books like it'd been sitting there waiting for me to find it. It described the civil war during the one hundred years of Darkness at great lengths, then proceeded straight into the rise of dark magic during the Dark Reign, and finished with Eris's death."
"Just a little bit of light reading, eh?" Alex looked at me strangely, and I grinned. He led us down another corridor that hugged a small waterfall up ahead. A few more guards walked in the opposite direction, nodding at us as we passed. Once they were out of hearing distance, Alex suddenly asked, "So should I assume that Cian is here to stay?"
I realized we hadn't spoken about Cian since what had happened at the Shattered Plains, not that we'd had a moment. "Yes, I believe he is. At least, I hope he is. His timing has been impeccable."
Alex's nod was slight, but he said nothing.
"I would like to know why my dagger worked when no one else's did," I added.
Alex was quiet a moment. "I would like to know that too," he said almost distantly, lost in thoughts of his own.
"Maybe I'll write to Tran and ask him. At least I still have his bindingbook. I just wish I still had Stefan's. I'm worried about him now more than ever."
The waterfall rumbled right beside us, spraying a light drizzle over my face and clothes. My clothing was light, so once we were out of the spray, I hugged my arms around my chest to hold in my body heat. Alex noticed, then put his arm around my shoulders and pulled me close. I felt the warmth of him through his black tunic.
"Thanks," I said.
He didn't look down at me as he nodded, and he turned us down another, narrower pathway.
"How do you know where you're going?" I asked.
He still wouldn't look at me. "I had loads of time to explore the city while you were unconscious, remember?"
"Right." I chuckled, snuggling closer into him.
A feminine giggle made me look back; there was a couple seated at the trunk of a tree—kissing. They didn't know anyone could see them, or maybe they didn't care. So free and so happy. Not a care in the world except one another. Alex slipped his arm off my shoulders and moved a little away from me.
We didn't speak again until we reached my door.
There was a guard standing watch. Alex spoke to him in Saqai, and then the guard stepped aside. Alex opened my door and motioned for me to step inside. Ansha was there, sitting on the couch "nit reading" a book, and when she saw us, she shut her book and set it on the cushion, jumping to a stand.
"Oh, it's okay, Ansha," I said. "You can keep reading."
"I em sorry, preen-ciss. I deed nit realize you woot be beck so soon!" Her eyes moved to Alex, who was digging through my wardrobe. I felt her admiration as her eyes slid over his body, and when she looked back at me, there was a funny smirk on her small mouth.
Alex found a kind of decorative robe and handed it to me.
"Thanks," I said, slipping into it. "There was a bit of a…problem during dinner," I said to Ansha. "We were attacked."
Ansha placed her hand over her mouth. "Her ladyship—"
"Mercedes is fine," I said. "As far as I can tell, we all are, except for those who attacked. A few hostages were taken, but the rest are either missing or dead."
"Who deed this?" Ansha's hands were fisted at her sides, and she looked like she would storm right over to the culprit and try to kill him herself.
"We don't know, exactly," I said, noting Alex as he peered through the door to my bathroom to make sure no one was there. "But the city is crawling with guards. I doubt whoever it is will try anything else tonight. I'll be all right, Ansha." I needed her to leave so that I could speak with Alex. "I have Aegis Del Conte with me, and Aegis Neci will be returning any minute. The three of us have very important things to discuss." I didn't really know when Vera would be returning, but I needed to dispel any notion Ansha might have that my reasons for being alone with Alex revolved around…something else.
Not that I'd mind.
Ansha looked between us a slow moment, then clasped her hands and glanced down. Still, I thought I caught a slight smile as she did so. "Of course, your high-niss. Please let me know if there is anything I might do for you."
"I will," I said.
And Ansha left.
Leaving Alex and me alone.



Chapter 13
The Vitality Stone
 
 
Alex bolted the door after her. Once he was satisfied with the manufacturing of the lock, he turned around to face me. His green eyes were full of purpose, his expression all business. "If you don't mind, I thought I'd set some, ah, protective wards around your room. Just in case."
"Sure," I said. "Go right ahead."
He set to work, starting with my door. I remembered Cicero doing something like this when I'd been traveling with them through the Arborenne. Energy pulsed from Alex, and the air before the door shimmered for a second before returning to normal.
I hugged my arms around myself and walked toward my open glass doors. The night air was cooling down quickly, and the wind was picking up, rustling the fern on my balcony. I heard Alex moving around behind me and felt the slight burst of energy as he put another ward in place. Pulling my velvety cloak a bit tighter, I stepped out onto the small balcony and leaned against the balustrade.
Mosaque sprawled before me, though all I could see were hundreds of tiny, buttery lights. They splashed color on pathways and buildings, enchanting the city like Christmas lights. The stars were gone, swallowed by dark clouds, and the air smelled like saltwater and lavender and rain. The wind tossed my hair into my face, and my cloak lapped at my ankles. Despite the sudden chill, it was peaceful out here. I could almost forget we'd been fighting a battle a few moments ago.
Nowhere was safe. Not anymore. Or maybe safety had always been an illusion, one built by my father. And now that he was gone, there was no one left to conjure the image. Thinking of him, my throat tightened. My thoughts drifted to Stefan. I wondered what he was doing—how he was doing. I wished I could be there to comfort him, and I hoped what I'd said at dinner had been enough. Valdon needed help now, and Gesh's aid would also buy us necessary time to get to Pendel, assuming we couldn't figure out a way to use the portal.
The feeling that I was being watched made me look over my shoulder. Alex stood in the threshold, leaning against the doorframe with his arms folded loosely over his chest, watching me. His features bore a strange mixture of compassion and regret, but it vanished within seconds and something much more guarded took its place.
"Are you finished?" I asked.
"Almost. I still need to put a ward here…" His eyes slid up the doorframe. "But I can wait until you're ready." He looked back at me in question.
I shook my head and hugged my cloak tighter. "In a bit. It's nice out here." I peered back out at the city, my back to him.
Alex's footsteps were silent, and I wouldn't have known he was approaching me if not for my ability to feel him drawing close. I couldn't sense him exactly, not like I had in the past. There were no emotions, only heat. The air between us grew warmer and warmer, and when he leaned against the balustrade beside me, the air almost sizzled between us. He rested his forearms on the railing and looked out, the wind tossing his dark hair while his eyes glittered in the night. I wanted to reach out and touch him, but I didn't.
I was afraid.
I was afraid to want what I couldn't have, because I knew that simple touch would never be enough. I would want to kiss him. I would always want to kiss him. It was difficult looking at him without wanting to. But I'd asked him here because I had wanted to talk to him, and he was waiting for me to say something. Words were always a good distraction from the heart.
"A lot has happened in a short amount of time," I said, breaking the silence. "I'm not really sure where to begin."
Alex wrung his hands together slowly, his eyes fixed on some point in front of him. "I know what you mean," he said. "And I also have something to tell you."
"Then why don't you go first," I said. "Maybe what you have to say will give me an idea about where I should start."
He nodded. "I wrote to Stefan."
"You did?" I hadn't expected him to say that.
"I'd intended to wait for you, but I wasn't sure when you were going to wake and he needed to know about the dragons sooner rather than later."
"I'm glad you did. Thanks. How did you send a letter?"
"Mercedes let me use her personal raven. I didn't mention specifics, but just enough to let him know that we were alive and that we've seen two dragons, though there could be more. The letter should arrive tomorrow, I would think."
Tomorrow wasn't now, but it was much better than no letter at all. "Mercedes seems to think I'm some kind of dragon heir," I said, absently digging my toe at the base of one of the columns in the balustrade. "Do you have any idea what she's talking about?"
Alex's jaw worked as he thought something over. "She said as much to me. I'm not sure what it means, but regardless, having dragons back in this world is not a good sign. It's enough having the threat of Eris and the shadowguard and these Mortis followers; we can't afford to deal with dragons right now."
"You don't think Eris is behind them, do you?" I asked. "I didn't think humans had the power to bring dragons back."
Alex rubbed his thumbs together. "They don't. I'm not sure what's bringing them back, but I doubt it's Eris. They present an entirely new problem, on top of everything else."
"For being such problems," I continued, "both dragons we've encountered have saved our lives."
Alex thought over my words, still not looking at me. "True. Maybe you ought to write Tran and ask him if he knows anything."
"That's a good idea," I said, then sighed. "With everything that's happened lately, I haven't even had a moment to check the bindingbook. And who knows…maybe Tran and Fleck have already written. It'd be nice to hear how they're doing, anyway. I could use some good news, for a change."
Alex nodded in agreement, and then he paused with sudden thought and inclined his head toward me for the first time since we'd been talking. "I meant what I said, Daria. About you being brilliant back there at dinner. You handled them perfectly. Naturally. It's…" He looked back out at the city. "It's interesting seeing you embrace this role. I always knew it would suit you."
The wind slipped over my skin, and I had the feeling he'd initially started to say something else. "Thanks, but I'm not so sure I suit it," I said.
His eyes flickered over my face. "What do you mean?"
"What I mean is that I need a better game face. I shouldn't have said that to Sir Randik. Even though he deserved it."
Alex grinned at the wind. "Like I said before: you're creative. And you covered nicely."
I tucked a rogue strand of hair behind my ear. "But, Alex, what if they still don't do anything to help Valdon?"
"Then we continue as planned," he said. "But between your charmed tongue and the attack, I'd be surprised if they refused."
I grinned as I gripped the banister and leaned back a little, letting the wind comb through my hair. "I still don't like the fact that it'll take us an entire week to sail to Pendel."
"This isn't exactly a new thing," Alex said.
"No, but when we'd originally talked to Tran about this, there wasn't an army of shadowguard lined up along the wall. We can't afford the long journey now. We need to use the portal."
Alex's face was unreadable. "I'm assuming you asked Mercedes about this and that is what you wanted to talk to me about?"
I nodded, angling my body to face him, though he kept his facing the city. I couldn't help but think he'd kept his turned that way on purpose. "She said no," I continued, "but I was hoping you could help me come up with a plan to sneak through."
Alex was shaking his head before I even finished my sentence. "It's impossible, Daria."
"But we snuck through the portal in Valdon. How difficult could it be?"
"That was completely different," he continued. "Each territory has its own system for opening their portal, and even so, we were able to sneak through Valdon's portal undetected because my father was the one monitoring it. Gesh has its own very complicated system. Without Mercedes' sanction, such a breach in trust would most likely end in both of our deaths, and you can rest assured that Stefan would not receive any aid from Gesh in the future. Any attempt to sneak through would be a major violation of the protocols of portal usage."
I sighed, clasping my hands on top of the railing, despair raking over me like hot coals. "There has to be a way. Maybe we could speak to the High Priest at the Temple tomorrow. After all, he asked me to visit. Maybe he can do something to help us."
"Perhaps," Alex said, "but I highly doubt it. The venita rarely do anything without Mercedes' backing."
I grumbled to myself. "Why is everything so difficult? I never should have left Stefan in the first place." Suddenly all of my fears and worries that had been building over the past few days decided to pour right out of me. "If we even make it to Pendel, what if there's nothing there? What if the box really is just a myth? I'll never forgive myself. Running away like this, leaving Stefan to handle everything all by himself, with an invalid king, and right after father…" I shut my eyes and inhaled slowly.
It was still too close.
Death was cruel that way. Life could distract a person away from pain, but every so often something would trigger a memory, and the sense of loss barreled into you with the force of a battering ram.
Alex placed a hand over mine. I could feel the calluses in his palms as his warmth seeped into my skin. "Daria, Stefan knew when we left."
I opened my eyes and stared right back into Alex's. He'd angled his body to face me now, but his expression was tentative. "What do you mean?" I asked. "Stefan knew what, exactly?"
Alex did not break eye contact. "He already knew the shadowguard were preparing to attack in the north. He'd already been given Lord Commodus' offer. He already knew that Valdon was outnumbered." He paused as if regretting his next words. "He already knew we wouldn't have enough time."
I stared at Alex, hoping he was lying but realizing he was not. My hopes plummeted. "You're saying that Stefan knew all of this…before? It hasn't all just happened since we left?"
Alex squeezed my hand gently. "No. He found out the morning we left. Sir Armand de Basco had informed him of the shadowguard a few days prior, around the time of Prince Alaric's memorial, and that's also when Lord Commodus sent his offer. Stefan didn't tell you because he didn't want you to feel responsible."
"He didn't want me to feel responsible?" My voice rose. "If anything happens to him, I'll live with that responsibility for the rest of my life!" Furious, I looked away from Alex, my teeth clenched. No wonder he hadn't written, and no wonder Alex hadn't seemed concerned about it. He had already known. "That's how you already knew everything Myez Rader said…because Stefan had already told you!" I was so angry. Angry with Stefan for letting me leave knowing all of this had been going on. And I was angry with Alex for not telling me sooner.
Sensing my mood, Alex pulled his hand away, severing the physical connection. "I'm sorry, Daria, but he asked me not to say a word of it. He only told me because he…he wanted my advice on you."
"Why, so you both could stand there and plan my future for me?" I asked.
"No, Daria, that's not—"
"Have I really had a choice in any of this?" I snapped. "Or was it just a convenience that I'd wanted to go on this mission, and you both agreed to let me go just so you could get me out of Valdon?"
"Daria." Alex's voice was low and quiet, hesitant like he was tiptoeing through a minefield. "Despite what you may think, I believe in what you're doing and so does Stefan. He needs to believe, because without you, Valdon will not stand a chance. And you forget that I can sense your emotions. When you came to me with this…idea, I only felt a fraction of the pull you'd felt, but even that fraction was enough for me to believe. I know there is something in Pendel. Otherwise, I never would have agreed to Stefan's plan. I would've told you to marry Danton."
I spun to face him, my heart suddenly pounding as I stared him straight in the eyes. "Please tell me you're not serious."
His jaw clenched and he glared back at the city, turning away from me again.
"That's why you pulled your emotions back from me, isn't it?" I demanded. "Right after Myez Rader mentioned my…my betrothal to Danton. Because you still think I might have to go through with it and you don't want me knowing how you feel."
"Yes," he said through tight lips, his hands fisted on the balustrade.
"Alex, don't be an idiot. I'm not marrying him."
He faced me then, anger turning his expression hard. "You don't know that, Daria. If the shadowguard attack and Valdon is brought to their knees, you'll have no idea the sacrifices you'll make in order to protect those you love." His voice cracked a little on that last word, and he looked away from me. "This isn't… " He gripped the railing. "This isn't easy for me, either. I swore to Stefan that I would protect you in every single way, Daria, and I haven't been doing a very good job of it. It's been easy for me to forget my place, riding in the middle of the forest with you, away from all of this." His gaze swept over the city. "But it doesn't change things. It doesn't change the fact that you are an heir to the throne and I am your Aegis. I thought after this evening, you might understand just what that means, and how dangerous it would be if anyone suspected otherwise."
I took the slightest step toward him, and his body went rigid. He watched me only in his periphery, and when I reached out and touched his arm, he flinched.
"I do understand what it means, Aegis Del Conte," I said. "But you need to understand that I'm not giving you up that easily. Like you said: I'm creative."
I was very aware of the inches between us, the sharp lines of his face and the set of his mouth and the taste of past kisses. I let go of my cloak and reached out to run my fingers in his hair, and then I leaned forward on my toes and I kissed him.
What started out as a soft and hesitant kiss very quickly turned into something desperate, because I was worried he would pull away from me and that I would never have another opportunity like this again. He let go of the railing and grabbed hold of my shoulders. I thought he was going to push me away, but instead he slid his hands down to my waist, snaked his arms around me and pulled me against him.
All the tension and desire that had been suppressed for so long suddenly surfaced, finally able to breathe. Alex no longer seemed satisfied with my lips, and his mouth strayed to the corner of my lips, the space beneath my chin and the soft indent behind my ear. I fisted his shirt with both hands and starting pulling him back with me, towards my bedroom.
We were kissing in the doorway when he lifted his mouth from mine, his breathing ragged. "Daria… we shouldn't… we can't—"
I snaked both of my arms around his neck and pulled his head back down to mine, stopping his words with my lips. His emotional wall fell then. Maybe he had let it down or maybe he didn't have the willpower to hold it up anymore, but it came crashing down and I could finally feel.
How had he kept so much desire hidden for so long? It was intoxicating, his kisses burned through me, and I felt ravenous for him.
I crushed myself against him, feeling his hard frame through silk and velvet and leather, and I kissed him even harder. He scooped me up in his arms and carried me into my room, using his elbows to shut the doors behind us, and he deposited me on the couch. He kissed me while he peeled off my cloak, letting it land in a heap on the floor like an afterthought, and he wedged himself beside me on the couch, smothering me in more kisses. I could feel the heat of his body through my thin silk while his heart hammered against my chest. I untucked his shirt and slid my hand beneath to touch his warm skin, tracing the muscles from his shoulders down his spine ending at the small of his back, where I massaged the space there. We were a tangle of breath and heady kisses, hands everywhere, but it didn't seem to be enough.
It was never enough.
I slid my hands around to his abdomen and then to his belt buckle. He grabbed my wrist and then he went very, very still. He hadn't grabbed my wrist very hard, but just enough to let me know that he didn't want me going any further. He bent his head, pressed his face into the space above my left breast, and groaned loudly in frustration.
My heart pounded while Alex lay on top of me, still holding my wrist as his shoulders heaved, his face pressed against my chest.
"Alex?" I panted, running a hand through his dark hair with my free hand. When he didn't respond, I slid that hand beneath his chin and lifted his face.
He met my eyes briefly then shut his with a sigh. "No."
I swallowed, not trusting myself to speak because my heart was still pounding like I'd just run a marathon.
He moved my wrist aside and slid his legs off of mine as he twisted, resting his feet on the floor so that he could sit beside me. My body was still wedged between him and the back of the couch. He adjusted his shirt and dragged his hands over his face. When he gazed back at me, the look in his eyes was pleading. He looked so weak. So vulnerable. And I knew that if I tried again, he wouldn't stop me. I could see it in his eyes. He wanted me to try but he needed me to stop. But I didn't want to stop. I wanted to touch him and feel him. To feel all of him. And he wanted that too, and it was taking every ounce of his willpower to hold back right now. It was hurting him, but he forced himself to hold back.
"Understand me, Daria." His voice was rough. "I want you more than anything in both worlds, but…" He swallowed, taking a slow breath.
Very slowly, I slid out from behind him, pushed myself up, and sat so that our thighs were still touching. He dropped his face in his hands, emitting a slow breath. "Thank you."
I sat there beside him, a little unsure of what to say, because the first thing that came to my mind was, "You're not welcome." The seconds ticked silently by. My body was still drawn to his like a magnet, but it looked like I was going to have to just deal with it.
Alex pressed his palms to his forehead. "I underestimated how difficult this would be."
"It doesn't have to be that difficult, Alex," I said. "No one needs to know." I was a little surprised at myself for suggesting, well, what I was suggesting.
"No. Not like this." He pulled his palms away from his forehead and rubbed his thighs, like they were hurting him. "I shouldn't have let it go that far. I'm sorry." He looked back into my eyes. "I am not sorry for how I feel about you, but sometimes when I look at you…it's hard, and when you…" He hesitated, then took one of my hands in his and threaded our fingers together, setting them on top of his knee. "There has never been anyone else." He looked deep into my eyes so that I really, really understood what he was saying. "I have waited for you all my life, but I won't let it be like this. Do you…do you remember the vitality stone I gave you?"
With my free hand, I absently touched the base of my throat where it would have been, if I'd been wearing it. "It's still in my pack," I said. "I haven't put it on since Myez—"
"No," he squeezed my hand. "It's better if you don't wear it. I shouldn't have given it to you, Daria,"
I searched his eyes. "Why not?"
"Because of what it signifies. But you know that I can't seem to help myself when it comes to giving you things." He looked straight at me, a silent battle in those green eyes. "I don't take back what I said—my promise to you—but it is my promise only. I…I want to tell you the story behind the stone I gave you."
I'd wanted to know if there was anything more to his gift, but I hadn't had the opportunity to ask him yet. And considering how it was coming up, I didn't know if I was so curious anymore.
He squeezed my hand, and continued. "There is an old story in the Arborenne of a young woman who fell in love with the king of the forest. He wasn't human; he was a spirit—the physical embodiment of the ancient magic that belongs to the Arborenne. He was its voice. He was in the rain. He was in the blossoms of spring and songs of the birds, but no one had ever seen him, not fully. They might have caught sight of a shadow, but he had made himself visible to no man, until one day…" He stared at the middle-distance, still holding my hand in his.
"A young girl sat at the edge of a pool. No one traveled to this particular pool, for it was very deep in the forest and the people were afraid to go too deeply into this particular forest alone—they were very superstitious, you know. But she was brave in her youth, and in a season of drought, she had traveled there to gather water for her family. She was a beautiful girl and a very special one because she had been touched by the spirits. The king of the forest saw her there beside the pool and he was instantly intrigued. Never had he seen such beauty in a human girl. Never had he seen such grace, and he had to talk to her. He had to know who she was.
"So he appeared to her. The girl, of course, was very startled and grew afraid. She was still quite young—not yet a woman, but soon—and ran home, leaving her pail behind. She told her family what she had seen and then her father set at once for the pool. There was no sign of the king of the forest, and no sign of the pail, either, but when the young girl woke the next morning, the pail was beside her bed and it was full of water.
"The girl didn't return to the pool, but she never forgot the man, and the king never forgot her. He watched her from the forest. He watched her from the blossoms of spring and the drifting leaves of fall. He watched her change as she grew in to a beautiful woman, and he continuously felt the need to protect her. And through the years, he'd grown to love her. He loved watching her, seeing her pure and kind heart as she helped those in her village, for she'd become adept in the arts of healing—as was her gift. Whenever he could, he would help her garden, open seeds, and enrich the soil. She never saw him, but he watched over her, patiently waiting for the day he could speak with her again.
"And that day came. Her father's health took her to the pool once more, where she searched for a certain kind of flower she knew could save him. The king of the forest appeared to her, but this time she was not afraid, for greater was the fear of her father's impending death. She explained the state of her father's health and what it was that she sought. The king was overjoyed that she had need of him and that there was something he could do to help this human girl he'd grown to love more than himself.
"But the king knew the father was beyond mortal help. What her father needed was a piece of the spirit. It was a piece the king could give, but it would cost him his human form. Even so, he would do anything for her, such was his love. He gave the girl instructions. Every day she was to come to the pool, and together they would plant a seed and cultivate the flower that would save her father's life. Together they would do this, until the next full moon when the flower bloomed, when she could take the petals, grind them in a mortar and make a tea that would secure her father to the mortal world.
"Every day she came, and every day they would tend to the small plant together. Though each day, the girl would stay longer and longer, talking with the king more and more, sharing her heart and her desires while the king listened intently, clinging to every word, for her voice was like life's blood. She would try to ask him about himself, but he would never answer her. He would say, 'The time will come very soon when I will tell you who I am.'"
Alex rubbed his thumb over my wrist.
"I must pause for a moment to tell you something about the Arborenne people. They do not wed as we wed. There are no engagements. No grand announcements or banquets. They mate and that is their partner for life. And this young woman had grown to love the king. He was handsome—there was no denying that—and his heart was gentler and more sincere than that of any man she'd ever met.
"The time came for the flower to bloom. The young woman should've been relieved, but she found she was sad. She had grown quite fond of this man and didn't want their time together to end. She was also anxious for him to finally tell her who he was. And so he did tell her. He told her that he was the king of the forest and that after that night, he would never be able to see her again.
"The girl was devastated. She realized what he had done for her, that he had sacrificed his human form in order to save her father. But—again, you must consider the culture of the Arborenne—there was no other man she would ever take, for she loved this king with all her heart. So their flesh became one that night, under the light of the moon. Afterward, the king presented her with a stone—a red stone. 'It is my blood,' he said to her, 'from deep inside the earth. It has bound our spirits as we have bound our flesh, and whatever happens in this mortal life, my spirit will always be with yours, for we are one for all eternity, my soul with yours, and neither life nor death can tear us apart. That is my promise.'
"And then, seeing that the girl could not bring herself to touch the flower they'd so carefully cultivated, he plucked it for her and his body vanished into thin air."
I regarded Alex a long, silent moment, waiting for him to continue, but he did not. "That's it?" I asked. "That's the end?"
He nodded, staring only at our hands.
"The stone you gave me…is it the same?" I asked.
"It isn't the exact one he had given her, but it is the same kind of stone. The stones exist only in the Arborenne and are very rare. I found yours in a stream, of all places, a few years back while I’d been traveling with my father through the Arborenne on business for the king. The clan we stayed with was very surprised I'd come across one. They told me the story then and I've loved it ever since."
"But how could you love something so tragic?" I asked.
"I don't…find it quite so tragic, Daria." He massaged my hand with his thumb again. "The woman gave birth to his child—a child with white hair and strangely purple eyes."
"Ehren," I whispered, and he nodded. Ehren was the champion who represented the Arborenne at the games. He'd had white hair and purple eyes.
"It was the beginning of the Arborenne race," Alex continued, "and it was said that the stone—the vitality stone—remained a place of warmth for her until the day she died. I knew I would give you that stone the moment I found it." He looked back at me and his eyes swallowed me whole. "That stone is a piece of my heart—it carries a piece of my soul, and it is a piece I give to you freely. It is a piece I want you to have, always, no matter what happens. But I won't take this from you." He squeezed my hand for emphasis. "Not when your fate is still so undecided. I will not dishonor you by being your lover."
I inhaled slowly, deeply, and with my free hand, I reached out and trailed my fingertips along his jaw, feeling the stubble. "I love you, Alexander Del Conte. Though sometimes I wish I'd fallen in love with a rebel instead of a gentleman," I teased, dropping my fingers. "It wouldn't be nearly so frustrating."
He lifted my hand to his mouth and kissed the tips of my fingers. "Careful what you wish for, because if the day ever comes, you'll be lucky if I ever let you out of the bedroom."
My heart skipped a beat. "Don't say if," I whispered.
He held my gaze a moment and let go of my hand. "I need to let you rest."
I knew his words had more to do with us staying off of each other than my need to sleep. "I'll never sleep now. I'm going to be daydreaming about what would have happened if you hadn't stopped me."
"I already daydream about that." He grinned.
I grinned back, feeling my cheeks warm. "So speaks the gentleman."
He reached out and tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear. "I never admitted to being perfect."
"No," I sighed. "But you are."
He shook his head as he stood, then grabbed my hand and pulled me to a stand. He let go of me, walked to my bed, and pulled back the covers, while I hurried behind my dressing screen and quickly changed into the shift Ansha had laid out. I tried not thinking about the fact that I was naked with Alex in my room.
"What about you?" I asked, stepping out from behind the screen in my shift.
"I'll stay on your couch until Vera comes back. I still need to place a ward over your balcony, anyway."
He watched me while I climbed into my bed. "You sure you won't sleep beside me?" I asked.
"You know I can't." He trailed the backs of his fingers along my cheek.
"I know. I just had to ask." I smiled, curling on my side but still looking up at him.
He leaned forward and kissed my cheek, letting his lips linger there a moment. "Someday…your grace," he whispered at my ear.
"Someday."



Chapter 14
A High Calling
 
 
I was in Valdon. I only knew it was Valdon because of the mountains. It was a ridge I knew well because I had stared at it from the heights of my bedroom window every day for months. Otherwise, I would not have known it; the once beautiful land of lush greens and plunging waterfalls had transformed into a nuclear wasteland. It was barren and scorched, with great pines charred and broken, marring the hillsides like black stubble. Only pieces of the great wall surrounding the castle remained, like some somber memory of a dynasty lost. There was no marketplace. There were no people or horses or guards. And there was no castle.
In its place was a skeleton. Brittle bones of stone and broken turrets, as though the entire castle had been placed inside of a great smelter. Walls had melted and the turrets had been reduced to squat and blackened stumps, reminding me of burnt candles. The castle was a corpse left to rot as an example for all to see.
A cold wind stirred around me, filled with the putrid scent of death. "I could not have done this without you, Daria," said Eris, who stood beside me. Behind him was an army of shadowguard, blanketing the sterile landscape in black. And then the vision transformed.
It was a wedding—my wedding to Danton Pontefract. I stood beside him, dressed in a crimson gown while the curate spoke of our impending vows. It was almost time to say those little words that would seal my fate to his forever. I heard Danton say them aloud, happy to declare his devotion till death, and then the curate turned to me.
It was my turn.
Though my heart ached, my mind was resolute. This had to be done. This had to be done or those I loved would perish. This was my sacrifice.
The curate began speaking, though his words were suddenly drowned out by a voice that echoed in every facet of my mind.
In your hands rests the power to protect or destroy, Daria. It is your choice.
The curate finished, awaiting my reply. The audience was silent and the wind outside rattled against the stained-glass windows as if it were trying to break inside the cathedral and stop me.
My heart tore in half, and I said, "I do."
 
 
I bolted upright in a bed of pearlescent satin sheets, and the air smelled of lavender and rain. My room was dark, lit only by a solitary candle upon my nightstand. The pain in my chest was fresh, and I fisted the silk fabric of my gown, right over my heart. It was just a dream. It was just a dream.
Wasn't it?
I looked around my room. Alex lay on my couch near the glass doors, one arm bent behind his head and the other draped over his torso. His eyes were closed and his dark lashes rested upon his cheekbones, ankles crossed over the armrest. He looked so peaceful lying there. There was no sign of Vera; she must have stayed elsewhere. Distant thunder rumbled and a cool breeze slipped over my skin right as I heard the first whispers of falling rain. That's when I noticed that one of my glass doors was cracked open.
That couldn't be right. Alex had said he meant to put a ward over my doors; I doubted he'd intended to leave one open. Hesitant, I pushed my senses beyond, searching for any signs of life inside of my room other than Alex and myself, but there was nothing. I pressed my senses farther out onto my balcony. Still, nothing.
Unease pricked my skin. The world beyond was black and my porch was veiled in shadow. I pushed back my covers, slid out of bed, and slipped into my cloak that had been carefully laid across the foot of my bed. Alex must have done that after I'd fallen asleep.
Memories of our last kiss weren't far from my thoughts.
The stone floor felt cool on my bare feet as I padded my way over to the door, slow and cautious. I'd expected my movement to wake Alex, but he only shifted his head a little, adjusting it in the fold of his arm. I stopped at the wall beside the doors and craned my neck to peer outside.
My eyes swept the shadows, looking for the slightest movement—anything. The wind blew again, rustling the leaves of the giant fern, and the open door swung a little on its hinge without sound.
There was a sudden whoosh of air, a soft percussive beat, and then a small dark shadow landed on the railing of my porch. Startled, I ducked back behind the wall, heart thumping in my chest. I held my breath and put my hand over my heart as I peered back. It was a bird—a large, black raven.
You face gargons and dragons and giants, and you're almost taken out by a bird.
I took a slow, steadying breath to calm myself. The black bird sat there, twitching its head from side to side, eerie red eyes glowing in the night, and it had something in its talons.
A white scroll.
Curious, I pushed the door open a bit wider so that I could slip through. I'd expected the raven to fly away from me, but it didn't. It just sat there, eyeing me with those blood-red eyes. I held my robe tightly against the wind and drizzle and stepped toward the raven while trying to steady my feet upon the slick stone. I noticed a shimmer on its breast, like it had been branded with silver: the symbol of the elongated diamond with a vertical line through the center that I had seen on Vera's wrist and on the shortcut. I wondered who this messenger raven belonged to, and I thought my answer was probably inside of that scroll. Slowly, I reached my fingers towards the bird's talons. Just…a little…closer…
My fingertips grazed the edge of the scroll, and then the bird opened its talons, releasing the paper. I had to crouch to catch it, and in a whoosh of air the raven spread its great black wings and took off into the night, leaving me alone, standing in the rain with a scroll in my hands.
It had been tightly wound and secured in place with a wax seal, but standing there in the dark, I couldn't tell if the seal bore any kind of insignia. Thunder rumbled overhead, and with one last glance at the dark sky, I slipped back into my room and closed the door behind me. The door latched in place with a soft click.
I went over to where Alex was lying on my couch. My fingers were mere centimeters from his forehead when his eyes snapped open and the hand that had been resting over his stomach flew up and cinched around my wrist.
"Alex, it's just me," I whispered. I couldn't move my wrist, and he was holding on to it so tightly that my hand was already going numb.
He blinked, and then he swung his feet down and sat upright, releasing my wrist. I flexed my hand, trying to help the blood flow back into it.
"Spirits, Daria." He rubbed his temples. "You almost gave me a heart attack."
"Sorry, but I tried to wake you up as gently as possible. It's not my fault you wake up in attack mode." I frowned at my wrist and looked back at him as if to make a point.
His eyes narrowed as he noticed the scroll in my grasp. "Where'd you get that?"
"A raven just delivered it on my porch." I wiped away a raindrop that had begun sluicing down my temple. Strangely, the scroll wasn't the least bit damp.
He frowned. "What were you doing on your porch?"
"One of the doors had cracked open, and when I got up to close it, I saw the raven."
Alex's gaze slid past me to the doors, glaring at them as if they should've known better.
I moved around and sat right beside Alex. His body went rigid, like he was afraid to be anywhere near me. I rolled my eyes with a sigh. "Would you relax? I'm not going to attack you. I just thought we could read it together."
He relaxed a little, though his expression was wary. Ignoring him, I studied the seal a bit more closely, running my fingers over the impression in the wax. It was the same diamond with a line through the center. "I saw this symbol on the breast of the raven, too," I said, then slid my finger beneath the seal and unrolled the paper. Elegant writing was scrawled upon the surface, but it was difficult to see in the low lighting.
"Here," Alex said, and with a wave of his hand, a small orb of soft light appeared above us.
"Thanks." I grinned up at him. He purposefully looked away and firmly set his gaze upon the paper in my hands.
My goodness. He acted like I was some kind of evil temptress.
Well…?
Conscience. Enough.
I looked back at the note in my hands. The two of us hunched over it like a pair of conspirators.
 
Your Grace,
 
I understand you intend to sail to Pendel, though considering the events of this evening, and the threat you confirmed at dinner, I see time is of the essence. You have quite the talent with words, and I believe you may have convinced Gesh to aid Valdon. After what you have done for her ladyship, we, the venita, would also like to bestow upon you the honor befitting a citizen of Gesh. If this pleases you, you may come to the Temple of Draconi within the half hour. You may bring Aegis Del Conte, but no one else must know. The danger is great, and confidentiality is of utmost importance.
 
May the blessing of the spirits forever
fall upon you.
~ Ven Orelius, High Priest of Mosaque
 
The letter sparked, disintegrated like chaff, and vanished into thin air. So much for a reread.
We were both quiet a moment. And then sudden hope made me jump to my feet. "Alex." I faced him. "The high priest of Mosaque is going to let us use the portal!"
Alex's brows knit together as he gazed up at me. He didn't look nearly as excited as I felt. "So it seems."
"What's wrong?" I asked. "Don't you trust him?"
"It's not that," he said, rubbing his chin. "I don't like the fact that he delivered a letter to you through your window."
I raised a brow at him. "It didn't stop you."
He knew I was referring to the letter he'd left on my pillow at the castle. "That was different."
"Not very," I said. "Besides, how else would he have delivered something so sensitive? What if someone else had intercepted it? There's a guard standing outside of my door, and who knows how many more are walking the streets. And you saw what he wrote. He doesn't want anyone else to know. Alex." I placed my hands on his shoulders, and he was forced to look up at me, though his expression was guarded. "We at least need to check this out. It's exactly the break we've needed. This would save us at least two weeks of travel, and you know as well as I do that we are short of time."
He put his hands over mine. "What about the patricians? Don't you want to stay at least till tomorrow to see if they've changed their minds?"
"Yes, of course I do. But if last night didn't convince them of how real the threat is, there is nothing more that I can say or do to earn their support. We have to keep moving forward, Alex, and this is our chance. We have to hope that we've made a difference in the time we've been given."
His eyes flickered over my face, his resignation making him look tired. "What about Vera?"
Vera.
I released his shoulders and let my hands fall to my side. "I don't like leaving her like this, but she also never promised to travel with us beyond Gesh. And Ven Orelius said I could bring you, specifically. I'll leave a note for her and tell her what we've done."
"Daria, I don't think that's wise. What if someone else finds it?"
"I'm not leaving without an explanation. She's done too much, and if someone else finds it, it won't matter. We'll be long gone by then."
He sighed, leaned forward, and rested his elbows on his knees. "There's no changing your mind, is there?"
I placed my hand on his head and played with a lock of his hair. "Listen. I'm not saying that I don't have reservations—I do—but I have to at least look into this. Time is a luxury I don't have anymore, so to me, the answer is clear. My presence here puts the people of Gesh in danger, anyway, so the faster we leave, the better."
He wrung his hands together and sighed. "I suppose you should get dressed, then."
It took all of ten minutes for me to change into my leathers, pack my things and put on my cloak. My leathers felt unusually tight after wearing nothing but silks for a few days. I found paper, quill, and ink in the small desk and wrote Vera a quick note, thanking her for all of her help. I also, despite Alex's objection, let her know where we'd gone. I dusted it with sand, folded it in half, wrote her name on the front and set the note on my bed. Hopefully she'd find it, or Ansha would know to take it to her.
"Let me do the talking to the guard outside your room," Alex said, "but I'd prefer it if we stay hidden on our way to the temple. The less questions, the better." He didn't seem too thrilled about this entire situation, but he kept those opinions to himself.
"Alex," I placed my hand on his arm. He stilled at my touch. "Thank you."
He held my gaze a moment. He looked like he was about to say something, but at the last moment turned away and waved a hand over my door. Energy pulsed through the air and the invisible shield fell. Alex put a hand on the door, and with one quick nod at me, we stepped out into the night.
The guard was still standing there, and he looked surprised at seeing both of us. They must have changed guards while I'd been sleeping. This one hadn't seen Alex accompany me to my room, and he looked a little startled seeing him now. Alex said something to him in Saqai. The guard smirked and replied, and then Alex chuckled, shaking his head. Alex tugged his hood over his head, and I mirrored him, and then the two of us stepped out into the rain.
"What did you say to him?" I asked as I followed him down a path, our boots splashing in small puddles.
"That you couldn't sleep and demanded I take you for a walk," he said.
"Even in the rain?" I asked. "He believed you?"
"That you're extremely demanding? Yes."
I snorted. "Do you enjoy pretending I make your life miserable?"
"I'm not pretending."
I punched him in the ribs just as a few guards appeared on our pathway. Alex jerked me back into the shadows and out of sight. He held two fingers to my lips, his gaze urging me to be quiet. We stood there for a moment, huddled between two trellises of bougainvillea, and the guards turned down our pathway. Alex pressed me back farther against the wall, but it was too late. I'd felt curiosity spark from one of the guards as he'd spotted us. And then one by one, more points of curiosity pricked over me. Alex noticed, frowning, then whispered, "I'll handle this."
But I had a better idea.
Before he could step out of the shadows and into plain view, I threw my arms around his neck and kissed him. He tried to pull back, but I didn't let go. I just kissed him harder and pressed myself against him until his resistance finally melted into resignation, and then he wrapped his arms around my waist and kissed me back. Oh, how I loved kissing Alexander Del Conte.
The guards snickered as they neared, one of them murmured something I couldn't understand, and they turned down another path. Once I could feel they were out of sight, I kissed Alex's supple lips a moment longer before finally pulling away. I smiled up at him and he narrowed his eyes down at me.
"Don't ever do that again," his said, his voice rough. "What if they'd stopped and talked to us? They would've realized who you were at once. How would you have explained that?"
"Well, they didn't, so quit obsessing over 'what-ifs' and just enjoy it." I tilted my face closer to his, tempted to do it again.
His eyes trailed from my eyes, down to my mouth, and then back up into my eyes again. "Complete misery." His voice was low. He turned on his heels and kept walking.
I smiled to myself as I hurried after him.
"Do you know how to get to the Temple of Draconi?" I asked quietly.
He didn't answer me at first—punishment for my kissing him unawares. "Yes, your highness." He looked at me over his shoulder like he could stare me into obedience.
I beamed innocently at him, and he rolled his eyes and turned back around.
We veered down another pathway with high walls, but our view at the end was blocked by a tall, arching roofline. We were soon dumped into a square, and in the center of this square was a squat, round structure with a broad, copper dome on top. The rest of the building had been constructed with pristine white marble, though the rain gave it a glossy sheen in the torchlight. Rivulets of water streamed in tiny waterfalls over the lip of the shining copper dome, spilling onto the cobblestones below. We avoided these tiny waterfalls as we ascended the wide marble steps that led to the front doors of the temple, huge basins of fire blazing on either side of the great bronze doors.
Alex pushed the door in; it opened silently and without any resistance, which was surprising for such a tall and heavy door. We both stepped inside and closed the door behind us. The air was thick and dry and heavy with incense, making my eyes burn a little. I lifted my hood from my head and looked around. Candles were everywhere—on walls, smothering tables, sticking out of giant candelabras like little trees of flame. Dozens of candles floated in the space inside the dome, except in the area beneath the small oculus. There, rain fell freely through the opening, plunking and splattering into a decorative, round pool embedded in the flooring.
The flooring itself was a masterpiece. Millions of tiny pebbles had been laid in a giant mosaic, and from what I could tell, they told some kind of story. Near my feet was a sort of wintry scene, all white with mountains and snow-covered pines, and then it moved into a battle. But as I watched, the battle moved, like a silent movie. Swords crossed while horses reared and foundered in the snow. Men in robes entered the scene, light arching from extended arms—obviously mages. A great dragon suddenly rose from behind the ridge of a mountain, breathing a plume of fire upon the battle below. The rest of the story was blocked from my view because it continued behind the pool.
"It is the story of the Draconi, your highness," a voice said behind me.
Startled, I jumped and spun around.
The high priest, Ven Orelius, stood there, hands clasped before him as he smiled. His dark eyes flickered in the candlelight. "I do apologize, your grace," he said, bowing his head in deference. "I did not mean to startle you. I am very glad you have come."
Gosh, was I jumpy tonight.
But then I noticed Alex had pulled his sword a few inches from its sheath and was sliding it back to rest comfortably in the leather.
"I received your note," I said without preamble.
"Yes, and I apologize for not delivering it to you in a more conventional method, but I am sure you understand my need for discretion."
I was a little bothered that he'd managed to get it past Alex's ward, but I kept this to myself. "I do, High Priest," I replied. "And I would like some clarification before we—"
"Not here, please, your grace." Ven Orelius looked around as though he were afraid we might be overheard. "If you will, follow me."
I exchanged a meaningful glance with Alex, and then I followed after the high priest, Alex walking closely behind me. All the while I couldn't pull my eyes from the floor. A few times Alex touched my elbow to adjust my course away from the forest of flaming candelabras.
Ven Orelius noticed my intrigue and paused. "Does her highness know the story of the Draconi?"
I shook my head. "No. In fact, I'd never even heard of the Draconi until we arrived here."
Ven Orelius smiled, the pinnacle of joy at having the opportunity to discuss a subject of which he was, apparently, fascinated by. "Ephram Draconi was the first ever in history to ride one of the great dragons. Before his time, the dragons were ruthless, destroying entire cities without mercy or prejudice. The people were defenseless against the dragons until Ephram Draconi, for Gaia touched Ephram Draconi with the breath of dragons, filling his blood with their spirit. And through that linkage, Ephram Draconi was able to challenge the will of the dragons. His descendents continued to do so until the time of Galahad." Ven Orelius's eyes drifted back to the story upon the floor.
And now that we'd moved to the other side of the pool, I could see the rest. A cloud of dragons flew over a great sea, and once they reached land, they set everything in their path aflame. People tried to escape, but they were not fast enough. There was a man seated on the foremost dragon, and he carried a golden shield, and as his horde of dragons reached a great castle, an army gathered on foot in challenge. One man stepped forward, covered in black armor, and he thrust a beam of light toward the air. This light hit the golden shield, and the shield shone brighter and brighter until in one final explosion of white, there was nothing. No army, no castle, no dragons. Wiped out as though none of them had ever existed.
"You see," the high priest continued, "the Draconi served the rulers of their day, but these particular descendents had an insatiable appetite for power. They betrayed Galahad, who ruled at the time. They stole his great shield of power and unleashed that power with the fury of the dragons upon the world. With so much power in their hands, little hope remained for the people. But Galahad fought back, and because it was Galahad whom Gaia had originally tied to the unity stone, embedded in the shield of power, the strain of Galahad's magic against the shield was too much and the shield exploded. Such an explosion wiped out everyone near, including both Galahad and the Draconi. The shield itself was destroyed, broken into seven pieces. That day was also the last of the dragons."
I frowned. "I thought the shield of power had corrupted Galahad, and that Gaia had destroyed the shield because of that fact, which in turn destroyed Galahad."
Ven Orelius eyed me carefully. "That is one version." His eyes traveled to Alex, and his intrigue piqued. "Ah, I see your Aegis does not know this version of the story, either?"
Alex's face was chiseled, looking as if this story had sat ill with him. "I can't say that I've ever heard that version before."
Ven Orelius rubbed his hands together. "You see, that is the problem with history. There are always many versions, many of which have been forgotten through time, and there is no one left to testify. So how do we decide which is truth…?" The question was left open and lingering.
"Truth or not, why would you build a temple in honor of someone who, you say, betrayed Gaia?" I asked.
Ven Orelius raised a finger. "But we are not honoring the betrayer, your highness. We are honoring the lineage—the first Draconi—and though the path of Ephram Draconi's descendents turned somewhat oblique, his origination remains sacred. To have the blood of the dragons is one of the greatest honors Gaia has ever bestowed." His eyes settled on mine.
It made me a little uncomfortable. "You were on your way taking us to…?"
"Yes, your grace," Ven Orelius bowed his head. "This way, please."
Ven Orelius led us past a table drenched in gold and jewels—offerings, the high priest said, for the spirits. I wondered what a spirit could possibly want with gold and jewels, but I kept this to myself. He led us down a stone staircase that led into the ground like the steps to a cellar, and at the end stood a wooden door. This he pushed in and ushered us inside. There was a short, narrow hallway, lit by torches and interrupted by a handful of wooden doors with one large wooden door at the very end. Probably living quarters.
He led us through one of the smaller doors and into a simple room with a small bed and desk. A hearth in one corner boasted a small fire, and beside it were two large bookshelves overstuffed with thick volumes of books, like the Spirits of the Arborenne and The Third Era. A book entitled Augurs of Karth caught my attention. Karth was the capital of Pendel, and it was the city Tran had told us to go to.
"Have you found something that interests you, your grace?" Ven Orelius asked.
Yes, there were plenty of things that interested me lately, but that's not why I had come here. I turned back to face him. "I would like to know why you are offering to help us."
Ven Orelius clasped his hands before him. He looked older then. Weak and frail as one who has held truth at bay for so long that he was being crushed beneath the weight of it. "Because I believe in the powers of old. Because I believe in the prophets. Because I believe the time has come for the true king to rise, and it starts with relics of the past. There are those yet remaining who have not forgotten the past, your grace, and the darkness rises—the likeness of which this world has not seen in centuries. And I believe you, daughter of the Pandors, possess the key to stopping this."
If I'd had an ego, he was not trying to inflate it. There was no deception in those clear eyes of his. He spoke from his heart; his voice trembled with hope. But I really wished people would stop making comments like I was some kind of savior. I was just a girl trying to find a way to help her brother destroy their evil uncle. There was nothing unusual about that. However, if Ven Orelius truly believed this and was using it as his reasoning for helping us, then I wasn't going to sit here and convince him otherwise.
Instead, I said, "I'm assuming this is allowable because of the circumstances at dinner? I will not defy Mercedes."
Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Alex looking at me like he was thoroughly surprised by this last proclamation.
Ven Orelius shook his head. "Of course not, your grace. I would never have asked you if it would openly defy her. It is within the code of the venita that in matters of great stress and urgency, we may circumvent the usual processes to evaluate the state of our portal for security purposes. And since the other venita and I have agreed that your actions in saving her ladyship's life are tantamount to a citizen of Gesh, it is within our rights to honor you passage with us."
"And what of my Aegis?" I asked. "I will not travel without him." This wasn't entirely true. I really didn't want to travel without Alex, and the very idea scared the life out of me, but circumstances what they were—even if the venita said no—I knew that I'd still have to consider this option.
Ven Orelius closed his eyes. "He will take my place."
This time, Alex's face opened in surprise and he parted his lips to speak but caught himself.
"How can Al—Aegis Del Conte take your place?" I asked. "The other venita will allow this?"
"The other venita will not know." Ven Orelius sighed and rested his weary gaze on Alex as if it were causing him great effort to even breathe. "He will wear my ceremonial robes and mask. The build between us isn't so different that it would be easily noticed." He was right. Ven Orelius wasn't much shorter than Alex, though his build was withered comparatively, but that shouldn't be a problem hidden beneath a robe.
There was still one little problem. "As high priest, wouldn't it be your responsibility to, ah, guide the portal to Pendel?" I asked. "How could Aegis Del Conte do that without giving himself away? And what about the Pendel side? Will it even be open?"
Ven Orelius hesitated. "I have taken care of that already."
Alex frowned, and this time he couldn't hold back his words. "You've manipulated the fields of magic."
Ven Orelius nodded, albeit reluctantly.
I looked between them. Whatever it meant, Alex did not look pleased. "What do you mean, manipulated fields of magic?" I asked.
Alex let Ven Orelius answer this, as if he was more than willing to leave Ven Orelius alone to dig his own grave.
"Your highness." Ven Orelius bowed his head. "There are various fields of magic surrounding the portals. It is during the ceremony that we use one such field in communication with a sister portal—in your case, Pendel—to request passage. It is, ah, not strictly legal to open their end without permission."
I saw where this was going, and why Alex was not happy about it. "How will this not strictly legal action affect communications between Pendel and Gesh in the future?" I asked.
"It is a risk, I know." He looked up at me, his gaze almost apologetic. "I am sorry, your grace, and I wouldn't have suggested it if not for the circumstances, but I see no other way and I fear for the people. This is a risk I am willing to take. However, if you find this unsatisfactory, I understand and will not take any more of your time."
Why did I always seem to be choosing between evils? Every choice came with a great and unidentifiable risk. If I didn't use the portal, the shadowguard would most likely attack Valdon before I even reached Pendel. If I did use the portal, who knew what the consequences would be for Mercedes, or the entire realm, for that matter. As if my brother needed to deal with that, too.
"I'd like a moment to speak with my Aegis alone, please," I said, careful not to show any of my feelings.
Ven Orelius bowed. "Of course, your grace." And he stepped out of his room, leaving us alone.
Once the door clicked shut, I looked back at Alex. He was still staring at the door Ven Orelius had exited, and feeling my gaze, his eyes slid to mine. "Well?" he asked.
"I want to know what the repercussions could be for manipulating the portals like this," I said.
Alex looked pleased that I was concerned about this. "I don't know," he said quietly, gazing at the door as if he were checking to make sure Ven Orelius wasn't still standing there. "What he's done is illegal, Daria. It would reflect very poorly upon Gesh, and he would be punished severely, as well as all those involved, as an example to blot out any doubt that may arise where Mercedes' allegiance is concerned. However." His gaze slid back to mine. "Circumstances what they are, it could also be explained away, though I have no idea how Pendel will react to being forced upon like this."
What he was really saying was that he had absolutely no idea what would happen. "Does your gut tell you anything?" I asked.
He studied me a moment, his expression inscrutable as he said, "I'm not so certain I trust my gut anymore."
I chose not to take that personally.
I sighed, staring at the fire. No matter the risk, the problem was the same: My decisions were enslaved to time. "We have to go," I whispered. I gazed back up at him, and he looked as though he'd expected this. "I don't see any other way, Alex. There's risk on both sides, but I can deal with Pendel. I can't deal with losing Stefan."
"Do you want me to get the high priest, then?" he asked almost mechanically.
"Yes. Please."
Alex fetched Ven Orelius, and when the high priest reappeared, his eyes flickered between Alex and me, anxious. I nodded once, and Ven Orelius's shoulders practically sagged with relief.
Alex was concealed beneath ceremonial attire in no time. The robes were made of black velvet, trimmed in silver threads with little jewels along the bells of the sleeves and rim of the hood. The very same symbol of the large diamond with the line through the middle was embossed on the back in silver threads. The mask was black, too—a face carved from wood with narrow slits at the eyes and a small hole at the nose for breathing. Ven Orelius hadn't lied: Alex was perfectly concealed, and I began to feel more hopeful. A bit.
"Now, listen closely—both of you." Ven Orelius' gaze was very serious. "Do not speak once you leave this room. You will walk with the other two venita along this corridor"—he waved his hand at the door—"all the way to the end, where you will find another door. Enter through and walk down the stair until you enter a stone chamber. Once inside, you will see a small table with a goblet filled with a sort of cleansing potion. Each venita will take a draft from the goblet; it is our ritual. You, your grace, are not required to drink from this."
I nodded.
"In the center of this chamber you will see a sphere of glyphs and symbols upon the floor," he continued, "and at the heart of the sphere will be a basin upon a pedestal. This basin is where you must each add a drop of your blood. You may use my knife so as not to raise curiosity." He handed Alex the hilt of a straight knife that looked like a long needle. "Does her highness have a blade?"
"Yes," I said.
Ven Orelius continued, "The four of you will join hands in a circle around the basin. As High Priest, you will be expected to go last. Now, this is important: How are you with spells of conjuration…specifically of an, ah, amalgamate nature?" he asked Alex.
Alex hesitated, as if he didn't want to answer the question. "Proficient."
"Good," Ven Orelius continued, satisfied. "You will need to summon a hexflame." Ven Orelius looked at Alex expectantly.
Alex nodded stiffly, looking very uncomfortable.
"What's a hexflame?" I asked.
Neither of them looked in my direction.
"You will do this once you assume your place in the center of the sphere," Ven Orelius continued as if I hadn't spoken. "The hexflame will do the rest."
"But what—"
"Your grace." Ven Orelius grabbed my hand. His palms were cold and rough like sandpaper. "You must go. The other venita are waiting, and they know that they are to deliver you to Pendel. However, they do not know your Aegis will be standing in my stead." He looked at Alex. "Wait until they prepare to return to Gesh's portal before sneaking away, and I will be waiting for them on our glyph, dressed as you are, and they will see me standing here and will not know that you have stayed behind." Ven Orelius's dark eyes shimmered like obsidian. "May the blessings of the spirits forever fall upon you, your highness."



Chapter 15
The Portal
 
 
The other two venita were waiting for us in the hall, just like the high priest had said. We followed them behind the doors at the end of the corridor, where a wide-brimmed goblet sat upon a squat stem, filled with a clear liquid. The cleansing liquid. Each of the venita took a long draft in turn. Alex took his last and set the goblet back upon the table before we continued through the small atrium and into the main chamber, but I wasn't prepared for what I saw there.
Ven Orelius's directions had been very clear and his description of the portal itself had been simple. But this…I didn't have words for this. I noticed the sphere of glyphs and symbols on the floor, just as he had said, but what had stolen all of my attention was what hovered above.
It looked like a piece of the universe. Thousands of tiny white lights floated above like stars in a galaxy, seemingly frozen in clusters and layers of constellations, interspersed with cottony nebulae of pinks and blues and yellows like holes to some other dimension. It was mystifying, mesmerizing and celestial, having the perspective as if I were some kind of god watching over my universe.
No wonder the people of Gesh only let the venita pass through the portal. If the world knew about this, they'd probably need a small army at the temple just to hold back all the tourists.
There was a strange energy humming in the air like an electrical current, a prickling sensation that lifted the hairs on my arms and the back of my neck like air charged before a lightning storm. I followed Alex out onto the giant glyph that filled the entire floor. In the celestial light, I could just make out the broad sweeping letters and symbols and runes, all in black ink, though some had been artistically crafted as negative images upon the stone. None of it I could read, but I did notice a few images of what looked like dragons, bodies suspended in the air and great wings arched back in flight.
The venita gathered around the broad basin situated at the heart of the glyph. I took a position beside Alex, careful not to stand too close. The venita opposite me raised his hands to the skies, sleeves falling on either side of him like wings. He wore a mask similar to Alex's, which muffled his words as he spoke to the heavens. Not that it would have mattered, because it was all in Saqai, anyway, but once he had finished speaking, a rush of energy pulsed through my body.
Unease nagged in the back of my mind.
Was I doing the right thing? Should I be leaving Mercedes and Vera in the middle of the night like this? Not like I could change my mind now, anyway.
The first venita took out a shining silver blade and ran the tip of it along his forearm, piercing the skin. He let his hand dangle over the basin, allowing a drop of his blood to slide down his wrist and hand, and it eventually plunked into the empty basin with an empty, tinny sound. The next venita did the same, but he did not speak, and then it was my turn.
I pulled my dagger and pressed the tip against my forearm, puckering the skin. With a wince I broke skin, the fresh wound blanched, then blood slowly rose to the surface. I added my blood and Alex added his, and we all joined blood-stained hands.
Energy suddenly buzzed through my body like the shock of electricity. The light above exploded in a great nebula of color, followed by a burst of energy that ravaged my body. Darkness followed with silence, and then there was light once more, a pale, natural light, muted and waning in dusk.
I stood inside the nave of a giant cathedral, or what remained of one. It had been grand in a time that would exist only in history books, before centuries of neglect uprooted its fine marble flooring and threaded its walls with tangles of vines and mosses. It was as though the jungle were slowly reclaiming it, green tendrils snaking through broken, stained-glass windows, trying to pull the cathedral back into the ground, and the weary cathedral had surrendered, sinking deeper and deeper as the seasons strode triumphantly on.
A grand staircase curved along one wall, leading to an upper tier, but a battering ram of earth had pummeled into its side, pouring dirt onto the staircase so that only a sliver remained passable. Chunks of flooring were missing and greenery swept like draperies over windows and doorways. Starburst-shaped holes pockmarked the grand dome overhead, allowing the fading daylight to stream through in buttery ribbons. Dozens of empty candelabras stood about, and broken wall sconces clung desperately to the crumbling stone walls. Pillars rose from floor to ceiling like giant redwoods, cracks and craters running like veins through them, though they stubbornly supported the grand arches up above. And yet even though I'd never stepped foot in this place, I had the strangest feeling I knew it somehow. As though it were a piece of someone else's memory.
This was all wrong. We should not have landed here.
"Alex, I don't…" My words trailed as I realized he wasn't standing right behind me. My heart dropped when I found him lying on the ground, unmoving, and another venita wasn't far from him. "Alex!" I sprinted to him and crouched at his side, ripping the mask from his face. His eyes were closed and his skin was alarmingly pale. I placed my hands on his face; he was cold as ice. "What's wrong?" I asked, frantic and holding my fingers on his neck, just under his jaw, checking for a pulse. It was there, but it was faint. "Alex, what's happened?"
He didn't answer.
I cursed under my breath. The cleansing draft—it had been poisoned. I didn't know by whom or why, but I would have to sort that out later. "We need to get out of here." I felt around on Alex's body and searched for the pack. There was a small vial in there he'd brought in case of emergencies. It was supposed to be some kind of universal antidote; I hoped it would work against whatever poison had been in that draft. I needed it to work, because there was no way I could carry him all by myself. And I had absolutely no idea where we were.
"There you are." The voice froze me in place. "You're surprisingly difficult to catch for one so small."
Everything suddenly clicked into place: Ven Orelius had sold us to him.
Eris stepped from the shadows, but it wasn't the Eris I remembered. The last time I'd seen him, he had been a wraith of a man, but this man was the Eris from the portrait. The one who had resembled my father, with handsome features, intelligent blue eyes, and a charming smile that made you instantly want him to like you and count you as one of his inner circle.
But this was the man who had murdered my father.
I have been waiting a very long time for you.
The voice split through my head. Involuntarily, I pressed my hands to my ears, but his words echoed through my mind.
"I've done what you asked, your grace." A voice trembled from somewhere not far from where I was crouched beside Alex. Ven Orelius stood off to the side, hands clasped and body bent forward like a hunchback, humbly approaching his lord and master.
He had snuck in, too? Then what had happened to the third venita? I didn't know if I wanted the answer to that question.
"If you had done what I'd asked, then why is Mercedes Bellona still alive?" Eris demanded, his mien suddenly predatory.
"Please, your grace. I beg your forgiveness. We would have succeeded if the princess had not intervened—"
"I am not concerned with how you would have succeeded. You failed." Eris's tone was low and even. The air trembled around him.
"I understand, your grace—"
"Do you?" Eris crept toward Ven Orelius, lithe like a wildcat. "Do you really understand that a child without the ability to use magic to—"
"I do not believe she is without magic, your grace." Ven Orelius was now cowering before his master, his robes visibly trembling.
Eris eyed Ven Orelius for a moment, his features hard and cruel. "Explain." Eris drew out that one word so that it sounded more like a sentence.
Ven Orelius wrung his hands. "I am saying that—that I conjured a specter and she…she was able to stop it." His voice shook even worse than someone suffering from cold.
Eris turned his focus on me with the intensity of the Eye of Sauron. I shrank away despite myself, clinging to Alex as though he might protect me from withering away beneath the power of Eris's gaze. Eris then turned back to Ven Orelius. "I do not employ you to tell me what I already know; I employ you to carry out my objectives." He stood before the cowering Ven Orelius now. "How, precisely, did she manage to stop your specter?"
"With…with her dagger," Ven Orelius said.
Eris frowned. "That is not magic, high priest. That is called a weapon. Perhaps you spend too much time in prayer and have forgotten the difference between the ethereal and substantive."
Ven Orelius kept his head bowed.
"Look at me." He grabbed Ven Orelius's chin and jerked it upward, forcing Ven Orelius to look at him.
Ven Orelius blanched, panic-stricken, as his wide eyes focused on the man before him.
"I do not tolerate failure," Eris continued, his voice like ice.
"I….I am sorry, your grace." Ven Orelius managed. "It will not happen again."
"No." Eris frowned. "It will not."
Power surged forth from Eris's fingertips, a vapor so hot that I could feel the heat of it from where I crouched. Ven Orelius screamed out in agony as the heat penetrated his body. His skin erupted in boils and burns, and he continued screaming until his skin melted away and all that remained of him were his robes.
I turned away as my sickness spilled on the floor. I clutched my stomach and my breath came in short, panicking gasps, and then a pair of black boots appeared before me. I heaved, trying to catch my breath while still gripping Alex's cloak with one hand. "You…you're a monster…" My words croaked and my mouth tasted like acid.
"Now, now, we mustn't call names, dear niece. It's unbecoming—especially of the nobility. It shows a lack of self-control and it makes us appear vulnerable," Eris said lightly, as though he hadn't just cooked a human being to death and was instead taking great pride in improving my etiquette. "Your Aegis does not look so well."
I grit my teeth and glared up at him. "What have you done to him?"
His brow was the only feature on his face that moved. "Hm. Perhaps I should direct that question to you, dear niece. For it is a very strange thing for an Aegis of the crown to leave his post in order to accompany the Princess of Gaia—alone. I wonder what Lord Danton would think?" Eris's voice had a tsk-tsk-tsk quality to it, and he spun on his heels, his cloak flaring around him like a cape. "Lord Danton is ever anxious about your welfare, you know."
We were not having this conversation. "What do you want from me?" I growled.
Eris spun back to face me, steepling long, jeweled fingers, his face disturbingly calm. "What I want is your help, dear niece. By a stroke of good fortune, I have recently acquired the unity stone and the seven pieces of the shield, but I need you to show me how to use it."
I made a fist with my free hand. "Like I will ever help you."
"Helping me is the only thing that will save those you hold dear." His gaze rested pointedly on Alex.
"Well, I hate to disappoint you," I said through clenched teeth, "but I can't help. I have no idea how to use the shield, and, as you so astutely pointed out, I have no magical ability whatsoever. So maybe that same stroke of good fortune will decide to enlighten you on the matter."
Eris drummed his fingers and regarded me without expression. "I see you inherited your father's temper."
"I've been told that." I glared at him. "But unfortunately he's no longer alive to ask."
Eris regarded me a moment. There was something incongruous about the way his charming features rested in an expression of shrewdness. Alex's arm twitched beneath my touch, drawing my focus back. I sifted through his pack and my fingers brushed upon the small glass vial.
"I can save him," Eris said.
"You've done enough, I think." I pulled the vial out. It was a small, decorative bottle, made of ribbed glass and stoppered with a kind of silvery wax. The liquid inside swirled a pale blue. I picked at the wax seal and Eris moved a step closer in my periphery.
"That won't work," Eris continued. "The poison is made from dragon's bane. It works fast, crystallizing organs, though interestingly enough, I've heard the effect gives one the impression that they are burning to death. I can't speak from experience, however." He paused. "I'm afraid only high magic can save him now."
I glared back at him, my heart pounding. There was no deception in those cruel eyes of his, no emotion in those charming features. Still, I had to try. I used my thumb to pry open Alex's lips and tipped his head back a little.
"You'll only make it worse," Eris said.
Ignoring him, I ripped the wax free and poured the contents of the vial into Alex's mouth. I pushed his jaw closed and pinched his nose, forcing him to swallow. For a second, nothing happened. And then his body convulsed. Wrinkles webbed the corners of his eyes as he squeezed them shut, his jaw tightened and the veins bulged along his temples as his body convulsed again. A wave of searing hot pain racked through me.
"No…" I whispered, grabbing his hands and face. "Alex….no! Stay with me!" I squeezed his hands tightly, letting him know I was there and begging him to hold on. Sweat beaded on his forehead while his body shook, but I did not let go. I squeezed his hands harder as if I could hold his spirit to this world, my eyes stinging as I watched him. I tried reaching out to find the wind, pressing my consciousness beyond, desperate, but there was nothing.
This couldn't be happening.
"I can save him, dear niece." Eris stood over my shoulder.
I glared up at him, furious and desperate as my tears welled. "Then save him!"
Eris's cold gaze slid from Alex and settled on me with the chill of frost. "Come with me."
"Don't you get it?" I growled in frustration, forcing words through my tight throat. "I don't know the first thing about using that shield. I. Can't. Help. You."
"Yes, you can," he said in a voice that was unnaturally calm. "You do not realize it, but the information is locked safely away inside of you. Protected, if you will, and I now have the ability to draw it out."
I shook my head, overwhelmed in desperation with tears streaming freely down my cheeks. Alex's life was fading right beside me and there was nothing I could do to save him. This was like a horrible, horrible nightmare, only it was really happening.
Eris continued, knowing that as long as Alex was there, I wouldn't try to escape him. "Yet another very important piece of information that your father never told you. Here, allow me a moment to educate you." He clasped his hands before him, his rings glimmering in the fading light. "Your mother had a gift—"
"My father already told me that," I spat. "She had a gift with sensing others."
"That is only a fraction of it, dear niece," he continued. "Her gift lay with Gaia, as did every Pandor before her. But the gift of the Pandors goes beyond sensing. They were able to draw on Gaia's strength in a way no other human could, granting their magical ability an advantage that could overcome even the greatest of mages. Unfortunately, the knowledge of that particular…advantage was lost, and none of them had the desire to learn of it. Except for your mother, when she became pregnant with you."
I found myself listening to his every word, even though I tried not to.
"She knew something was different about you," he continued. "Call it the insight lent to her by being a Pandor, but she was afraid for you. Afraid that when you were born, your powers would manifest themselves in a way that this world hadn't seen in centuries, and it would put you in danger of those who might try to use you—"
"Like you?" I glared at him while still clutching Alex's cold and clammy hand. I checked his pulse again; it was still faint, but there.
Eris continued as if I hadn't spoken. "While you were in the womb, she had a magical block put upon you. Something that would hide your magic and suppress any special abilities you may have—something that would block the inherited knowledge of her predecessors."
I shook my head. During the games, a pykan had told me that the king had placed a block on my magic because I was a threat. "No, you're wrong. The king blocked my magic—"
"The king had nothing to do with it," he cut me off. "If anything, he was furious when he found out you really had no magical ability whatsoever."
"But I did have magic…when I first entered this world—"
"Your entry into this world made the barriers that had been placed around you unstable, but it wasn't difficult to strengthen them once you returned to the castle. But it wasn't done by your grandfather. Oh, no. Aurora Pandor had been his investment." He said this last word with a bite that surprised me. "And he had expected her daughter, an heir to the crown, would be malleable and easily influenced, while still possessing the power of the Pandors, and therefore someone he could use.
"Your mother realized this and feared for you, and had the block instilled until you were old enough to be able to protect yourself. However, things turned out rather…differently." Eris paused here, fury simmering in his eyes. "You've been surprisingly difficult to trace, and I admit that I was lucky to find you at your home on Earth. I'd been surprised that Aurora could produce such a strong magical binding, but then I finally realized that she hadn't procured the binding. It had been put in place by Ambrose, and once you returned to the castle, he restored your bindings, and your magic has been blocked ever since."
Ambrose. I'd never trusted him, but apparently my mom had. If Eris was telling the truth. "The headmaster of the Mages Guild?" I asked, unable to hide my surprise. Alex's hand shifted in mine, and I squeezed it harder.
"The very same," Eris said. "Though I've tried, ah, persuading him to lift it, he resists. However, I do believe I've found the solution without his aid."
I wondered why Eris had bothered telling me all of this, but then realized it was because he was certain of his victory.
"You stand there accusing the king of using me for his purpose, but you're doing the exact same thing," I snapped.
"There is no reason to be angry with me, dear niece." His movements were so easy, so friendly.
"I am not angry with you; I hate you," I said. "And quit calling me your damn niece."
He looked amused. "Whether you choose to acknowledge it or not, you and I are blood."
My hands clenched into fists. "That means nothing."
"On the contrary, it means a great deal. It is, perhaps, the single great gift of being a Regius. We may not possess the proper inheritance to the throne, yet we've been given the means of attaining it."
"You already were a prince! But you threw it all away like some spoiled child because it wasn't enough for you. Because you were jealous of the man my father was." A shadow crossed over his face, and I knew that I had struck a nerve. "That's it, isn't it? Everyone loved you, but my father was better and you couldn't stand to be in his shadow. You couldn't stand to be second."
Eris vanished in a cloud of black and materialized right before me, grabbing me by the throat and jerking me to my feet with unnatural strength. I coughed and choked and clawed at his grip to no avail, while his cold blue eyes bore into mine. His expression was full of pure hatred. "Don't talk to me of the past." Eris's voice was as cold as death. Then he released my throat and threw me away from him. I rammed into the wall behind Alex and slid to the ground. My body ached and my throat throbbed as I coughed, crawling upon all fours, trying to catch the breath that had been knocked right out of me.
"I'm going to tell you a little story." Eris's eyes pinned me in place.
Before Eris said another word, I knew I didn't want to hear what he was going to say. I knew it would change the way I saw the world forever, and I wasn't sure I wanted to live with a new perspective. The reasons I knew this, I'll never truly understand. Perhaps it was a truth buried deep inside of me, like he'd alluded to. Or perhaps it was some intuition of mine that I'd chosen to keep suppressed. Whatever it was, when his words came, I found that I could no longer hide from that truth. That truth would forever chase me until I faced it, and it would be nipping at my heels all along the way.
"The great and magnanimous King Darius," Eris continued in a large and sweeping tone. "How quickly the world forgot all the men and women slaughtered by his supreme command. How quickly the world forgot the cities destroyed, people and livestock burnt alive, their villages reduced to ash. Fire is his strength and he used it then to conquer. No one would stand against him, and those who tried he left their ashes as an example. The people of Gaia called him the dragon lord. The heir of Draconi, returned at last." He said this last bit in mockery.
I wanted him to stop. I didn't want to hear any more because I was afraid. It was so much easier to make decisions when the world was black and white, but he was painting my world all in gray.
"I was a boy when the home of the Pandors burnt to the ground," Eris continued. "They would not bow to this usurper. You see, having reign over mainland simply was not enough for him. I was a boy when your mother was brought over the Black Sea in a slave ship. Have you ever seen one of our slave ships, dear niece?"
I crawled my way back to Alex.
"Allow me to enlighten you," Eris continued. "Those citizens not fortunate enough to be murdered at the hands of your grandfather were gathered like cattle and crammed into the ships' bellies. The journey itself took almost one month, though King Darius can hardly account for that. There was simply no wind, and there was no one to call upon it back then." Here he paused.
Once I reached Alex, I pressed my ear to his chest. His heart was beating, but it was faint.
"The prisoners were packed so tightly," Eris continued, "that they were in each others' laps. Hands and ankles bound with ropes, tied to support beams. In the ever-rocking motion of the boat, in dark quarters, there was nowhere for refuse but the floor. Inches deep in sewage, and when they grew ill—which you can imagine they did—their sickness would mix with all other bodily fluids. The smell was deadly, I assure you. Some of the crew were ordered to carve extra holes in the hull for drainage, but even they were often clogged with excrement."
"That's enough…I don't want to hear any more," I said.
"Your mother was down there with her people." His voice was a whisper. "Do you know what crew members did to women when they grew bored at sea?" He paused—there was so much anger in his voice. "Do you?"
It was at this point in his story that I looked up from Alex. I wanted to believe Eris was lying, but looking at him, I knew that he wasn't. He was many terrible, terrible things, but he was not lying. Not about this.
When Eris continued, he spoke through clenched teeth. "No, I don't suppose anyone has ever told you that story. About how your mother was bruised and dying when Alaric first saw her. She had suffered great internal bleeding."
"Stop it!" I screamed. "I don't want to hear any more!" I shut my eyes, trying to mute the words, but they would not be silenced.
"One of the key components to ruling is understanding that there are two sides, Daria Pandor Regius. There are always two. To act on only one is short-sighted; the second will never hesitate to expose you, and you will be running from it for the rest of your life."
My next breath trembled. "King Darius may have done wrong in the past, but it is his wrong. Not mine. I will not help you rectify his wrongs with more evil."
"Evil?" He frowned. "How is justice evil? Does he not deserve to pay for what he has done?" And then he waved his hand at the air. "I do not need to discuss my reasoning with you. Suffice it to say that you don't have much choice in the matter." He looked pointedly at Alex. "I need your help and you need your Aegis's life. You would make out quite well in this arrangement. I would ensure that you held on to your title and in that, you might find you have more power than you currently hold. You can make this easy, or very painful. It is your choice."
Choice.
All I'd ever wanted was the freedom to choose, and ever since I'd taken that freedom, I'd hated almost every choice I'd had to make. Alex suddenly coughed, then gasped my name. It was a voice of clarity, and it gave me a sudden wisp of courage. Very slowly, I stood tall, facing Eris directly, my fists at my sides. "I will not help you."
Eris studied me blankly, thin lips turned down. "I will only offer this choice once."
"This isn't choice," I spat. "You are threatening to destroy everything I hold dear if I don't do exactly what you want. You abhor your father's tyranny, yet you are no better. Power is never enough for you—this entire world would never be enough for you because you hope to use it to hide the pathetic and weak man inside. All the power in the world won't make you half the man my father was, and I hope the memory of his greatness haunts you for the rest of your life. You aren't man enough to earn respect like my father did, so instead you resort to bullying people into giving it. And for that I say you're a coward, just like King Darius."
Eris's control flickered. Flashes of the monster inside broke through, distorting his face in a way that was horrifying and demonic. Then he extended his arms and a blast of hot air seared through space, landing on Alex. Alex cried out, his body jerking and spasming on the ground, and pain exploded in my body, from him.
I dropped beside Alex. "Stop it!" I yelled. "Leave him alone! He's done nothing…"
Alex had curled in a ball, heaving. He grabbed my ankle weakly, gasping. "Daria…don't…"
His body jerked back again, much more violently, and this time he couldn't hold back the scream.
"Stop! Please, stop it!" I cried, tears streaming freely down my face as I was acutely aware of the life draining from Alex's body. "You're killing him!"
But Eris was not stopping. He was going to stand there and drain every ounce of life from Alex if that was what it took to convince me. Oh, I could not take this anymore! "Fine!" I screamed. "I'll come…just stop…" I collapsed beside Alex, sobbing. "Please…stop…" Alex's eyes were shut, his skin ashen, and I might have thought him dead if it wasn't for his faint heartbeat.
But Eris had stopped.
I hated him. I hated him with a passion that trumped any emotion I'd ever felt in all my life. Eris had won this day. Eris had forced me into his hands against my will by harming the man I loved more than anything. But so help me with Gaia as my witness, I would wait patiently until the time was right, and then I would kill him.
"It is time." Eris's tone was cold.
"Take the poison out of his body," I demanded, my hand still on Alex's deathly cold forehead.
"His life will be in the hands of Gesh's healers, but he will not die," Eris replied flatly.
"Then send him back now so he can get help!"
"You do not command me." Eris's expression was like stone. "I can be merciful, dear niece, and I hope that in time you will understand and value my discretion."
I bit back my cutting remarks. I bit back my hatred and disdain. Today wasn't the day, but my day would come. It would come with the fury of Hell behind it.
I bent over and kissed Alex lightly on the lips. They were cold, so cold. "Alex, I'm…" I touched his hair. "I'm so, so sorry," I whispered. "I love you."
"Daria." Eris's impatience was acutely felt.
I stood, my knees shaking beneath me, and with a shallow breath I dragged my legs forward. I couldn't believe I'd been so easily reduced to this—doing exactly what I had been fighting so hard to avoid. I was walking away from everything that mattered, everyone I loved, and everything I had been fighting for. I was betraying myself. But I suddenly understood my father's sacrifice. What I wouldn't do to save Alex's life.
"Daria, get down!"
It was sometime during my unusually slow fall to the ground that the voice registered as Vera's. Shocked, I glanced back, and there she was, standing there with a bow in her hands. The arrow was drawn, her eyes narrowed down the shaft—at Eris. With a quick snap, she released. Eris's eyes widened just before he evaporated into a column of smoke, and the arrow sank with a snick into a wall of vines right behind where he'd been standing.
Vera cursed behind me.
I was so happy to see her I could've thrown my arms around her and kissed her. And then Mercedes suddenly appeared, followed by Hawk and a whole slew of guards from Mosaque. In fact, I would've gladly kissed all of them. Mercedes glanced at me but just enough to note Alex's and my position, and then her gaze swept the cathedral as she yelled something in Saqai. Eris had materialized farther away and more guards began to emerge from the shadows—more Mortis followers.
And then there was chaos.
Shouts and cries, the clatter of metal and the thud of impact reverberating in the nave of the huge cathedral. I scrambled back to Alex, shoved my hands beneath his arms and started dragging him back and out of the way. He was so heavy! I grunted and strained with every pull, being forced to stop intermittently to ward off a guard or duck as an arrow whizzed by. Magic bounced inside the chamber, scorching everything in its path as if someone had set off the Fourth of July finale inside of the cathedral. Debris crumbled from the ceiling, and I draped myself protectively on top of Alex until the dust settled before moving him along.
A wet gurgle sounded right behind me, and I turned just in time to see the tip of a blade poking out from the neck of a guard, blood spluttering everywhere as he choked. Bile rose in my throat as he slumped to the ground, and then I noticed Vera standing a little behind him. I met her gaze; her expression was grim and then she went back to fighting. I pulled Alex forward, trying not to dwell on the fact that his skin was beginning to look a little translucent and that his lips were turning purple. There had to be something I could hide him behind. Somewhere out of the line of fire. And then my eyes settled on a newly broken column, compliments of the indoor fireworks.
I dragged and grunted and jerked and pulled and said words I'd never said before, but somehow they helped me find the strength to get him there. Once he was safely behind the huge chunk of marble, I gasped to catch my breath while squeezing his shoulders. "Alex!" I grabbed his face in my hands. "Alex, can you hear me?" His face was cold as death. "Don't you dare leave me!"
I peered around the column and desperation set in. Anyone who might be able to help him was much too busy, and we were completely outnumbered. And as I watched that hopeless battle, time decided to assert itself like it was so inclined to do, and everything suddenly progressed with the speed of molasses.
Vera stood, swords raised, facing enemy guards, the side of her face smeared with blood. I didn't know if it was hers. But there was one guard behind her—one guard bringing an axe down upon her head. Hawk stood in a corner near her, like Tarzan defending his Jane. There were a few Mosaquian guards engaged in battle, but many more had fallen. Hawk spun just in time to see Vera's plight, and even in the stillness of time I could see the dawning realization in his gaze: Vera would not survive the blow and he could not reach her in time. He could never stop the axe from bearing down upon her head.
Horror bubbled in my gut, as well as something else, some power that filled my entire body, and I was shaking uncontrollably, like my skin was a dam holding back a raging sea. And then it burst forth, flooding down my arms and through my fingertips, a hot vortex of steam, ripping across the floor and heading straight for the guard. It slid right through Vera without effect, but when it hit the guard, it ignited in a blanket of flame, wrapping itself around him. The guarded screamed as he caught fire, and within seconds he'd turned into a pile of ash. His axe clattered upon the floor on top of the ash pile.
Vera stood pale as a ghost. All fighting ceased and Eris stood still as a pillar. And in their hesitation, I redirected all of my fury toward Eris.
He vanished just in time, fire licking at the tiles beneath his feet, twisting and curling in the air like orange snakes. But my fire did not go away. It seemed to have grown a mind of its own, guided by the wind, and it was jumping from guard to guard, quickly setting them aflame. They ran and screamed, frantic to put out the fires, as the air filled with the scent of ash and burnt flesh.
I swallowed the bile back down. I had…I had killed a man, and quite possibly more than just one. With magic. I didn't have any more time to consider this, because Vera appeared. She stood over me and when she saw Alex, she paled.
I pulled my heavy thoughts from the burning men. "Eris poisoned him with dragon's bane. I gave him some of the tonic from his bag, but it's done nothing. Can you do anything for him?"
But I already knew the answer. I'd seen the fear well in her eyes the moment I'd said the words "dragon's bane."
"Veranna!" It was Hawk. He shoved off a couple enemy guards and towered over us. He looked at Alex, and I could tell that Hawk didn't think Alex was going to make it.
"Hawk, it's dragon's bane. Is there anything you can do?" I asked.
"No time." His lips tightened. "The portal is open."
I blinked in surprise. "It is? Good, because we need to get Alex to a healer…"
Hawk shook his head. "You must hurry."
I exchanged a glance with Vera, and we were both bending over to pick up Alex when Hawk swept Alex in his arms and threw him over his shoulder.
Okay. That worked, too.
"Thees way!" he yelled and charged right into the cluster of fighting.
There was a faint shimmer near one of the walls, like some kind of celestial door, and Vera and I ran ahead of Hawk and Alex to help clear the path. I fought with one sight in mind—that shimmering window. Nothing else mattered except getting Alex through that window, to Gesh. Then he might actually have a chance. I didn't know how they'd opened the portal, but they had. It was the only bit of hope I had left.
I thought I heard Mercedes yell something—good luck? Vera and I worked together wordlessly, pushing the remaining guards back. And when we reached the shimmering window, Hawk threw Alex through it, and Vera and I jumped through after.
And I kept falling…and falling…
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"By blood, an oath; with blood, defamed.
A breath, restored; the promise, reclaimed."
 
~ Excerpt from Songs of the Bards,
volume XIX.
 
 





 
 
 
 
Stefan
 
 
In my opinion, the northern wall was a symbol of man's arrogance. Gaia had created a world with natural boundaries of mountain and chasm, great lakes and forests, but man had decided he didn't agree with those boundaries, thus creating one of his own.
It had been built in an attempt to separate the Icelands from the mainland, divide winter from mankind, and keep out the vile creatures that had dwelled there ever since the Great War from Galahad's time. The mystical realms of the Icelands had become a refuge for the dark, a sanctuary for evil, where even the code and decrees of my grandfather could not reach.
We did not know what evils brewed behind the wall, nor did we care. The wall was a great and magnificent structure that reached toward the heavens and spread in either direction like some invincible shield against Mortis himself. Nothing could ever pass through without our sanction. We had built this, and it was our pride.
No, we did not care what lurked behind it.
For centuries, the men and women of Alioth patrolled this triumph of mankind. There were nine watchtowers all along the perimeter, though only three of them had gates. Men like to build walls. Men like to place perimeters around all they hold dear so that they may dictate who, or what, passes through. It gives them a sense of control—a sense of power. They show only what they want others to see and hide all the rest behind walls of insecurity.
The northern wall had been this. But a wall has two sides. There are always two sides.
Oh, the arrogance of man.
I glanced back down at the note in my hands.
 
 
Your Royal Highness,
 
The gate at the ninth watchtower has fallen. Alioth stands, but the shadowguard are ten thousand strong, led by Lord Tiernan. Pykans fight alongside them. I've received no word from Orindor.
 
Your loyal servant,
Sir Armand de Basco
 
 
I made a fist and slammed it on my desk.
"Your grace?"
The messenger stood in the doorway, fingering his hat in his hands, looking a little startled.
"When was this written?" I asked.
"Last night, your grace," the messenger continued. "I rode as fast as I could. Sir Armand de Basco insisted that I deliver it straight into your hands."
I inhaled slowly, fighting for calm. I had always thought making decisions would be the hard part, but I had been wrong. The hard part about leadership was upholding a visage of strength, even when all seemed lost.
"Thank you," I said. "You may leave."
The messenger bowed once more. "Your grace." He replaced his hat on top of his head where it belonged, and then he left.
Aegis Sonya Del Conte stood like an assassin in the shadows near the door. She had escorted the messenger to my chambers herself, since he had arrived in the middle of the night. Ever since Alexander and Daria had left, and even against her husband's wishes, Aegis Sonya had assigned herself to night watch. The other Aegises took this as one of the many signs of impending threat on the castle, but although they were right to be worried, I knew it had been about more than that. Sonya worried for her son and my sister, and the only way to quell her restless sleep was to put her mind and body to work. Though she did look a little worse for wear. There were dark circles beneath her eyes and her coppery skin had assumed more of a sallow quality.
This is my fault.
She waited, silent as the shadow. As my Aegis, she should have dismissed herself, but as a mother, she couldn't bring herself to leave. Her anxiety held her firmly in her place.
"The shadowguard are through the wall," I said.
Sonya's face was as blank as an Aegis', though her hand twitched at her side.
"Here—" I thrust the paper at her. "Read it. I don't care."
Sonya approached slowly, her lean and muscular frame moving with a familiar and deadly grace. It was uncanny how much Alexander resembled his mother—even more so as he had gotten older. Alexander had inherited his father's green eyes, but the rest was just a male version of Sonya.
She took the paper from my hands with deft fingers and looked it over, frowning. Once she was through, she handed it back to me and asked, "Any word?"
I shook my head. "Nothing." I hadn't told her that my bindingbook with Daria had suddenly caught fire a few days prior. I'd never mentioned we'd shared a bindingbook in the first place, so I didn't see how speaking of its sudden incendiary properties would be of any benefit, and it would only cause her further worry. Either way, I'd hoped Daria or Alex would have sent a letter by now, but I'd heard nothing, and it haunted me like a bad omen from a pixie.
I knew Daria was alive, though. I could feel it deep in my bones.
"Stefan, please…" Sonya hesitated. She was not standing before me as my Aegis; she was standing before me as a mother. Not a privilege she took often. "This is beyond opinions of betrothals." Her dark eyes pleaded with mine. "I must know where she and Alexander are headed. They must know what is happening. If they return and we are under siege, they'll never make it through alive."
Sonya was right, of course. I'd made certain Alex would be informed on the state of things before he had left with my sister, but I'd also planned on having the bindingbook available to keep him up to date. The last thing I'd wanted was for them to come back to Valdon in the thick of things, and through the bindingbook, I would have been able to warn them.
I sighed and turned away from her.
Daria, please forgive me, but I can't bear it anymore. If anything happens to you, I'll never be able to live with myself.
"They're headed for Pendel," I said.
"What?" Sonya's voice was a whisper.
I inhaled slowly and looked back at her. "She and Alexander left for Pendel so that she can find the box of the Pandors. She believes she can find it, and that it will have the answer to stopping Eris from using the shield of power."
Sonya went deathly still for a moment, as though she hadn't heard clearly, and then her face blanched.
"Sonya, I didn't know what else to do!" I threw my hands at my sides. "I couldn't force her into marriage, and if she'd stayed here, she wouldn't have had a choice. And without a marriage to Danton, our only other hope of surviving my uncle would be to somehow undermine his power. And even more than that, Pendel should be safe for her since it is so far from all of this—"
"Sweet Mother of Draconi…" Sonya put her face in her hands. "This is all my fault."
I blinked. "I'm not sure how you are to blame in this. If anyone should be blamed, it should be me."
She pulled her hands away and looked at me, her dark eyes filled with so many emotions. "I should have told her. I meant to, but…" She bent her head and shut her eyes again as if she could look away and erase the thoughts pummeling her mind. And then with resolve, her eyes opened and she looked back at me. "Pendel is not safe for her, Stefan. If she does this, they will die."
"But the games? Surely my grandfather wouldn't have rewarded the winner with Pendel if it weren't a safe place?"
Sonya shook her head, her shoulders sagging. "I did not say that Pendel was not safe. I said that it was not safe for her."
"I don't understand why it would be more dangerous for Daria than anyone else. And furthermore, if this is true, you knew this when she'd entered the games and you never said a word about it. Why?"
She threaded her fingers together and started pacing. "I didn't think she'd actually win the games, Stefan, but if she had, I would have told her so that I could prevent her going there."
I was losing my patience to an overwhelming amount of anxiety. "Prevent what, Aegis Del Conte?"
She took no offense to my tone. In fact, she seemed to expect it. "You remember that your mother and I came from Pendel."
"Yes," I said sharply.
She stared at nothing while she paced, strands of hair slipping from her usually tight braid. "Do you know why we left?"
I'd heard the stories—memorized them since I was a boy. "Because you were at war with local clans over boundaries, and my grandfather came in and saved you."
She stopped pacing and stared at me, her face harder than I'd ever seen it. "There was infighting on Pendel, yes, but it was over the Pandors. Many of the locals felt the Pandor family held too much power. They ruled Karth and they were also extremely gifted—in particular, your mother. I was in her household at the time, the daughter of her mother's chambermaid. Some of the local clans rebelled, hoping to overthrow the Pandors."
"And my grandfather rescued them. Yes, I know," I said. "I've been told this story since I was a child—"
"No." Sonya hit the top of a small end table, and the sconce rattled in its holder. She collected herself, though her expression remained hard. "Your grandfather did not rescue us, Stefan. It wasn't until he discovered why we were fighting that he came. He had heard the Pandors were very gifted magically, and so he came in the middle of our civil war under guise of aid when all he really wanted was to take Aurora. She was young enough. He thought to mold her and use her power to strengthen Valdon.
"We let him into the capital thinking they would help us fight against the clans, and that's when they turned on us. My mother and I…" She hesitated in the pain of memory. "When we saw what was happening, and right after they'd murdered Aurora's mother, we hurried to make Aurora unrecognizable. It worked; Darius was unable to find her. He decided to take many of us prisoner instead, hoping, perhaps, she would surface. We were brought back to Valdon as a sign of his greatness. To prove to mainland that he saved Karth from usurpers, and then he instated a steward of his choosing to govern."
She clenched her jaw, her eyes leveled on mine. "He never said that he murdered our fathers and sons because he was afraid of rebellion. Afraid they would come out and speak of what he had done. He never said that he crammed women and children on ships with men who did terrible things. Many of us died on the Black Sea. It wasn't until we returned and your mother was in the healing ward that Darius discovered who she truly was."
For a long moment I simply stood there, feeling like a lame mute.
"Why do you serve the very crown that did this to you?" I whispered after a long pause.
"What choice did I have? I had no family and no connections—only Aurora. I met and fell in love with Cicero, and then…" She hesitated, swallowing down her memories."Being an Aegis has been a way for me to stay close to Aurora, and her children."
I inhaled slowly. "Did my father know of this?"
"Pieces," she replied. "I imagine over time Prince Alaric deduced a bit more than he let on, but he never said. Some pains are better left in the past." She paused. "Victors may write history, as your grandfather has done, but there are still those on Pendel who know the truth. That is why I tell you this now, Stefan. There are still those on Pendel who would seek to gain from using your sister's abilities to detach themselves from Darius's rule. It is a very dangerous place for a Pandor. But there is more."
I didn't know how there could possibly be any more.
Sonya took a breath, collecting herself. "The Pandors did have immense power, and they put a curse upon the box. I know this only because, as I said, I lived in their household. They worried that the box would fall into enemy hands, and sometime during the fighting with the clans, they used magic to make sure that wouldn't happen. That the box would be protected."
"Do you know what is in the box?" I asked.
Sonya shook her head. "No, I don't. And the Pandors took every precaution to make sure the wrong people did not find out."
"But Daria is not the enemy," I said.
"She has Regius blood, Stefan. As much as she is a Pandor, she is also a Regius. If she goes searching for the box, the spell will not discriminate."
I swallowed. "What kind of a curse, Sonya?"
Her gaze leveled on mine. "It will raise the dead from the bones of those who perished during the war, and if she disturbs them, they will not rest until she dies."



Chapter 16
An Unceremonious Landing
 
 
Falling is a really interesting sensation. Particularly when you aren't expecting to fall, suddenly can't see a thing, and, therefore, have no earthly idea when you're going to land. Something in your mind tells you that you've been falling much too long and that you've probably reached terminal velocity and that there's no way you could survive such a fall without a parachute strapped to your back. And then you remember that you don't have a parachute strapped to your back, so you're probably going to die. There's a brief moment of panic, acute regret (you had so much more life to live!), and you resign yourself to a gruesome impact, hoping the pain will be quick and that there will be some salvageable pieces of your body left for a burial.
You can imagine my surprise when I plunged into a body of water with no more impact than if I'd jumped off a high dive. But then the water almost took me.
It's not that I'm a bad swimmer—I’m actually a pretty decent swimmer. The problem was that I hadn't expected to land in water and hadn't taken a preemptive breath. I'd barely had time to shut my mouth before my head went under, so my lungs were bursting within seconds. And the water was freezing. My toes turned to lead inside of my boots, and my fingers felt so numb it was like swimming with stumps for hands. Not to mention my cloak suddenly weighed a ton. With a gasp I surfaced, lips trembling and teeth chattering, and then I dove right back down again. I had to find Alex.
He couldn't have landed far from me; I'd jumped right after him. Desperate, I reached out with my senses, but everywhere, in everything, was cold. It was like searching through a block of ice.
Alex, you have to give me something.
My cloak dragged me down, fighting against me as I swam. Somehow I managed to twist out of it and then let the ocean take it away. I thought I might regret it later, but right then I didn't care. Right then I needed all my strength to find Alex, and there it was, the faintest pulse of warmth in the infinite cold. It had to be him.
Please, don't be a fish.
I swam down, much faster without my cloak, and the pressure squeezed my lungs, my head, my ears. I forced my hands to move and my feet to kick, my adrenaline pushing warmth and feeling into my limbs. Down and down and down, deeper in the dark water, following the thin thread of warmth.
I reached out into the darkness and my hand grazed something. My hope surged; it wasn't a fish. I kicked forward and grabbed hold of soggy leather—was it a belt? A sheath?—and then I kicked up as hard as I could, pulling and straining against the pressure. My lungs were full, pushing against my chest cavity while my heart drummed in my ears. He was so heavy and I needed to breathe and the water was so cold. Just a little more. I needed to hang on just a little more.
With a final burst of energy we surfaced. I coughed and choked on icy water, realizing I'd grabbed hold of Alex's belt. He was limp, though the water kept him somewhat buoyant, and I struggled to pull his head above the surface. His lips were blue.
Was there a shore nearby? Please let there be a shore! I glanced around frantically while gulping mouthfuls of saltwater. I spotted rocks in the moonlight. They were a fairly good swim from here, but at least there was land. I had no idea where Vera was, but right then, Alex's health was more important.
I shoved both arms beneath his armpits and used my legs to propel us forward. It was difficult, trying to breathe and swim and keep him afloat, and I was sure that I'd swallowed my weight in seawater. My right calf started cramping, followed quickly by my right foot. I shifted the thrust of my kicking to my left leg, but we still had about one hundred yards to go. Then my left quad started cramping, too. I could feel my body slowly sinking, fighting against me. My head went under and I kicked us up again. And again. And then my head went under and no amount of kicking brought us back to the surface. We were going to drown out here. Wherever here was.
A pair of strong hands grabbed hold of me. They pulled Alex and me through the water and dumped us right on sand. I rolled over, coughing and spitting up water while Vera heaved and coughed beside me. And then I crawled to Alex and rolled him on his back.
He looked phantasmal in the moonlight, and he wasn't breathing.
"No, Alex…" I wedged open his mouth and breathed in, watching his chest rise to make sure there wasn't any blockage. Then compressions. And more compressions. Two more breaths. Compressions. "Alex, don't you dare die on me!" I tasted salt on my tongue. More breaths. I shoved his chest, over and over. And over and over and over. I forced down the memory of my father.
Vera's hand touched my shoulder, but I kept pushing—furious now. A voice whispered in the back of my mind that Alex should have responded by now, but I ignored it. I kept pushing.
"Daria," Vera squeezed my shoulder.
"Get back!" I shoved her off and breathed into his mouth again. This couldn't be happening. Not now. Not ever. He couldn't just…I wouldn't let him…
No, no, no.
Please, God…
Water bubbled out of Alex's mouth and his chest spasmed. Vera crouched at my side, helping me lift him into a seated position while he continued coughing up seawater. There was so much water; had he swallowed the entire ocean?
"Give him some space to breathe," Vera said.
I realized my hands were all over his face and neck. I forced myself to scoot back a little, though I kept one hand on his back. Once the coughing subsided, he fell back in the sand, one of his arms lying limply over his chest. His breath was faint and his lips were still blue from the cold, but he was alive—barely. "Vera, the poison…" I scooted aside a little to let her see him. "You have to try."
She replaced my hand with hers and shut her eyes.
I felt the power surge from her, pouring into Alex. She was strong—very strong—and then I sensed the taint in his blood. It was slippery, feeding off him like a parasite, and when Vera's magic touched it, it pulled back with sudden shock, but it didn't go away. Instead, it condensed upon itself, coagulating in Alex's heart, and his pulse skyrocketed. It was going to kill him.
Vera immediately pulled her hand away and sagged back on her heels, panting. "I can't…"
I crouched over Alex. His heart was beating so fast. After a few long and painstaking moments, his heartbeat slowed and I exhaled. I hadn't even realized I'd been holding my breath.
"Orelius," Vera continued. She was still out of breath from what she'd tried. "He was Mosaque's most talented alchemist—I can't…dragon's bane is resistant to magic. The only known antidote is the skin of a frostberry."
I stared vacantly at Alex while she spoke. The poison was going to take his life. There was nothing else she could do.
But there is something you can do.
But I didn't know the first thing about healing.
You must try.
The ocean breeze slipped over my skin like a spirit—a comforting spirit. It seeped into my pores as though it was possessing my body, another presence that guided my hands over Alex's heart. I shut my eyes and breathed in slowly, giving in despite my better judgment, letting this presence move and guide me. Feeling each and every one of Alex's heartbeats beneath my palms.
I let my spirit seep inside of him slowly, guided by this strange, invisible consciousness. My spirit sifted through his, prodded and grasped as light and as swift as a summer breeze. It moved through Alex's veins until it reached his heart. The dragon's bane threatened, squeezing Alex's heart so tightly that Alex arched his back, and my spirit slipped back, cautious.
Wait…
The dragon's bane held fast while my spirit waited, beckoning. Alex's heart hammered beneath my palms. Lub-dub. Lub-dub.
The dragon's bane relaxed, slowly and steadily, until it finally released its grip around Alex's heart, pulling each of its components from his limbs and drawing itself into one mass.
Now, draw it out.
My spirit pulled; the mass rose through his chest in a wisp of black smoke, curling and twisting and hissing like snakes. They reached toward me, drawing nearer and nearer, until a sharp gust of wind ripped through, dissipating the smoke. With a high, alien cry, it vanished. Alex gasped a full breath, and then rolled on his side.
Vera stared at me as I fell over Alex, checking his pulse and temperature. His heartbeat had slowed and his breathing was stronger now. More natural and relaxed, and there was no sign of the dragon's bane. All he needed now was rest. And warmth. We needed a fire.
Vera was still staring at me wide-eyed as I looked around in the moonlight. Our beach was actually a very thin strip of sand. In fact, we were lucky to have found the beach at all because the rest of the shore was an eroded marine terrace. The cliff was cragged and rough, and a few jagged boulders stood defiantly in the frothy tide, jutting up from the ocean and daring the water to pull them under. Waves slammed into them, sending a fountain of spray into the air, but they did not budge. It was a private little cove, but we needed to find better cover. Something that would get us out of the wind and spray.
I glanced back at the rough rock surface of the bluff. A few feet above the beach was the lee of a rock. I couldn't tell if it went back very far, but it would give us some protection, assuming the water level held.
"Know anything about the tide?" I asked Vera.
Vera looked very much like she wanted to say something that had nothing to do with the tide, but instead she pursed her lips and followed my gaze. "We'll keep an eye on it. Here, I'll help you carry him."
She and I each took an arm and propped Alex up between us, all of us sopping wet. I swayed a little on my feet, dizzy from extracting the poison from Alex, but it passed quickly and we moved forward. Even with the two of us carrying him, Alex was heavy. He tried lifting a foot when he could, but for the most part his head slumped forward and his feet dragged in the sand. By the time we crossed the dozen or so yards to the rock wall, Vera and I were both sweating.
"Here, I'll check it out." I scrambled up a few natural rock steps and into the hollow. It went back about ten feet into the rock—even better than I'd expected. I just hoped the ocean would stay out of it.
"It's perfect," I said to Vera and climbed back down. Now if only we could get Alex inside of it. I put my hands on either side of his face. His skin was still so cold. "Alex," I said, "we're going to need your help for a moment. Vera and I will guide you every step of the way, but we need you to climb. It's not very far. Do you think you can help?"
His nod was fractional.
I exchanged a worried glance with Vera, and then I crouched and wrapped my hands around his boot. Alex helped me lift it while I guided, and the hem of his cloak dripped water in my face. "Just a little higher…" I said, and we had his foot on the first natural step. Vera guided his hands, and the two of us worked with him like that until his arms were over the lip of the hollow. Vera and I each crouched beneath his feet and pushed up, shoving him safely onto the ledge. I stood, wiped my forehead with the back of my hand, and climbed up after him.
From the looks of it, he hadn't moved since we'd pushed him. Very carefully, I rolled him onto his back, pulled him a little farther into the hollow, and then adjusted his head and arms. His eyes were still closed and his dark eyelashes clumped together, and his lips were parted slightly, breathing in and out. His dark hair was matted and salty, and I pushed it back off his forehead. He was still pale, but his skin had lost its translucency. I sighed. He would be all right, but he needed rest.
Vera had climbed up after me and started a fire in silence. I'd wondered where she found the wood, but then noticed the flames burned from a smooth rock. I'd never seen one before, but I'd read about them. They were mage rocks and could burn in any kind of weather. They could even burn underwater if you wanted them to. I didn't realize Vera had packed one, but it wasn't like we'd needed one yet. So far, everywhere we'd camped had had wood.
"Would you help me take off his cloak?" I asked Vera.
She came to my side and the two of us set to work, helping him sit so that we could peel off his sleeves. I'd just removed one when a slight gust of ocean air entered the hollow and I paused, glancing back over my shoulder. The breeze had been strange. It had carried a hint of something foul, something that stood out against the salty sea air. I waited a moment, but then it was gone.
I started to turn back and help Vera with the second sleeve when I sensed it again—a foul stench on the air. It was slight, just like before, but it was closer. I pinched my lips and slowly got up, feeling Vera's eyes on me.
"What is it?" she asked.
"I'm not sure…" I kept to the wall of our hollow, not wanting to be immediately visible in case someone really was out there. There had been no one around when we'd landed on shore, unless someone had seen us fall.
Or something.
I paused right at the lip, holding my breath as I looked out at the sea. The full moon made the black ocean glitter, and waves crashed against the rocks, frothing upon the small beach, but it was otherwise empty. There were no signs of life at all, save the warmth pulsing from Alex and Vera behind me. For a moment I just stood there, aware of Vera's curiosity as I studied the shadows upon the beach.
Once I was satisfied that my mind had been playing tricks on me, I started to turn back. A grip like iron fastened around my ankle and jerked me forward. I yelped, flailing as I fell over the ledge, and then I landed so hard on the sand that the breath was knocked from my lungs.
I heaved, trying to get up but finding the task impossible from the massive weight pinning my chest. There was a flash of white light followed by a vicious snarl, and the pressure was gone. I looked up just in time to see my assailant, which Vera had magically blasted from my body.
It was shaped like a human, but that was the only thing human about it. The creature belonged in a crypt. Bone and striated gray muscle were exposed through decayed skin, and strands of course white hair still clung to its rotting skull—a corpse that had been left to decompose and had suddenly come to life. It bared rotten teeth and its eyes glowed an eerie blue, and then its jaw opened unnaturally wide to let out a bone-chilling alien scream. It leapt with incredible speed, higher than should have been physically possible, directly toward me. Another blast of light hit it from the side—from Vera—knocking it off course.
It landed on all fours, snarling like a rabid predator, glaring between Vera and me. It waited, its body rocking side to side. This time, it pounced at Vera. Vera conjured a small shield of light; the creature crashed into it and fell to the ground. It lashed out and was thwarted again by magic, but that same magic was quickly draining Vera.
I grabbed my dagger. "Over here!" I screamed at it.
It faced me, and then leapt into the air with that same horrible scream. At the last moment I ducked aside and twisted, sinking my dagger deep into its abdomen. It shrieked a shrill and horrible sound, and then wrapped rotten fingers around the wrist of my hand that was still gripping the hilt of my dagger. I struggled to twist free, black blood oozing out of the creature's gash and all over my hand, but it would not let go. It pulled my dagger out of its abdomen, my blade coated in black blood, while still squeezing my wrist so tightly I thought it might snap.
Vera loosed another bolt of light, though this one was much weaker than the others. The creature snarled in fury and flung me aside. I landed against a rock and dropped to the ground, my fingers pulsing as blood flowed back into my hand. My entire body ached, and I looked up to see the creature and Vera circling one another. At least I knew it was vulnerable to my dagger, assuming I could catch it again.
Vera was exhausted. She didn't have much strength left for magic, so she tried with her blades as I had done. Except her blades didn't seem to have any effect on the creature, and it kept moving as though it hadn't just been stabbed through the heart. Fear flashed across her face as the creature made a soft gurgling sound in its throat, readying itself to spring at her again. I struggle on all fours while the thing snarled and hissed at Vera; Vera was trapped against the cliff.
The wind howled and heat bubbled inside of me, hotter and hotter until the sweat beaded upon my forehead, and with the next gust of wind, the heat exploded through my fingertips, just like it had before. Blue flame suddenly engulfed the creature, a flame that was bright and oozed like plasma. The creature screamed that horrible alien sound, whirling aimlessly as it tried extinguishing the flame, but even as it ran into the ocean, the fire would not go out.
It thrashed and yelled a high keening sound as it burned—even the surface of the water caught fire, like flames on oil—and then the screaming faded into the night and was gone, taking the blue flames with it.
I collapsed in the sand, holding my hand over my chest to catch my breath. The night was quiet but for the sound of crashing waves. Vera was at my side, her eyes worried. Without a word, she helped me back to my feet.
"What"—wince—"was that thing?" I arched my back to try to pop my spine back into place.
"I have no idea," she said. "Let's just hope there aren't more of them. Maybe we took its cave." She motioned at the hollow.
Maybe, but I didn't think so. I thought it more likely it had seen us fall from the sky, but I didn't say this aloud. The two of us climbed back into the cave. Alex hadn't moved an inch, his cloak still clinging to one arm. I couldn't believe he'd slept right through all of that. I finished peeling off Alex's cloak, while Vera put up a few wards at the entrance to our hollow.
Already, the little hollow was warming up, and now that my anxiety had faded away, I suddenly realized how cold I was. And sopping wet. Vera and I grabbed rope from one of the packs and strung it across the hollow, using the natural sharp edges of rock for hooks. Then we peeled out of our wet clothing and hung them to dry, reducing us both to our undergarments.
Alex needed to get out of his clothes, too, but I didn't think I could do it alone. "Vera…would you help me a minute?"
After a few minutes of fumbling, we'd unstrapped his swords and his pack—which were still there, to my relief—and taken off his shoes and his shirt. He murmured something incomprehensible when we were slipping his shirt over his head, though he never opened his eyes. When it came time to take off his pants, I hesitated. This earned me a very interesting look from Vera.
In the end, survival won out, and together, Vera and I wriggled off his pants while I tried very hard not to look at him. I did, however, notice the smirk on Vera's face, though she said nothing. We hung his pants over the rope, dumped the contents of our packs beside the fire, too, so that our things could dry, and then we propped the packs beside Alex to give him some form of privacy.
I slung Alex's cloak and the rest of his clothing over the rope beside Vera's and mine. It was freezing, but it was much better than being wet. I just hoped our things would dry. Oceanic air wasn't exactly the best natural dryer.
The fire burned silently while the ocean roared beyond our small haven. I took a seat near Alex but kept my back to him, and Vera took a seat on the opposite side of the fire, her features set with thought.
"We've landed on the shores of Pendel, haven't we?" I asked. I wasn't entirely sure how I knew this, but I did.
She squinted at the fire. "Yes. I believe so. At least that was Mercedes' plan."
Mercedes. I'd left them all there with Eris and his guard. "Vera, I'm…" I sighed. "I didn't know it would be a trap, but now looking back, I feel foolish. I should have seen it coming. I thought…after what happened at dinner, I realized my being here was putting everyone in danger, and I'd hoped that by leaving they would be safe. If anything happens to them—"
"Mercedes will be all right," Vera interrupted me. "So will Hawk. You mustn't worry for them, especially not after that little trick with fire you pulled back there." She paused. "When did your magic, you know…?"
"I'm not sure," I admitted, hugging my knees. "It just sort of…happened. Like before, during the games."
She was quiet, her dark eyes fixed on the flames. "And it didn't hurt you this time?"
I shook my head. "Not at all. It's like a barrier fell and some part of me knows what to do. I can't explain it any other way." What I didn't say was that this barrier had been put in place by Headmaster Ambrose, because I was still sifting through Eris's words. If they were true, then I had somehow broken through the headmaster's barriers again.
Vera's brows knit together. "We are very fortunate."
"And I'm fortunate you saw my note," I said.
Her gaze flickered briefly to me before looking back at the fire. "I came to your room to relieve Alexander, but your guard said you'd just left. I checked your room and found the note," Vera continued, wrapping her arms around her knees. "I thought it was strange for the high priest to do something like that without consulting Mercedes first, so I followed, and that's when I found one of the venita dead in his chambers."
I exhaled slowly. "I'd wondered what had happened to the third venita. Ven Orelius had said that Alex could take his place in disguise and that he would stay behind. But then once we went through the portal, Ven Orelius was there, too. I thought maybe the other venita had been in on it. I didn't think Ven Orelius had actually murdered one of his own and taken his place."
Vera tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. "I know. I'm surprised, too. When I saw him dead in his chambers, I immediately ran to Mercedes, hoping we could catch you. Luckily, she was in a meeting with Hawk and some others. Otherwise, I'm not sure I could've helped you in time."
"I'm so sorry, Vera. I didn't mean to put you all in this position—"
"Don't apologize," she said. "Thanks to you, the traitor is exposed. Who knows what the high priest might have done in the future if you and Alexander hadn't answered his summons."
I sighed, wringing my hands together. It was so hard knowing who I could trust. "Eris killed Ven Orelius before you arrived. He was angry that the high priest had failed in his objective to kill Mercedes."
Vera scowled. "But why would he target Mercedes? I thought he was after you."
"My guess is that Eris is worried Gesh might actually help Valdon," I said. "If they do, his battle won't be so easily won."
Vera thought this over, then her eyes lifted to mine. "You were pretty convincing. Are you sure you aren't part charmer?"
This got a smile out of me. "No, I'm not," I said. "And it's too bad, because I would like some real answers, for a change. Like why the wind has decided to follow me, and why Mercedes thinks I have dragon's blood. It seems like everywhere I turn there is something new—something unexplainable—and I just don't know who to ask because anyone who might know is…gone." I thought over Eris's words, and it made me uneasy. Those were not the kind of answers I had wanted. I thought about bringing it up to Vera to see what she thought, but then I decided not to. I didn't feel like talking about it. Not yet.
"How did you find us, though?" I asked. "How did you know where Ven Orelius had taken us?"
Vera rubbed her hands together, as if warming them with friction. "Mercedes was able to uncover the last spell Ven Orelius had placed on the portal."
"How?" I asked. "Some kind of magical trace?"
She nodded. "Magic always leaves a trace, and luckily we'd arrived so soon that the shadow of it was still there. From there, she repeated the spell and we all went through."
I raised a brow. "And that wasn't a violation of protocol? Not that I'm complaining…"
Vera shrugged. "She improvised, based on the evidence. And I wouldn't be surprised if she rewrites the protocol considering we no longer have any venita." The thought of this seemed to amuse her. "Mercedes has always…what is that phrase you use on Earth? Walked to the beat of her own drum?"
I smiled, nodding.
"Well," she continued, "as long as you walk to this same beat, things will go well for you." She made a face like she'd had personal experience with this, and the end result had not been in her favor.
"I thought portals could only link to other portals," I said.
She nodded.
"Then where did Ven Orelius take us? That wasn’t one of the seven, was it?"
Vera rubbed her nose. "It's definitely not one of the seven, and the only other pseudo-portal I know of is the secret one in Thieves, though I'm sure it's only a matter of time before Mercedes seals that one."
"So you're saying that either there is another portal we don't know about, or Eris managed to, ah, somehow hijack the portal into delivering us where he wanted."
Vera considered this. "I would think it more probable that there is another portal we don't know about."
"Agreed," I said. "I am just speaking possibilities. So there may be an eighth portal that we are unaware of. Ven Orelius sends us there, and because it is a portal, Mercedes was able to re-open the connection and send us on to Pendel."
Vera's nod was slight.
"So then why in the world did we land in the middle of an ocean?" I asked.
Vera shrugged. "Pendel has established wards around their portal, so it's possible that Mercedes' magic backfired somehow, dumping us here."
"As close to Pendel as possible without actually touching shore," I said. "Your portal system is more complicated than it should be."
Vera made a face like she agreed. "It's made with magic, princess, and as you have seen, magic can be very unpredictable."
I watched her a moment and then said, "Vera, I really hope you understand how grateful I am. For everything you've done. We wouldn't be here without your help. And I know you've come even farther than you said you would, and—" Suddenly I felt the need to address everything between us, especially the elephant in the room, named Alex. "I also wanted to talk to you about…" I floundered, searching for the right words. How did I say this without sounding ridiculously juvenile? Hi, I'm sorry I stole your boyfriend. See? Juvenile.
"Please, don't get sentimental with me, princess." Vera unfolded her arms and leaned back on her hands, stretching her long legs before her. "I don't do well with feelings." Her face was pinched in a scowl.
"I know, but please hear me out just this once. I…" And then I plowed right on ahead. "I know that I showed up in this world abruptly. Believe me: I wish things had been different and that my father had brought me here when I was much younger so that I wouldn't feel so…so lost all the time. And maybe if that had happened, I never would have known Alex. Not as I know him now, because if I'd been here as I should have been, I never would have been allowed to know him like I do." I hesitated. "What I mean to say is that I realize my showing up has been highly inconvenient for, well, everyone, and if there was"—here it goes—"something between the two of you, I didn't mean…and I'm sorry, I just…"
"Oh, shut up already." She rolled her eyes.
Well, she'd warned me. Actually, I was a little surprised she'd let me go on as long as she had.
She sat there, glaring at the fire while rocking her feet back and forth like she was trying to give herself something to do other than face my words. The silence stretched so long that I thought, perhaps, she was going to ignore everything I'd said. But then she suddenly said, "I hated you. I hated the very sound of your name and I prayed the spirits would kill you in your sleep."
Not exactly the kind of response I'd had in mind, but at least she was talking to me about it…?
She laced her fingers together. "The day I arrived at the Academia was a very difficult day for me. My English was embarrassing and I knew no one. Most students at the Academia come from privilege and aren't used to extending manners to foreigners." Her eyes narrowed. "Denn was assigned to my care."
I cringed. And then I suddenly realized why Denn had been allowed to attend. His father might not have been privileged, but his uncle, Sir Randik, absolutely was. "He didn't try…" I couldn't even finish my thought.
She shook her head. "No, no. He was still an idiot, but it was controlled idiocy then because he still had a few years to graduate. He was on his very best behavior—for Denn. Which means he said a lot of terrible things. Of course, I didn't understand them at the time because I didn't know the Saqai equivalent. I didn't know what he was saying to me until Alexander overheard him.
"Alexander walked right up to him and grabbed him by the collar and yelled in his face, though I can't remember exactly what was said. Later, I asked Alexander to tell me what it meant, but he wouldn't. No, actually it was Thaddeus who took the liberty of explaining it to me later that afternoon. The next time I found Denn alone, I gave him two black eyes for it."
My spirits rose at the mental image of Denn as an oversized blueberry.
"Alexander always made me feel…" Vera paused for the right words. "At home there. Of course like any besotted idiot, I thought, or hoped that maybe he…." She chewed on her bottom lip. "But I quickly realized he didn't. He was friendly—yes—but not any friendlier than he was with, say, Thaddeus. Or Brant. Or Phin. The others would always tease him about this girl or that girl because all the girls were in love with Alexander, but he would never do anything about it. I wondered why he wouldn't even entertain the idea. I wondered why he would conveniently disappear every time the boys would keep drinking and the girls would come around.
"And then I overheard a conversation he had with Prince Stefan," she said. "He didn't know I was standing there, but I heard the name Daria. Naturally, I was curious. Alexander never talked about girls. I wanted you to be a sister. But no. No one would ever speak of a sister the way he spoke of you." She squinted at the fire, sat up and folded her fingers around one knee. "I could hear his love for you in every single word. That was the first moment I hated you."
The first? I wondered what the second was.
"I was jealous," she admitted flatly and without expression. "A man like Alexander, so highly respected and admired and feared throughout the kingdom, would choose to love you as deeply as he did, and you didn't have any idea. I thought you had to be the biggest idiot in the history of the worlds."
I inhaled slowly. "You have no idea how many times I've said those exact same words to myself."
She studied me, her expression neutral. "I have gotten over it, princess. Yes, I hated that you had everything: all the wealth and power in the world, and a father and brother who loved you, and the whole heart of one of the last respectable men in this realm. But I didn't hate you for Alexander's choosing you. I hated that you had everything, and you had no idea it was in your hands."
I took a very slow and deep breath as a breeze slipped into the cave and through my hair. She was right in more ways than even she realized. "Why are you helping me?" I asked.
She hesitated like she wasn't quite sure if she even knew the answer to that. "Because…I do not think so anymore. You may not understand a lot of things, but you are loyal. Fiercely so, and you fight for what is good and honest and true. That makes it so irritatingly impossible to keep hating you."
I sighed. "Even when everything I fight for puts everyone around me in danger?"
"There will always be danger, princess. Anything worth fighting for will be met with adversity."
I tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear. "I just wish the stakes weren't so high."
She didn't have a comment for this.
"Vera…why did you leave Gesh in the first place? Does it have to do with Hawk?"
She blinked and looked up at me, and I knew I'd overstepped my boundary.
"I'm sorry," I backpedaled, searching her eyes. "It's none of my business. It's just that Gesh is so beautiful and your mother is there—"
"My mother?" Vera pulled back even farther, completely nonplussed.
Now I was confused, too. "I thought that…isn't Mercedes your—"
"Mercedes is not my mother." Vera's expression bore a combination of surprise, pain, and disgust.
"Oh," I said quietly. "I just assumed she was." Then who was her real family?
Vera stood and jerked down her leathers like she was angry with them for hanging there. "My mother is dead," she said without looking at me. "She and my father were both killed in service to Mercedes. I was thirteen."
I touched my fingers to my lips. I wanted to say something to her, but words escaped me.
"Mercedes took me under her care to honor my parents. And when I refused to marry her nephew, Sal Amorentis," she spat his name, "she sent me to the Academia, hoping to instill manners and a sense of humility." She said those last words in a slightly different tone, as if feeling the need to repeat them in the way they'd been originally spoken to her. And then she started tugging on her top.
There was no way her leathers could be dry already.
Vera looked extremely uncomfortable, and I could tell she hadn't intended to reveal so much about herself. She paused, removed her top and held it before her, touched a few places over it, and then she repeated this with her pants and boots. Energy pulsed from her fingertips with each touch, and then she stiffly tugged her leathers back on.
"Well, it didn't work," I said with a slight smile, trying to reel her back.
She was brushing her hair back when I said this, but stopped to look at me. Her rigidity suddenly lost its edge.
"Her sending you to the Academia," I continued. "You still have no sense of humility."
Vera blinked and then she chuckled. And then I found myself chuckling, too, and soon the two of us were giggling uncontrollably like a pair of little girls, our laughter irrationally spurred on further by the trying events we'd experienced as of late. But it felt so good to laugh despite it all.
At last, the frivolity ended. "I'll take first watch," Vera said.
"Vera," I said at her back.
She paused.
"Thank you for that," I said. "I don’t have many friends here, and even though you may not consider me one, I consider you one of mine."
She didn't say another word, but I was okay with that.



Chapter 17
Pendel
 
 
The tide never came into our cave, thank the spirits, nor did any more of those skeletons from Hell. Alex continued to sleep heavily. As the night progressed, the color returned to his coppery skin and his breathing grew calm and easy. I checked on him more often than was probably necessary, but I couldn't seem to relax. I couldn't bear to let him out of my sight; I had been that close to losing him forever.
At some point in the night, I covered his lower half with the dry venita cloak, careful to keep my eyes fastened on his perfectly chiseled upper body. This was about the same time I dressed, too, though my leathers were still damp and stiff. I didn't know how to do that little trick Vera had done, but by that point I just wanted something to protect my bare skin from the cold night breeze, even if that protection was slightly wet.
I remembered the map we'd packed and pulled it out to look over the island of Pendel. Up until this point, we hadn't had much use for it, but now that we were here—an island none of us had ever been to—I thought it might be a good idea to familiarize myself with the terrain. The city of Karth, our intended destination, had been claimed by a black star at the foot of the Way of Kings, a rather jagged looking mountain range that resembled razor-sharp teeth more than mountains. I brought the map to Vera, and, after much deliberation and examination of the stars, we deduced we'd landed on the southern shores, precisely forty-five miles away from Karth. Not nearly as close as I'd hoped. From here, forty-five miles meant two full days of walking.
However, according to the map, there was a small town called Nyhavn along the way, situated about fifteen miles north of our current location. The town was nestled along a delta and looked to be the island's only inland sea port. It would be a good place to stop and get provisions to remediate our nutritional losses. Our late night swim had ruined what little food Alex and I had packed, and though I was reluctant to stop in Nyhavn on the chance we were spotted and recognized, I also knew we wouldn't make it two full days without more food and water. In addition to that, maybe we could get a few horses. That would definitely help the issue of time, plus I didn't like the idea of crossing so much open terrain on foot. Particularly after our fight with the dead.
When I mentioned as much to Vera, she agreed, though we both suspected convincing Alex might be the tricky part. He'd want to circumnavigate any and all civilization, considering the appalling frequency of our betrayals, but for aforementioned reasons, I thought it worth the risk.
The night softened into dawn and Alex slept on. I considered waking him, but then ultimately decided to let him rest. I even dozed off myself in the early morning, because daylight gives one a sense of safety that night steals away. It was almost midday when I remembered to write Tran. Alex was still sleeping soundly and Vera said she was going to sit on the beach for a while. Thus left to myself, I opened Tran's bindingbook and was pleasantly surprised to find that Fleck had already written. The note had been dated a few days prior.
 
Dear Lady,
 
I miss you so much! Tran and I are at Indanna's Keep with all the other Dalorens. You wouldn't believe this place, lady! The Keep is just like the tower we read about in Arborennian Nights, with the maze of hallways and candles everywhere. Though they should've mentioned in the book how hard it is to breathe with this much candle smoke. I can't seem to stop sneezing.
I've been given my own chambers, too, with my own bed and closet and bookshelf. I've never read any of these books before. I don't think the castle had them in the library. I wish I could show them to you so we could read them together.
Kirkis is the head Daloren, and he has been asking me all sorts of questions about my past. He says he will help me with my magic in a few days, after they finish preparing my oath ceremony. They're still discussing how to have me take an oath when I have no real name to swear by.
Grool isn't fitting in very well. He keeps drinking all the spirits meant for my oath ceremony, and when Beva, one of the apprentices, told him to stop, Grool hit her with a candlestick. Beva has a pretty ugly bruise on her hand and all of her spells have been misfiring.
Write when you can. I know you are busy, but I miss you and want to hear all about your adventures. Just make sure you leave out the romantic parts.
I keep your rook in my pocket.
~Fleck
 
P.S. Tran wanted me to tell you to find the wizard in Karth, because he will be able to point you in the right direction. And he says to hurry because you are running out of time. Oh, and he says to be careful because Pendel isn't safe for you. And…
 
A note from Tran followed.
 
Princess Daria,
 
You are in great danger. Find Arioch Prime. And you'll need this.
 
There was a drawing of a multi-faceted stone.
 
~Tran
 
 
Both notes struck me in a myriad of ways for various reasons, but more than anything, I couldn't figure out why in the world Tran thought a drawing of a stone might help me. And why the sudden caution? Hadn't he encouraged us to go to Karth in the first place? And was me being in danger really anything new? Or did he somehow know about Zombie Hulk?
These were the things running through my mind when fingers brushed my elbow. I was so startled I slammed the book shut and twisted around, nearly elbowing Alex in the face.
"Alex!" I said. "You're awake!"
He made a little grunting sound in the back of his throat, then slowly started to push himself up so that he could sit. His movements were stiff and unsteady, and I reached out to help him, but he shook his head.
"How do you feel?" I studied him. There was still a little bit of salt residue clinging to his lashes and sprinkled on his lips.
He finally managed to sit up, though he leaned back on his hands with his legs stretched out behind me. "I feel surprisingly well. And…naked." He glanced up at me. Even though he had just woken, his deep green eyes were clear and intense as he studied me.
My cheeks warmed. "I guess we're even now." I grinned. He had, after all, undressed me in my state of unconsciousness when I'd fallen into an ice-cold pond during the festival games. However, his expression turned accusatory, and I added, "I didn't have a choice, Alex. You were soaked to the bone with ice water. I promise I didn't look."
He smiled at me in a way that said he didn't believe me one bit.
My cheeks grew hotter and I punched him lightly in the shoulder.
He feinted pain. "After everything I've just gone through for you, I can't believe you would hit me."
I snorted a laugh. "Here, drink this." I handed him my canteen. I'd saved what little water we'd had left, because I knew he would be parched after drinking that much saltwater. Still smiling, he took it and downed it in one gulp.
"Thanks." He smacked his lips and handed me back my canteen. "That helps."
"You don't feel any pain or anything?" I asked, setting my canteen aside.
"Aside from my shoulder?"
I rolled my eyes.
He chuckled and shook his head a fraction. "Nothing."
I held my hands out toward him. "Do you mind if I check for myself?"
His expression grew slightly bemused. "Go right ahead."
I moved so that I could sit on my heels and placed a hand on his shoulder. His skin was warm and smooth beneath my palm. I closed my eyes, inhaled deeply, and with my next exhale, I pushed my breath through my limbs and let it slip beyond my fingertips. I met resistance at first, but then I pushed a little bit harder and my senses broke through, like pushing a needle through taut fabric. Then my senses swept through his body uninhibited. The poison was still gone and warmth pulsed through him—a warmth that had steadily been growing stronger ever since I'd healed him. And now his body practically hummed with energy. Satisfied, I let my senses retreat from him, pulled back my hand, and opened my eyes.
Alex's green eyes were locked on my face. He raised a salted brow and a light smile touched his lips. "Satisfied?"
"Absolutely," I said, folding my hands together and putting them in my lap. "The poison is gone and your energy seems to have returned to normal."
His gaze flickered over my face as if he were trying to make sense of its arrangement. "What kind of a creature are you?"
I smiled broadly at him, grabbed one of his hands, and placed it between both of my palms. "The kind that's been worried sick about you, Alex. I thought…" I sighed. "I thought I'd lost you."
He let one breath pass and then he reached out with his free hand and tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear. "And you should have. The dragon's bane should have killed me hours ago. I'm not even sure my mother would have been able to heal a wound like that."
"How did you know what kind of poison it was?" I asked.
He pulled his hand from mine and sat up straight, loosely crossing his arms over his waist. His eyes fixed on a point in front of him as his brow knit together. "I heard everything, Daria. I knew what was happening, but I couldn't…I couldn't move." He raked a hand through his hair, or at least he tried to. His fingers got stuck in salted clumps, so instead he rubbed his head, sending a fine shower of salt upon his bare shoulders and torso. "It was the worst kind of nightmare. To know what was happening around me—to know what was happening to you—and not be able to do anything."
"You heard what Eris said, then," I whispered.
He nodded, his expression solemn.
"Is it true?" I asked. "What he said about my mother?"
Alex dusted some of the salt from his torso. "I don't know." He sighed. "My mother doesn't talk about her life before Valdon. You'd have to ask her."
"Well, if what Eris said was true, then maybe that's why Sonya's never said anything."
"Maybe." He thought about this then looked back up at me with that same sort of wonder and curiosity. "I suppose there is one good thing that came out of his controversial monologue. Now we know why your magical ability has been so erratic. But what I can't figure is how you've managed to break through Headmaster Ambrose's barriers…twice."
"That makes two of us," I said. "It'd be nice to know, too. It seems like I'm only able to break through them under situations of extreme desperation, and if he ever puts those barriers up again, I'd rather not be forced to put myself back in a desperate situation to break them down."
Alex made a soft grunting sound. "I don't think you'll have to worry about putting yourself in a desperate situation. They seem to have a way of finding you on their own."
I sighed. "Tell me about it. I feel like Eeyore, only my shower of rain is more like a shower of blazing meteors."
Alex grinned, and then he moved over an inch and patted the space beside him. I scooted over and sat in the space he'd patted, our thighs barely touching. I tried not thinking about the fact that he was naked under his cloak, especially when he reached out and set his palm on the back of my hand, threaded his fingers through mine, and pulled both of our hands onto his leg. I could feel his rough calluses on the back of my hand—rough calluses that represented hands that were used to doing things themselves.
"Daria, I'm sorry," Alex whispered.
I looked sideways at him, but I found myself studying his profile because he was staring at our intertwined hands. "I can't imagine why you are apologizing right now."
His shoulders rose and fell with a deep breath. "I should've known better. I should've been there for you." He squeezed my hand. "I am your Aegis. You're not supposed to be the one rescuing me. I…I failed you."
"Alex." This time, I turned my body toward him so that my knees were slightly in his lap. My hand was still in his lap, too. "Don't you dare blame yourself for this. It was my fault. I'm the one that made the decision to go to Ven Orelius and use the portal. Not you. And besides…who says I can't rescue you every once in a blue moon? Get over yourself, and let someone else be the hero for a change."
He looked back at me, his eyes glittering like emeralds. "I hate to remind you, Daria, but it's a precedence you've set. You concoct some ridiculous plan that nearly gets us killed, and I find a way to make sure we survive." He tilted his head. "I'm not so sure I trust you with my job. Don't let this one instance get to your head. You don't exactly have the practice…or record, for that matter." He smiled at me.
Oh, his smiles!
I chuckled. "Maybe you should let me practice, then." I reached out and dusted the salt from his bottom lip. I really wanted to kiss him. He must have sensed this because he cleared his throat, pulled his hand from mine, and turned his face away, looking at our hollow like it was the most fascinating thing he'd ever seen.
"Where are we?" he asked suddenly.
Fine.
"You didn't hear Vera and me talking last night?" I asked.
"No, everything is hazy after Eris."
I was relieved he hadn't heard our conversation, because so much of it had revolved around him. "We landed on the southern shores of Pendel," I said. "Vera found the note I left and thought it was strange, so she grabbed Mercedes and came after us. Mercedes tried to send us on to Pendel's portal, but because of Pendel's wards, we landed in the ocean, about forty-five miles away from Karth, instead."
He breathed in so slowly and so deeply it was like he was breathing in all of my words and holding them there so that he could process them. With his next exhale he asked, "Where is Vera, by the way?"
"Just outside," I said. "She stepped out a few minutes before you woke."
He sat there quietly, still mulling things over, and then he said, "There's something else I'd like to ask you." He looked very concerned about this question he was about to ask. "I heard the most horrible sounds last night, but I'm not sure if that was a dream…"
"Ah." I dusted a few particles of salt from my knees. "Right after we landed, Vera and I were attacked."
"By?"
"We're not sure what it was," I admitted. "It looked like some kind of corpse, but it was faster and stronger than anything I've ever seen. Vera doesn't know what it was, either. Her weapons did nothing, and I was finally able to kill it with fire."
"You," he repeated.
I nodded, and he looked even more quizzical. "I'm not sure what I did, though. Some kind of magical blue fire came out of me and engulfed the thing, and then it ran into the ocean. We haven't seen it since."
Now Alex looked really worried. "There haven't been any more?"
"No, and we've been keeping watch. Do you have any idea what it could have been?"
Alex shook his head.
I studied his face. "What are you thinking?"
He sighed through tight lips. "I'm thinking that either we were attacked because we just happened to be in the vicinity, or your being here has something to do with it."
"How could my being here have anything do with it?" I asked.
Alex hesitated. "I don't know, but there are a lot of things springing to life since you've arrived on this planet, Daria. All I'm saying is that it wouldn't surprise me."
He did have a point there.
"Were you writing Tran?" he asked, gesturing toward the bindingbook on the floor beside me.
"I was going to, but I haven't yet," I said. "I was reading a letter from him—Fleck, too. Here, I'll let you read it." I opened the book and set it in Alex's lap so that he could read the book himself. He leaned forward and a clump of his hair fell against his forehead, his eyes sliding quickly over the page while he read, and once he finished he looked even more concerned than before. I didn't know why; Tran had written all of three short sentences.
"You said we're forty-five miles from the capital?" Alex asked.
"Yes—at least, that's what Vera and I think, based on the landscape and the position of the stars."
"Have you told him your plan yet?" Vera was standing at the mouth of the hollow, arms folded over her chest. Her white-blonde hair had that beautiful windblown quality to it, and her cheeks and lips were red from the wind. She looked kind of like she'd just stepped away from a Victoria Secret photo shoot. I briefly looked down at myself. Life just wasn't fair.
Alex didn't seem to notice my comparison. In fact, he was looking straight at me, his features hardened with skepticism. "What plan?"
I rolled my eyes. "Oh, quit looking so skeptical."
"This is you we're talking about," Alex said, eyeing me as if to say what did I say earlier? "Of course I'm skeptical."
"Here…" I leaned over to my pack and pulled out the map, unfolding it so that we could both look it over. "We've landed here"—I pointed to a small alcove south of Karth—"which is two full days of walking. Assuming we don’t hit any trouble."
"Which is a fantastic assumption, I might add," Alex said.
I ignored him and continued. "I propose we stop here—" I pointed to the small dot near the delta, named Nyhavn. "It's on the way, anyway, and we need the provisions since everything we packed spoiled in the ocean. We should reach Nyhavn by nightfall and it would be a good place to stop for the night. And besides, we may even be able to acquire horses."
Alex's eyes focused on the map like if he just concentrated hard enough, it might rearrange itself into something more accommodating to his tastes. "And just how, exactly, were you planning on purchasing horses?" he asked. "I didn't bring that much coin."
"I have an idea," I said. And I would by the time we got there.
Alex looked straight at me, and I knew that he knew I had no such thing.
He frowned. "We're supposed to be staying hidden, Daria. Not alerting every town between here and Karth that we're here."
"Every?" I asked. "I only see this one town between here and Karth."
"That's beside the point." His eyes hardened in that way they did sometimes like he was trying to stare me into submission. "Taking you to the capital is risky enough. And you want to spend the night in Nyhavn? After our night at Rex Cross, you should know how dangerous public inns can be, and I will not expose you any more than I have to."
"Well, I'm sorry, Alex, but for this you have to," I said. "We won't make it two days with what little we have. I'd rather risk an inn than risk a night in the middle of nowhere when creatures like that…thing exist. And aside of Nyhavn, the rest of our journey is open field, and if we're going to cross open terrain, I'd feel much better doing it on horseback."
Alex leaned forward, rested his elbows on his knees, and pressed both palms to his forehead like he suddenly had a terrible, terrible headache.
"It's a good plan, Alexander," Vera said, picking at her nails. "And we would be much safer on horseback."
Alex's head snapped up from his hands, narrowed eyes fastening on Vera then sliding over to me. His look was accusatory. "What did you do to her?"
I opened my mouth and a little gasp came out. "Me? What do you mean, what did I—"
Alex stabbed the end of his finger into my shoulder. "Why is she suddenly on your side?" He pushed that finger a little harder to emphasize the word "your."
I grabbed his finger and pulled it away so that our hands were fisted between us. "It's not a side, Alex. It's a plan, and you know it's a good one."
Alex made a face that said he didn't at all think it was a very good plan and he wasn't buying anything I was selling.
Vera smirked, glancing between us. "I'll wait outside." And then she leapt gracefully from the ledge. I heard the soft thud as her boots hit the sand.
Alex pulled his finger from my grip, leaned his head back against the wall, and closed his eyes as if he were bemoaning his fate and I was the cause of all of his misery.
Well, he did sort of tell you that yesterday.
"Alex…"
He shook his head, his jaw clenched.
"Alex, please, just think about it—"
"No, you think about it." He sat upright again, his eyes boring into mine. "You are the princess of Gaia, heir to the throne and granddaughter of King Darius. Do you think the people of Pendel rejoiced knowing that their home was the prize in our games? As though this land was something King Darius could just"—he waved his hand at nothing—"give away? I was wary before, bringing you here under these circumstances, and now, after everything we've been through, I see just how dangerous your being here is." He leaned forward, his face just inches from mine. Normally, I would've liked this physical proximity, but there was nothing tender and inviting in his expression now. He was all ferocity and determination. "Daria, I hear what you're saying—I really do. But please hear what I am saying. We have no idea how these people will react to you. I realize that stopping in Nyhavn could be profitable and probably save us time in the long run, but I don't want to risk it. I don't want to risk you any more than I have already."
His words sat between us, his decision marked by the hard lines on his face.
Slowly, I reached out and touched the curl behind his ear, rubbing it between my fingers. "And I can't risk Stefan any more than I have already," I whispered.
He sighed, turning his head from me.
I moved my fingertips from his hair and rested my hand on his bare shoulder. It warmed my palm. "Alex, I understand the risk. It's been made perfectly clear how little this world thinks of me. So despite what you think, I do hear what you're saying. I've always valued your opinion above everyone else's."
He murmured something I couldn't hear.
"What did you say?" I asked.
He clenched his jaw before looking up at me from beneath his dark brow. "I said that it doesn't matter what I say because you still always do whatever you want."
My cheeks flushed in anger and I pulled my hand from his shoulder. "Not true," I said lowly, staring straight into his eyes. "What I want is you. What I want is for you and me to run away from all of this and go back to Earth and start a life together. Where there is no magic or politics or Eris or shadowguard. But no matter how badly I want that, I know that doing it would cause too much pain for so many others that I care about, so I don't. Instead, I walk this path I hate walking, trying to make sense of a world that is convoluted and twisted, hoping that I can stand to look at myself when I'm done. I'm doing the best I can, Alex, weathering a storm I can't control, and if going to Nyhavn means provisions and four walls through the night and one less day of travel, then by the spirits, it's a chance I have to take."
For a long moment, Alex just stared at me. I thought he was going to argue. I thought I'd said something that would ignite a flurry of reproaches, but none came. At last, he sighed and rested his head back against the wall. "Fine," he said. He looked deflated. "But if there's any sign of danger, we're leaving."
 
 
We were on our way within fifteen minutes. I turned my back while Alex dressed himself, and afterward he insisted I wear his black venita cloak, despite any and all protest. Apparently, it didn't matter that he and Vera would be cloak-less; I was going to stay concealed in that cloak or we weren't going. He then packed the rest of our things while I wrote a quick note to Tran and Fleck. I told them where we were and asked Tran if he knew anything about a dragon heir or if he knew why Cian had finally decided to commit. I wanted to write my entire conversation with Eris to see what was and wasn't true, but we were in a hurry. Some questions would have to wait.
There was no sun when I eventually climbed out of the hollow. A thick layer of dark blue clouds blanketed the sky, bringing with them a cold, wintry breeze that burned my throat and stung my eyes. It felt particularly chilly after spending a few hot and humid days in the jungles of Gesh. Apparently, Pendel was situated on the same hemisphere as Valdon; both were currently in the freezing glories of winter. The ocean looked cold and black and ominous beneath the clouds, and a few gulls sat atop one of the rocky pillars near the beach. Now that it was day, I could see white stains upon the rock splattered all over the surface like paint. That particular rock must have been the birds' particular favorite.
From where we stood, the only way out of this tiny alcove was to climb the cliffs that harbored our cozy hollow—unless we wanted to swim along the shore. None of us were very eager for that alternative. Instead, we managed to find a narrow yet climbable crack in the rocky crags. Alex went first, and I climbed after him with Vera right after me. With every gust, my cloak billowed like a sail. Vera stopped following me so closely.
We'd missed breakfast, being that we no longer had any edible food, so I hadn't climbed very far when my stomach announced its dissatisfaction by grumbling. It grumbled so loudly that even Alex looked down at me over his shoulder. "Was that you?" he asked.
"Yeah." I gripped a sharp rock and pulled myself up farther. "I'm glad we're going to Nyhavn. I could use a real meal."
He went back to climbing.
A couple of times, my foot slipped, and to Vera's dismay, it sent shale and loose pebbles skittering down the cliffs after me. But each time I'd catch myself—my hands paying the price for it. Sharp edges of rock dug into my palms and sliced my fingertips, but I kept climbing until I finally hoisted myself over the ledge. Alex grabbed my elbows and helped pull me over so that I was safely on land. Then he bent over to help Vera, and I looked ahead. If Gaia had created this beautiful world and all of its splendor, then Pendel was her pride.
For miles, a plain stretched before us, untouched and luxuriant, open and wild and free. Wind rustled through, rippling the tall green grasses like the waves of a great ocean. A swollen river snaked to our left, the color of rich azurite reflecting the churning sea of dark blue clouds above. Dramatic mountains loomed in the distance, great heights lost in the bloated clouds. Rain descended upon them in curtains of mist, like a diaphanous veil falling from the skies, while ribbons of golden sunlight dared to pierce through. Here, in this place, Gaia was boasting.
A gust of wind twisted around me, holding me in its grip, and I shut my eyes. My spirit hummed with sudden energy, and I was overwhelmed with feeling. It was similar to when I'd first stepped into this world, only this time I felt a sense of belonging that overshadowed anything I'd ever felt before. I was a part of the earth, the grasses—even the clouds up above. I was in the rain and in the heart of the mountains. And all of it was familiar: the layout of the land and the strong smells of juniper and pine. My mind could picture the road to Nyhavn as clearly as if I'd traveled there only yesterday. But I'd never been to Nyhavn. I'd never been to Pendel, period. It was like I was suddenly experiencing someone else's nostalgia. Was I somehow sharing the memories of my mother?
"Daria?"
Alex's voice startled me so much I jumped. I looked back to find him watching me, his expression unreadable.
"I asked you which way you'd intended for us to go…?" He raised a dark brow. "Are you feeling all right?"
I tucked a rogue strand of my hair behind my ears. "Fine. I think. It's just…I feel so much. It's like when you first brought me to Gaia, but it's stronger." I looked back at the mountains. "Much stronger. It's like I've been here before." I looked back at them.
Vera studied me like she was trying to translate my words into something she could understand. I still couldn't read Alex's expression, but then he squinted past me at the mountains while the wind tossed his dark hair. "We should probably get moving," he said. "Since you know the way…" He eyed me again and gestured for me to take the lead. I noticed he adjusted his baldric so that the hilt of his sword was positioned for easy reach.
The three of us crossed the open plain, walking around bramble and navigating through juniper. The earth was wet from fresh rain, and tiny beads of water clung to the grasses and dampened the toes of my boots and the hem of my cloak. It was cold enough that I thought this might have frosted over during the night. I felt bad being the only one with the extra layer of warmth, and I offered my cloak to the others. Not surprisingly, there were no takers. Thunder rumbled softly from the mountains ahead, echoing across the open fields like a great bass drum. A few gulls flew overhead in the direction of the ocean, the white of their feathers stark against the dark sky. Rabbits ducked into burrows, and foxes hid behind bramble. A few elk ambled in the distance with antlers the size of small trees.
And yet, despite the majesty and pulchritude of this place, I couldn't shake the feeling that we were being watched. The image of the creature Vera and I had fought last night suddenly came to mind. My eyes scoured the terrain for signs of anything amiss, but there was nothing. No one, except the indigenous wildlife and us.
We eventually found an old dirt road, or, rather, I found the old dirt road. It was that strange sense of nostalgia I felt, pressing my mind that there was an easier path through the grasses and shrubs. And sure enough, when I followed that strange urging, like an invisible string tugging me forward, we found two parallel lines of exposed earth, cutting through the sea of grasses like some kind of inverted fence. We turned onto the damp, dark earth and continued in the direction of Nyhavn. Walls of grasses reined us in on both sides, and there were deep ruts carved into the exposed dirt, interrupted by the muddy stamp of horse hooves. The road was obviously still in use, but I wondered why we hadn't seen anyone using it yet.
The afternoon matured into evening and we still hadn't run into any trouble, or anybody. This bothered me. I also couldn't shake the feeling that we were being followed, and this bothered me more than anything else. If there was someone following us, why hadn't they shown themselves? They'd had plenty of time to do so. Were they afraid of foreigners and keeping their distance? Or did they know who we were and were waiting for the right moment to ambush us? I didn't mention this to the others, though, because Alex was edgy enough as it was. He walked like a hunter on the prowl, his senses attuned to everything. I tried to find comfort in this—that he hadn't sensed anyone following us yet—but the feeling just wouldn't go away.
It was beginning to get too dark to see the road when the first signs of civilization came into view. The grasses were cut shorter here and the road was filled with cobblestones and intersections with other roads. A few lamps stood like glowing sentinels on either side of the path, and it wasn't long before we rounded the edge of a bluff and a village sprawled out before us.
It sat lower in elevation from where we stood, the village itself squeezed in the cracks between hills. Buildings huddled along the river, crammed in together as if they were all fighting for riverfront property. Torchlight cast the streets and buildings in a soft glow, and the windows glittered like jewels. To the right of the crowded village, I saw the dark shadow of the delta, a few needle-like masts pointing toward the night. That must be the harbor.
It looked like an enchanting little town, and I was glad we would be staying there for the night. It was getting so cold that my hands felt stiff, and making a fist was like squeezing an invisible stress ball. The golden light below looked warm and inviting, and even from here I could smell the heavy scent of burning wood.
Vera seemed to have this same thought, because she said, "I'm glad you finally saw reason, Alexander." As if to drive her point home, cold rain began to fall.
Alex didn't respond to this. Instead, he looked at me and asked, "Do you have a story prepared, or do we need to come up with something?"
I shook my head. "I've got one ready." I'd thought about this during our walk here, sifting through towns and landmarks I'd seen on the map of Pendel. Thinking over which scenario would be the most believable and incite the fewest number of questions. I told my story to Alex and Vera, and Alex looked pleased.
He glanced back down at the town and ran his hand through his now damp hair. "Let's just hope they aren't an overly inquisitive lot."
We descended the winding cobblestone path to Nyhavn, passing a few travelers along the way. Some were on foot, some on horseback. One man, who was wrapped tightly in a cloak like a bolt of fabric, sat in the bench of a wagon while two good-sized chocolate mares pulled it up the grade, hooves clip-clopping upon the wet stone. The other travelers nodded as they passed, and one even said good evening. I said good evening back to him, but after receiving a stern look from Alex, I decided not to speak anymore, and I withdrew a little deeper into my hood.
The strong smells of saltwater and fish soon overtook the scent of rain. Once we'd made our way to the village's edge, we reached a palisade that wrapped around the village's perimeter, and it was so tall that from our vantage point, only the tips and corners of thatched roofing were visible. The wall itself was interrupted only by a covered bridge of sorts that carried our road farther into the village. The bridge was guarded on either side by a handful of men in leather armor and bearing long, pointed spears. There were also a few guards walking along the palisade, pausing to look down at the new visitors.
I took a deep, steadying breath, and my story suddenly felt silly. Hopefully, as Alex had said, they wouldn't ask too many questions. Lies are like quicksand. The more you tell, the greater your chances of sinking in them. The best lies were those that were mostly true with slight alteration to the crucial details.
The guard in front angled his spear so that it blocked our path. I stopped, and Alex and Vera stopped too, flanking me but standing a little behind me.
"Where ya comin' from?" asked the foremost guard. His voice was so scratchy and rough that I thought he probably smoked a lot of tobacco. He chewed on something as his gaze took us in, and then a lump formed behind his bottom lip. Apparently, he chewed a lot of tobacco, too.
"We're from Galston," I said, trying to mirror his gruff accent as best I could while watching the other guards in my periphery. "We're headed for Karth, but with the weather…" I waved my hand at the sky, feeling Vera's amusement behind me.
"Aye," the man said. His hair was so wet that his shoulder-length dark strands looked more like dreads. He pushed one of these dreadlocks off of his forehead. "A right nasty storm this one'll be. Best you're in for the night." He nodded for us to pass. "Evenin'."
"Evenin'," I replied and was just starting to walk forward when he grabbed my arm so tightly I knew instantly that we were in trouble.



Chapter 18
The Rusted Kettle
 
 
The guard's fingers dug into my arm. "You're dressed awfully well bein' from Galston." He pulled me so close, it was as if he were trying to sniff the truth right out of me.
The venita cloak. I had completely forgotten I was wearing it. Of course it wasn't any ordinary traveling cloak, and anyone with eyes would have seen its value. I felt like an idiot for not catching it sooner. I fought to keep my expression controlled and shrugged, though I was only able to shrug with the arm that didn't have the guard's vice-like fingers wrapped around it. "I'm a tradeswoman. Appearances are everything."
The guard stared into my face for a long, dreadful moment. That was why he was employed at the gate. He had x-ray detectors for eyes and could spot a lie like a broken bone on a radiograph. The silent standoff finally ended, and I resisted the urge to exhale my relief.
Thus satisfied, he released my arm and stood tall. "Business is treatin' you well, tradeswoman," he said, to which I didn't comment. The guards around him also relaxed, while I pressed down the now wrinkled fabric of my cloak's sleeve. I tried to act irritated, though I was still scared out of my wits.
A smile broke upon the cracked lips of the guard. "If you're headed to the Rusted Kettle for the night, make sure an' get some of the hard cider. It costs a bit more coin than the usual brew, but seems as that shouldn't be a problem for you. Gerard's got a fresh brew, an' it's so good, I wager if the ol' king new about it, he'd seize our stores and impound them in Valdon. So keep it a trade secret, eh?" He winked at me.
"Of course." I smiled tightly, catching myself before I showed reaction at mention of my grandfather. "I make it a practice to trade merchandise—not information. You live longer that way."
The others guards chuckled at that, and the guard I'd been speaking with smacked me on the back. "Smart woman, that one," he said to his companions. He nodded for us to go on, but it wasn't until we crossed the bridge, rounded a corner, and hid in the shadow of a nearby building that I actually breathed again.
"That was…enlightening," Alex said. He looked pleased in a way that was also somehow accusatory.
"Oh, come on," I said, shrugging out of my cloak. "I know you don't want to be here, but we are, so cooperate."
"This is me cooperating," he said, with the hint of a smile upon his lips. "Me not cooperating would be to drag you far away from this village. And probably with a muzzle."
I snorted a laugh and started turning the cloak inside out.
"I thought for sure we were caught," Vera said. "Nice recovery."
"Don't encourage her," Alex said.
"If you'll remember, you are the one who made me wear this thing." I made a face at Alex as I turned the hood inside out.
He gave me that look. "That's irrelevant. You're still a magnet for trouble."
I smiled innocently at him. "True. You're here."
His lips parted ever so slightly, then settled into a smile as I turned one of my sleeves inside out.
"What are you doing?" Vera asked, looking a little annoyed.
I shrugged back into the cloak and looked down at myself. This side of it looked like any ordinary black cloak. "See? No more silver and jeweled trim."
Her gaze slid slowly over me and then she looked at Alex. "Your princess is much smarter than she appears."
Alex eyed me. "Unfortunately." Despite his reproachful tone, the smile remained.
"I'm also the only one of us wearing a cloak, and it's freezing out here," I said, staring pointedly back at Alex. "Let's go find that place the guard was talking about—the Rusted Kettle." I peered around the corner of our building and looked down the quiet and charming streets. Torchlight splattered upon the wet cobblestone and building faces, and the light reflecting through the mist gave diffuse golden halos to the lanterns.
"I second that," Vera said, as a chill trembled through her body. "I'd like to try some of this famous hard cider, anyway, and see how it compares with Gesh's."
"Careful with that," I said. "We'll need all of our senses sharp."
Vera snorted. "Princess, I'm from Gesh. We have the tolerance of Nords."
I looked her over. "Well, tonight you're from Galston, so practice moderation."
She opened her lips to say something, but then lost whatever it was. She glanced at Alex as if looking for help, but she wasn't going to get any from him, because he was giving her a look that said, That's what you get for taking her side.
The three of us stepped back out onto the cobblestone street. It was quiet, but there were a few people ambling about in the mist, moving in and out of the buttery spheres of light. The smooth stones in the street glistened from drizzle and the light from the windows stretched in soft ribbons of light across our path. The buildings were crammed so close together, it was like one large façade that had been constructed to look like multiple structures. Various wooden signs hung over doorways from cantilevered iron supports, the paint of the letters glossy and wet from the rain. I looked left and right and then noticed a very rotund man exiting a large building to our right. He sort of stumbled out of the door and down a short stair, basking in a beam of light from the opened doorway. He yelled something at the opened door, but his speech was so slurred and sloppy that it was difficult to decipher. Something came flying out of the doorway—a hat?—and it landed on the wet street. The man yelled something else at the door as he stepped back to pick up his hat.
"Let's go this way," I said, heading in the direction of the drunken man.
Alex and Vera followed closely behind, and we kept to the shadows. I couldn't help but notice Alex, because he seemed every bit of an assassin—clad all in black, slipping silently and lithely from shadow to shadow like a predator closing for the kill, taking in every single piece of his surroundings and pinning it to memory. I was grateful that he was on my side.
The door of the building ahead had closed, and the man now stood in darkness, cursing obscenities at the night and punching his wet hat at the air. Worn down and weary from his one-sided battle, the man finally teetered off in the opposite direction. I could now see the sign swinging above the door of the building he had exited: The Rusted Kettle. As we approached, I smelled the heady scents of yeast and a wood-burning stove, and my stomach growled. I walked even faster.
Before we reached the Rusted Kettle, we passed an opening in the solid façade. There was a wide, dirt pathway between buildings that looked as though it led around to the back of the inn. I heard a whinny and saw a man leading a horse by the reins around the corner, toward us. Stables for the guests. Maybe we could buy a couple horses off of someone here.
We ascended the short wooden steps to the door of the Rusted Kettle, and I pushed the door in. We were immediately bathed in light and warmth and the most comforting smells of fresh bread and spice, and then the three of us stepped inside and shut the door behind us.
We stood inside of a large room with a ceiling that stretched through a second story—much more spacious than the inn at Rex Cross had been, which was my only other experience with the public inns of Gaia. A large, wrought iron chandelier hung from the dark wood ceiling, filled with rows and rows of fat glowing candles, and scattered about the wooden floor were square, wooden tables with small sconces glowing in the centers. People sat around them, eating and drinking, playing cards and chatting—no one paid any attention to us. There was a bar along the far wall with a line of giant barrels behind, where a barman, with long, dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, worked behind the counter. Most of his face was covered in black facial hair, and he prowled behind the counter like a prison guard, daring anyone to steal while filling tankards with ale from spigots—five at a time. There was plenty of light, but all the dark wood absorbed the excess glow in a way that made everything feel warm and cozy.
"May I help ye?" asked a woman who looked like a German beer maid, red bustier and all. Her hair was curled and blonde and she seemed to be twirling it a lot as she stared doe-eyed at Alex.
Honestly. I was going to start asking him to put a bag over his head when we went out in public.
"We'd like dinner and rooms, please," I said.
"This way." The woman smiled, and with an extra sway of her hips, she led us through the tables.
I had the strangest sensation I was being watched and looked up and around the room. It was then that I noticed the profile of a figure seated in a booth at the far corner of the room and completely concealed in shadow. The person wore a heavy cloak, and their hands were folded on the table before a single tankard, and even though whoever it was wasn't even turned in our direction, I had the distinct impression that they were looking over at us.
My attention was brought back to our hostess, who was gesturing to a small booth that looked tight and cozy and was out of direct light. Vera sat on one edge and Alex motioned for me to go ahead before he slipped in right beside me.
"Tonight's menu is fisherman's stew," our waitress said, "but I'm afraid we're short on the muscles. You can thank them for that." She nodded toward a table not far from where we sat, where two men huddled over a chessboard. There was a rather impressive pile of empty shells beside them on the table. "Can I getcha folks anything to drink?"
"Hard cider," Vera said, glaring at the waitress.
The waitress seemed to turn into her self a little and then her cheeks splotched with pink. I couldn't blame her. Vera had a way of looking at you that made you want to wither and die. "'Carse," the waitress said. "Anything for you two?" Though the question had been intended for both Alex and me, the waitress looked only at Alex.
"Just water," I said at the same time Alex said, "Cider."
The waitress flashed Alex a coquettish smile. "I'll be back with the bread." With a sway of her hips, she sauntered off.
I raised a brow at Alex, who was leaning back coolly in the shadows of the booth, hands folded on the table, with a very hard expression on his face. "I'm surprised you're having some," I said.
"Are you?" he asked, though he wasn't looking at me. He was still watching the room like a hawk. "We're traders from Galston and we've had a very long and trying day." His gaze slid back to me, and the look in his eyes suggested that I was the cause for his day being so long and trying. "I could use a drink."
"Are you suggesting that I'm bad for your health?" I teased.
Amusement sparked in his eyes.
"Careful, Alexander," Vera smirked. "I wouldn't be surprised if your waitress friend over there puts something in yours so that she can take you upstairs later."
Alex didn't seem to hear her. His eyes were fixed on the barman behind the counter, and he watched him so intently, I thought he'd probably notice if a hair fell from the barman's head. Vera and I exchanged a meaningful glance, and then looked back out across the dining hall. That cloaked figure was still there, angled away from us, but the moment I'd looked over, I thought I'd noticed the person's hood turn a fraction away. As though they had been sneaking a peek at us and once they'd seen me looking, they quickly looked away. Their hands were still folded on the table, hidden beneath large sleeves. I tried stretching my senses to get a feel for whoever it was, but I couldn't feel anything unusual. Besides, there were too many people in the room, combined with thick scents and loud sounds; it was like trying to find Waldo.
"Something wrong?" Alex asked in a low voice. He had followed my gaze and then looked back at me. For some reason, he reminded me a little of a black panther in that particular moment.
"That person in the booth over there has been watching us ever since we stepped inside," I whispered.
Alex frowned, eyes narrowed on the figure. "Can you sense anything?"
I shook my head. "I've tried, but there's too much." I waved my hand at the air, gesturing to the room.
Vera glanced askance at the booth with the figure. "Want me to go over there?"
"No," I said. "I don't want to draw any more attention."
The waitress returned with a basket of steaming hot rolls and a tray with our beverages. The smell of freshly baked bread made my stomach rumble—loudly. The waitress glanced sideways at me. "Hungry, deary?"
I gave her my best friendly smile as she passed the drinks around. Alex and Vera each got a large tankard while I got my goblet of water.
"Food'll be ready in about ten minutes, and when you're done eatin', you just holler and I'll take you upstairs to your rooms." She winked at Alex.
To my surprise, Alex gave her a very charming smile. The waitress blushed, and when she walked away this time, there was extra sway to her hips. I kicked Alex beneath the table, and he looked innocently at me.
"Don’t encourage her," I hissed.
He took a slow sip from his tankard, all the while staring at me over the rim. There was a spark of challenge in his eyes, and he pulled the tankard away and licked the residue from his lips. "This was your idea. I'm just playing my part."
We stared at each other for a moment in a silent challenge until Vera cleared her throat. Alex grinned as he picked up his tankard and took another sip.
"Don't drink it all in one gulp," I said. "What if it's drugged?"
"It's not drugged," he said.
"It could be. You don't know."
He rolled his eyes and set his tankard on the table. "It's not."
"Can I have a sip, then?" I asked.
"No." He wrapped his hand around it and moved it away from me.
I reached for it but he grabbed my wrist with his other hand. Tightly. "Oh, come on," I said. "I just want to taste it."
He shook his head, still squeezing my wrist. "No, it might be drugged."
I made a really attractive snorting sound. "You're ridiculous."
"No, I'm actually very reasonable. Eat a roll or something."
"I might if you let go of my wrist," I said.
Slowly, he released my wrist and held his tankard protectively. I grumbled and he chuckled softly as I grabbed a roll, breaking it in half with both hands.
"For the love of Gaia; why don't you two just go upstairs and be done with it?" Vera huffed, rolling her eyes.
Alex choked a little on his next sip while a chunk of my roll dropped into my goblet of water with a soft plop.
"Here." Vera slammed her tankard on the table before me. She looked very irritated. "Taste away."
Feeling my cheeks flush, I reached out and grabbed Vera's tankard. I stole a quick glance at Alex, who had the slightest grin on his lips, but he was looking past me, watching the room again. I took a slow sip of the cider. It had a perfect blend of bitters and sweet, and it coated my mouth like honey. I was handing Vera back her tankard when I heard the words "King Darius" spoken from someone in the booth behind us. My ears piqued, though I was careful not to turn and look as I listened.
"Aye, but you know how it is," said another with a raspy voice. "Them royals think they 'ave rights to everything."
"Well, he ain't got rights to my lands," continued the gruff voice that'd caught my attention in the first place, "and if he thinks to come here and take 'em, he's got another thing coming. I'll take his decree and shove it up his royal arse."
There was laughter from the booth behind us, and Alex grabbed my knee beneath the table and squeezed it gently.
"I think you've got the wrong arse, Bast," said another seated at the booth. "It's one of his offspring that would've taken our lands."
The man made "offspring" sound like a curse word.
"Ain't no difference," replied the first man. "All royals are the same, thinkin' they done the world a favor by existin'." A mug slammed on the table. "Like they know better. Like we need 'em to tell us how to take a piss. They can all burn—every last one of 'em. Just like this decree." I heard the crisp sound of paper being unfolded, there was a moment of silence, and the men at the booth behind us cheered. "To our king!" the man said in mockery. "May his reign burn just as swiftly." The others cheered again and tankards clashed.
Was this what all of Pendel thought of King Darius and the regency? I stared straight at Alex, and Alex flashed me a warning look. He didn't look nearly as surprised as I felt, but before I could listen to another word of the conversation behind us, our waitress returned.
"'Scuse me, miss." The waitress was talking to me, though her eyes couldn't help themselves from drifting to Alex.
"Yes?" I asked, feeling unsettled by the conversation I'd just overheard.
"There's some men over there would like a word." She gestured to a table next to where the cloaked figure had been sitting, except the cloaked figure was no longer there. There were two men seated at the table beside the empty booth. They looked rough and travel worn, just like everyone else in this place, but there was something about them that made me uncomfortable. And one of them was looking over at us.
"Did they say what it was about?" I asked, looking back at the waitress. Alex had gone perfectly still beside me, and I noticed Vera slip her hands beneath the table.
The waitress shook her head, and her blonde curls bounced about her cherub-like face.
"Well, tell them I'm sorry, but I've had a long day and I'm not feeling up to talking," I said.
The waitress glanced nervously back at their table. "I'd go if I was you. That's Rakken."
I looked at her as if to say, And?
The waitress leaned a little closer. "Him and his crew are the ones that run this town, miss, if you know what I mean. Best do what they ask if you don't want any trouble."
Alex's right hand moved slowly to his waist, and I reached under the table and placed my hand on his, careful to keep my eyes on the waitress. "Thank you for the warning. I'll go."
"I'm coming, too," Vera said, placing her hands on the table as though she were about to push herself to a stand.
"No," I said, giving her a pointed look. "I'll go. They just want a word, and they're right there where you can see me. I'll be right back."
Vera relaxed a little as the waitress nodded at me in approval and hurried off. Alex had pulled his hand from beneath mine and gripped my leg beneath the table, his eyes saying no in every language.
I leaned a little closer to him. "I'm only going to see what they want," I whispered. "You saw how nervous the waitress was, and I don't want to cause a scene." Especially now that I knew how some of these people felt about me.
"What if it's a trap?" he whispered through tight lips.
"Then we improvise," I said.
Alex squeezed my leg harder. "I won't improvise with your life."
"Then if it's a trap, you and Vera will have to help me," I said. "I'll go through that front door, and then you two can meet me in the stables out back."
He held tight to my leg, refusing to let me go.
"Alex," I said through clenched teeth, peering back at the men. The one that had been eyeing us earlier was starting to look impatient. "Don't make this harder than it needs to be. I need to go."
Reluctantly, he let go and slid out of the booth so that I could climb out. I crossed the dining hall to the men at the table, and this time, the other man glanced up at me as I approached. Neither of their faces looked familiar, so I couldn't figure why they'd pinpointed me. Unless they were the ones who had been following us. Unease pricked over my skin.
I stopped at their table. "The waitress said you wanted to speak with me?"
"Aye," said the largest of the two in a deep voice like gravel. He was the one who had been looking at us earlier, and I thought he was probably Rakken. "My men here and I were thinkin' you looked familiar."
Men? I only saw the one, unless he had others in the room in disguise. I frowned. "I'm a tradeswoman. Perhaps I've seen you in passing."
The man I thought was Rakken had a scar that stretched from his right eye and down his cheek to where it touched the corner of his mouth. "Name's Rakken," he said. "And I know all the traders in Pendel. I ain't never done business with you."
I worked hard to keep a trader face. "Maybe we can fix that."
Rakken's smile was predatory, and when he tilted his head to the side, some of his hair fell away from his neck and I saw the very edge of a tattoo. The symbol of Mortis. My unease tingled up into my scalp and made my hair stand on end. "Just what I was thinkin'," he said. "Let's step outside. It's so loud in here, and I'd rather not have everyone else knowin' our business."
He knew who I was.
I thought it worth my while to find out who else in this room belonged to Rakken so that I could better gauge how to tread forward. "I don't see a problem with that," I asked. "Though it'll have to wait until after I eat—"
"How 'bout right now." It wasn't a question. Silver flashed beneath the table and the tip of his knife was just inches from my leg. In my periphery, I saw three other men who had been keeping to the shadows suddenly adjust their stances. There were five men, total. Something black glistened from one of the three that had kept to the shadows. Just inside the folds of his cloak was some kind of small crossbow, set with a shadowguard arrow pointed directly at me.
It didn't seem to me that Rakken had accurately deduced the identity of Alex and Vera, because all of his men were focused only on me. Either they didn't see Alex and Vera as a much of a threat, or they figured threatening them with my life would be reason enough to hold them in their seats. And I could feel them watching me right now; Alex was still as death.
My mind raced. I could fight Rakken now. I would risk being hit with a shadowguard arrow, but it wouldn't take long for Alex and Vera to step in and help. But then there was the problem of everyone else. I couldn't imagine them helping us once they found out who I was, considering the conversation I'd just overheard. I'd be a pretty bargaining piece for any of these people—if they even let me live. And if we fought here, before all of these witnesses, I would be doing exactly what I was trying to avoid: alerting all of Pendel that the princess of Gaia was here with her two Aegises. No, we couldn't fight here.
"Of course," I said. "Mind if I tell my friends that I'll be right back?"
"That won't be necessary," Rakken said, his chair squeaking behind him as he stood. "Marr, escort the lady outside, will ya?" he said to the other man at the table, and the man called Marr stood up from his chair. In contrast to Rakken, Marr looked cadaverous, all skin and bones. His eyes were huge and sunken and his cheeks were hollow, but this man's power didn't come from any kind of physical strength. There was a darkness in him that tasted sour and bitter like vinegar, and I made the mental note to take him out first. As soon as I got the chance.
Marr nodded for me to walk ahead, and he kept closely on my heels. Interestingly enough, everyone in the room completely ignored us, as if they pretended we weren't there maybe Rakken would leave them alone. Alex, however, stared straight at me, his gaze burning. I unclenched my hand, though keeping it low and mostly out of sight as I splayed all five fingers; he noticed. He leaned a little in the booth so that he could slide out of his seat. I gave the slightest shake of my head, and then he caught sight of the man in the shadows with the arrow aimed straight at me. Alex's hand clenched on the table.
I could feel Marr's presence behind me like a hot furnace, singeing my back even as we stepped through the threshold and out into the chilly, wet night. Marr held both of my arms tightly at my sides while Rakken joined us, followed swiftly by the other three.
Before I could act, a cloth bag was thrown over my head and cinched around my neck. A fist collided with my stomach, knocking the breath out of me. I would have staggered forward, except a hand had gripped the bag over my head and jerked it back, straining my neck at an uncomfortable angle while I choked and struggled to breathe. "Don't try anything funny, princess, or your friends will pay for it," Rakken growled in my ear.
"Princess?" I choked. "You've got the wrong—"
Rakken pulled my head back farther and I struggled to keep my footing on the slick stones. "I know exactly who you are, and the price on your head is enough to set me up for the rest of my life." He sounded like he really enjoyed the image of his future.
"You'll get nothing if I'm dead," I grunted, trying to free my arms, but they wouldn't budge from Marr's grip.
"Who said anything about killing you?" Rakken said, and Marr starting pushing me forward.
I could feel the presence of the other three behind us. I wouldn't have much time. I'd have to move fast and pray Alex and Vera were in the stables with horses readied. Tripping over my feet, I tried reaching inside of myself to find the magic that had recently broken free. Without it, this would never work. I just needed to buy a little more time to make sure I had a good grip on the power. "The only way you'll be taking me is dead," I spat, feeling the edges of heat deep inside my gut. It jolted awake at the slightest touch.
This idea seemed to amuse Rakken. "How's that? Without weapons and magic, you can't fight back. Actually"—he jerked my head closer so that I could feel his hot breath even through the fabric on my cheek—"they did tell me you were pretty, and they weren't lying in the least. Don't mind if we have a little fun with you first."
The heat swelled in my torso. I leaned my head forward enough so that I could slam my skull back into Marr's nose. His grip on my arms loosened, and I twisted around enough to kick him where I thought his crotch would be. My foot landed true, based on the shock of pain coursing through Marr's body, but before I could rip the cloth from my head, two of the other men seized my arms and held them in place.
"You'll pay for that, you little wench!" Rakken growled.
Warmth bubbled in my chest, hotter and hotter as power coalesced there, until my lungs felt like they might burst. Ignoring the strain in my arms, I gave the warmth the gentlest push, pressing the hot energy down my limbs and toward my fingers. The air felt hot and one of the men shrieked and let go of my arm. The other man shrieked soon after, and he let go of my arm too. Freed, I ripped the cloth from my head; both men had caught fire, cloaks burning. They dropped to the ground, rolling on the wet cobblestones to put the fire out, while Rakken looked up at me with a mixture of surprise and fury, mirrored by the third man, who now looked a little afraid to approach me. "But you're not…he said…" Rakken started, eyes wild.
But I didn't waste another moment. I bolted and was swiftly lifted from the ground by Alex, who was on horseback. He pulled me up and I climbed into the saddle behind him, wrapping my arms around his waist as he ran our horse at full gallop. Vera was on another horse, right behind him as we galloped down the main street, away from the men.
"After them!" yelled Rakken, and I looked back just in time to see him and his men sprinting for the stables.
"Perfect timing!" I yelled, holding him tightly.
"We aren't free of them yet!" Alex yelled back.
We galloped down the cobblestone streets, deeper into the heart of the village. I had no idea where we were running, and people dodged out of the way as our horses thundered down the mostly empty streets. But the town hadn't been that large. I figured there was probably this one main drag; the only problem was that I didn't know where it ended. And then the road forked in two.
Alex veered our horse right and I held on tightly, noticing the portcullis up ahead.
"Close the gate!" Rakken's voice boomed in the night. I looked back; Rakken and his men appeared farther down the road, galloping after us.
Gears and metal cranked ahead, and the portcullis started lowering.
"Come on…" Alex pleaded, digging his heels in our horse.
The portcullis slid down lower and lower and right as the iron prongs were almost level with our heads, we exploded through.
"Open the gate!" screamed Rakken, and when I looked back, he and four other riders were pacing impatiently behind the portcullis. But the guards were already raising the gate.
Our road wound back up the cracks between hills.
Alex jerked our horse off the road so hard that I thought our horse's legs were going to slide out from under him. Alex and I leaned into the turn, and I held on to Alex so tightly I worried I was hurting him. Our horse finally righted himself on the open terrain and I loosened my grip and glanced back to make sure we hadn't lost Vera. To my relief, we hadn't, but we hadn't lost the other riders, either. They were speeding up the road, and one had already veered off in our direction.
The moon broke through the clouds, illuminating the hillside in a soft, pale light. It was empty except for high grasses, but from here I could see nothing that would provide cover or escape. Our horses thundered on, and I had no idea how we were going to lose them.
Heat pulsed through me from Alex. A streak of light arched from him and headed straight for the riders. Just before impact, a soft, diffuse glow appeared between Alex's beam and targeted rider, like the rider had raised a small shield made of light. The light hit the shield and bounded off into the sky, where it was lost. Alex tried again, firing at a different rider, but the same thing happened.
"They're using dark magic to make the shield," Alex said, his voice tight. "I can't penetrate that."
I'd been lucky. They hadn't been expecting me to use magic, which was why I'd succeeded earlier. Now they knew better.
Little flickers of light sprang up and soon all five of them were holding these dark magic light shields. They weren't taking any chances, and they also weren't wasting any time. I felt the thrum of air behind me, and Alex jerked our horse to the left just as something sank in the ground ahead of us with a sharp snick.
"We need the princess alive!" Rakken yelled.
Vera cursed behind me. "Where the blazes are we supposed to hide on this bare hill?"
Alex ran our horse in a kind of zigzag, trying to avoid the archers' arrows. Still, an arrow whizzed through the air and landed in our horse's rear. Our horse screamed in pain, foundering as we ran and barely regaining his footing.
My heart sank. "It's a black arrow," I said to Alex. Our poor horse. And poor us, if we didn't lose them soon. There was no way the three of us could ride on Vera's horse. Our horse struggled up the hill, foam already forming at his mouth. Not good. Then our horse slowed and stopped.
Another arrow landed with a snick and our horse lurched forward. The fletching of a black arrow stuck straight out of his neck. Our horse's front legs bent as he skidded forward, and Alex and I leapt out of the saddle right as our horse dropped to the ground. My heart ached from the pain coursing through the horse's body, but then Alex gripped my hand and jerked me to my feet, bringing me back to our current danger.
Vera and her horse had stopped right beside us, her horse panting. And then I realized we were standing at the edge of a ravine, which must have been the real reason our horse had stopped in the first place. The ravine was much too steep for horses, and the three of us couldn't ride off on Vera's.
We were trapped.



Chapter 19
Alliances
 
 
Vera dismounted. "We have to climb down."
Alex's and my horse lay on the ground, wheezing and making horrible sounds that made me feel dreadful.
"Hurry!" Vera was already over the edge.
Alex grabbed my hand and pulled me away from the horse, and the three of us began climbing down the steep rock face. Our boots slid and hands flailed in desperate attempts to keep from tumbling down, and the rock wall was just high enough to make such a tumble potentially fatal, or at very least make one acquire an impressive collection of broken bones. It was difficult seeing in the dark, though the moonlight highlighted shadows and some of the steeper sections. I could hear the riders overhead. They'd reached the edge of the ravine and were murmuring to one another. A few of them dismounted and began climbing down after us. There was one good thing about them following us into the ravine: The other riders were no longer shooting arrows at us.
"You can't escape!" Rakken's voice echoed through the ravine. "Surrender now, and we might let your friends live."
I might have been naïve about some things, but I wasn't stupid. We continued to scramble down the ravine, sending rocks and loose gravel clattering down. I heard a crunching sound below and looked; there were three more riders waiting for us at the foot of the ravine. We were surrounded.
In my distraction, I missed my next step and I went tumbling. Rocks tore at my hands and cloak, digging into my back and elbows. I flailed to grab hold of anything, but everything I grabbed slid down with me. Luckily, we'd already climbed about halfway down, and it wasn't long before I was thrown flat on my stomach onto the floor of the ravine, coughing and choking and hurting. My hands were raw and bleeding, and spots on my legs and tailbone felt unusually tender. Before I could even catch my breath, one of the guards who had been waiting for us down here grabbed me by the hair, jerked my head up, and shoved a blade against my throat.
"Hold it right there," he growled at Alex and Vera, who were just now getting to the bottom of the ravine.
Alex had been reaching for his sword, but when he saw the blade at my neck, his hand stopped. "You can't hurt her," Alex hissed, furious, his hand hovering near the hilt.
"No, I can't kill her," the man continued. "But I can hurt her pretty good and make you watch."
Alex's expression turned murderous, his eyes flashed with violence. Left with no other choice, he moved his hand away from the hilt of his sword and turned out his palms to show that they were empty.
"Good, now back away," said the guard.
Reluctantly, Alex moved the slightest step back, and then the men that had been climbing down after us caught up, pinning Alex and Vera's arms behind their backs. They didn't even try to fight back because there was still a knife against my throat. The guard yanked me to my feet and I cried out softly in pain. It felt like he was going to rip my hair out.
"I got her, Rakk," my captor yelled, pulling me back against him. The metal dug into my neck so deeply I was afraid to swallow, lest the simple rise of my throat puncture the skin. And then my captor bent his head low so that his mouth was near my ear. "I've an idea. Let's see what's under all this wool…"
Snick.
The pressure on my hair released and my captor let out a soft cry. He let go completely and I heard a dull thud. When I looked back, there was an arrow sticking out of my captor's forehead, right between his eyes.
Snick. Snick. Snick.
The men who had been holding on to Alex and Vera suddenly cried out, collapsing on the ground with arrows sticking out of their necks. The horses above whinnied and the men standing near the ledge murmured to one another, afraid. There were more sharp cries and I thought I heard Rakken curse.
And then Rakken suddenly cried out and plummeted over the lip of the ravine, landing near my feet, dead. I looked at Alex and Vera, my heart pounding as adrenaline flooded my body. They were just as startled and confused as I was. And then the silhouette of a cloaked figure appeared, standing at the edge of the ravine.
Whoever it was slung their bow back over their shoulder and adjusted their quiver. It was the figure I'd seen in the dining hall, but what was the person doing here? Had this person really come to our aid? Or were we in even bigger trouble? Whoever it was had just downed eight men in all of a few seconds.
Vera had already grabbed a bow from one of the fallen guards, strung an arrow and pointed it straight at the figure.
"Please"—the person held up empty hands—"I'm here to help." The voice sounded young and familiar. Very familiar, and it was obviously male.
Vera did not lower the arrow, and Alex moved to my side, standing protectively between me and whoever-he-was.
"Who are you?" I demanded.
He hesitated. "I'd pull back my hood, but I'm afraid V, here, would skewer me before I had the chance to explain myself."
My jaw fell slack and I gasped. "Thad…?"
"You're right," Vera said. "That sounds exactly like something I'd do." She pulled the string of her bow back an extra inch for maximum penetration.
Alex jerked me completely behind him so that I had to peer around his shoulder to see Thad. Well, Thad's cloaked form.
"What are you doing here?" Alex demanded in a deep and threatening voice.
"I'd tell you," Thad said, palms still raised in surrender, "but it's a little hard to focus with an arrow pointed at my face."
"Try focusing with it in your face," Vera spat.
"Vera, wait…" I said, pushing my way around Alex, even though he tried desperately to hold me behind him.
"Give me one good reason why I should," Vera hissed.
"I can't give you that reason," I said. "He can." I pointed at Thad. "But he won't be able to if you kill him. Please, I want to hear what he has to say."
Alex's face darkened. "After everything he's done…?"
I leveled my eyes on his. "Yes. I have more reason than anyone to want him dead, but I would like some answers." I looked back up at Thad. "He did just rescue us, after all."
"And how do you know this isn't some ruse to hand us over to his father?" Alex's expression was a mixture of disbelief and indignation.
"I don't," I said, still watching Thad, "but he just downed eight men. If he'd meant to kill us, he would've done so already."
I heard Thad sigh even from where I stood. "And here I was beginning to think no one was paying attention. Thanks, Rook."
"Don't you dare think for one second that I actually trust you," I growled up at him. "I want to know why you're here—that's it. If you so much as move a pinky the wrong way, I'll sink an arrow into your face myself."
A pause. "Just a thought, Rook, but you might wanna just throw your dagger. You're terrible with a bow."
I glowered up at him and Alex tried to take a step around me, but I held out my arm to hold him back. The look in his eyes almost incinerated me on the spot. It wasn't that I didn't understand his anger—I did. But if Thad died, I wouldn't learn the truth.
"Pull back your hood," I said to Thad. I wanted to see his face. I wanted to see what was written there when he told his story.
And there was that small piece inside of me that really just wanted to see him.
"You're sure V isn't gonna loose an arrow?" he asked.
I looked over at Vera, who still had the bow strung, taut. She wouldn't release it unless I asked her to, so I decided to just leave her that way. I looked back up at Thad. "She won't. Start talking."
"Should I come down there first?" he asked.
"No. You can say whatever you have to say from up there." I folded my arms over my chest, eyes fastened on him. Alex had his sword drawn and he stood behind me, but a little to the side—just in case he needed to throw me out of the way.
Slowly, Thad reached up, grabbed the edges of his hood and pulled it back. Moonlight illuminated his all-too-familiar face, and my heart squeezed a little. Even from here I could see a certain vulnerability in his usual charm that made me instantly want to trust him.
Just like his father.
Maybe this was a mistake. Maybe I should've made him keep his hood on, because seeing his face clouded my mind. I couldn't seem to find any direction and my head was a swirl of blurred memories. He had filled some of the brightest moments of my life, yet he had also been the cause of the darkest. I wanted to cling to the dark to help my heart accept the man Thad had become, but the light kept poking holes right through it, reminding me of who he had been and who he could be. Hope could be a very dangerous thing, because it might shine so brightly as to blind a person from the deep, dark truth.
I had to be careful; I couldn't be taken by Thad again.
"Where did you want me to start, Rook?" Thad asked.
"You can start by not calling me Rook," I said.
"Princess?" Thad asked.
I put my hands on my hips. "You have ten seconds to start talking before I give Vera the go-ahead."
Thad folded his arms and grunted. "Some thanks I get…"
"Ten," I said.
"Ten what?" Thad asked.
"Nine."
"Okay, okay!" Thad raked a hand through his hair. "Hellfire, Rook. I mean Princess. I mean…gah! What in the seven territories am I supposed to call you? Your highness…?"
I held up eight fingers. "Quit stalling."
Thad huffed something unflattering about princesses while throwing his hands down at his side. "Look. If you're wanting me to give you a good reason not to kill me right now, I don't have one. Did I just save your life? Yes. Do I intend to hand you over to my father? No. I'm here because I've been following you ever since you landed on Pendel, and I've been trying to find a way to reveal myself without simultaneously getting myself killed. I know I deserve it. I know I deserve to be punished and tortured for the rest of my life for what I've done. So you wanna know why I'm here? I'll tell you why I'm here. I'm here because I didn't expect it to hurt so much and I can't do it anymore." The words had tumbled out fast, and when he stopped speaking, he dragged his hands over his face, keeping them there like he was physically trying to hold his composure together.
I noticed Vera had lowered her arrow a fraction. Alex, however, stood perfectly still beside me, his eyes fixed on Thad, and there was a shrewdness to Alex's features that showed me a rare side of him: the killer side.
And then there was Thad, standing up there all alone with his face in his hands like if he blocked out the world, maybe the world wouldn't see him. I could feel his pain, even from down here, and it was a raw and acidic torment that ate away at his insides.
When Thad finally pulled his hands away, he had a wild and desperate look about him. "Roo—Daria…" He sighed. He sounded empty and deflated. "Cousin."
I swallowed, biting the insides of my cheeks to draw the pain from my chest.
"Once I was old enough, my pops sent me to the Academia because he wanted me to get close to you," Thad continued. "To all of you, and I did. It was easy, though Del Can't took a little work because he's naturally so skeptical. But you…" Thad was squinting at me. "You were alone and hurting, and I…I took advantage of that. But then you showed me what it was like to have family—real family. Not the kind that held expectation over your head like some giant anvil; not the kind that threatened and bribed you with their love and support. No, you cared for me openly and freely…unconditionally, but I didn't realize what that meant to me until I saw the look on your face when I…" He closed his eyes and took a slow breath. "I know I can't ever erase what I've done, and I'm not asking you to forgive me." He opened his eyes again and looked down at me, and I had the strangest notion that it was just him and me talking with no one else around. "I'm asking you for a second chance."
His words were met with silence.
Alex's sword arm had gone slack at his side, and he was now watching me, his face a blank. Vera, too, had lowered her aim to the face of the ravine, her eyes darting between Thad and me, waiting.
The facts were that I was tired, and starving, and we couldn't go back to Nyhavn—not to mention that strange corpse creature we'd run into. And without horses, we still had a long trek before we reached Karth. A trek I didn't want to make on foot with danger like that around. But Thad was up there with a horse. Maybe he'd salvaged a few more. "How many rideable horses are up there?" I asked.
Thad looked a little surprised by what sounded like a total change of subject. In a way, it was. I couldn't really process my feelings toward him at the moment.
"Uh…" He looked over his shoulder. "Well, there's mine and one more eating grass about four hundred yards away. Why?"
I looked back at Alex, and he immediately understood.
His eyes searched mine. "Are you sure?"
I nodded. "I believe him, Alex," I whispered so that only Alex could hear me.
Alex wiped a hand across his brow with a weariness on his face that went deeper than a lack of sleep. "I know you do."
"But it's not just about that," I continued. "We need the horses, and we need to find somewhere safe to stay for the night. I'm exhausted, and I don't want to reach Karth on only two hours of sleep."
Alex's jaw clenched as he looked up at the edge of the ravine to where Thad stood, waiting.
"So?" Vera said impatiently. "Do I shoot him or not?"
I shook my head. "Not tonight. Thad…" I looked back up at Thad. "We're coming up."
Thad didn't say anything, but his relief rammed into me with the force of a ten-foot wave. I was starting for the cliff when I remembered something. Correcting my steps, I walked back to where Rakken lay, his dark eyes open and vacant. The left side of his face was smeared in blood and black clots, and an arrow stuck straight up from his chest as if it had pinned him to the ground. My stomach turned. I had seen too much death.
Gingerly, I sifted through Rakken's cloak and felt around his waist until I found my dagger that he'd stolen from me. I took it and shoved it back in its sheath, and I was removing two more blades from Rakken's waist when I heard the most nightmarish sound echoing from farther down the ravine. It was layered with inhuman tones, discordant and shrill, and in my horror, I realized I'd heard the sound before. Just last night, in fact. On the beach.
I froze and snapped my head up to look at the others. Alex and Vera looked just as worried.
"That sounded like…" Vera started, eyes wide.
"I know," I said.
Alex looked between us. "Last night?" he asked me.
I nodded, and the three of us gazed back down the ravine. There wasn't much to see, though, because the ravine narrowed as it stretched on, and the floor became completely hidden in shadow.
"Do you know where this ravine goes?" Alex asked me, since I had been the one who had exhaustively studied the map of Pendel.
The layout of the land came to the forefront of my mind in a shocking amount of detail. I could see Nyhavn and the small hills beyond, and a ravine that narrowed into a black line, snaking like a river until it led to… "A crypt," I whispered, my heart picking up speed. "It's a centuries-old burial site filled with catacombs."
Alex stared openly at me. "The map told you all of that?"
"No, the map called it Hall of the Dead, but the name triggered a memory from a book I'd read at the castle. But the book didn't say anything about—"
"I don't mean to be pushy, princess," Vera interrupted, her arrow now pointed down the ravine, "but you might want to save your history lesson for later so that we can get the blazes out of here."
As if to emphasize the point, that horrible scream sounded again, bouncing off the walls of the ravine. And it sounded closer.
"Uh, Rook…?" Thad said from above. "Please don't tell me this is what you had in mind for my punishment."
The three of us scrambled up the ravine, following the diffuse glow of moonlight. My heart pounded and my palms sweat because I knew what was down that ravine, and this time it sounded like there was more than just the one.
Once I reached the lip of the ravine, Thad reached out a hand to help. I was too frightened to deny him. He pulled me to my feet, gave me a once-over, then reached out to give Alex a hand. Alex didn't refuse him, either, and Vera had just climbed over the ledge when I saw the first signs of movement down in the ravine.
A white body moved with the predatory gait of a cat, stopping beside Rakken's dead body. It crouched there, the moonlight giving an eerie glow to its gray bones and muscle. I exchanged a horrified glance with Vera; it was the exact creature we'd fought last night. Had it come all the way from the tombs?
More of the creatures slowly crept out of the shadows, surveying the fresh death on the floor of the ravine. My heart beat so loudly in my chest that I was afraid they might hear it. There were five of them down there, huddled around one of the bodies. And then they reached forward, with long, spindly arms and fingers, and they started eating the body. Alex grabbed my sweaty hand, pulling me slowly away from the gruesome sight. We all moved steadily and lightly so as not to draw their attention to us. Just a few more steps and we'd be completely out of sight and near one of the horses. And then my boot crunched on something.
Heads snapped up, and five pairs glowing blue eyes narrowed at us.



Chapter 20
Second Chances
 
 
For a split second I was paralyzed in fear, my feet bolted to the ground. And then the monsters snarled and leapt up from their dinner, right as Alex jerked me from my momentary stupor. And we sprinted.
Alex leapt in the saddle of the nearest horse and I climbed on after him, wrapping my arms tightly around his waist, while Vera and Thad sprinted to the other horse, which was, as Thad had said earlier, enjoying a nice meal of tall, green grass. Alex dug his heels hard into our horse, and with a loud whinny, it took off at a gallop, completely spooked. Thad shoved two fingers in his mouth and let out a loud whistle. The other horse looked up and trotted closer so that Thad and Vera could mount, which is also when I saw those things clambering over the lip of the ravine. And once they surfaced, they ran straight at us, leaping and bounding with strides at least three times that of any normal human being.
Our horses thundered over the hillside, throwing clumps of earth in our wake, but the corpses sprinted swiftly after us, white bodies gliding easily across the landscape. For a long and terrible moment, I thought the corpses were going to catch up.
"Spirits, Rook!" Thad yelled. "Why can't you make enemies with a bunny or something?"
Vera strung a black arrow and loosed it; it split through the air and landed in one of the corpses. The corpse staggered back a step from force of impact, but then continued forward as though nothing had happened, running with a black arrow sticking out of its chest.
"Poison doesn't work, either," Vera shouted.
"Can you make that fire again?" Alex yelled at me over his shoulder.
"I'll try," I said, though just as I was starting to reach into myself, the corpses slowed their running until they stood there, white and cadaverous like ghosts in the distance, and then turned, dropped on all fours, and padded back to the ravine.
Why had they given up so quickly? Were they tied to a certain location, and was there a limit to how far they could go? It still didn't explain the rogue corpse that had found us on the beach.
Satisfied they were gone for good, I pulled my mind away from the source of power in my gut and exhaled a slow breath. "They're gone," I said, sagging against Alex.
The others' relief was palpable, but we still kept a flying pace until we were well out of range of the ravine. We eventually slowed, and I cinched my arms around Alex, pressing my body to his broad back, drawing security from his warmth and strength. With him I felt safe—I'd always felt safe. And now that my adrenaline was waning, exhaustion began to set in. I was so tired, and the rhythmic pulsing of horse hooves was slowly lulling me to sleep. I didn't know how Alex was still awake.
"Thaddeus." Alex's voice cut sharply through the night, startling me a little.
Thad brought his and Vera's horse to a slow gallop beside us.
"Is there some place we could stop for the night?" Alex asked, though his tone suggested it took every ounce of willpower to ask Thad for help.
Thad gave me a cursory glance, then looked back at Alex. "I know a place. It's not much, but it's safe. If you trust me."
It was a test for Alex. I could hear it in Thad's voice—a silent wish that Alex would try.
"I don't," Alex's tone was clipped. "But this isn't about me."
I could feel Thad's disappointment. "This way, then." He snapped the reins, and he and Vera took off again.
Alex led our horse after them, one hand on the reins and the other holding on to one of my arms encircling his waist. I rested my head against his back, in the soft place between his shoulder blades, while inhaling a mixture of rain and sweat and wet leather. It was the best aroma I'd ever smelled. I pressed my legs against the backs of his, wanting more contact—needing more contact, because he was the only thing in this world that could give me a sense of peace and security. He must have sensed this, too, because he didn't adjust his position in the saddle away from me. Instead, he removed his hand from my arm to reach back and squeeze my thigh. He put his hand back on my arm, but this time, let his forearm rest on top of mine.
We reached Thad's aforementioned sanctuary in just under an hour, with me dozing off here and there. Thankfully, we didn't intercept any trouble along the way. Thad had led us along a manicured dirt road for most of the journey, or at least the parts where I was awake, where we'd passed a few travelers and carriages, and then he'd veered off into a forest. We'd followed him along a trickling stream until we finally stopped before a fat tree with a small, dwarf-sized door in the face of it. We all dismounted, tied the horses to a couple of iron rings that had been bolted to the outside of the tree for this very purpose, and Thad led us inside.
A light sprang to life inside of a mottled glass lantern that hung from a metal rod beside the door. The room was round like the tree but much larger than it had appeared from the outside—it was another shroud. Though unlike the other shrouds I'd been inside, this one had more modern commodities and looked as though it was used frequently. As though someone lived here.
"It isn't much," Thad scratched the back of his neck, looking a little embarrassed, "but you'll be safe here."
There were clothes scattered on a bed, and there was a half-eaten roll on the nightstand beside it. "You live here," I said.
"Sometimes." Thad hung his cloak on a hook in the wall, but not before pulling a piece of straw from it. He shoved the piece of straw in his mouth and started chewing on the end. "I, uh, had it while I was at the Academia, but I never stayed here much. Not till recently." He hesitated. "You can hang your cloak here…if you want." He motioned to another hook beside his cloak then crossed the room to throw a couple of logs in the stove.
The woodstove was in the center of the room, with piping that zigzagged at oblique angles up through the center of the tree. Heavy woolen rugs covered the floor, and there was a twin bed along one wall, a desk for writing equipped with quill and ink, a few stools, a bookshelf, and a small wardrobe cracked open because its closing had been impeded by a green shirt sleeve. There was even a plate of breads and cheeses seated atop a small table beside the stove.
Vera remained by the door, arms folded over her chest while her eyes observed Thad's every movement. Alex, however, had set our packs on the floor near the door and ambled slowly around, looking over things, running his fingers along the bookshelf and wardrobe. Investigating. But Thad didn't seem concerned by this.
"You said you'd been following us?" I hung up my cloak before stepping farther into the room.
Thad waved his hand over the logs, and flames burst to life. He dusted his hands on his pants and stood, facing me. "Yeah. Ever since you landed in the ocean."
My lips parted. "I thought I'd sensed someone following us all the way to Nyhavn, but after what happened at the Rusted Kettle, I assumed it was Rakken."
Thad shook his head as his eyes slid to Alex, who had picked up a piece of vellum and was holding it up to the light as if he were trying to uncover some kind of secret message.
"And that was you in the Rusted Kettle," I continued, turning my attention back to Thad.
"Yeah," Thad said, looking back at me. "I was planning on saying something earlier, but I, uh, wasn’t sure how I'd be received." Here, he looked pointedly at Vera, who only tightened her crossed arms and flashed Thad a threatening look. "And then Rakken and his crew showed up…I was waiting for you across the street, Rook. I was about to step in and help, but then you seemed like you had it all under control." Thad looked at me with a kind of baffled wonder.
And then I realized it was because he had seen me use magic but had assumed I couldn't do it. Just like Rakken and his crew had assumed. I folded my arms over my chest. "It's been a recent development."
"I'll say," Thad said, rubbing his hands together. "Good thing, too, or the pops would have sent a whole lot more men to capture you."
"The pops…as in your dad, my uncle. Eris," I said.
Alex sat upon a stool on the opposite side of the room, one foot resting on the floor and the other resting on one of the wooden supports, his expression unreadable as he studied Thad.
"Yeah," Thad said, staring at nothing. His cheeks splotched a little pink.
"Well, it doesn't seem to matter how many men your father sent," I continued, "because it only took one to take them all out." I eyed him accusingly.
His eyes widened a shade. "Rook, hold on…I didn't—"
"Did Eris send you to find us?" I demanded.
"No." Thad's expression was pleading. "I mean…sort of—"
Vera's blades scraped on their sheaths as she pulled them free.
"Whoa, whoa!" Thad held up hands "That's not what I meant. Demons and hellhounds! Listen…he sent me here to find you in case Rakken and his men failed, but I knew I wouldn't…" He pinched his lips together and looked away, taking a slow, deep breath. "I wasn't going to help him get to you, Daria." His voice was raw in a way I'd never heard it before. "I let him think I was so that he wouldn't have me followed, but I only used it as an excuse to come here to try to help you." He gazed back into my eyes, uncertain and vulnerable, and the hazel in his looked liquid, like a pool in autumn reflecting the colors of changing leaves. "You are the last person on both worlds that I ever meant to hurt, and I…I hate myself every single day for it."
Vera resheathed her swords, and I stood there, paralyzed, staring at him. Oh, I wanted to believe him. I wanted to gather up every single word he'd spoken and lock them in a box where they would be safe and no one could take them away. I wanted so badly to have my friend—my cousin—back. But he'd hurt me so badly. I didn't know if I'd ever be able to fully recover from it. Sure, he hadn't necessarily been the one who had killed my father, but he had helped and hadn't done anything to stop it. And there was something else that didn't add up, too. "What about Thieves?" I asked. "You were there with Denn and you—"
"I was going to set you free, Daria," he said, looking straight into my eyes. "I had to keep up appearances, but I swear on all that's holy I was going to let you three go the first opportunity I got. But you escaped and I've been trying to find a way to get to you ever since. I'm not…" He paused, ruffling his hair. "I'm not just helping you now because I'm hoping to earn your trust in me. The things I've done are irreparable—I know that. I'm helping you because I have to. Because it's the only way I can live with what I've done, and because…because I care about you more than I've ever cared about anyone."
This time I turned away from him. I pressed my hands to my face, covering my eyes. I thought of Thad back in Thieves, and I remembered the look on this face. It was one of deep affliction, and he hadn't fought back when I'd so viciously attacked him. In fact, he'd almost looked like he wanted it. And all the anger in the world wouldn't hide the fact that I still loved Thad. Not in the way I loved Alex—not at all. Which was good, seeing as how Thad and I were related. No, I loved Thad like I loved Stefan. Thad had always felt like family, and it was like the prodigal son returned home. But I was afraid. What if he hurt me again? What if this was another trick to draw us close and betray us again? I wouldn't survive him twice.
I sighed, pulling my hands from my face, and I looked straight at Thad. He was staring at my hip, and I realized that without my cloak, my rook-adorned sheath had become visible. When he felt me studying him, he looked up, his expression almost hopeful.
In my periphery, I saw Alex watching me.
How could so many things be communicated without words?
At last, I sat down on the floor, folded my legs and rested my elbows on my knees. I didn't know what else to do. I couldn't tell Thad I'd trust him, because I didn't, but I also couldn't be angry with him any more. It was a strange circumstance to find myself in, and I was too tired to sort through it all.
"You guys hungry?" Thad asked, seemingly happy to change the subject from heavy matters. He had never been one for heart-to-hearts, and I figured he'd far surpassed his quota for, well, his entire lifetime.
No one said anything, but this didn’t keep Thad from arranging breads and meats and cheeses on a plate and passing it around. Alex didn't take anything, but Vera did, and when Thad held the plate before me, I took a piece of hard white cheese and a slice of what looked like prosciutto. "Thanks," I said.
"No problem." Thad set the plate conveniently within Alex's reach, and then came over to sit beside me, but not too close. "So," he started, mowing down on a cracker. "I'm assuming you're headed to Karth."
I met Alex's gaze, and his was filled with silent warning. "How did you know?" I asked Thad.
Thad wiped crumbs from his lips. "That's where the ol' pops thought you were headed, anyway. Not much else in Pendel besides, but you should stay away from Karth."
I was taken aback. "Who are you to tell me what I should and shouldn't be doing?"
Thad shrugged, taking a bite. "Oh, I dunno. I'm only the son of the greatest threat this world has ever seen. What would I know?" The question was rhetorical, of course.
I folded my arms over my chest, ignoring the I-told-you-so look I was getting from Alex right then. "All right. Why shouldn't I go to Karth?"
Thad swallowed his bite. "Because my father has a handful of men waiting for you there. He didn't know where you would show up first. But what I can't figure is why the blazes you've brought Del Can't and Miss V all the way here when your brother is about to be attacked by the shadowguard?" He raised a brow. "Or are you running from something?"
I did not appreciate these questions, because they had answers I didn't like. And if I were being completely honest with myself, they were answers I'd been trying my hardest to avoid. Still, did I tell him the truth about why I'd come? Or did I lie about it? And then I thought that if I wanted to help my mind make a decision on the issue of Thad's loyalty, I needed to try to give him the truth and see what he did with it. I took a deep breath. "I'm trying to find the box of the Pandors," I said, earning myself a sharp glare from Alex.
"Ah." Thad nodded at his cracker. "You want to find a way to stop my father from using the shield of power."
I nodded. "Though I'm surprised the son of the greatest threat this world has ever seen didn't figure that out yet."
Thad's forehead wrinkled in thought. "Pops doesn't tell me everything. He just gives orders. You know—typical tyrant behavior. You should be well acquainted with that. I know about the box, though. You really think it's in Karth?"
Alex frowned at me. I thought he was probably wishing for that muzzle about now.
"No, I think there's someone in Karth who could point me in the right direction," I said.
Thad looked sideways at me. "Who?"
"Arioch Prime."
Thad made a face as he choked on his cracker. "Arioch Prime? Where did you get that ridiculous notion?"
I frowned. "Why, do you know him?"
"Not personally," Thad said, coughing down his cracker. "He's a little—" Thad whirled his pointer finger in a large loop near his ear. "Who told you to find him?"
"Tran."
Thad rolled his eyes. "Wizards," he snorted, then dusted the crumbs from his pants and leaned back on his palms.
"So? Do you know where he is?" I asked.
Thad wrinkled his nose. "Technically." He drew the one word out as though it were four.
"What do you mean, technically?" I asked.
"I mean he's kinda like Tran in that he can only be found if he wants to be found. I only know where his place is supposed to be."
"Can you take us there?" I asked.
"Sure, if you think I'll live that long." Thad looked deliberately at Alex, who had one arm draped easily over his waist while the other hand rested on the hilt of his sword.
I gave Alex a look that said, Really? Alex leveled an equally grave and silent response that said, Yes. And then Alex said, "Daria, are you sure you still want to go through with this? Karth will be much more dangerous than Nyhavn."
I pinched my lips together and looked away because his question was related to the questions Thad had asked—all with answers I didn't want to face. "Alex, I have to do this. It's all I have left."
Wood popped beneath the fire.
"What if you don't find the box?" Thad asked. "What will you do?"
I swallowed, staring vacantly at the wood-burning stove. That had, after all, been the great question: what I would do if I didn't find it. "Then we will return to Valdon, and I will marry Danton."
My words were met with complete silence. I couldn't believe I'd just voiced that aloud, and I didn't dare look at Alex right then.
"Whoa, there, Rook." Thad pushed himself off his hands and sat up straight. "No need to throw yourself off a cliff at the first signs of trouble. Don't get me wrong…I mean, Point of Fact does have his charms, but he's not for you."
I glared at Thad. "Well, seeing as how your father has the entire shadowguard attacking Alioth, I don't think I have much of a choice in the matter. Unless I let Valdon burn to the ground. Which I won't. Anyway, we're done talking about this." I stood.
"No, we're not," Thad said, grabbing my ankle, "because we still need to find a way to get you in to Karth, and I have the perfect plan." He flashed me that mischievous smile I knew so well, and I wondered what I had gotten myself into.
 
 
Thad's perfect plan had been simple, though the four of us still managed to argue over it for at least one hour. Mostly because it meant Thad and I would enter Karth alone, and Alex was having none of it. Thad hadn't known exactly how many men Eris had sent to try to capture me, so we all agreed we didn't know how deeply Eris's influence reached. We had all also agreed that any enemies present would recognize Thad and assume Thad was on their side, which could work to our advantage. And with me being escorted as Thad's prisoner, none of Eris's men would suspect Thad was working with me, and therefore would most likely leave us be. Alex and Vera, on the other hand, could more easily be recognized, not to mention Thad would appear outnumbered, and their presence would raise many unwanted questions and earn us a potential escort for added security. Which we didn't need.
No, there hadn't been any disagreement about the essentials. It was the fact that I would be with Thad—alone—that Alex couldn't deal with. In the end, I made the decision to go forward with Thad's plan, and Alex was so angry with me that he got up and left through the dwarf-sized front door. I hurried after him, but Vera grabbed my arm.
"No," she said. "He needs to learn to trust you, princess. His feelings go well beyond that of your Aegis, and it's affecting his reasoning. Let him sort it out."
I blinked at her in surprise. "Thank you, Vera."
She nodded sharply and let go of my arm.
Alex didn't come back until the fire had dissolved into hot embers. Vera was curled up on a blanket near the door and Thad was resting in his bed. He'd exhaustively offered it to me, but I'd stubbornly refused and sat before the stove. Though I was extremely tired, I couldn't sleep until I knew Alex was back safely.
I didn't turn around when I heard the door creak open. It closed with a soft click, and then Alex's footfalls moved closer until they stopped behind me. He then took a seat at my side, close enough that his arm brushed against mine.
A few seconds of silence passed.
At last, Alex spoke. "I'd hoped you'd be sleeping," he said quietly, gently. His anger was gone.
I squinted at the kindling. "And I'd hoped you'd come back sooner."
Very slowly, he reached out and grabbed my hand, squeezing it. "I feel like I'm always apologizing to you," he whispered.
"Stop acting absurd, and maybe you won't have to," I said.
He chuckled softly beside me, rubbing circles on my wrist with his thumb. "You're right. It's my feelings for you that make me act so…absurd." He emphasized my word. "They cloud everything, Daria. I know I need to trust you more. I need to let you be who you are and have better faith that you know what you are doing—you've proven that over and over again on this journey. And right now, what you need is my support; it's just sometimes I…"
He turned his body so that he was facing me, and when I looked up into his face, the look in his eyes made my heart beat a little bit faster. The orange embers warmed his face and softened the angles, and I could see the dark shadow of stubble poking through along his jaw. "Daria, if anything happens to you, I'll never be able to forgive myself. You are a part of me that nothing else can fill. I wish that I could protect you from everything, but I know that I can't. As your Aegis, I know that I must defer to you and that there are things you must face without me. But as your…" He clenched his jaw. "It's…it's hard." Here, he paused and a looked at me with a question in his eyes. "Do you really trust him?"
It wasn't a loaded question. His eyes searched and his face had softened in a way that was genuinely interested.
I sighed and glanced briefly at Thad's sleeping frame before settling my gaze upon the fire. "I'm not sure," I said at last. "I want to. I really, really want to, Alex." I threaded my fingers together and flexed them over my kneecap. "I spent three years not trusting you, either, you know."
"That's entirely different," he said.
"Is it?" I glanced back at him, gazing deeply into his eyes. "My whole life I didn't know who you really were. Here I'd thought you were my best friend, and I didn't even know your real last name. I was so angry for so long, Alex. I spent years bitter and resentful that you'd left, and when you came back, I spent even more time furious with you for lying to me. I wasted so much time and energy being angry and hurt and unwilling to forgive—all because I didn't understand. All because I didn't understand you or why you did what you had done. No, it wasn't until I almost got us all killed that I realized how stupid and selfish and unfair I had been. And I realized that, had I been standing in your shoes, I probably would've done the exact same thing."
"Daria, I hope you know by now that I don't fault you for your reaction. You were completely within your right to be angry with me for lying."
I shook my head. "I know that you don't fault me, but it's not about that. It's not about what you should or shouldn't have done. It happened, and for me to have held on to it so tightly for so long was wrong. Our time in the world is so short, and life is too fragile and too precious…" I paused, swallowing through a tight throat. "I can't always know what makes a person choose to act this way or that. I can't always see the road they walk or understand what burdens they carry, but it doesn't matter that I understand. What matters is what I choose to do about it, and I won't make the same mistake again. I won't waste any more time or energy or emotion being angry about things I can't control. I won't let my compassion wither away because I can't let go of bitterness, like my uncle.
"And Thad…it would be dishonest of me to say that I don't want a relationship with him. He was there for me at a time when no one else was, and through that, no matter how true or false his actions, I grew to love him like a brother. I'm not saying that I've forgotten Thad's betrayal—I will never forget that. But forgiveness isn't about forgetting. Forgiveness is about moving on and starting anew and beginning the healing process from a wrongdoing, and hopefully the relationship will be stronger because of it. We all make mistakes, Alex, no matter how great or small. Thad made a very big mistake, but that doesn't change the fact that I still care about him. He has asked for a second chance; who am I to deny him that?"
For a long time, Alex was silent. There was a look on his face I'd never seen before, some mixture of wonder and curiosity and humility. At last he reached out and trailed his fingertips along my jaw. "You've changed," he said, though even through his whisper, I could hear his pride.
My grin was slight. "I've learned some things in the past few months."
His eyes were huge and close as he trailed his thumb over my bottom lip. "And now, I'm learning too." He pulled his thumb from my lip and cupped the side of my face. "It goes against every fiber of my being to let him close to you, Daria, but I can't argue with anything you've just said. If you want to give him a second chance, I won't try to stop you. Granted, I can't say that I'll be as kind, but I'll do my best. For you. You're a better person than I am."
"No, I'm just tired of being angry all the time."
He smiled, slipped his hand beneath my chin, lifted it slightly, and he kissed me. Tenderly and gently. Perfect. It only lasted a moment, but it still managed to leave me feeling lightheaded and dizzy. He slipped his hand in mine and helped me to my feet. He grabbed a few blankets from a shelf, and the two of us spread them out near the stove. I was surprised he was allowing himself to lie beside me, but he probably figured he was safe from my romantic attacks with Vera and Thad in the room. I curled up against him, and he wrapped one arm around my waist, pulling me so close that even through our leathers, I could feel his hard and lean frame against my back.
What I wouldn't give for a lifetime of this.
And it was to the sound of his breathing and the warmth of his breath on my hair that I finally found peace enough to sleep.



Chapter 21
The City of Karth
 
 
The four of us stood under cover of a crop of trees, gazing upon a great stone wall. The city of Karth was behind that wall, turrets and spires poking their heads up from behind its great heights as if to keep a watchful eye on the world outside. Flags of reds and golds fluttered from their crowns, matching the red and gold banners hanging down from the apex of the arched portcullis in the wall—the only way in and the only way out.
"Are you ready?" Thad asked me.
I took a deep breath and pulled my hood up and over my head. I wasn't wearing the venita cloak this morning. I'd left that back at Thad's. Thad had had a nice collection of woolen cloaks that he'd given each of us to wear. I had concealed my dagger beneath it, and I had also ripped Tran's note from the bindingbook, folded it, and shoved it in my pocket—just in case Arioch Prime needed proof. "Ready as I'll ever be," I said.
Thad tugged on his hood. "Okay. Time to put these on." He held out a pair of fancy shackles with runes etched all over the cuffs. When the light hit them just right, the lettering glimmered as if they had been written in silver glitter. According to Thad, they were magical handcuffs. The runic markings were charms in case the bearer tried using magic to disable the cuffs—the cuffs would absorb the magic.
Alex hadn't been a huge fan of this part of the plan, either, but Thad had emphasized how every single detail counted. It would be expected that a high-profile prisoner, like myself, would be wearing magical cuffs, and if we were spotted by some of Eris's men, they'd be suspicious if I wore anything less. To Alex's annoyance, both Vera and I had agreed with Thad on that point, too.
The cuffs clicked open and I set my wrists into them. The metal was surprisingly warm, and no sooner had my wrists touched it than the metal clamped shut. The runes glittered, sliding over the surface like liquid, and I suddenly realized the hinges in the cuffs were no longer visible. The cuffs had become one solid band with glittering letters moving around it.
Thad noticed my concern and said, "Don't worry, Rook. They're not permanent. I'll take them off as soon as it's safe."
"You'd better," I said.
Thad rolled his eyes.
"So help me, Thaddeus, if anything happens to her…" Alex said.
"I know, I know!" Thad said. "You'll hang me from a tree and let my entrails fertilize the earth."
Alex's eyes narrowed. "Worse."
"Uh, you'll tie me up in a sack, tie a cannon to my feet and throw me over the Great Cliffs so that I can drown in the Black Sea where the bone carp can feast on my eyes?"
Alex adjusted his arms. "Worse."
"Not Mistress Harpy." Thad's eyes widened. "You wouldn't."
Alex's eyes narrowed further. "Would."
"Wouldn't what?" I asked. "And who's Mistress Harpy?"
Vera grumbled and rolled her eyes. "One of the girls in the bard's choir. She has a terrible voice, but they can't kick her off because her father is the director. She has a thing for Thaddeus."
I smirked back at Thad, who made a face like don't even start.
There was even the hint of a grin on Alex's lips. "Thaddeus thinks…what was it you said?" Alex glanced sideways at Thad. "That she's the size of a duråt?"
"No, bigger. And she sings like a gargon."
I chuckled and Thad looked back at me with a smile on his face.
"Ready?" he asked.
"Ready," I said.
I looked back at Alex. His eyes were locked on my face, and I could see the struggle in them. This was extremely difficult for him, but he was trying. He then nodded for me to go on, like if I didn't hurry, he might change his mind and never let me out of his sight. I mouthed the words I love you, and he whispered, "Then come back."
Thad and I emerged from the tree cover and out onto the open road. When I looked back to where we'd left Alex and Vera, I could see nothing but trees. He was there, though, watching me. I could feel him like the pull of an electromagnetic field.
It was strange, being alone with Thad like this again. It was sort of like old times, but it wasn't. There was the image of Thad, my friend, but it kept flickering with an image of Thad holding a knife to Fleck's neck, like some hologram being distorted with digital interference, and I couldn't seem to separate the two channels.
"Rook, you can't marry Point of Fact," Thad said as we walked.
"You don’t listen very well, do you?" I flashed eyes at him.
"Nope," he said easily, glancing down at my rook-embedded sheath. "You're still wearing it."
I stared back ahead at the wall and pinched my lips together. I stretched the cuffs apart as far as they would go, just to give myself something else to do rather than think about marriages, but the cuffs only stretched about five inches.
"I'm serious," Thad continued, grabbing hold of my arm.
I flinched at his touch, lowering my hands.
Thad noticed, and I felt his disappointment. "Sorry," he said. "But I kinda have to…"
"I know," I said flatly and relaxed a little. I knew he'd have to escort me, but the contact was still a little too much, too soon.
"You can't do that to Del Can't," Thad continued lowly.
We were on to this again? I glared straight ahead. "Really? Because he's the one who's been telling me to consider it all this time."
"Only because he has to," Thad said.
"And what would you know?" I spat.
Thad hesitated. "I know that I've never seen anyone love someone in the way that he loves you."
I grit my teeth together. "Anyway, I'm here so that I don't have to marry Danton."
"And I'm saying that even if you don't find what you're looking for, you can't marry him."
I had to force my next step forward, because what I wanted to do was stop and throttle Thad silent. "What am I supposed to do? Stand there while Valdon's destroyed? With my brother still in it? It's none of your business, anyway."
Thad was quiet a moment, still holding on to my arm. "So you'll sacrifice yourself to save a world that despises you?"
"Don't tell me you're suddenly an expert on sacrifice." I felt guilty the moment the words were out of my mouth, but when I looked at Thad, he was staring blankly at the wall up ahead.
"Is it true?" he asked quietly.
"Is what true?"
"What you said to Del Can't last night about giving me a second chance?"
I blinked. "You were supposed to be sleeping."
He continued staring straight ahead, but a smirk appeared on his face. I grunted and fixed my eyes forward.
"Thanks, Rook," he said softly. 
We continued the rest of the way to the wall in silence, and even from here I could feel Alex watching me from beneath the trees. A couple of guards greeted us as we approached.
Thad held me close, gripping my arm like he thought I might try to run away from him. "Thaddeus Mendax," he said, throwing back his hood.
The guard walking toward us faltered and then stopped. He had an angry face, worn and weathered from a hard life, eyes dark and cynical as if he hadn't experienced much happiness. Those unhappy eyes floated over to me, rested on my cuffs for what felt like a very long moment, then moved back to Thad with satisfaction. I silently thanked Thad for using the magical cuffs. "I was expecting Rakken," the guard said in a surprisingly high and nasally voice.
So this guard knew who, exactly, Thad was and he had been on the lookout for me. Were all of these guards servants of Eris? I guessed we'd find out soon enough.
"Well, you got me instead," Thad said easily.
"Lord Eris said you was tied up in Valdon."
"Hm." Thad looked down his nose at the guard. "How interesting that my father shares every detail of his plans with a sentinel at the wall."
The guard's face darkened. Clearly, this was a sensitive subject for him.
"If you don't mind, I'm kind of in a hurry," Thad said in a tone that suggested this entire conversation had been a complete waste of his time.
The guard's lips tightened, and he looked over his shoulder and waved his hand. Gears ground and metal cranked, and the portcullis rose. Thad pulled his hood back over his head, and, without even the slightest glance at the guards, he led me through the wall.
Karth was a magnificent city. It held an old world beauty—the kind I'd seen in photographs of Ancient Rome, where labyrinthinian streets carved through arched passageways like secret paths between buildings. Where smooth stones and rough rocks were laid together in impossible perfection to form the walls of grand structures, and each enormous wooden door was engraved and decorated like a rare piece of artwork. Where dragons and stories were cut from iron, clinging to the roughly hewn walls as support for hanging lanterns. Plants lined the walkways and flowers poured out of baskets hanging from the sills of leaded glass windows, painting splashes of color all over the city of old rock. Everything was packed so tightly together—a great maze of a city—and the buildings towered over me in a way that was dizzying. I thought it might be very easy to get lost in such a place, and I was thankful to have Thad with me.
There were merchants on the streets selling a beautiful garden of fresh vegetables. Great purple eggplants and pyramids of artichokes—each easily the size of my head. There were apples and oranges and bushels of lettuce, and there were many other edibles, too, that I had never seen before. There were pastries and breads, herbs and grains, and there was a certain sweetness to the air that brought the saliva to my mouth and made me lick my lips. The sweetness came from a roaster, just a little farther up from where we were standing, where a great slab of glazed, red meat turned slowly over the fire in a large cooking spit.
People strolled everywhere, clothed in layers of wool from the chill, and children were bundled so heavily that they had to hold their arms away from their bodies because too much fabric prevented their arms from resting at their sides. They shrieked and squealed, running together through the streets while parents—or irritated bystanders—yelled after them to slow down.
Thad led me forward down the main street, still clutching my arm tightly. We kept to the edges of the street, sometimes meandering behind the merchants' stands. One merchant, an older man with a bald head and long, grizzly, gray beard smiled at me and I smiled back, and then he noticed my cuffs. His eyes widened in surprise and then he seemed particularly interested in Thad. Thad made a menacing face I'd never seen before, and the old man got the message and became very engrossed in rearranging his display of leather gloves.
"Try to avoid eye contact, please," Thad murmured irritably in my ear.
"Sorry," I whispered. "But this city is incredible. I had no idea. It looks like pictures of Italy."
"Well, the portal in Karth is directly linked with the one in Rome. Marcus Agrippa was born in Karth, you know, and I think that...I told you that I'd kill you if you try that again!" He said this much louder than he'd started his history lesson.
I was momentarily startled by his abrupt change in tone and conversation, then noticed the handful of guards up ahead. I immediately got into character. "You're hurting my arm," I spat, jerking it away.
Thad jerked it back. "You think this hurts? Wait till I break it."
The guards stopped, and the one in front held up a hand, motioning for us to stop. I shrank back a little in my hood, looking down to hide my face.
"What do you got there?" asked the guard in front, addressing Thad.
Thad grabbed my cuffed wrists and I whimpered, trying to pretend he was hurting me. The chain between my cuffs clattered a little, and when the guard noticed the shimmering runes on the cuffs, he looked leery. "A high magic mage?" the guard asked Thad.
So this guard did not know who we were. Good, then not all of the guards in Karth had been compromised.
"Yes, and I'm not sure how much longer this charm will hold, so if you'll excuse me…" Thad was starting to pull me forward when an arm stretched out, blocking our path.
This arm didn't belong to the guard we'd been speaking to. It belonged to another guard who had been standing near the rear of the small group.
"You look familiar," said a raspy voice I thought I'd heard before, but I was too afraid to look up lest I be recognized.
I felt a prick of Thad's anxiety. "And you stink like ale," he said easily. "Hard to do your job when your senses are impeded."
But before the words were out of Thad's mouth, the guard ripped my hood back. My heart pounded in my ears and Thad's anxiety skyrocketed through the roof. Very slowly I glanced up. It was Denn Faris's father, Lorimer Faris. He had been a guard at the wall in Valdon and had caught me once when I'd tried to escape with Fleck. I could only assume that my uncle had since stationed him here to look out for me.
"Well, well, well," Lorimer sneered, his ugly face twisted in cruel mirth like a pumpkin on Halloween. The other guards looked confused, however; clearly they didn't recognize me, but I doubted it would be long before Lorimer chose to enlighten them. "And your escort is…" He ripped back Thad's hood; Thad's face was as blank as an empty canvas. "Thaddeus Mendax."
A few of the guards looked to each other. This name didn't mean anything to them, but mine would.
"What's going on here?" asked the guard who had spoken initially.
Lorimer looked between Thad and me as if trying to piece something together. It seemed he couldn't figure out how Thad could be here—with me, no less—without his knowing about it. "I’m not sure," Lorimer said slowly, as if dragging the question out might give him time to solve the mystery. "But the lady you have before you is Princess Daria Regius of Valdon, granddaughter of King Darius Regius and second heir to the throne of Gaia."
Great. Exactly what I hadn't wanted to happen.
His words were met with heavy silence. A few of the guards shifted, their curiosity turning to disgust, and the people who had been within hearing distance suddenly looked back at me with disdain in their eyes. There was whispering and murmuring, and a heavy cloud of resentment simmered all around me.
"Are you sure?" asked another one of the guards, appraising me with a look on his face that said I was not what he would have expected.
"Oh, I'm sure all right," Lorimer said. "I guarded the wall at Valdon and caught her trying to escape once. Meeting someone for an afternoon tryst, were we?" He leaned close to me. "I heard from Denn what a little whore you are."
My blood boiled beneath my skin, but Thad squeezed my arm so hard I had to bite my cheeks to keep from crying out in pain.
"Or was that when you were plotting your way into the games so that you could take Pendel away from its people?" He chomped on these last words and a bit of his spit flung out and landed on my nose. I couldn’t wipe it off, though. My hands were cuffed.
His words had the desired effect. Now all of the guards looked hostile, and a small but angry crowd started forming around us.
Apparently, all of Pendel thought about as highly of me as Sir Randik had.
"Lieutenant Faris." Thad inclined his head, though his eyes narrowed. "I would appreciate it if you did not notify the entire city that we're here. I've been instructed to keep this as quiet as possible. Which is why we were trying to be discreet."
Lorimer licked his lips, his eyes twinkling with endless possibilities. I could see that he believed Thad, and he was anxious to be in on this profitable secret. He glanced back at his small squadron. "I'll escort these two to…where did you say you were headed?" He looked back at Thad with genuine interest.
"I didn't," Thad replied flatly.
Lorimer smiled. He had an ugly smile. His lips were already thin, but when he smiled they completely disappeared, and all the wrinkles in his face deepened, making it look as though someone had carved a hash symbol on each of his cheeks.
"I'll be back, boys," Lorimer said to the other men. "Going to see justice served."
The first guard who had spoken seemed to have finally put his personal feelings aside and come to his senses. "But this is the princess. Are you sure King Darius shouldn't be notified that his granddaughter is here? I can't imagine he'll be too happy knowing we've held her prisoner."
"I'm on my way to alert him now," Thad said, leveling a gaze on Lorimer that told him to be quiet.
Lorimer licked his lips again, watching me. He looked like a reptile.
"Now, if you'll excuse us," Thad said.
The other guards stepped aside, giving Thad and me room to pass through, but Lorimer followed closely behind.
Thad stopped, stood up tall, and glanced over his shoulder at Lorimer. "Lorimer, what are you doing?"
"Like I said. I'm coming with," Lorimer said.
"No, you're not. My orders were to bring her alone, and—"
"Well, my orders were to report immediately if I so much as caught a whiff of the princess, and I say there's something here that smells foul."
Thad and I exchanged a quick glance, then Thad's eyes fluttered shut in frustration. "Fine." He opened them again and squeezed my arm as he led us forward.
We had to lose Lorimer, somehow, and I had to keep up this disguise until then. What we needed to do was get off this main street. There were people and guards everywhere, and no telling which of them would come to Lorimer's aid if we attacked him out in the open like this. What we needed to do was sneak down one of those narrow passageways—preferably one without people.
"The quickest way to the dungeons is that way." Lorimer pointed down a narrow alley that look just like every other alley we'd passed.
"We're not going to the dungeons," Thad replied, sounding bored.
Lorimer was quiet and then said, "You're taking her to the steward, then? That's a smart move. Let him see the infamous princess who conned her way into the games and lied and cheated in an attempt to take Pendel. Perhaps he'll have her publicly flogged."
"There will be no flogging," Thad said. "I'm sorry, but can you stop talking? You're giving me a migraine."
Lorimer didn't hear, or chose not to. "And I'll tell them what a whore she is. I have it from my son, Denn, that she made her way around the entire class of new Academia graduates, trying to win them to her side for when she took Pendel. Clever, princess, and you've got the looks to get away with it, I'll say…" His eyes slid over my body in a way that made me want to punch him. "But unfortunately for you, whores don't inherit crowns."
My legs shook as I walked, clenching my teeth to bite back my retort. We needed to lose him now. I wouldn't be able to hold my tongue much longer, and by the sideways glance I was getting from Thad, I could tell he was afraid of this, too.
"Ow," I said suddenly. "That hurts."
Thad's confusion swelled. "Deal with it," he said, his expression in stark contrast to his sharp tone. He was trying to figure where I was going with this.
"Let go of me!" I struggled against his arm, pretending to kick him but getting off balance at the last moment.
Thankfully, Thad caught on, and right before Lorimer stepped in to help, Thad's grip eased and I bolted. My boots slapped on the hard pavement as I shoved past people and vendors and plants. It was surprisingly difficult to run with my hands tied together; it threw my balance off, and I almost tripped over my own feet a few times. I glanced back just in time to see Thad and Lorimer chasing after me, with Lorimer in the lead. Still sprinting, I managed to grab the leaves of a huge fern and jerk it over so that it fell with a loud crash upon the street. This bought me a few extra seconds while I sprinted, glancing down each and every passageway, trying to find one that was dark and vacant enough.
Not such a good idea in the midday sun.
Conscience, not now, please.
And then I saw the perfect arched stone pathway. I had to correct my momentum so fast that I nearly lost my footing, and I grabbed hold of the corner of the entrance to keep myself upright. I scrambled down broad steps and straight for the tiered lines of laundry spanning between buildings like a giant cobweb of fabric. I glanced back; Lorimer rounded the corner and Thad was right behind him, his eyes and hair wild.
I ran straight into the laundry, ducking around and under the lowest tier until I was in the center of it all, and then I allowed myself a deep breath. The wind around me swirled and twisted in a cyclone, ripping down shirts and huge sheets and pants and socks. Lorimer had reached the vortex of clean laundry, unsure of what to do next, with me standing in the eye of the storm. I knew he was there—I could feel him—but I couldn't see him through all the fabric. Very slowly, I tiptoed through my fabric cyclone and to the side of the alley, holding tight to my chain so that it didn't rattle and give away my location. When I felt Lorimer move forward, I struck. I pressed my palms together and slammed the sides of them into the cluster of nerves at the base of his neck, and he collapsed in a heap, unconscious. And then all the laundry stopped spinning and drifted down on top of him like great leaves in autumn, burying him from sight.
Thad was standing at the edge, looking impressed, arms folded over his chest. "You know, Rook, you could have just hid around a corner and attacked him from behind."
"Yeah, well, I couldn’t exactly find anything big enough to hide behind that was also out of sight from everyone else." I pursed my lips. "And I'm a little limited, you know." I held up my cuffs and shook them, letting the chain rattle.
Thad arched a brow. "You aren't supposed to be able to do magic with those things on."
"It wasn't magic," I said. "It was Cian."
Thad gasped. "What, you two are pals now? I thought that was just a fancy wish of your father's."
I shrugged. "So did I."
Thad folded his arms over his chest and scowled. "Well, that's hardly fair. You get the wind elemental and the magical ability of a high magic mage."
I looked down at the small rise in the fabric where Lorimer's unconscious body lay. "We need to get out of here before he wakes up."
"You could kill him," Thad said quietly.
I glared up at him. "No. There's been enough death."
Thad looked like he'd expected this answer and sighed. But it didn't stop me from turning around and kicking Lorimer hard where I thought his stomach would be. "That's for lying about me to the guard." And then I stomped my foot where I thought his crotch should be. "And that's for your pig of a son."
Thad smirked at me. "You done? I need your arm again."
Thad and I left Lorimer and the laundry, exited the quiet pathway, and continued up the main street like nothing had ever happened. Though I did feel sorry for whoever had strung all that laundry, because they'd find a right and dirty mess. Luckily, there were fewer people here, and none seemed to recognize us. When the street forked in thirds, Thad took the one farthest left, which led us up a very steep and strenuous incline. It reminded me of the streets of San Francisco.
"I hope you know where you're going," I grunted. "If I find out that I've climbed all this and there's nothing…"
"Relax," Thad panted, squeezing my arm. "I know where I'm going."
He eventually stopped before the face of one of the buildings to admire a fresco.
"Thad," I huffed, trying to put my hands on my hips, but then realizing I couldn't stretch them far enough apart. "I don't have time to be admiring artwork."
The fresco was a picture of dragons. There was one great white dragon rising above the rest, and on that great white dragon sat a rider. They were sailing over a luxuriant land of mountains and river and wildlife, the picture so crisp and so clear I could almost see the wind ruffling the man's hair and almost hear the beat of the dragons' wings…
"Ah, I think this is it," Thad said, pointing to a spot in the green fields.
I looked at Thad. I looked at the spot. I looked back at Thad. "How is that spot any different than the spot of green five inches to the right?"
Thad rolled his eyes and grumbled something that sounded like, "And she's the one who inherits all the special powers." He moved his finger in a circular pattern around the spot. "Look harder. See it?" he asked.
"See what…" And then I saw it: it was an autostereogram. Like I was staring at a Magic-Eye picture, where if you stared hard enough, another image came to life—a 3-dimensional image made of the background. And that's exactly what happened. The green in the grasses layered themselves into a 3-dimensional image of… "But what is that supposed to be?" I tilted my head as if changing the angle might help, but all I saw was a symbol that looked a little like the letter "D," but with strange accents.
 

 
"It's the symbol for Draconi, I think," Thad said, looking over his shoulder, as if checking to make sure no one was watching.
"Draconi, as in those with the blood of dragons?"
Thad looked back at me, surprised. "Yeah, how did you—"
"Long story," I said. "But why is that symbol important?"
"Because there are still some people in this world that believe the line of the Draconi wasn't lost. Your loon, Arioch Prime, is one of them."
"And what do you think?" I asked.
Thad rubbed his chin, and then shrugged. "I don't know. I don’t really care, either, and I won't until I see a dragon—"
"I've seen a dragon," I said. "Two, actually."
He gaped at me and dozens of questions filled his gaze. I briefly wondered how he would've missed the dragon in Thieves, but then thought he and Denn and the others had probably run off shortly after our fight. They certainly hadn't been around when we'd been fighting the guards near the shortcut.
"The story will have to wait," I said. "You're taking me to Arioch Prime, and I'd rather not keep Alex and Vera waiting any longer than we have to."
Thad still looked a little stunned, then blinked and gazed back at the fresco as if he'd suddenly forgotten what he was looking for.
I decided to help him and pointed. "The Draconi symbol…?"
"Right." He raked a hand through his hair, then looked back over his shoulder at me. "You've really seen two dragons—"
"Thad."
"Okay, okay…" He looked back at the wall, trailing his pointer finger over the symbol. "There has to be a way to activate it somehow…" His eyes darted over that one little place, and he checked back behind us, again, to make sure no one was around.
We stood there about thirty minutes while Thad tried all sorts of things: enchantments and charms, touching the symbol this way or that way, tracing it or holding his fingers on different points. He only paused when people walked by.
I didn't know where it came from, but I had a thought. Acting on this sudden whim, I walked right up to the letter and breathed hot breath upon it.
"Well, that isn't gonna…" Thad's voice trailed as the image changed.
The symbol darkened until it turned black, and then the triangular space between the lines turned red, and the entire thing popped out of the wall like a button. Thad and I exchanged a glance, and I pushed it in. The red glowed brightly, there was a pulse of energy, and a door appeared, just like it had always been there, right where the river had been. Windows slowly popped into view where the mountains had been, golden light glowing behind, and Thad and I watched while our fresco slowly transformed itself into the face of a very charming stone house. And then the door opened.
A man appeared in the doorway, tall and thin with a face full of wrinkles and cropped white hair crowning his head like snow. He wore a loose tunic and plain brown pants that looked as if he'd filled them out at one time, but long life had stolen his former girth. It was his eyes that held me transfixed—clear and blue like the sky on a bright and sunny day. They reminded me of someone else, too. They reminded me of Tran.
And when those eyes settled on me, he smiled a gentle and reminiscent smile. "Oh, I've been waiting an entire lifetime for you."



Chapter 22
The Weight of Truth
 
 
He ushered Thad and me through the door, glancing briefly at the street beyond. People walked past, though none seemed to notice us. It was as if they simply didn't see us standing there, or, for that matter, his house. And when I stepped through the door, I found myself in a room the likeness of Dumbledore's office.
A great atrium stretched upward, stuffed to the brim with rows and rows of books and knickknacks, and metalwork was scattered all over the floor and the broad steps leading to his desk because there simply wasn't room enough for it all. There were great brass spheres attached to large brass rings like planets in orbit, moving slowly around a central sphere like a small solar system in motion. There was a Newton's cradle the size of a small swing set standing beside it, and a giant pendulum hung from a place so high in the ceiling I had to squint to find the top. The pendulum's base looked like a fat, titanium pencil, and it was drawing large, sweeping circles into a sunken, shallow pit of white sand in the stone floor. And all around the pit of sand were strange markings and runes, shimmering gold in the light, and as I looked closer, I noticed that the shapes the pendulum had been drawing in the sand weren't really circles. It had drawn layers of the same symbol I'd seen on the wall outside—the symbol of Draconi.
"It is the symbol of your past," the old man said in the sort of voice that told stories around roaring fires where all the children gathered eagerly.
I looked up to find him watching me. The smile was still on his face, and then he placed a hand over his heart. "I am Arioch Prime," he said. "And it is truly an honor."
"I am—"
"Daria Regius," he finished for me. "I know. You are the last of the Draconi."
I exchanged a glance with Thad, and Thad shrugged as if to say, What did I tell you?
"Yes…" I started, turning my attention back to Arioch Prime, "but I'm not related to any Draconi. My father is…was a Regius and my mother was a Pandor." It was still hard placing my father in the appropriate tense. But Arioch Prime wasn't looking at me any more. He had turned his attention to Thad.
Thad stood ogling what would have been a chemistry teacher's dream. There were Bunsen burners and beakers and flasks and huge Erlenmeyer bulbs filled with bubbling blues and bright greens. I'd never seen such a magnificent or complicated arrangement. The only thing missing was a fume hood.
"Ah, does the young master have a penchant for alchemy?" Arioch asked, slowly approaching Thad.
Thad squinted as he watched a bright blue vapor thread through a glass tube and into one of the Erlenmeyer bulbs, where it condensed and coated the base of the bulb in solid blue. "Is that oil of calamus?"
Arioch nodded and made a face like there were still other ingredients he wanted Thad to guess.
"And are you mixing it with Dulcis Seed?" Thad asked.
Arioch clasped his hands, pleased.
"But how are you getting the two compounds to fuse together without exploding?" Thad asked, trailing his finger over one of the glass tubes.
"Centuries of study, young man. Centuries. And a bit of callaberry root." Arioch winked as he ambled to Thad's side, while I tried wrapping my mind around the idea of being centuries old. "I'm making essence of Dragon's Breath. Here, let me show you…" Arioch turned the dial of one of the Bunsen burners to reduce the flame beneath one of the large beakers filled with blue. He squeezed a metal clamp, removing it from the bulb, and with a twist, he pulled the bulb free. A thick fragrance immediately filled the air, sweet and aromatic like tuberose, but so strong it tickled my nose and I sneezed.
"Whoa…" Thad's jaw fell open.
Arioch smiled at me and reattached the bulb. "The scent is very strong when concentrated like this."
I wiped my nose. "I'll say. I've smelled the flowers before, but they weren't nearly so—" Sneeze. And I had smelled the flowers before because Danton had given me Dragon's Breath flowers during the festival.
"When it's concentrated like this," Arioch continued, "it makes an unparalleled age-reducing emollient."
"I didn't think it was possible!" Thad exclaimed, completely awed.
"All things are possible," Arioch said, "given the right ingredients and conditions. Perhaps I could take you on as a pupil. You seem to know your part and parcel."
"Really?!" Thad gasped, looking like he'd just won the lottery. "You mean you could teach me to—"
"Thad." I gave him a look. We had not come here to find him a potions master. He could find that on his own time.
"Er…yeah. Maybe later," Thad said, and I gave Thad a tight smile of gratitude.
"And do you think maybe…" I held up my cuffs and rattled them.
"Oh, right." He hurried to my side and removed them while Arioch watched in interest. Thad shoved the cuffs in the folds of his cloak.
I turned my attention back to Arioch. "I don't mean to be rude, but…"
"You know, I have never understood why people begin a phrase in that manner," Arioch said, waving his hand at the air. "Because what inevitably follows is, in fact, very rude, and by admitting as such, it is as though you wish to somehow forfeit responsibility for your next words."
I saw Thad smirking at me in my periphery.
"What I mean to say is that I am in a hurry," I continued carefully.
"You are the one who came to me, my dear," Arioch said, walking around to the back of his desk.
"Yes, because Tran said—"
"I know exactly what Tran has said," Arioch said, taking a seat in his high-backed chair and folding his hands on the desk. His blue eyes burned through me like lasers. He was no longer Grandfather Storyteller. Now, he was more like Grandpa Scrooge. Maybe he wasn't crazy. Maybe he just suffered from multiple personality disorder.
"How?" I asked, feeling small and insignificant beneath that intense gaze.
Arioch observed me a moment. "Because Tran Chiton is my brother." He sighed and looked up at the ceiling as if he were accusing some omnipotent creator for cursing him with such a relation.
"Your brother," I repeated.
Arioch drummed knobby fingers on his desk and looked back at me with narrowed eyes. "Younger. Yes. And he's earned every bit of the designation."
Thad had moved to stand beside me, watching our conversation with great interest. He seemed to be enjoying the fact that he was clearly the favorite. A saying about birds flocking together came to my mind.
"So you know why I'm here, then," I said to Arioch.
"I do. But I must admit that I'm surprised to see the young Master Mendax accompanying you." His blue eyes moved to Thad, and the look in them wiped the smirk right off Thad's face. It seemed like Thad had fallen out of favor with the Grandpa Scrooge side.
"I am too," I admitted, "but he's with me. It's okay."
Arioch raised a bushy gray brow as he studied Thad, and Thad looked offended. "Hey, I'm the one who—"
Arioch raised a hand, cutting Thad off, and then he looked back at me. "You're here about the box."
"Yes," I said. "I believe it'll help me find a way to keep Eris from using the shield of power."
Arioch observed me a moment in silence. "Oh, finding the box will do much more than that. Tell me"—he threaded his fingers together and leaned forward over his desk—"do you really know what it is you seek?"
I hesitated. "If you mean what is inside the box…no."
He studied me a long moment, then opened a drawer in his desk and rifled through it until he pulled out a slip of paper. He waved for me to come over, so I did, with Thad following closely behind.
"Let me show you something." Arioch grabbed the huge, silvery quill that was standing on its tip, completely unsupported, right on the edge of his desk. He hadn't bothered grabbing a vial of ink, but when he started writing on the page, the quill wrote on as if it hadn't known the difference.
Arioch wrote out a word in black:
 
draconi
 
Before I could say anything, he said, "Watch." He waved his hand over the sheet of paper, and the letters began rearranging themselves. The "d" flipped upside-down to assume the identity of a "p," the "c" joined with the "i" forming a new, accented "d" and the remaining letters moved so that combined, they all formed a brand new word: Pandor.
For a minute, I just stared at the paper, feeling Thad's surprise course through my body. And then I looked up at Arioch. "You're trying to tell me that Pandor and Draconi are the same?"
"I'm not trying; I am telling you," Arioch said, his tone all gravity. "Do you know of Galahad Estroian's betrayal by Septimus Draconi the fifth? Or do you believe that it was Galahad himself who attempted to destroy this world?"
I remembered the living mosaic on the floor of the Temple of Draconi back in Gesh. "Well…up until recently, all I'd known of Galahad was that the shield of power corrupted him and that it destroyed him when he was trying to rule over the world."
Arioch's eyes shone as he waited for me to continue.
"But I've been more recently informed that, ah, Galahad had actually been betrayed by a Draconi—whom I've also only recently learned of—and that they both died when Galahad was trying to overcome the Draconi and his dragons. But I never heard the name of the particular Draconi, and no one has ever mentioned Galahad's last name."
Arioch looked pleased, and Thad looked utterly shocked.
"Where the spirits did you hear all that?" Thad gasped.
Arioch continued as if Thad hadn't spoken. "The Draconi who betrayed Galahad was Septimus the fifth, and Galahad's full name was Galahad Estroian."
"But why hasn't this been taught?" I asked. "Why does everyone believe that Galahad was the one who tried to destroy the world?"
"Because, dear child, it is the victors who write our histories. Both men were the most powerful in all the territories, and with both of their deaths, the seat of the throne was empty. There were many prominent men at the time who saw this as an opportunity to rise, and therefore gave the people a different story. A story that would destroy Galahad's reputation and disinherit his heirs. Since many of those leaders had been on the battlefield, it was an easy story to believe."
"But how could the people forget about the dragons?" I asked.
"Not everyone has forgotten." He held up a finger, and I remembered Mercedes' words. "There are still some who hold to the truth, but centuries have turned most of it into myth and folklore. Time has the unprecedented ability of altering the past."
"Maybe because your version of the past never happened to begin with," Thad remarked, his arms folded over his chest in a way that made him look very much like a pouting toddler.
Arioch didn't even glance at him.
"Arioch, did Septimus Draconi leave any heirs behind?" I asked.
Arioch's smile was slow and secretive. "One—a baby girl, named Berava. Right before the Great War, her mother grew fearful of what she knew was to come and hid her daughter away with a young family. She told this family who this child was and to keep her identity a secret, as well as her abilities."
"You mean her connection to the dragons?" I asked.
Arioch's features pulled together. "It goes beyond that, princess. The Draconi had a tie to Gaia's spirit that gave them their unique bond with dragons. That tie gave them a unique ability to perceive others—sense their spirits, if you will. Feel their emotions and draw on power most mortals could only dream of."
My skin erupted in goose bumps; this was all beginning to sound eerily familiar.
"But there was still the bond with dragons that had to be dealt with. For as long as a Draconi heir lived, there would be dragons flocking near, and Berava's identity wouldn't stay hidden long. A very intricate spell was cast, for the linkage could not be destroyed without killing Berava, so the bond was removed instead. The spirit portion of this linkage remained intact and was pulled away in a breath and then locked safely away in a magical box. And it has remained there ever since so that if great need ever arose, the breath of dragons could be restored to a true Draconi heir."
I stood, dumbfounded, trying to process everything he had said. Was it true? He seemed to believe it was, though it all sounded too incredible to be real. But something deep inside of me had stirred at his words. Something deep inside of me had already known. "The name Pandor was made up, then," I said.
"From the name Draconi, yes," Arioch said.
My head was starting to ache something fierce. "But what about Stefan?" I asked. "My brother. Wouldn't he have inherited it, too?"
Arioch shook his head. "It only passes to one. Strangely, it seems to have passed only to the women since Berava."
Thad held up a hand as if he were trying to physically pause the conversation. "So you're saying the princess here is actually a Draconi—the last heir of the dragons."
Arioch Prime nodded very slowly. "The very same. A great of many greats, but a descendent of Berava Draconi, the last of those with the gift."
Thad threw his hands down like he was fed up. "And you get dragons? I swear…genetics just isn't fair."
I was too stunned to comment.
"So you see," Arioch continued, "the great secret of the Pandors is actually that the Pandors are not Pandors, but descendents of the Draconi—those with the blood to tame dragons."
I inhaled deeply. "How do you know all of this?"
Arioch Prime leveled his clear eyes on mine. "Because I am the one who raised Berava Pandor—the last of the Draconi and first of the Pandors—and I am the one who gave her the name by which you are called."
My vision started tunneling, and I found a stool and sat down.
"Tran is the only other person in this world who knows Berava's true history," Arioch said.
"You are the one who removed the gift, aren't you?" I asked.
"Yes…" Arioch Prime shut his eyes as if the memory were painful. "I was a young and ambitious wizard at the time, and I had no idea what the cost would be for a revocation of that magnitude. I lost my wife."
I opened my mouth to say something, but then closed it instead. Sorry did not cover death.
Arioch had opened his eyes and noticed. "Do not pity me, my dear. It was many, many years ago, and I have learned to live on. Keeping watch over the Draconi line has kept me more than preoccupied. I've lived here all these years, making sure the Pandors were kept safe. I told my secret to Tran when I believed he was mature enough to handle it. I saw the signs and I knew that it wouldn't be long before the longevity of the Draconi line would be challenged. It wasn't long after I recruited Tran's help that Cassian Regius, your great grandfather, sent his son Darius and his armies across the Black Sea to see this rumored power of the Pandors. When they…took your mother, Tran followed her back to Valdon and watched over her from there. I had to stay here to keep watch over Pendel and the box I'd hidden.
"But Eris never forgot," he continued, "which, I believe, was his impetus for starting the Dark Reign. He had been after the shield of power—yes—but he also wanted the box of the Pandors. Of course, he did not know what it held, but he suspected its greatness, which was why he'd secured such a strong foothold in this land."
And I'd read about that, too. When Eris had attacked the mainland with his shadowguard the first time, about twenty years ago, he had begun his work in Pendel. The histories said the reason was because Pendel would be an easy victory, since they had no lord and were cut off from the other territories. It would have been easy for Eris to take it over and instill fear in the other territories. But it would make more sense if he'd started with Pendel because he'd been in search of the box.
I set my feet on the stool's supports, set my elbows on my knees and leaned forward, staring at nothing. So what Eris had said had been true. That my grandfather had come over to Pendel—not to help Pendel with their civil war—but to help his father take the power of the Pandors and use it for their own purposes.
And then I realized something else. If what Arioch had said was true—which I felt deep down that it was—then there was nothing in the box that would aid me with the shield of power. The only thing in the box was a breath that would reestablish a linkage between dragon and man…or, more accurately, me. I sighed, closing my eyes. "The only thing in the box is the linkage."
"It's not the only thing," Arioch said. "There is also a record of the past—lineages, if you will, of great families that I am sure many in this world would like to get their hands on and destroy."
I opened my eyes; my chest felt unusually heavy. "Why?"
"Because, child, though the nobility may choose to ignore, blood does not lie, and there are many figures of prominence who would be displaced if the true heir was discovered."
I understood what he was saying. "You mean the true heir of Pendel, as in Galahad's line."
"Yes."
"But I thought that line was dead," I said. My mind was spinning in circles.
Arioch Prime sighed. "No, Galahad Estroian's line is not dead. It is very much living."
"Then who is it? And why didn't you say anything earlier? You could end all of this fighting!"
Arioch shook his head. "I'm not altogether certain, and besides, it would be much too dangerous for anyone to make such a claim at this point. I'm sure even your Thaddeus here would agree with me on that point."
I looked over at Thad, who didn't look like he was too eager to help Arioch out after being so abruptly smote. Still, Thad nodded.
"How so?" I asked Arioch.
"With so much discord between the territories, the current lords would most likely kill anyone who made such a claim. There are too many others—your grandfather included—who are vying for the position of power, which that episode at the festival snatched right out of their hands. Anyone who comes forward now would need the written history in order to prove their blood, and even then such an act would be extremely risky without a multitude of support."
"So retrieve the box!' I exclaimed. "You say that history is inside of it, and you've had it in your possession all these years…" My voice trailed because Arioch was shaking his head.
"I set the spell so that only a Draconi can retrieve it. If anyone else tried, they would never get to it alive, assuming they even managed to get through my wards."
I did not like where this was going at all. "You're saying that I am the only one on this entire planet who can retrieve it, and that I'll have to do it alone?"
Arioch nodded very slowly.
I was almost afraid to ask because I had the sneaking suspicion that I already knew the answer. "And where is the box?"
"In the heart of the Hall of the Dead."
I stood perfectly still, suddenly terrified. I was pretty sure Thad wasn't so jealous of genetics right then. He even let out a slow whistle, shoved his thumbs in his pants, and leaned back on his heels.
"The catacombs?" I gasped. "But there are…monsters inside of it!" I was distantly aware that I sounded like a small child afraid of the dark.
"Monsters?" Arioch looked surprised. "What in Gaia's name are you talking about?"
I described to him our encounters with the Zombie Hulks, and Arioch looked suddenly worried.
"Well, that isn't right," he said. "I cast the spells myself. They should only come to life if someone not of blood enters the tombs, and I took great care in fabricating wards so that they could not leave."
"Wait—you made those things?" I asked.
"No, I did not make them, child," Arioch said, looking startled. "Only dark magic could create such vitriol. Dark mages of old created the curse that transformed dead into kytharii centuries ago. When the dark mages created the kytharii, they were a great terror upon this land, though over the years, many of the people have forgotten them. They've been reduced to frightening tales of myth, and the people have my tampering to thank for that. However, I couldn't destroy the curse, so I trapped the kytharii in the great hall."
It sounded like he had said kai-thar-ee. "Kytharii?"
"The dead you speak of. That is their Karthan name, though no one speaks Karthan anymore. As I said before, I was not able to destroy the curse, so I lured them into the Hall of the Dead and tampered with their curse. I made it so they wouldn't wake unless an intruder entered the Hall of the Dead. Regardless, they shouldn't attack you. You're a Draconi." And then he paused, his eyes narrowed. "But you're also a Regius, and I took great pains against that line."
"Were the Regiuses even around when you tampered with the curse?" I asked.
"Oh, yes," he said through tight lips. "They were the first of the prominent families who lied about Galahad Estroian. The kytharii you encountered must sense the Regius side of you, though what I can't understand is why you found one on the southern beach and in the ravine. My wards should have made it impossible for them to escape the Hall."
"Maybe your wards are old," Thad said.
Arioch's expression was pensive as he rubbed his chin. "No. Something is happening, but I do not yet know what. It's almost as if…" His voice trailed and he looked back at me. "You didn't by chance happen to acquire a pendant from your mother, did you? A little crystal, about this big…" He pinched his forefinger to his thumb.
"I do have one," I said. "My father gave it to me when I entered this world. He said it had belonged to my mother."
Arioch looked satisfied. "It did. It's a rare stone, made from dragon fire. It will react to your blood and should overshadow the Regius inside of you."
"Well, that's great, because I left it in Valdon," I said.
Arioch rubbed his chin. "Hm. I'm surprised Tran didn't tell you to bring it along. He should have known you would need it. Perhaps he forgot because of his own errand."
"He drew me a picture of it," I smarted bitterly, digging in my pocket for his folded note.
Arioch gasped in relief. "Ah, good."
"Good?" I handed him the slip of paper. "I'm not sure how a drawing is going to help…"
Even as I watched, Arioch dipped his fingers into the page, and when he pulled them back out, a shimmering crystal dangled upon a silver chain. It was my mother's necklace—the very same one I'd tucked safely away in my bedside drawer.
I gasped. "How did you…? How did he…?"
But Thad was the one who actually formed a coherent statement. "How in the blazes did you do that?" His hair was sticking out all over his head, and he looked a little bit crazy.
Arioch made a face that suggested he wasn't about to divulge his and his brother's artistic talents. Though if the fresco outside were any indication, I thought Arioch's talent was probably greater. "Tran must have remembered a little late," Arioch said, sounding reproachful of Tran even in his absence. "Best put this on." Arioch handed me the necklace and the paper.
I slipped the chain over my head, and when I looked at the paper, the drawing was no longer there. I folded the note and put it back in my pocket.
"Don't take that off," Arioch said, holding a finger up as if scolding. "Now, Tran also informed me that Nightshade is in your possession."
"Nightshade?"
"That." He pointed to the hilt of my dagger, just visible from beneath my cloak.
I found it extremely unsettling that another person could know so much more about me than I did.
Slowly, I pulled it from its sheath. The hilt warmed my palms as if suddenly springing to life, and a thread of warmth slid up my arm and through my torso, where it finally touched the stone now resting on my chest. A connection was made, then glittering runes appeared on the blade, shimmering and sliding over the surface of the metal just like the ones on the magical cuffs. The warmth pulsed in my chest and then faded, and the shimmering runes vanished.
"If I might ask, how did it come into your possession?" Arioch asked.
"I found it…in a stream," I replied.
"Interesting." He studied me, though his thoughts were elsewhere. "A very talented metalworker named Nevan made that blade a very long time ago. It was made with both light and dark magic, and therefore can penetrate even the otherwise obscure boundaries of life and death."
"Like spectars?" I asked.
He nodded. "And creatures that should be dead, like the kytharii. It is the only one of its kind. It wasn't made for the stone, per se, but their combined magic should feed one another and keep you protected. As I said, Nevan was very talented."
I resheathed my dagger. "What happened to Nevan?"
A shadow passed over Arioch's face. "That is, perhaps, another story for another time. For now, we must focus on the task at hand."
Yes, the task where I was supposed to march into a tomb of super-strength corpses and find a box. Only… "Arioch." I stood slowly from my stool, clasping my hands. "I came here looking for the box because I had thought it had the power to control the shield. I had felt…pulled to this land. But that isn't the reason I've been pulled here, is it? I was pulled here because of the Draconi. Not because the box will tell me how to overpower the shield."
Arioch placed a hand on my shoulder and squeezed, his eyes sad as they looked into mine. "No, child. I'm afraid it will not tell you that." And then he paused, struck with a thought. "But the lost lineage of Galahad Estroian will be chronicled there, and if there is any hope in overtaking the shield's power, it would be by his heir."



Chapter 23
Hall of the Mostly Dead
 
 
And that was how I found myself standing before the very last place on Gaia I had ever wanted to go: the Hall of the Dead.
Arioch Prime opened his front door, but the view outside was no longer the city of Karth. The view now boasted an old stone tower, squat and slightly leaning as though time had wearied it of holding shape and, like a middle-aged man, let its weight coalesce near the middle, giving it a sort of bulbous center. Balistrarias marked the walls, dark and much too narrow for anyone to see inside, though it would not keep those inside from peering out. There was a set of arched iron doors at the base of the tower, and engraved across the surface of both doors was the great symbol of the Draconi. The sky above was covered in a thick layer of clouds, providing an eerie backdrop to the ghostly object in front of me. It was like something straight out of a horror film, only this wasn't a film. This was my life. And when I looked back, there was no sign of Arioch's house.
"How far are we from Karth?" I asked.
"Only a few miles," he replied, "but I thought bringing you here this way might be easier than walking back through the city. Now, you must remember to keep your pendant on at all times. Just follow the path, and once you're inside, you'll know which way to go."
"What about the dead?" I asked. "What if they wake up?"
"They won't—not as long as you wear the necklace. It will keep your Regius blood hidden."
"And all I have to do is open the box and the breath will be restored?" I asked.
Arioch shook his head as a gust of wind ruffled his baggy trousers and tunic. "It is not so simple as that. We must perform a ritual in order for it to be restored properly." He put both hands on my shoulders and squeezed, gazing intensely into my eyes. "The box belongs to you, Daria Pandor Regius, last of the Draconi. I did not create such an array of spells and wards to keep you out; approach it with confidence." With a last squeeze, he released my shoulders. "Thaddeus will be here waiting when you return."
I exchanged a look with Thad. He looked about as wary as I felt. "What about you?" I asked Arioch Prime, but Arioch was no longer there. "Where did he go?"
Thad grunted. "Typical." His eyes flickered over my face while the wind ruffled his hair. "You sure you wanna do this? I've had nightmares that are more pleasant."
I looked back at the tower. "I don't see how I have much of a choice."
"But you heard what he said, Rook. There isn't anything in the box about the power of the shield."
I sighed, pushing the hair away from my forehead. "I know. But it may have record of the true heir. And besides, I didn't come all this way just to turn around when I arrived. Maybe…maybe this breath of dragons will be able to help us defeat Eris in other ways."
Thad's hazel eyes searched mine, and he reached out and grabbed my shoulder. He waited there a moment, seeing how I'd react to his contact, but I didn't pull back. And then he wrapped his arms around me. My body went rigid, and I eventually softened into him, wrapping my arms around him. He rested his chin on my head. "You'll be all right, Rook," he said gently. "You'll get the box and we'll get the blazes out of here and take you right back to Del Can't. And then we'll figure out what to do next. Don't think about Danton yet."
I snorted into his chest. "I wasn't until you brought him up."
Thad loosened his grip around me and pulled back to look into my face. "We've got this. I'm not going anywhere." And then he looked past me at the tower, dropping his embrace. "Even though I know I'm gonna have nightmares for months."
I chuckled and then faced the tower of terror. The wind gusted all around me as if it was trying to fill me with strength, and then slowly and steadily I walked to the entrance. The iron doors seemed to glare at me, each half of the Draconi symbol standing like some invisible threat. With a deep breath and one last glance at Thad, I pushed the door in and stepped inside.
Power shuddered through me as I walked through the threshold, like a great gust of chilled air. But even as my foot landed on the stone, my necklace pulsed against my sternum. It warmed until it grew hot, sending little rivers of heat through my body. Arioch must have placed some kind of ward even over the door.
I stood there a moment in the pitch-black while the heat faded into a dull warmth. A torch sprang to life on the wall beside me, illuminating the belly of the tower. From what I could tell, the tower was perfectly hollow inside, and little slices of gray marked the walls where the balistrarias were. Right in the center of the tower, standing in the middle of the stone floor, was a large and elegant sarcophagus, shiny black and perfectly rectangular with writing engraved all over the surface. I couldn't read the writing, however; it was in a language I didn't know. Aside from the sarcophagus, the rest of the chamber was empty. There were no doors or grates in the flooring—nothing that might indicate any sort of passage.
I had to be missing something.
I stepped closer to the sarcophagus and trailed my fingers lightly over it. The writing etched in the surface shimmered at my touch, sliding over it like it had done with the cuffs and my dagger. The little stone at my chest pulsed with warmth, and I noticed the raised symbol of the Draconi on the lip of the sarcophagus's lid. The symbol shimmered more brightly than anything else, and when I touched it, it felt warm. Holding my breath, I pushed it in.
Stone rumbled and I jumped back, startled, watching the sarcophagus rumble backwards across the stone floor until it stopped. The tower sounded extremely quiet. And right where the sarcophagus had been was a stone stair leading deeper underground. With a deep breath, I took the torch from the wall and descended.
My heart pounded as I walked down, breathing in the cold, stale air. My boots scraped on smooth stone as my little sphere of golden light encased me like a soft protective shell. Light slid over the roughly chiseled walls as beetles and spiders skittered out of sight, and the staircase ended in a tunnel. My knees wobbled as I continued forward, threads of cobwebs brushing over my face. There were so many cobwebs that I pulled my dagger free and swatted the tip of it through the air before me. The tunnel descended deeper, slanting downward, and the stone at the base of my throat pulsed a little warmer.
My palms sweat though the air was chilled and damp. There were certain points along the tunnel where the air felt thicker, like I was walking through some sort of invisible sludge. Every time my stone pulsed warmer, and I could only deduce that what I was experiencing were more of Arioch's wards. And then my path eventually leveled out and into a great, round chamber. It was like gazing at the underbelly of an underground dome of a cathedral. I held my torch up to get a better view, and my next step froze in place.
Corpses. Thousands of them.
It was like some kind of grand library, but instead of bookshelves, there were rows upon rows of stone beds with gray and rotted bodies lying on top of them. Arms were folded neatly over abdomens, eyes closed as though they were all sleeping. They were the exact same creatures we'd fought on the beach and seen down in the ravine, the ones Arioch had called the kytharii.
My pulse skyrocketed while the torch trembled in my hands. For a long, terrible second I just stood there in horror, the stone burning hot against my skin, while I waited for one of them to wake. I could hear the inhuman sound of their cries even in my mind, and if even one of them woke, I wouldn't stand a chance. I knew how fast they could run.
A slight breeze moved over my damp forehead.
Keep going, it said. The way is safe for you.
I noticed a small, arched doorway on the opposite side of the round chamber. I took a deep breath, and with a death-like grip on my torch and dagger, I tiptoed forward. Slow and steady, not wanting to make a sound lest it wake this horde of demons. My eyes flickered everywhere as I moved, lithe and catlike, and before I knew it, I was on the other side and through the doorway.
Another pulse of energy moved through my body and faded. Another ward. I finally exhaled and glanced back. Nothing had stirred. With another deep breath, I looked ahead. The tunnel descended farther.
If I even made it out of this alive, I was going to have nightmares for years.
Maybe not. Alex will probably kill you when he finds out you came down here.
True.
My boots padded softly on the stone floor, and the cobwebs grew thicker. A couple of times, I paused to make sure I'd cleared them all away and almost had a heart attack when I encountered a black spider the side of my hand. I hated bugs.
The tunnel eventually ended in a small antechamber that branched into three tunnels.
Well, now which way?
I held the torch before each, though it didn't make a difference. They were all identical in the small sphere of light cast by my torch. Back and forth I walked, trying to decide which tunnel to take. Arioch had said I would know the way, but I couldn't tell which one I should…
My necklace warmed before the one on the far right. Just to make sure I wasn't imagining things, I walked back before the other two. No, the stone had definitely responded to the one on the right. So, with another deep breath, I headed down that one.
I almost turned back. I'd gone no farther than about ten feet when the tunnel widened and the walls hollowed out, forming more stone beds with hundreds of more corpses. I was walking down a hall lined with dead bodies, and even though I kept to the very center, they were still close enough to reach out and grab me. The stone burned hot at my neck. I walked fast, trying hard to keep myself from running because I didn't want to make a single noise, and after what felt like forever, the tunnel of bodies ended at a pair of bronze doors with yet another giant Draconi symbol engraved upon them. The bronze metal looked wet and shiny beneath the light of my torch. I pushed one open. The metal felt cold beneath my fingertips, and it opened without sound. I stepped inside.
I stood at the edge of a high ledge, looking over a deep pit. It was perfectly round, like a great turret that had somehow sunken deep into the earth, and there was a wooden ramp that spiraled down along the inside, deeper into the earth. I sighed.
Seriously?
Down and down I walked, hugging the wall close, trailing my hand with the dagger along the wall while I held the torch outward with my other hand. Water drip-drip-dripped in the distance, plunking in a nearby pool, but the pit was otherwise silent.
I really had to be insane to keep going.
No comment.
Conscience, you can start helping or you can shut up.
The ramp finally leveled out into a shallow pool, and there was a narrow doorway in the wall. My boots splashed through the water, and I walked through the doorway and into a new tunnel, only to run into an iron gate blocking my further passage. My heartbeat skipped. Had I gone the wrong way? Had my necklace only warmed because of the corpses?
I held the torch against the gate, trying to see beyond, but there was only more tunnel, then nothing but darkness. I glanced behind at the shallow pool reflecting some of the torchlight.
Well, now what?
Just as I was turning to look back at the gate, the light from my torch reflected upon something on the wall. I moved the torch to try to catch the gleam again, and I saw it—a rusted, metal ring dangling from a chain that was threaded through a small hole in the ceiling. Very slowly, I walked toward it, and when my fingers brushed the cool metal of the ring, the stone warmed on my skin.
A moment's hesitation, and then I tugged the chain. Metal squealed and gears ground, and the iron gate rose into the ceiling, leaving only little daggers of iron poking through. I exhaled and continued, praying that the gate didn't close behind me. The narrow corridor descended deeper, and then the path ended in a stone wall. It was a dead end.
I moved my torch over it, looking for an indentation, a marking—anything—but the rock was one giant slab of smooth granite. Trying not to panic, I took a slow, deep breath.
"It's okay," I said to myself. "All you have to do is just turn around and go back the way you came."
The little stone warmed at my neck, and I wrapped my fingers around it and held it up so that I could glare at it.
"Well, make up your mind! You're the one that warmed up when I came this way." And then realizing I was talking to a stone, I let go of it, pressed my forehead to the wall, and sighed.
The wall moved.
It only moved in an inch before it stopped, but it was enough to scare me half to death, and I jumped back. The wall didn't look like it had moved, and there were no new markings on it. I put my hand on it and tried pushing. Nothing. I put my forehead on it again. Still, nothing. I kicked it, but that only resulted in an aching foot. Had I imagined it?
The stone at my neck pulsed with warmth again, and then I had a sudden idea. I leaned forward so that my mouth was inches from the wall and released a long exhale upon the surface. A large Draconi symbol glittered to life in the rock, and when I reached out to touch it, my hand slipped through as if the stone were an illusion. I stuck my hand in a little farther, and it disappeared completely from sight. I shut my eyes and stepped through. There was a rush of cold air and the sound of sharp, layered whispers, and when I opened my eyes, I was on the other side.
I was standing inside a small chamber no larger than a bedroom. Torches sprang to life all around the room, and right in the center was a solid iron pedestal. Seated on top of that pedestal was a small black box.
My heart sped as I approached it, feeling a strange pull to the object in the center of the room. It had a hold on me, guiding me forward, beckoning me closer. There was a Draconi symbol embedded on the lid of the coffer in large rubies, which had been set in shining gold prongs. Runes and other symbols had been etched all over the box, sliding over the surface like they were living things.
For a moment, I just stood there staring down at it. I found it strange that I should have had so many dreams about this box, but none of my dreams had ever shown me something so extraordinary and opulent and magical. The rubies seemed to glow in the firelight, and the runes shimmered with faint light as they slid over the surface—enchantments long since put in place by the wizard in the world up above. And I could feel the power. Great, immeasurable power bursting from beneath the lid. Centuries of waiting, like a genie trapped in its bottle. I reached out to touch the box, but the moment my fingertips grazed the surface, my necklace burned hot.
There was something different about this burning, and I thought it felt more like a warning. But what would it be warning me about? I looked all around the room, but it was empty, save me and the torches and the pedestal. I studied the pedestal a little more closely. The top of the pedestal was perfectly flat, except for a slight, square platform upon which the box was seated. Ah. It was weighted.
I would need something to replace the box with, but how could I do that having no idea how much the box actually weighed? Arioch had said it stored a breath, which meant I'd only have to account for the weight of the box. But then I remembered he had also said something about ancestry records. Considering the size of the box, either the records weren't very long, or the font would require use of a magnifying glass.
Either way, I hadn't brought anything with me, other than my dagger and necklace—neither of which I was about to leave behind. There had to be something around this room…
Sure enough, I noticed a small piece of ironwork hanging from the back of the pedestal. It was shaped in the Draconi "D." I lifted it from its small hook, shoved my dagger in my belt and carefully set down my torch. After a slight pause and a silent pep-talk, I made the swap and held my breath.
Nothing happened.
I exhaled slowly and turned my attention to the box in my hands. The box itself couldn't have weighed more than a few pounds, and the runes shimmered more brightly now, moving faster as they slid beneath my fingers. Did I open it? Or did I wait for Arioch? He had said I would need a spell to reestablish the connection. But couldn't I at least look inside? I thought that I should probably wait for Arioch, but my hands seemed to have a different idea. My thumb lifted the small latch, as if someone else were guiding it there, and my fingers raised the lid.
A burst of air exploded in my face so strongly it threw me back against the wall. My insides churned while my head and heart pounded. The stone burned so hot against my skin I thought it might melt right through me, and there were voices. So many voices, as if I'd suddenly been thrown into a crowd where everyone was talking at me, images blurring like I was spinning in circles, and then I couldn't breathe. I wheezed and coughed, staggering on all fours, trying to inhale. Trying to blot out the visions and commotion. Trying to gather myself. After what felt like forever, the stone cooled, the chaos disappeared, and I could breathe again. But I felt strange, shaky and lightheaded as if I hadn't eaten and my body was feeding on adrenaline. I remembered the box and looked around for it. It lay on the ground in front of me, open, and I peered inside.
It was empty, save a small, tightly wound scroll resting innocently at the bottom.
Magnifying glass, then.
I quickly shut the lid, but the runes no longer shimmered or slid over the surface. Well, I couldn't worry about that. I still had an entire crypt to traipse right back through. So I shoved the box vertically into my cloak pocket, grabbed my dagger, and headed back. Through the tunnels and up the ramp, up the corridor of corpses, my footfalls faster and faster the closer I was to the exit. I couldn't believe it. I'd gotten what I'd come for. It hadn't been so bad, considering, save the thousands of sleeping kytharii. I reached the large chamber of kytharii, basking in my success; I could almost see the opened sarcophagus and the iron doors and the green landscape beyond where Thad would be waiting. I started across the floor of the chamber, my excitement and adrenaline flowing at full speed, and that's when I tripped.
I'd been so focused on my exit and showing off my find that I hadn't noticed the rock jutting out of the floor. I fell forward, bracing myself for impact with my hands while also trying not to skewer myself with my dagger or burn my face with my torch. The force of the impact shot through my arms and I toppled over, holding my knife and torch out in front of me as my shoulder collided with the ground, crunching on something.
My eyes widened in horror. The necklace.
I scrambled to my feet and little pieces of stone slid down my leathers.
Oh, no.
I held my breath, my heart thumping, but the dome was quiet as a tomb should be. Relieved, I tiptoed forward, and then I heard movement.
Soft stirs rustled throughout the hollow dome, echoing all around me. Overcome with cold terror, I sprinted. My boots pounded on the stone floor, through the pathway and up the narrow corridor, praying my torch didn't burn out. Yips and eerie calls echoed from deeper in the darkness, as death and malevolence swelled behind me. I would never survive so many, and Thad…
I pounded up the steps, sending silent praises that the sarcophagus was still open, and I smacked right into one of Arioch's wards. I fell back a few steps, cursing to myself. The stone had allowed me to pass through last time, but I no longer had the stone. Arioch's wards would hold me inside like invisible walls, just as they had held the kytharii in for centuries. And the sounds were getting closer.
I had to get out of here. Panicking, I pressed my hands forward, feeling the edges of Arioch's invisible ward. It was hard as rock, though I could see right through it. There had to be a way to break it down. I glanced back down the dark cave. I could hear the light footfalls of the kytharii padding down the stone, scraping and clawing the rock as they neared, sounding like a horde of rats. My lungs heaved as I frantically pushed against the surface of the ward like I might physically press it back. My teeth grit as I strained, then in a moment of desperation I reached down inside of me, touching the warmth that sizzled there. Heat flooded my lungs and burned down my arms, and in a flash of blue light, the air before me convulsed. A blast of heat blew over my skin, and the ward was gone.
I gasped my relief, but the snarls behind me pushed me ahead. I sprinted up the stairs, skipping two and three at a time, hearing yips and growls right behind me. Once I reached the sarcophagus's opening, I spun, searching for the button on the lid. Glowing blue eyes flickered at the base of the stair right as I found it and pushed it in. Teeth gnashed and deep gurgling growls filled the stairwell as the kytharii bounded up the stairs on all fours. The sarcophagus rumbled, sliding back over the hole. I wanted it to move faster; the kytharii were almost at the opening.
The sarcophagus closed right as the first of them reached the opening, stone sliding shut, cutting off cadaverous hands and arms. Angry screams and growls echoed beneath the stone and I could hear them clawing and raking at the rock. Something gripped my ankle, and I looked down.
One of the dismembered hands of the kytharii had clawed its way to me and wrapped around my ankle, trying to pull me back to the sarcophagus. I screamed and hacked at it with Nightshade. The hand finally released my ankle, but then the other pieces of arms and hands came after me, too, crawling and writhing their way like worms. I used Nightshade to cut them down, and then I exploded out of the cave entrance.
Thad heard me and turned around, looking bewildered. "Rook, what are you—"
"We have to get out of here!" I screamed.
A loud, bone-chilling cry of hundreds trembled from the tower.
"Hellfire, Rook!" Thad's eyes bulged like a frog's. "I thought your stone—"
"It broke!" I yelled. When I caught up to him, I grabbed his hand and pulled him after me.
"How!?"
"I fell, okay?!"
"But I thought those things were trapped down there!"
"I broke down the wards."
"You…what?"
"I couldn't get back out!"
He cursed under his breath, panting. "I hope you at least got what you were looking for!"
"It's in my cloak!" I yelled. We hadn't gone more than a few hundred yards when a shadow burst from behind a bush and a fist collided with my stomach. I tumbled forward, choking on my breath, while more hands grabbed my arms and legs, pinning me in place.
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"Great power bestows great responsibility,
And great responsibility bestows great power."
 
~A Daloren Proverb





 
 
 
 
Stefan
 
 
How had it come to this?
The lush and dramatic landscape of Valdon was covered with black, like a great veil blanketing the land. But this veil did not bring warmth. This veil brought a deadly cold, infusing the air with the putrid scent of death, and fear permeated the city like a disease.
The shadowguard stood outside of our walls, tens of thousands strong. They did not attack. No, they would starve us out in order to take this castle intact. Eris wanted this castle as an example. We did not have the men to fight him, either.
"Still no word from Lord Commodus?" I asked.
"No, your highness," said Headmaster Ambrose. "However, I imagine if your request involved your sister's—"
I slammed a fist on my desk, rattling the quill in its ink, but effectively silencing the headmaster from expounding any further upon his point. "What of Campagna?"
Headmaster Ambrose stood like a statue of himself. "Nothing, your highness."
The unease in the room thickened. A few of the Aegises shifted and even Aegis Cicero Del Conte looked dismayed. It was rare for him to show anything other than hope, and seeing him without it was unnerving in a way I could not bear. "Excuse me a moment," I said to them, and I crossed the room and walked swiftly out the door.
Guards jumped aside, making way for me as I stormed down the long corridor. When I reached the double doors to the king's chambers, his guards took one look at me and stepped out of the way.
I pushed the doors in to a dark room.
"Grandfather." I looked around his empty chamber; there was a single candle lit upon his nightstand. The sheets of his huge bed had been thrown back in a sloppy heap and his pillows lay in a pile on the floor. Books were thrown all over the place, and papers were jumbled in a corner. "Grandfather, this has to end," I continued. "Your kingdom is at war, and you are hiding from it like a child."
The insult felt awkward in my mouth. I'd never spoken thus to my grandfather, but if he meant to be respected, he needed to act respectable. I thought Daria would be proud of me.
A shadow moved in my periphery, just near the window. It separated itself from the thick draperies like a phantom. "Get out," grumbled a raspy voice.
"I will not," I said. "Pretending Lord Eris and his shadowguard do not exist will not make it so. Grandfather, if there is something you know that could help us—anything about your son—I need you to—"
"He is not my son!" King Darius stepped out into the halo of light. His hair was tangled and matted and the skin hung loosely from his face, his pale eyes bulged and the hollows of his cheeks deepened in a way that made him skeletal.
"If he is not your son, then who is he?" I snapped.
King Darius stared at me a moment, a fire blazing in those pale eyes, and then my grandfather slumped in the seat of the window, burying his face in his hands. Weeping.
"Grandfather." I approached him slowly. "Please. I understand your sorrow, but—"
"You do not…" He sobbed into his hands. "You do not understand. No one…my fault. All my fault. I should've seen it. I should've taken the time…I might have prevented…" His breath shuddered. "I would have both my sons."
I inhaled very slowly. "Grandfather, I need to know how to stop Lord Eris. I need to know how to save this city."
Before the words were out, Grandfather was shaking his head. "You can't, Stefan." His voice was a faint whisper. "Thanks to my father, Eris is the most powerful dark mage this world has ever seen."



Chapter 24
The Power of the Dark
 
 
"Search her," said a woman's voice.
At first I'd thought Thad had betrayed me, but then I realized Thad was in a similar predicament. His arms were pinned behind his back and his left eye was already starting to swell and turn purple.
"Let…go of me!" I screamed, trying to writhe free, but all of my extremities had been efficiently secured to the ground.
A pair of rough hands felt around my body while other hands held me down. "Found it," said a masculine voice as he pulled the box from my cloak. The voice belonged to Lorimer Faris. I grunted and jerked but to no avail, and the look he gave me was grimly sardonic.
Lorimer handed the box to a woman with long, elegant fingers and lustrous brown hair that spilled in a dark river over a cloak colored like midnight. Her features were sharp and aristocratic, and they hardened with purpose as she studied the box. I'd never seen the woman before, but there was something oddly familiar about her warm brown eyes.
Satisfied, she shoved the box in the folds of her expensive cloak, while eyeing Thad with deep loathing.
"Hey, Ma," Thad smirked.
Ma…? This woman—whoever she was—was Thad's mother?
The woman's robes fluttered behind her as she walked over to him, then promptly smacked him hard across the face. The slap cut through the air like the crackle of lightning. "You are no son of mine," she hissed.
"Ow!" Thad flexed his jaw. "That hurt!"
The woman then moved to my side, gazing down at me as one might gaze down at vermin. Wisps of hair floated about her face—a face with the terrible beauty of an evil queen from fairytales—but again, I was struck by her eyes. There was something familiar about them I couldn't quite put a finger on.
"Thank you, Daria," she said in a full and authoritative voice. "I've been looking a long time for the box of the Draconi, and I could not have retrieved it without your help."
"You can't…do this!" I shouted.
She crouched and grabbed a fistful of my hair. "Shut up. I am sick and tired of your whining, you spoiled, pampered little brat." She released my hair with a shove, then found the gemless chain draped around my neck. She jerked the chain free, observing the small fragment of stone that still clung there. "I should've known it was the necklace," she said. "I had suspected it was your dagger, and had you not kept this so safely tucked away, I might have discovered it sooner."
And then it hit me over the head like a cast-iron pot. "Rhea…?" I gasped.
Her smile twisted with cruelty. She waved a hand over her face, and for a split second, her face transformed into the face of my sweet handmaiden. Kind and sincere, with soft wrinkles of age. Everything had changed but her warm brown eyes. And then the friendly and gentle features of Rhea transformed back into this powerful and angry woman crouched before me. Power radiated from her like heat from a desert sun.
"But I don't understand," I said. "Why would you do this?"
She looked as though my question fascinated her, but she didn't answer it. Instead, she stood, her midnight robes cascading over her slender frame. "Hand me Lord Eris's strongbox," she said to Lorimer.
Lorimer produced a bundle from beneath the folds of his cloak. The item had been wrapped carefully in black velvet, and when Rhea grabbed it from his hands, she did so reverently. Very carefully, as one might unwrap a precious and fragile artifact, she unwound the velvet, revealing a charcoal black strongbox inside, with an oval and chalky-white hinge on the lip of the lid. The box wasn't very big—perhaps a shade larger than the box of the Draconi—but there was something wrong about it. Something wicked, and I found myself immediately afraid of what was inside.
Rhea ran her fingers lightly over the hinge as if relishing the feel of it.
"Mistress Dothrai? Should we, ah, step back, or anything?" asked one of the guards.
Mistress Dothrai? Rhea—my old handmaiden—was Mistress Dothrai? The same terrible sorceress I'd read about in stories? She was Thad's mother? Was there an end to the deception in my life?
"That won't be necessary," she said coolly, examining the strongbox. "Lord Eris took great care with this. Ah." She must have touched the hinge in just the right way, because there was a soft click, and the lid opened. She looked hungrily inside of the box, and a pale and eerie light reflected upon her face, making her look phantasmal. Her lips curled back in a smile. "It is even more beautiful than I imagined," she whispered, awed.
"Yeah, you think that about every spell Pops creates," Thad grunted, earning himself a swift kick in the gut from one of his captors.
"What is that?" I struggled. "What are you doing?"
Rhea—Mistress Dothrai—crouched, setting the strongbox carefully on the ground. I couldn't see what was inside, but the pale light still shone on her face. "That," she said, "is what will change this world forever. You should have sided with my lord when you had the chance, princess. Now, you will experience his wrath." She held her hands over the box and closed her eyes, her lips moving with whispers I could not hear. But I felt the power, noxious and virulent and cold as death. It was a crushing sort of power, smothering and deadly yet somehow alluring. It was the power of dark magic, and she was using it to unleash the magnificent and deadly spell secured inside of the box. A spell my uncle had created. But for what purpose?
The wind picked up and the sky darkened as Rhea—Mistress Dothrai's chocolate hair whipped about her face. The light inside of the box grew brighter, pulsing like the steady beat of a heart. Tendrils of faint black smoke rose from inside the box, swirling over the lip and twisting into the earth like fingers. Ugly black and thorny roots snaked up from the ground, coiling around the strongbox protectively, thickening until all that remained of the box's existence was the eerie pulsing of white light through the new bramble.
Dark magic rolled through the earth, foul and evil, diffusing outward like ripples in a lake disturbed from a central point of contact. Darkness moved through my body, chilling my bones, and my heart raced with new fear. Never had I felt something so powerful and wrong.
She opened her eyes and stood. "We're leaving."
Lorimer looked like he regretted not being able to stay and watch whatever was about to happen to us.
"Mistress Dothrai? What do you want me to do with him?" asked one of the guards holding on to Thad.
"Leave him here to rot with his cousin," Mistress Dothrai said in a tone void of emotion.
"Oh, come on, Ma," Thad rasped. "This is a little cruel—even for you."
Mistress Dothrai waved her hand, and in a gust of wind, large black shapes descended upon us—vox, magnificent winged horses I'd met in the Arborenne and rescued during the games. Like the vox at the games, these looked as though they had been beaten and abused. Mistress Dothrai and her guards hurried away from Thad and me, and in the next moment, they mounted the vox and were gone, taking the box of the Draconi with them.
An overwhelming sense of desperation took over me as I scrambled to my feet. "You could've told me Astaire Dothrai—my chambermaid—is your mother!" I yelled at Thad.
Thad winced from pain as he stood. His left eye had swollen completely shut. "It didn't exactly come up."
"Well, now she's got the box!"
"Actually, she gave you a new one…"
"Thad!"
"Okay, okay…spirits."
"What did your mother just do?" I demanded, the two of us staring at the pulsing black bramble.
"Looks to me like she just set one of my ol' pop's curses on Pendel."
I grumbled. "I figured that much out myself, thanks. But what kind of curse?"
"I don't know, Rook. Like I said earlier: He doesn't tell me everything. But if he made it, you can bet it's pretty bad."
"Lovely parents you've got," I said.
Thad shrugged defensively. "Hey, I didn't exactly get to choose whose womb I grew in."
I looked back at the strongbox; it was completely buried in twisting black roots, and that pale light pulsed inside of the tangle like a heart. "How do we destroy it?"
Thad eyed the twisting bramble with his one good eye. "Dunno. But if he sent my ma to detonate it, I'm sure it's got some kind of really powerful failsafe…" He moved slowly around the bramble, examining it, then reached out his hand. His fingers were inches from the edge when light shocked his hand, throwing him back about five feet. He landed hard on his tailbone and winced.
"Can we get to it with magic?" I asked.
"Ah…" Thad stood, massaging his lower back. "Dark magic can only be broken by dark magic."
"Well, that shouldn't be a problem for you." I raised a brow.
He actually looked a little offended. "Hey, now, just because my parents—"
His words were cut off by the sound of collapsing rock, followed by an inhuman scream. We exchanged a terrified glance.
The kytharii.
I had completely forgotten about them, and by the surprise marked on Thad's face, he had, too. The kytharii must have clawed their way through the sarcophagus, and sure enough, gray bodies crouched on all fours in the threshold of the tower's doors, pale blue eyes glowing. Some were missing hands and good portions of their arms, as though the clawing had rubbed their arms to stumps. Their noses tilted in the air, sniffing like dogs on a scent.
"Uh, Rook…" Thad took a step backward, staring wide-eyed at the tower.
"I see them," I said, my heart hammering against my ribs. I had no idea what to do. We couldn't fight them; there were thousands of them down there. And there was no way we could outrun them. Our only chance would be to try to sneak away.
The sniffing stopped and all the pale eyes aimed straight at us. Well, so much for the sneaking. The air erupted with deep and gurgling snarls.
"Hellfire," Thad cursed.
The kytharii in front leapt into the air.
A bolt of light shot past me from somewhere behind, landing right in the side of the tower. The tower exploded, a force that racked the earth, and stone and mortar rained down, collapsing right on top of the kytharii, sealing the tunnels. But a couple of stragglers had still managed to get through before it had sealed.
An arrow shot past me, sinking into the nearest kytharii with so much force the kytharii stumbled back. More arrows fired, landing in the chests of the other two. Light erupted from the points of impact, as though individual suns had blossomed there. Rays of bright light streamed from their chests, and with shrill screams, those kytharii that had been hit with arrows exploded. Energy pulsed behind me again, and the other few kytharii erupted in flame. More shrieks filled the sky as they ran erratically, trying to dispel the fire, but the flames consumed them, reducing them to piles of ash. The rest wailed beneath the new and very large pile of rubble.
I spun around to find none other than— "Master Durus?!" I gasped in surprise, startled by the appearance of his dark mass, standing tall and firm and about as imposing as an ancient oak in a forest of new trees.
"Spirits, I never thought I'd be so happy to see that man!" Thad exclaimed beside me.
Master Durus wore a heavy cloak that fell over his broad shoulders in a way that made him look like a solid block, and stepping out from behind him was Arioch Prime followed by— "Sonya…?" She was lowering her bow. This time, my surprise led me forward. Slowly, at first, and then I broke into a full sprint. Relief flooded her features, and she ran toward me too, until we collided in an embrace.
"What are you doing here?" I asked.
"I thought I was too late," she said at the same time. She pulled back, gripping my shoulders. "Where's Alexander?"
"He's just outside of the city with Vera," I replied.
She released my shoulders and her stance visibly relaxed, and then she stared past me, at Thad. Her features darkened, and to ward off her flurry of questions, I said, "It's all right, Sonya. He's with us. It's a long story, but I'll explain later."
"Yes, I'm certain we have very much to discuss," she said.
"What is this?" Master Durus asked, standing over the twisting bramble, frowning.
"We're not sure," I said, exchanging a glance with Thad. "Mistress Dothrai brought a strongbox that held a spell of Eris's design, and she unleashed it right after she stole the box of the Draconi from me."
Master Durus's gaze snapped to me, dark and formidable. "Mistress Dothrai?"
"My mother," Thad clarified.
Master Durus's nose flared.
"And, apparently, she'd been disguised as Rhea, my handmaiden, all this time," I said.
It was a rare circumstance when Sonya actually looked like a killer. "I can't believe I didn't catch it sooner," she spat.
"I spent every day with her for six months and I didn't see it. Anyway, she's working with Eris."
Master Durus glared at Thad as though he might smite him off the face of the earth.
"Hey, don't look at me!" Thad held up his palms. "I didn't do this."
Sonya's face sort of pinched together as she stepped forward, circling the bramble. "What kind of spell is this?"
"She didn't specify, other than to say it was Eris's wrath," I replied. "Once she unlocked it, the roots grew out of the ground and wrapped around the strongbox."
Sonya started to reach forward, when Thad grabbed her arm. "Don't do that!"
She looked more startled by his touch than his outburst.
"Thad's right," I said. "He already tried, and it shocked him before his fingers even grazed it."
Thad released her wrist, and Sonya flexed her hand, sliding her attention back to the enigma that was the bramble-covered strongbox.
"I have never seen anything like this before," Master Durus said lowly, arms folded over his chest. He looked put out that such a thing could be created without his understanding.
"I know what it is."
I'd almost forgotten Arioch Prime had been standing there.
Arioch stepped forward, hands clasped before him with his blue eyes fastened on the bramble. The truth haunted his gaze, putting a weight on his shoulders that made them sag a little. "I know the curse because it is similar to the one presiding over the kytharii in the Hall of the Dead." He stopped before the bramble.
Fear crawled up the back of my neck. "What do you mean…similar?" I asked.
"I mean that it is the same curse that had created the original kytharii, but what Eris has created is more powerful than anything I've ever seen. So powerful, in fact, that it leaked beyond its container, stirring the dead in Mistress Dothrai's wake, which is why you encountered one on the shores and even more so on land."
I did not like where this was going at all.
"And what is it doing now?" Sonya asked.
Arioch inhaled slowly, the reflection of the pale light pulsing in his eyes. "Now, it is leaking into the very soil of Pendel, moving through every body that has ever been buried in this land, and when it is through, we will be facing a horde of kytharii a hundred thousand strong."
His worlds were met with silence.
My own desperation filled me like a dark cloud. And then I whispered, "But why would he do that?"
Arioch's pale eyes settled on me. "Can you not think of a reason, princess?"
My head swam as I thought over everything. Eris already had the box, or he would once Mistress Dothrai handed it to him. He had an army of shadowguard along the northern wall, ready to attack Alioth. And then I understood: Eris was starting his war against the people of Gaia. "He's going to use them to attack Karth and take Pendel," I said. "But why? He's already taken the box of the Pandors…I mean, Draconi. What else could he possibly have to gain by taking Pendel?"
Arioch clasped his hands and bowed his head. "Pendel has always been a sort of promised land for the people of Gaia. Much of what has happened since the beginning of time has begun here, princess, and taking this land away from the people would be like ripping the very heart out of this world."
I glanced at Sonya. The lines in her face had deepened with worry. "We have to warn the people." My voice came out in a whisper.
Arioch sighed. "That would be wise, your highness."
"I'll stay with Arioch Prime," Master Durus said.
"But the kytharii—" I started.
"Master Durus and I will be all right, princess," Arioch replied. "Powerful spells take time to come into effect, and before the new kytharii rise, Master Durus and I must see if we can break Eris's curse. You and your Aegises must go back to the city and warn Sir Torren—the steward of Karth—so that he can prepare his men. Make sure word is sent to the surrounding clans. Those nearest must find safety behind the city walls, and best pray to the spirits for the rest."
I nodded stiffly. I didn't like leaving Master Durus and Arioch out here, exposed and unprotected, knowing kytharii could be crawling out of the ground at any moment, but Arioch was right. We needed to hurry and warn this Sir Torren, and if anyone had the ability to stop Eris's curse from spreading, it would be Arioch Prime and Master Durus.
Sonya, Thad, and I took off running. Karth was only a few miles away, but we didn't know how much time we'd have before the kytharii attacked. I just hoped Alex and Vera were still where we'd left them. My anxiety for them made me run a little bit faster.
"How did you know where to find us?" I asked Sonya as we ran.
"Your brother," she said, then noting my surprise, she continued. "But you mustn't be angry with him. It was in private and he only confessed to Pendel; I figured the rest. Your mother told me more than she probably should have when we were young."
We were breathing hard now, and I could hear Thad's footsteps pounding behind me. There were so many things I wanted to ask Sonya, but right then, I needed to focus on the more relevant questions.
"But how did you get here so fast?" I asked.
"I had Master Durus charge one of his amulets," she replied, "like the one we used to get to your house in Fresno."
Ah. I'd almost forgotten about that. Fresno was so far away. Another lifetime away. How convenient would it have been for Alex and me to have simply used an amulet to travel to Pendel. But that would've meant eliciting the help of the guild, and I didn't have the rapport with any of them that, apparently, Sonya had.
The walls of Karth soon came into view, but instead of going straight to the gates, I veered left, toward the edge of the clump of trees where we'd left Alex and Vera. I searched and searched the shadows as we approached, but it wasn't until we reached the very edge of the small outcropping that Alex stepped out from behind a tree.
His eyes locked on my face as he breathed in slowly and deeply, as though he were breathing me in piece by piece. Sonya's relief at seeing him mixed with my own. Alex's gaze slid to his mother, and he gave her a nod of acknowledgement. Vera appeared from behind cover as well, arms akimbo, looking very impatient for whatever bad news she expected.
I took a second to catch my breath, and then gave Alex and Vera a brief account of what had just happened, at the end of which Thad gave a sort of apologetic shrug and said, "What can I say? My parents are evil. Does that make me the white sheep in the family?"
Alex did not find the humor. The angles in his face had sharpened with Aegis-like focus. "How much time do we have?"
"We have no idea," Sonya replied, wiping the sweat from her brow.
"And we need to get moving," I urged.
I could tell Alex had a million more questions for me, but they would all have to wait. The five of us ran back toward the city walls. Alex glanced askance at Thad once or twice, as if Thad were some kind of enigma to him. The guards standing along the wall noticed us running toward them, and Sonya yelled, "Open the gates!"
The guards ignored her, of course. There were only five of us. We were hardly in any position to make commands.
"Open the gates!" she screamed again, her long braid swishing behind her.
Still, the guards did not open the gates. They leaned together, pointing at us, amused.
We didn't have time for this. "We aren't here for your afternoon entertainment!" I screamed at the guards this time, startling Alex beside me. "By the crown of my grandfather, King Darius, there's an army of dead men headed this way. We must speak to Sir Torren, or you will die here!"
They may not have believed me about the dead men, but my proclamation of being King Darius's granddaughter got their attention. They studied the five of us with renewed interest, discussing something amongst themselves. There were flickers of recognition as they noted Alex in particular.
It's a good thing Alex didn't accompany you the first time.
At last, they raised the portcullis. The five of us walked through the wall only to be surrounded by swords and spear tips on the other side.
"What is the meaning of this?" Sonya spat.
"I want to know what is going on," demanded one of the guards. It was the same guard Thad and I had run into earlier, only at that time I'd been in handcuffs. The guard looked between Thad and me, angry at being duped.
"Listen," I addressed the main guard, "I apologize for lying to you earlier, but I swear on my life I mean no harm to the citizens of Karth. I am not lying about the army of the dead. Lord Eris is using dark magic to turn all of your dead into kytharii." At mention of Lord Eris, a few of the guards shifted their stances and glanced between each other. "It's only a matter of time before these monsters claw their way out of the earth, and when they do, they will come here. Lord Eris has begun his war against Gaia, and he is starting with your city. I must get word to Sir Torren so that the clans can be warned, or they will all die."
The guard observed me a moment, his expression as harsh and untrusting as any commanding officer's might be when addressing the enemy. But I wasn't the enemy, and I hoped I could make him see that. At last, he said, "You two, come with me and the princess." He pointed to two of his guards. "The rest of you, don't let them out of your sight."
He intended to take me to Sir Torren by myself, leaving my Aegises here.
"Princess Daria will not be speaking to Sir Torren without us," Sonya said tightly.
"She will, or she won't be speaking to Sir Torren at all," said the guard through clenched teeth.
"Please," I said to the guard. "Perhaps you'd allow me to bring one Aegis. The others will stay here, on your orders. I swear to you they mean no harm."
The guard's scrutinizing gaze darted between my Aegises and me, until at last he grunted. "You can take her." He nodded stiffly at Vera.
Men.
Vera stepped forward and took her place right behind me.
We followed him through the streets, flanked by four other guards. Apparently, our lead guard wasn't so taken with Vera that he'd ignored the need for additional security. People stared as we walked past. Some flung very nasty insults, and others looked so hostile I was actually grateful for our escort. We wound the streets, ascending farther and farther until we reached the very top of the city, where the wide face of a huge building spanned the wall of the mountain, like the uppermost tier of a giant cake. Wind gusted freely up here, in the wild and open spaces, unimpeded by brick and stone. From here, I could see all of Karth sprawled before me with its system of aqueducts and its maze of streets and oddly shaped buildings, as though the streets had been built first and the buildings had been constructed later to fill the nooks and crannies in between. It was an interesting vantage point. From up here, removed from the trivialities of the bustling below, I felt as if I could do anything. I felt as if I owned the world.
I was quickly ushered through a pair of tall, bronze doors, with Vera right behind me, into a great hall carved directly into the side of the mountain. The hall itself easily competed with the size of the hall in Valdon, with great support beams spanning the vaulted ceiling above and walls stamped by colorful stained-glass windows. Since this hall had been carved from rock, there was no sun to send natural light through the stained glass. Instead, the meticulous craftsmanship was illuminated with burning sconces.
Gold and crimson banners fell from the support beams above, helping to draw the vaulted spaces nearer, and a broad, crimson rug stretched over the smooth stone floor like an artery. At the end of the hall was a set of broad stairs leading to a small platform that boasted a single, high-backed chair made of gray steel, which was currently occupied by a man.
He looked to be somewhere around middle age, with salt and pepper hair that was mostly salted. The great chair dwarfed his stocky and muscular frame, and his studded leather armor looked as though it had been mended many times over the years. Dark eyes brooded beneath a strong brow that ran flat as a horizon, and he had a broad face with sharp, authoritative features. It was the kind of face that had no need for being friendly; it was the kind of face that didn't care for friends. This man was used to making decisions, and he would not have his time wasted with ideals. He stood tall as we approached, thick and muscular arms falling confidently at his sides.
"Who do we have here?" Sir Torren asked once we reached the foot of the steps to his platform. His voice was rough and commanding, and it filled every inch of the hall.
"Princess Daria Regius of Valdon, my lord," said the lead guard. "And her Aegis…" He stalled, realizing he hadn't caught her name.
"Aegis Veranna Neci," Vera answered for him, her tone clipped.
Sir Torren appraised the both of us with renewed interest. "And to what do I owe the honor, your highness?"
By his expression, I could tell he was not honored in the slightest. "Sir Torren. There is an army of kytharii that are about to attack your city." I hoped he remembered what kytharii were, but if not, I expected him to be the sort of man to ask.
One of Sir Torren's horizontal brows slanted upward. "Why?"
Good, he did know what kytharii were. "Because Lord Eris has used dark magic to wake them so that he can take your land."
Sir Torren regarded me a long moment, like he was trying to gauge what kind of creature I was. At last, he said, "Lord Eris? Here? But he is dead. He died twenty years ago, ending the Dark Reign."
Pendel, apparently, had yet to receive word about my uncle's return. "He is not dead, Sir Torren. He is back. I have seen him with my own eyes. He is the one who murdered my father."
Sir Torren's lips formed a tight line. "Prince Alaric…dead?"
My words had surprised him. Did Pendel know anything about the affairs of mainland? I breathed in slowly, gathering myself. It was difficult holding back my emotion and treating life and death as matters of fact. "Yes."
Sir Torren sat back in his chair, leaning to his side and propping his square chin upon a fist. "I find it interesting that two very famous individuals have so suddenly found themselves concerned with Pendel. Tell me, your highness, why have you come to this land?"
I would've liked to have kept this to myself, but I wouldn't get anywhere with Sir Torren without complete honesty. And besides, I already had the reputations of my grandfather and uncle going against me. "I came to your lands in search of a box belonging to the Pandors."
The shadows in Sir Torren's face darkened. "Your grandfather came to these lands forty years ago searching for the same thing. He almost destroyed this city looking for that Pandor child. And let us not forget your uncle, Lord Eris, who, twenty years later, surrounded this city with his blasphemous shadowguard in an attempt to take it over, and now you're telling me he's trying to do it again."
I fought to hold my calm. "Sir Torren, I am not my grandfather. Or my uncle."
He folded thick arms over his chest, and his leathers creaked. "Let me make something clear to you, your highness." Apparently, Vera wasn't the only person possessing the talent to turn titles into insults. "We remember very clearly the power held by your Pandor ancestors when they ruled this land, and we are not eager for their resurgence. And with the actions of your grandfather and later your uncle—naturally I'm wary of your intentions here. Furthermore, it seems this dark magic has been incited by your presence. Is it a ploy, your highness? Have you brought us this threat yourself so that you may carry forth the duplicitous torch carried by your apostate family?"
"Of course not! I'm here because I’m trying to warn you of a threat—"
"A threat you've instigated," he cut me off sharply. "I have been entrusted with the protection of Pendel and its people, and if Lord Eris has raised an army of the dead against you, then please get out of my city. We will not involve ourselves with your war. We will not fall to the whims of the Regius or Pandor lines ever again."
"Remember to whom you are speaking, Sir Torren," Vera growled, taking a step forward. The guards pointed swords at her, threatening her to stay put, but her eyes were only for Sir Torren. "This is King Darius's granddaughter, Princess of Gaia and second heir to the throne, and it is because of King Darius's allowance that you sit in that seat you now occupy. A whim of the king that has worked in your favor."
Sir Torren bristled, shifting in his chair and leaning to his other side. He dropped his arm, letting his hand dangle over his knee, his jaw clenched.
I stepped around the guard in front of me, so that my view of Sir Torren was completely unobstructed. "Sir Torren, please. I have no ulterior motives here, and whether you choose to believe me or not, every single person in this land that has ever been buried is turning into kytharii. The kytharii are not mortal; blades will not kill them. I can leave this city as you've asked, but the kytharii will still come. They will come in hordes of tens of thousands, and your people will die. They will not stand a chance. You must put aside your bias and act, Sir Torren, and if you stand by and do nothing, you will not have a city to defend."
The hall was thick with silence and apprehension. Sir Torren stared at me as if he might stare the truth out, but I did not shrink back.
"Sir Torren!" The doors to the great hall opened, letting pale daylight bleed inside. The sky beyond was already much darker than when I'd entered the hall.
A guard jogged toward us, leathers creaking and boots pounding as he ran. Sir Torren sat taller, and when the guard reached the base of the stairs, he dropped to one knee and bowed.
"I've come to report movement in the Vale." The guard sounded a little frightened.
Sir Torren's eyes slid to me and settled there, wanting to watch my reaction with this news. "What kind of movement, Jarl?"
"We…we don't know, Sir," the guard named Jarl replied. "One of our messengers swears he just saw dead bodies walking out of Catha's Tomb over in Highwater."
Sir Torren and I had a silent stand off. He didn't want to believe, but as a leader he had to deal with the truth. We always had to deal with the truth, even when the truth said things we didn't want to hear.
"Shall I dispatch a unit?" asked a concerned Jarl.
Sir Torren looked past me and watched the door as if haunted by sudden memories. "No. You will dispatch eight units and assimilate a handful of city mages. Send them to the clans along the shores and have them stay there to protect the people. And then I want you to send ravens to every single clan in this land, telling those near to hurry to the city at once in order to find protection behind our walls."
Now, Jarl looked frightened. "Protection from what, Sir Torren?"
Sir Torren's gaze leveled on mine, and in that moment, he aged thirty years. "From Lord Eris and his army of the dead."



Chapter 25
Preparations
 
 
Karth's population tripled overnight.
All of the buildings had emptied onto the streets. People were everywhere, preparing for a siege, stockpiling foods and supplies. I wasn't sure what good this would do. I knew this would not be a typical siege, where your enemy waited outside the walls until you starved to death or screamed insults at you until you lost hope and handed yourself over. No, this enemy would attack relentlessly until it had killed, and eaten, each and every one of us. But I kept these thoughts to myself. Obviously, Sir Torren hadn't opted for sharing such grim news with everyone, and I didn't think I should evaporate what little morale the people had by sharing it myself. Not that the people would listen to me.
The great hall was deemed a safe haven for the women and children, being at such a high elevation and farthest from the walls. Children cried and whined, sensing something amiss as their mothers tried to comfort them. Metal clanked, echoing loudly throughout the city as the blacksmiths worked, honing swords and improving armor for the men. Sir Torren was everywhere, checking on the progress of all. He sent men to walk the perimeter and survey the wall, checking for weaknesses and refortifying them if found. Onagers were drawn out and put together along the ramparts. There was a general murmur of excitement. It wasn't a jovial excitement, however. It was a nervous excitement similar to the kind that came before giving a huge performance. And this performance was a matter of life and death.
Ravens had promptly been sent to the clans, urging them to make haste to the city. Those near the edges of the great island would stay put, readying themselves for battle with the added protection of some of Sir Torren's guards and city mages. I silently prayed the kytharii would strike the city and leave the clans alone. They wouldn't stand a chance without the aid of a physical blockage such as a great wall.
Alex, Sonya, Vera, Thad, and I helped where we could. Initially, the people were reluctant to let us help, but an overwhelming need prevailed, and we eventually split up where aid was needed. Sonya left to help the women and children settle inside the great hall, and Vera stayed with the blacksmiths to help mend and ready armor and weaponry. To her utter irritation, Thad decided to stay with her and help, but she couldn't send him away. There was too much work to be done to turn away the extra help.
Sir Torren continued moving everywhere, overseeing all preparations and ensuring they were progressing in a timely fashion. During the night hours, we slept when and where we could, though it was a restless sleep. Alex stayed with me as we walked the city's perimeter, per Sir Torren's request, checking to make sure Sir Torren's men had caught all weaknesses. By morning, the guards had all the onagers stationed along the ramparts and towers and had turned their attention to collecting stacks of large rocks they intended to launch. I knew the rocks wouldn't do anything, so I spoke with Sir Torren and asked if I could tell the men about the fire. He thought this was a good idea, and instructed his men that I would be helping him check on the progress of our fortifications, and that if I had anything to add, they had better listen. This was met with much arguing and grumbling, but Sir Torren's glare and sharp words eventually silenced them. Having Alex by my side helped, too, because they all seemed to know who he was, and none of them wanted on his bad side.
I approached one of the guards on the battlements, who was making some adjustments to an onager, and said, "Throwing rocks won't do anything because our enemy is already dead. You'll need fire, and lots of it."
He frowned at me and looked like he was about to say something rude, but the look on Alex's face halted him. Regardless of the guard's thoughts on me and my place here, he listened and spread the word to his fellow soldiers. Alex and I left the ramparts and asked Sir Torren where we could find pitch, and then promptly delivered it to the various stations. It felt good to work, even if the guards despised my presence here. It helped take the tension off the upcoming threat.
After Alex and I had finished our perimeter check, we found Sir Torren yelling at one of his men for doing shoddy work on a grindstone.
"This isn't a game!" Sir Torren chucked the dull sword at the man. The man ducked as the sword flew over his head and clattered against the wall behind him. "I couldn't even slice butter with that!"
"Sir Torren?" I asked.
The man was still cowering against the wall as if Sir Torren's gaze were slowly collapsing him into fetal position.
Sir Torren's eyes snapped over to me, and I stepped back a little. In my periphery, I noticed the man hurry back to work on the grindstone.
"Aegis Del Conte and I have finished checking the wall for weaknesses, and everything seems to be progressing well."
Sir Torren nodded sharply, fixing one last glare on the man at the grindstone. "Good. I'm glad to hear some are following my orders."
"If I may…" Alex said, looking to me for permission to speak. Of course, I nodded for him to continue, and Sir Torren looked at him. "I wondered if there were any other ways in and out of the city. Sewers, tunnels—anything at all."
Sir Torren rubbed his chin, his brow knit together in thought. "Sewers, yes, but their entry is blocked by a grate and well concealed. If need be, I'll have some added concealment charms placed on them."
Alex nodded. "That might be a good idea. Is there anything else?"
Sir Torren scratched his head as he thought. "No, that's all I can…wait. There is something."
Alex and I exchanged a glance.
"But it's nothing to worry about," Sir Torren continued. "There's a sort of underground tunnel that stretches out from the face of the wall in a circuitous ring. It was an expansion project centuries ago, but when that steward died it was abandoned and covered up. We needn't concern ourselves with it, though. The only entry and exit are from inside the city."
Alex mulled over his words and at last nodded sharply. And then Sir Torren became distracted with something else that was not progressing to his satisfaction and stormed off yelling. Alex and I looked back at each other and then headed back to the battlements. The sky grew darker still, and the gales gusted more strongly than before. It was as if Gaia herself knew the disease plaguing her lands and nature was responding to her mood.
Master Durus and Arioch still hadn't come back, and it worried me. I hoped it was because they were still working over the curse and not because something bad had happened to them. Alex caught me looking out through one of the embrasures and grabbed my hand. "They'll come back, Daria," he whispered, squeezing my hand gently before pulling it away. I gave him a weary smile and got back to work.
It had also bothered me that we hadn't seen any signs of the kytharii yet. After the initial report, there had been no sightings. Still, there was unease in the air, like some sixth sense of a world gone awry.
Hours passed, and we began to see the first signs of people approaching the walls of the city. Their men were armed and carrying weapons, walking the perimeter of the women and children as if they were herding their flock. The wind howled, blowing their cloaks sideways like full sails, and the closer they came to the walls, the quicker their steps. Gears creaked as the men at the walls rose the great portcullis, letting the newcomers inside.
I was struck by the raw simplicity of those entering the city. I'd seen so much pomp and wealth in Valdon. I'd only seen bits and pieces of normal life in a few of the small villages I'd visited, but this was different. There was something raw about these people. Something tough and resilient that spoke of hard living and loss. Faces were callused from lives of hard work and low expectation, hair ratted and dirty. When they walked past, they looked at me and noticed my clothing, then noticed Alex's, and I could feel their skepticism and derision.
Sonya led this new group of women and children through the city and toward the hall with the rest, while the men assimilated with the city's guards. More clans arrived, looking just like the others. They were coming in droves now, while I stood up on the ramparts with Alex, the both of us watching them.
Just then, a giant flock of birds rose from the trees in the distance. They lifted in a cloud of caws, startled from their perch, and took off in the opposite direction of Karth. I leaned forward, peering through an embrasure in the wall with the dreaded feeling that something was wrong. The dogs in the city began yipping and howling. I glanced over my shoulder and looked down at the city streets; horses brayed and tugged against reins, whinnying. Chickens squawked in cages. When I looked back out past the wall, I noticed another clan crossing the fields.
"Alex, something's wrong," I said as my heart raced.
Alex's eyes narrowed as he stared out. And then I saw them, standing there like ghosts on the edge of the forest. They dropped on all fours and crawled toward the newcomers.
"Sir Torren!" I yelled.
Sir Torren, who had been helping one of his guards make adjustments on an onager, looked up, and fear clouded his features. "We need reinforcements! Now!" he yelled.
The men at the wall looked startled, and then followed Sir Torren's gaze. Their fear wrapped around me like a cold blanket, and the bells of the city rang loudly, drowning out everything. The new clan had noticed the kytharii and they ran. Kytharii snarled and yipped, bounding after them, and then the children started screaming.
And no one was doing anything to help. We couldn't fire at them. The kytharii were too close to the people, and we would risk hitting the clan. I sprinted down from the ramparts with Alex right on my heels. Bone-chilling shrieks filled the air, and the men at the wall yelled. Alex and I bolted toward the gate only to find it closed.
"What are you doing?" I screamed at the guards. "There are people out there!"
"We can't let those monsters through!" one of the guards yelled. He looked terrified.
"Open the gate!" I yelled. Just through the portcullis, I could see the first of the kytharii descending. One of the clan guards charged to fight, but the kytharii leapt on top of him, ripping him apart. The terrified screams from those children tore my heart out.
"Did you hear me? I said open the gate!" I screamed again at the guard. "Open them right now or I swear on my life you will pay for this for the rest of yours."
Terrified, he did as asked. The gears and grates cranked as the portcullis rose, and I rolled through when it was just a few feet off the ground. Alex was right behind me, the two of us sprinting toward the clan.
One of the kytharii took down a woman, and a child wailed. I ran harder. I had no idea what I was going to do, but I would not stand back there and watch this. Heat bubbled in my gut as I ran, hotter and hotter, swelling in my torso until I pushed it through my fingertips. A bolt of light shot from my hands, and a sonic pulse shot across the earth. A kytharii, which had been about to snatch the now motherless child, erupted in flame. It shrieked and whirled, trying to put out the fire. Energy pulsed from Alex as he drew his sword, and his sword erupted in flame as he set fire to his blade.
Another kytharii jumped on one of the men, disemboweling him.
Alex and I finally reached the clan. With a savage yell, I ran my way right between a woman and an attacking kytharii. I shoved Nightshade in the center of its chest, and it wailed a horrible, bloodcurdling scream as black blood dripped all over my hand.
"Go! Keep running and don't stop until you're behind the walls!" I yelled at the stunned woman behind me.
I jerked my dagger free as the kytharii stumbled backwards. Another kytharii moved to attack, but Alex swiftly removed its head with his flaming sword. The rest of the creature erupted in flame and it ran away shrieking. The women and children ran on ahead, but the men stayed back to help us.
"Go!" Alex yelled this time, bringing his sword of fire through another kytharii. "Protect the women and children!" The men seemed happy to follow this command.
Alex and I stayed, battling against the handful of kytharii. I was able to catch one more on fire, but I didn't dare try the magic again. It was too draining, and I needed to save my energy for physical battle. Not that I needed magic right now, anyway. Alex was doing marvelously with his flaming sword.
Alex and I had just finished killing the last one when the ground trembled. Violently.
We exchanged a glance, both of us heaving with exhaustion and splattered with black blood.
"Get behind the walls!" boomed a voice.
I looked over to find Master Durus sprinting with Arioch Prime right behind him. You never would have known Arioch was centuries old; he ran with the speed and strength of someone my age. They were a few hundred yards from us when kytharii began crawling out of the ground. Hundreds of them. They scrambled out of the earth like ants out of anthills. Alex and I turned and sprinted, joining Master Durus and Arioch Prime, the four of us headed straight for the wall, fleeing for our lives.
"I thought you were going to destroy the curse!" I yelled.
"We tried," Master Durus grunted. "And we ran out of time."
The men standing along the ramparts were yelling, and I stole a glance back. Kytharii were everywhere, swarming the earth in the thousands. Adrenaline flooded my body as wind ripped all around. The horde of kytharii screamed and snarled, bounding forward with inhuman speed, on two feet and on all fours, quickly closing the distance.
Just a few hundred yards before we reached the wall…
Metal creaked as the men at the gate began lowering the portcullis.
My feet pounded the earth, my arms swinging for speed as my chest heaved with flight. The kytharii were almost upon us and the gate was halfway down.
At the last minute we dove, rolling beneath the grate as it squealed closed on top of the foremost kytharii. They wriggled and writhed, still alive, though impaled, and the horde descended upon the wall, clawing and gnashing and snarling like a terrible nightmare. Alex grabbed my hand and pulled me to my feet, and the two of us backed away from the horrible sight.
Shrieks and dissonantly layered screams filled the skies as the kytharii tried clawing through the gate. For a moment, the people behind the wall stood still as stone, transfixed in their horror. No one had expected this. And even I—who had seen the kytharii before—was momentarily paralyzed by the sight of so many. I couldn't see the world beyond the gate, because they had completely blocked the view, scrambling over each other to climb through.
Sir Torren gave orders to close the gate and fire the catapults. Shouts and yells sounded from the ramparts as men fired, and the guards starting pushing the doors behind the portcullis closed.
"Take her to the hall," Master Durus said to Alex.
"Absolutely not," I said. "I am staying here."
"But your highness, it isn't safe—" Arioch started.
"It's out of the question. I'm staying."
To my surprise, Alex didn't fight me on this.
"Have I missed any…whoa." Thad suddenly appeared from behind the crowd. His eyes bugged out of his head as he noted the kytharii through the portcullis. The guards finally closed the door, shutting them completely from view.
"Is there anything I can do to help?" The question had come from Vera.
I glanced up at Sir Torren, who walked the wall giving orders to his men. How could we help him?
"Yes," I said, feeling the beginnings of an idea. "You and Thad…make sure the men on the ramparts have enough supplies for the catapults." She nodded sharply. "Master Durus, Arioch," I continued, "that spell you used to make the tower crumble on top of itself?"
Master Durus looked at me expectantly.
"See if you can't get to higher ground and do that very same thing to the holes they're climbing out of. Let's try to channel their movement to one area so that Sir Torren will know where to focus his attention."
Alex looked at me like he was suddenly seeing me for the first time.
"We'll do our best, your highness," Arioch said, and he and Master Durus split up.
"What are you planning?" Alex asked me once everyone had fled to their stations.
I looked up at the dark sky. "I'm not sure yet. Follow me…?"
He nodded sharply. "Anywhere."
I paused, looking into his handsome face, where I found a smile waiting for me. "Thanks."
Alex followed me up the wooden steps to the ramparts, where men were catapulting balls of flame beyond the wall. And once I could see beyond, the sight below was almost hopeless.
Tens of thousands of dead swarmed the fields, turning the once green land into an ocean of snarling and screeching gray, and more were still climbing out of the ground. There were so many. The kytharii threw themselves upon the walls, climbing over each other, clawing at each other, filling the cracks and accumulating in piles. Some would leap ten feet in the air, landing on the wall, scaling their way like spiders toward the top. Guards threw rocks and whatever they could grab to knock them down. More balls of flame were thrown into the cannibalistic sea, but with so many, the damage was negligible.
I closed my eyes, letting the heat build deep inside of me. I let it build and build until I physically couldn't hold it any longer, and released. With a push, I threw the heat toward the horde. A cluster of them ignited in flame, but it hadn't done much more damage than that of the catapults. We needed a bigger fire. I said as much to Master Durus and Arioch Prime, who stood near Sir Torren on the ramparts.
Master Durus and Arioch stood together, muttering a silent spell as the energy around them swelled. Wind stirred and the air convulsed, and something like a great meteor of fire appeared, landing right in the center of the horde. A great many of the kytharii caught flame, screeching and screaming. But even that was not enough.
The kytharii had piled so high, they began reaching the battlements. Men fought them off with swords, but their unmagical blades did not kill. Kytharii arms wriggled and writhed along the ramparts like snakes, and the guards screamed in horror.
"Burn them!" Sir Torren yelled. "Burn whatever you can!"
For hours the fighting continued like this. The sun had long since set, and the men were getting so tired. I could see it on their faces. And even though Sir Torren shouted and tried to keep their energy flowing, their faces sagged with fatigue and hopelessness. Our enemy was so numerous and even after hours of fighting, we had hardly made a dent in their numbers. It was then the idea that had been blossoming in the back of my mind took shape. It was crazy, but it just might work.
I ran over to Sir Torren. "Sir Torren!" I yelled. "I have an idea!"
He kicked back a kytharii over the wall. "What is it?" he yelled back.
"Those tunnels you mentioned…I think we should blow them up."
"What?"
"Listen," I continued. "If we blow them up, we'll have a trench that runs like a fence around the kytharii. We can pour pitch over the walls and into the trench and light it on fire. This will trap the kytharii inside and those outside won't be able to get through, and it'll at least give us some time to come up with something."
He paused, staring at me, and almost missed the kytharii reaching for his head. Alex ran it through with his flaming sword, and it squealed as it fell like a ball of fire back into the crowd. This startled Sir Torren back to speech.
"Jarl!" he yelled.
The man called Jarl I'd seen earlier soon appeared, sweaty and dripping and covered in blood. "Yes, sir."
"The doors in the basement that lead underground."
"Yes, sir?"
"Take ten men and line the tunnels with dynamite."
"Sir?"
"And then roll out the pitch." Sir Torren smiled, but it looked a bit more like a grimace. "We're going to start a fire."
Jarl took off, and Alex and I stayed at the wall near Sir Torren, fighting back all the kytharii that we could. I drew upon Cian to give me strength. The constant fighting was wearing me down, and I wouldn't have energy to last the night if I kept at it on my own. I didn't know how Alex was doing it, but he was. Always controlled and swift and sharp. After what felt like forever, Jarl reported back.
"The explosives are placed, Sir Torren."
Sir Torren nodded sharply. "Bring up the pitch!"
Men rolled barrels and barrels of pitch up to the ramparts and near both ends of the wall where Sir Torren said the tunnels would be. Once they were in place, Sir Torren gave the command to ignite the fuses. About fifteen minutes passed, and then in one great blast that rocked the wall, the field ahead exploded. Dirt and kytharii flew in the air as each of the explosives detonated one by one in a ring around them. Some men at the wall covered their ears, and when the explosions stopped, the world fell eerily silent. Or maybe I'd just lost my hearing.
And all around the perimeter of the kytharii was a perfectly arching trench in the ground, like an underground rainbow stretching from the wall.
"Pour the pitch!" Sir Torren yelled.
The men near the barrels began pouring the pitch into the newly created tunnel. Barrel after barrel they poured, while Sir Torren instructed Master Durus and Arioch Prime to use magic to help spread it along. Once all the barrels had been emptied and the pitch had been sufficiently spread, Sir Torren yelled, "Ready the fire!"
I hoped this plan would work. It had better work. The men needed it to work, or they might just give in to desperation.
Guards all along the wall worked together loading their catapults. I looked down the wall, seeing little balls of flame ignite everywhere like giant torches, and once all were lit, Sir Torren yelled, "Wait for my command. Men at the gate—fire!"
The catapult at the gate clicked, and the ball of fire soared through the air like a great flaming cannon. Its light diffused over the swarm of gray bodies below, reminding all of us how numerous our enemy was. Revealing what night had so conveniently hidden. And then the ball of flame landed near the edge of the field, on the left side of the tunnel. Flames erupted and spread fast along a carefully drawn line. The kytharii shrieked and cried, scrambling away, clawing and climbing over each other, but the flame did its work.
"Loose the rest!" yelled Sir Torren.
Balls of fire soared through the air and into the sea like a meteor shower. I took a deep breath, feeling the wind slip over my skin, feeling it seep into every orifice, acutely aware of its path over my body. One by one the fireballs landed, starting campfires all over the field and along the perimeter. The pitch caught fire, burning like a dynamite fuse, and the horde of kytharii screeched like tens of thousands of bats.
More pitch was poured over the wall and directly on top of the kytharii, followed by more balls of flame and more shrieking. Using Cian, I soared, Ripping through hordes and feeling the heat, carrying it farther. Lifting flame and spreading it like butter over the pitch. Helping in whatever way I could. Spinning and twisting, spreading the heat to every corner of the cold.
I was distantly aware of men cheering at the wall, interspersed with the shrieks of the burning kytharii, and when I pulled back and opened my eyes, I saw why the men cheered. There was now a line of fire surrounding the kytharii like a wall of flame, and the wind had finished the work of the others, carrying the flames through the center. The kytharii were trapped inside, and, unable to run away, they were slowly being doused with flame. Could it be? Would this wall finally give us a chance to fight them off? Sir Torren gave me a look that said he was both surprised and impressed. And then rain began to fall.
It sprinkled only for a moment, and then it poured in a torrent. My heart sank as I watched, my hopes plummeting. Fat drops slapped sideways, drenching us within moments and quenching our fire until only tiny little flames remained. And then things infinitely worsened.
The kytharii were furious, slamming against the wall, burnt and charred. They piled so high that more and more of them were crawling over the ledge. Alex and I worked together, with him wielding his flaming sword and me wielding Nightshade, doing everything we could to keep the kytharii from penetrating the city.
One guard screamed as a kytharii pulled him over the edge. His screams sounded until he fell into the horde below. Bile rose in my throat, but I kept fighting. Sweat dripped down my face and into my eyes. My body moved mechanically, drained from overexertion, pulling on Cian as much as I could, but the kytharii kept coming in droves. Men fought and more were pulled over the wall. We were exhausted and hopeless against an enemy that was already dead. We could not keep fighting like this.
And then one of the guards ran to the ramparts, panting as he yelled, "Sir Torren! The kytharii…they've found a way inside!"



Chapter 26
The Might of the Draconi
 
 
"I'll go!" I yelled at Sir Torren, who was in the middle of battling a kytharii.
I received a hasty nod, and then Alex and I sprinted down from the ramparts, running in the direction the guard had pointed. About a dozen other guards came after us, urged on by Sir Torren. Alex's flaming sword was like a beacon as we ran down into the city. We found a few kytharii prowling the streets—one feeding on a guard—and managed to take them down before they could do any further damage.
"How did they get in?" I asked the guard who had given the warning.
"We're not sure. We already killed a couple, but these are new." He nodded toward the kytharii we'd just killed. I thought he looked a little sick.
I glanced around, the wind ruffling my hair, and slowly, vigilantly, walked forward in the shadows. This section of the city was quiet, except for the echoes of shrieks near the city walls. I was so focused on the construction of the city that I didn't see the kytharii jumping down on top of me.
It landed on my shoulders with crushing force, snapping its jaws. With a shrill scream, it fell back then erupted in flame. The force was gone. Alex extended a hand to help me up. Even in the night he looked pale.
"Okay?" he asked.
"Yeah. Thanks." I swallowed, and then I noticed the aqueducts. "Where do these aqueducts lead?" I asked one of the guards.
"That one there comes all the way down from the mountain, but it goes to the great hall first…" His voice trailed. We were all sprinting toward the great hall before he'd even finished his sentence.
We heard the screaming before we reached the hall.
Oh, no.
"You—get enough men to block the aqueduct!" I yelled at the nearest guard.
"But how am I supposed to do that?" he asked.
"I don't know! Blow it up if you have to!"
A few of the guards broke off from our group, then the rest of us burst through the doors of the hall to find hundreds of the women and children crammed against a wall, Sonya in front, bow readied with a flame-tipped arrow aimed at a group of ten kytharii prowling toward them. When the kytharii heard us burst into the hall, they glanced back. The hall erupted in snarls, and they lunged at us.
We fought the kytharii. We fought hard, exhausted as we were. Sonya was there, firing her burning arrows. Eventually, we killed every last one of the kytharii, and when I looked up, all the women and children were trembling and crying.
"What happened to your guards?" Alex asked, wiping his brow.
The women in front looked to each other, and a few of their gazes moved past us. I followed their eyes toward an ambiguous pile of blood and leather and steel. This time, I turned around and I wretched. And I wretched again.
This evil. My uncle had done this. My uncle had brought about this gruesome and horrific scene. And for what? Power? Did it really mean that much to him? That he could slaughter men and women and children like this? If he won his battle, was this what we had to look forward to?
Explosions rumbled through the city like thunder. Shrieks echoed in the night, like the sounds from a nightmare.
"How are they getting inside?" Sonya asked amidst the chaos outside.
"The aqueducts," I replied, "but some of the guards are handling that now."
"And the wall?" she asked.
Alex and I looked to each other. The guards behind us shifted, and in my periphery I saw the women watching us, anxious for our answer.
"It stands, but there are too many of them," Alex answered slowly.
The women looked to each other, clutching their children more tightly.
Sonya's features fell in dismay. "And the curse keeps breathing life into them."
Alex nodded solemnly.
Suddenly, everything around me narrowed into laser-sharp focus and I thought of only one thing: the curse.
The curse had to be broken. It was our only chance at stopping them, because as long as the curse remained, they would keep rising and attacking.
You must destroy it, said a voice in my mind.
No, I couldn't. Not even Master Durus and Arioch Prime were able to destroy it.
But you can, and you must.
But I had no idea how! Where would I even start?
I will show you. You must trust me.
Besides, how would I even get out there, past all the hordes of kytharii?
A light breeze slipped over my skin, even though I was inside and the doors to this room were closed. It was light as a whisper, and neither Sonya nor Alex had noticed, but with it came strength and a sense of purpose. With it came an overwhelming sense of determination, and I suddenly knew what to do.
Gathering myself, I stood tall and addressed the guards. "I need you to stay here with the women and children." The guards nodded, and I felt Sonya's sudden curiosity. Alex stared at me as I faced the women and children next. "I'll send more men to stand guard beside you."
They clutched their children, weeping and afraid.
"Daria…?" Alex whispered softly, wary.
"And you'll stay, Aegis Sonya?" I asked Sonya.
"Of course," she said, though there was deep concern in her eyes when she said this. She knew something big was about to happen. Something she probably wouldn't like.
Finally, I turned to Alex. I stared steadily into his eyes and placed my hand on his arm. "I need you to stay here with them."
He searched my eyes, looking for what I wasn't saying. "I won't leave you—"
I squeezed his arm. "You will, Aegis Del Conte. You must. These women and children are the future of Pendel, and they need to be protected more than anyone else. And those guards could use your sword."
His lips tightened. I hated using titles to force him to stay, but I had no choice. He would not listen to me otherwise. Alex nodded sharply, clearly unhappy.
"Thank you," I said.
"Where are you going?" he asked.
I forced a smile as an answer, and then I said, "I'll be back." I hoped.
Alex struggled against whatever he felt, but as my Aegis, he couldn't defy me. Not openly. I felt Alex's eyes burning into my back as I exited the hall and ran through the doors. The rain had stopped. For a moment, I stood there, looking down at the city and feeling the wind claw through my hair.
I will show you. Trust me.
I hoped so, because the battle looked hopeless. Men moved along the wall fighting back the kytharii that were scrambling through the embrasures, while others shot balls of fire into the horde. We had been fighting all night, and there were more kytharii now than when they'd first attacked. Despite the despair I felt, seeing the sight before me strengthened my resolve. Wind slipped over my skin as I fled from the great hall, skipping down steps and pushing past guards, back up to the ramparts, right until I found the one person who could help me do this.
"Why won't you die?!" Thad screamed angrily as he hacked at a kytharii bending over an embrasure. "Ah!" Thad kicked the kytharii in the face, and the force sent the kytharii flying back squealing.
"Thaddeus!" I called over the guards.
Thad looked up everywhere, searching for the sound, and when his eyes finally found me, he gave me a look that said, Can't you see I’m a little busy?
"I need you!" I yelled.
With an exaggerated grunt, he jogged to my side.
"All right, Thad, you want to make up for what you've done?" I asked.
He eyed me with sudden skepticism. "Well, that's a loaded question if I've ever heard one." Then he looked past me. "Where's Del Can't?" he asked as if that question were related to his skepticism.
"I need to destroy Eris's curse, and I need your help to do it."
"In case you've forgotten, both Master Durus and Arioch Prime couldn't figure out how to do that, so I'm not sure what you think you're—"
I grabbed his shoulders, my eyes boring into his. "I have a plan, but you're not coming with me. I just want help getting through the wall."
Thad stared wild-eyed at me a moment, then pulled at his hair. "Demons and hellhounds, Rook! I need you, she says. A chance to make up for my past sins. By letting you die?!"
"Thad. Calm. Down."
"Calm? Do you have any idea what Del Can't will do to me if he finds out I helped you go out there—" He pointed a furious finger toward "out there."
I grabbed his finger and shoved it down. "Thaddeus, listen to me. We don't have time. We are all going to die if I don’t do something. There are a hundred thousand dead men out there, and more are crawling out of the hillside. They are finding their way into this city, Thad. I won't get another chance."
Thad stared at me a long and desperate moment. "Does it have to be you?"
"Yes."
He pressed his palms to his face and said something I couldn't understand, and then grabbed my hand and pulled me after him and into a shadowy corner.
"Okay," he said, glancing past me to make sure no one was listening. "I can get you to the sewers. You'll have to wait here while I distract the men. But Rook…how are you gonna get past all those kytharii? They'll smell you the second you step out of the sewage."
"No, they won't," I said. "Watch." I spread my palms and shut my eyes, feeling the wind slide over me like a second skin. I could feel each and every inch of it, pressing against me, where it touched and where it moved. I was aware of it as it was aware of me, a malleable power that encased me like a protective shell, and when I opened my eyes, Thad gasped.
"How…how are you doing that?" He reached out and touched me. "You're there…I can feel you, but I can't really see you. It's like you're some kind of mirage of yourself. You're all hazy and everything." He reached out and touched my hair, perplexed and completely bewildered.
I lowered my palms and the slippery wind died, returning my image to a normal opacity. "I can use Cian to distort the air around me. He can't make me invisible, but this should be enough to hide me—especially in the dark—and he'll be able to dispel any scent."
Thad's eyes were wide. "Now, that's bloody brilliant."
"But I need to you to get the guards away from the grille to the sewers."
"Yeah. Sure."
"Like, now," I said.
Thad blinked. "Right, uh…" He scratched the back of his neck. "Rook, please be careful. If anything happens to you, I…I think I'll throw myself over a cliff and be done with it."
I rolled my eyes. "Listen—try to keep the guards from firing at the edges of the horde. I'm going to sneak around and head straight for the box."
Thad nodded and looked up at the wall. "I'll do my best." He reluctantly left my side and started screaming, "Kytharii!"
The guards standing around the sewer looked startled, and their gazes followed Thad's finger, which was pointing in the opposite direction. "Hurry!" he yelled, pulling his blades free while running. The guards took off after him, leaving the sewer entrance vacated. But I would only have a moment. I sprinted to the grille and pulled; it was sealed shut. I closed my eyes and focused, letting the warmth spread from my fingers and into the metal, and with a bright spark, the grille loosened and I was able to lift it free. Hopefully, Thad would remember to close it after me. I leapt into the sewer.
My boots landed with a wet squish. For a moment I stood paralyzed by the stench. It was so heavy I could almost taste it, and I thought I might vomit. Cian helped a little, wafting the air before my nose and muting the stink of it. Still, I refused to take a full breath. My steps splashed in raw sewage as my hand trailed the tunnel. It was fairly straight, but eventually grew so small I had to crawl through. The tunnel ended in a grate positioned a few feet above a shallow river. I placed my hand on the grate and pushed gently, and after a bit of pushing, I was able to pry it free. Very carefully, I lowered it and myself into the water, climbed to my feet, set the grating back over the tunnel, and froze. Kytharii appeared near the edge of the water, sniffing the air like hounds on a scent. They saw me and went rigid.
Quickly, I spread my palms and let the wind slide over me, twisting faster and faster as it obscured my image. For a few, terrible seconds, I thought it wasn't going to work. My heart hammered in my chest so loudly, I was certain they'd be able to hear it. I held my breath, staring straight at them, praying they could no longer see me. One of the kytharii stepped into the water, but then it went back to sniffing. It had lost its scent.
I exhaled very slowly as adrenaline coursed through my veins. Picking up small remnants of courage, I waded through the stream, slowly moving past them. To my horror, they dropped on all fours, and headed right toward the sewer.
They had been looking for it, and I had just shown them where it was. I wanted to go back. I wanted to run and warn the others, but I knew that I couldn't. This needed to be done. This needed to be done or this war would not stop until the entire city of Karth had turned into carrion for the kytharii. I kept going.
I moved along the fringes of the kytharii, always keeping the wind close to my skin. Seeing them like this was nothing short of a nightmare. It was a kind of animalistic barbarism I had never witnessed. They ripped each other apart, took bites of rotted flesh and decay, clawed at faces and punched through chest cavities. And the smell. Putrid and acrid, fetid and potent like pathogenic anaerobes. I kept walking. Farther and farther, putting more distance between the horde and me, until I could see the faint pulsing of the curse about a mile away.
This was it. This had to work, because if it didn't, we would all die at the hands of the kytharii sent by my uncle.
Trust me, said the voice again.
I went a few hundred more yards with the curse plainly in sight and then stopped.
Now.
I spread my arms, tilting my face toward the sky, and the wind picked up. Like a cyclone, it ripped across the ground, faster and faster, tearing at the earth as heat bubbled deep inside of me. A strong gale pushed against my body with so much force I had to open my stance to steady myself. The heat swelled until it was bursting, and when I pushed my arms forward, the heat exploded. Light and energy stretched from my fingers—so much energy—leaping over the field until it landed on the bramble and box.
The bramble began to glow. It burned whiter and whiter as it absorbed the magic. I could sense the interest of the kytharii behind me. Some that had been standing on the fringes had turned their attention toward the strange, new light, and I knew that my disguise had probably fallen. I couldn't hold on to Cian while also pulling on this much power; I just hoped the kytharii kept their attention fastened on the light. And the light grew brighter.
Energy pulled from my feet, through my torso and down my arms as if strings were tied to my soles and someone was pulling those strings through my body. Tighter and tighter, as the white light struck the bramble in a constant stream of white energy. My body sweat and my lungs squeezed as if they were running out of oxygen. But the bramble pressed back. It pushed against the light with so much force it almost knocked me down.
I took a step back, steadying myself, fighting against the tension. I strained, my chest squeezing from the pressure, harder and harder until I could no longer breathe. Sweat dripped into my eyes and my head began to feel so dizzy I thought I was going to collapse. I knew I couldn't hold this much longer, and the bramble was starting to gain the advantage. And then something strange happened.
White light rose from the earth. Tendrils of energy, snaking slowly like vines, arching toward my white beam of light. More and more rose from the earth, colliding with my beam and fusing with it. The beam grew thicker and brighter, like some streak of white plasma, dripping on the ground with energy and light. My body tingled all over and my knees trembled, and I was drenched in sweat, feeling like I was suffocating. Energy racked my body, bleeding from the earth, as if I were some kind of lightning rod, channeling its energy. And I knew it was Gaia.
Gaia was pouring her power into mine, fusing her magic with my magic, pouring it with laser focus into the bramble. Gaia did not want the evil defiling her soil, and she was using me to stop it.
The black bramble wailed in a sick and discordant sound, hissing as it fought against the light but unable to push any harder. It was finally overcome, and the black bramble began shrinking back, shuddering and vibrating as if touched by sickness, and the more Gaia poured her light into mine, the more the bramble recoiled. The plasma light surrounded the bramble like a white cocoon, and still the bramble pushed against it. Pushing and shoving and trying to break the binding, but it was no match for the power encasing it. The bramble shriveled, sickened and withered, and then it suddenly sucked in on itself as though it had been pulled through a black hole, drawing the beam of light with it.
For a split second, the world went dark. And then a powerful sonic boom pulsed from where the box had lain, exploding out with so much force it knocked me down. I clutched my chest, gasping for air. I was so tired. So, so tired. It felt as though the life had been wrung from my body and I'd been hung to dry.
But it was done. The box had been destroyed. Gaia had helped me break the curse.
Trembling, I stood to my feet. The entire horde of kytharii had now turned their attention to me, now that they could both see and smell me. They were furious, growling and snarling like a pack of wolves. I was going to die. I was too far away from the sewers or the wall or any help whatsoever, and I had nothing left to give.
But at least the city would survive. This would be my sacrifice. At least the people had a chance to defend themselves now.
Desperation for my own life might have set in had I not been so weary. It was like stepping into a nightmare—some kind of out-of-body experience, where I watched the scene from afar. Some other consciousness knew what was happening and worried for me, but the person in my dream felt fuzzy. The person standing there, facing the kytharii, was confused and insubstantial, without any energy left to fight.
A strange tingling sensation flooded me like adrenaline, and my body felt weightless. It hummed with energy like electricity before a storm, and it felt so light the wind might've carried it away. The tingling grew stronger and stronger, as though some outside force were acting upon my body, and the wind ripped all around me. It clawed at my hair and whipped it in my eyes, my mouth. The kytharii nearest stepped back, eyeing this strange force with uncertainty.
I am coming, said a deep voice in my mind.
This was not the voice from before. This was a new voice, a voice that did not know time or mortality. A voice that somehow sounded familiar. Everything changed in that moment.
It was similar to what had happened outside of Mosaque, where I had become the wind. I slipped through space and through time, soaring above a sea of gray, twisting and spiraling through battlements and sliding over rooftops. But this time I was drawn toward something. This time I was drawn toward heat. A great and powerful heat, deep in the belly of the mountain behind the city. A heat that stirred, pulling me nearer as though the two of us were tethered.
And I could see. But it was not my sight, for I did not see the kytharii. I saw rock. Walls of rock all around me, as though I were in a cave, and when I moved, the rock exploded. I moved through this new opening, sailing and twisting, the percussive beat of my wings music to my ears. To spread these wings, to move. To be free again. I bellowed, letting the world hear my voice. And I was not alone.
There were two more, flying on either side of me, reveling in our newly found freedom. The city sprawled before us. A city I had known well, but that had been many, many years ago. Men screamed when they saw us, their faces filled with blind terror. If I remembered one thing from my life before, it was man's terror.
A strange gray sea swelled beyond, lapping against the walls of the city like the waves of an ocean, though these waves did not recede. They piled on top of one another, spraying over the walls and attacking men.
Kytharii. What had brought such evil to this world?
But then I realized these were not my thoughts, nor were these my memories. I—Daria—shared the thoughts of another being. I could see myself, a strange girl, standing there with arms at my sides, wind gusting so strongly that my hair was in a dark cloud. Then I opened my own eyes.
And I saw an enormous, black dragon. It beat powerful wings with a force I could feel from the ground, hovering in the air above me in a crescent. Behind it were two more dragons, slightly smaller and staring straight at me. The largest of the three opened its jaws and blared, overpowering the shrieks of the kytharii. The kytharii were terrified, scrambling away as fast as they could, but they were no match for the dragons above. And then the dragons spewed a deadly fire over everything.
Plumes of bright orange fire hosed the kytharii like liquid flame. The kytharii screamed and squealed and tried running away, but the flames moved fast like a high-powered hose, incinerating everything in sight. The dragons dove, snatching handfuls of kytharii in their claws and ripping them apart, tossing them in the newly created lake of fire. The fire burned everything, scorching the kytharii that had piled themselves against the wall, sending the men of the city scrambling away from the towers and ramparts.
Heat. So much heat. My body dripped with sweat and my skin felt as though it might melt off my body. And everywhere I looked—all around me—was flame, as though I'd been thrown inside a huge furnace. A small circle around me had been spared somehow, but my eyes burned and the air thickened with smoke so dense that I coughed with each breath I took, choking on ash. And it was getting thicker, like trying to breathe underwater. My chest hurt and my abs felt like they were being twisted like twine, and when I moved my head, it kept spinning and spinning. The horrific sounds from the battle beyond faded in my ears and my legs collapsed beneath me.
 
She was not dead.
Her life hung by a thread, but she would live. The magic had almost cost her her life, but she was stronger than most. Perhaps she was even stronger than he had been.
Men ran away as we approached—save one. This young man stood like a king, erect with purpose, and the fear in his eyes was not for us. It was for the girl in my talons. And yet…the man looked familiar, somehow. The shadow of a man I once knew very well.
He stood perfectly still as I lowered her, placing her carefully on the wall.
We would see each other again, this young man and I. Our futures would be forever intertwined because of her.
I spread my wings with a cry, rose to meet the others, and the three of us flew into the beautiful new dawn.



Chapter 27
Awakening
 
 
My mind woke well before my body did.
It had been haunted by images of a past I didn't know and a present I hadn't experienced. In those images, I saw myself as another might have seen me. Beaten and broken and dying in a lake of fire. And then I was flying. My wings beat against a hot breeze, delivering me to a great wall where a man stood waiting. A man I knew to be Alex, but the memory hadn't known. And then I saw myself being deposited on the ramparts, unmoving and relaxed as though I were sleeping. It was a very confusing thing, envisioning something in which you're seeing two perspectives simultaneously.
I remembered the battle with the kytharii. I remembered them flooding the countryside and how hopeless I'd felt. I remembered sneaking out of the wall and past their horde and destroying the curse laid by my uncle. I remembered being overcome with exhaustion and then seeing three dragons and a lake of fire, but everything after that was fuzzy and seemed to belong to another consciousness. Which brought me to the present.
I was thinking, therefore I assumed I was alive. And I was comfortable and warm. There were voices—soft voices—speaking nearby, and I thought I knew who those voices belonged to. Finally, I forced my eyelids open.
I was lying on a bed beneath a pile of woolen blankets in a room that was fairly simple. Large windows faced a setting sun, and the other walls were filled by wardrobe or artwork. In the corner of the room stood a small group of people—one of which glanced up as if sensing my sudden awareness.
Sonya's eyes widened as she rushed to my side. "Daria!" She sat on the edge of my bed, placing her palm on my forehead. She looked so happy there were tears in her eyes. "You're awake. How are you feeling?"
I propped myself up on my elbows, feeling strangely light but otherwise fine. "I'm not sure. How should I be feeling?"
She smiled widely, placed her hands on my cheeks, and kissed my forehead. "Hopefully rested. You've been asleep for three days."
My body seemed to be making an unfortunate habit of hibernation instead of sleep. I could just see Thad's face peering over Sonya's shoulders, like a child who was too short to see inside the lions' cage at the zoo. I smiled up at him. Sonya noticed and leaned aside, giving Thad a chance to approach.
"Rook, I thought I was going to have to kill you," he said.
I chuckled, though the movement felt a little tight on my lungs. "Did the city survive?"
"It more than survived," Vera answered this time. She appeared on Sonya's other side. "All day they've been singing songs about dragons and the heir of the Draconi. You may have a book of hymns written about you."
Noting my confusion, Sonya said, "It's true. You and your dragons saved this city, Daria. We would not have survived without you."
"My dragons," I repeated.
"Yeah," Thad said. "I know. I told you genetics aren't fair. But seeing as how we're family and you have three, maybe you could, ah, spare one…? Christmas is coming up, you know."
"Do you even celebrate Christmas on Gaia?" I asked.
Thad smiled, twirling a piece of grass in his mouth. "We could make an exception this year."
Sonya glanced behind her, then stood and backed away, and Vera and Thad followed suit. For Alex.
He stood there, perfectly still, watching me. I had the impression that he was looking at all of me, though his eyes remained fastened only on mine. My heart squeezed a little, looking at him. And it was strange. The memories of the dragon had interfered with my own, so when I looked at Alex, I wasn't just seeing him as I had always seen him. I wasn't just seeing the handsome young man I had fallen in love with. I saw him as the embodiment of power and strength. One whose presence held the aura of a mighty king.
Very slowly, he walked to my side and sat on the edge of my bed while the others conveniently stepped out of the room. Alex studied me as though he were memorizing my face. At last, he grabbed my hand in his and whispered, "All this time I've felt this fierce need to protect you." He looked right into my eyes, and the green in his seemed to liquefy. "But I realize now that I was wrong. So very wrong. You were never the one who needed protection; it was everyone else."
I smiled up at him. "I hope this doesn't mean you're asking to resign as my Aegis, because I'll pull rank again…"
This time, he grinned, tucking a lock of hair behind my ear. "No, I am not asking to resign as your Aegis, though I do think it would probably be wise to do so."
"Alexander Del Conte, you are the most talented fighter in all of Gaia, with a heart purer and more loyal than any human being I've ever encountered. So tell me why, exactly, it would be wise to resign in your service to me," I teased.
He leaned forward, his eyes glittering as he whispered, "Because I love you. I love your large gray eyes and the way they look at me, and I love how they storm like the winter sky when you're angry. I love the way your nose wrinkles and your lips purse when you argue, and I love how your cheeks blush with frustration when I don't agree with you.
"I love your unwavering confidence as you march ahead, ignoring any and all odds—and my caution—because you always stand up for what you believe. I love your pure heart and fiery spirit, and I love the way you tease me with both of them. I love your creative mind and how you use it to challenge every convention." He leaned a little closer.
"I love the color of your skin and how it turns copper when you've been out in the sun. I love the way you ride a horse, and I love your shape in your leathers. I love the texture of your hair and the taste of your lips. I love the smell of your skin and the way you fit so perfectly against my body when I hold you. Daria, I love you more than anything in both worlds, and the more I try not to, the more I find myself loving you." He leaned closer still, and I could smell peppermint on his breath.
"Like now," he continued, trailing the backs of his fingertips along my jaw. "I should be asking only about how you feel, but all I can seem to think about is how badly I want to kiss you."
I smiled and my cheeks warmed. "I like those thoughts."
He trailed his fingertips over my lips. "Which thoughts, exactly?" he whispered.
"All of them. Actually, would you mind writing all of that down for me?"
He chuckled softly, cupping my chin. "And why would I do that?"
It was a little difficult forming a smart response with the way he was looking at me combined with how close we were. "So that I can remind you."
"I don't need reminding," he said on my lips.
"Well, maybe I do," I managed. "You don't always make it easy knowing how you feel."
He slipped his other hand around the back of my neck. "You wouldn't like it if I made it easy."
"True, but you could at least—"
He kissed me silent, and all of my senses filled with him. His lips were raw and rough, yet somehow still supple. Perfect, so perfect. His love poured over me, through me, filling me from head to toe until I felt light as a feather, as if I might float away.
There was a soft knock on the door. Of course, my mouth was preoccupied, so I didn't answer immediately. The person knocked again, and then said, "Princess Daria?"
It was Sonya.
I pulled away from Alex's mouth just to say, "A few minutes please!" And then I went back to kissing Alex. I thought I could kiss Alexander Del Conte forever.
"She won't wait much longer," he said through the kisses.
"Your mother has the worst timing," I managed.
"Would you have preferred she knock sooner?"
I punched him in the shoulder, and he chuckled against my mouth.
"Then maybe you should stop trying to kiss me when she's standing in the next room," he said.
This time, I pulled back slightly and grunted. "Excuse me, but—"
He kissed me so firmly and so deeply that even when he pulled away as the door opened and Sonya walked in, it still took me a few moments to regain my composure.
Sonya shut the door behind her and cleared her throat. Her eyes slid to Alex, who was straightening his collar, and then they moved back to me, and her lips pursed. "I'm sorry to interrupt, but Sir Torren is asking for you."
It took me a moment to place the name Sir Torren.
"Daria, did you hear me?" Sonya was no longer speaking to me as my Aegis; she was speaking to me as a mother. One that was slightly annoyed.
Alex glanced at me, and he looked a little triumphant.
I fought the urge to roll my eyes at him and focused back on Sonya. "Right. Sir Torren. He's asking for me." I paused. "Wait, why is Sir Torren asking for me?"
Sonya sighed and looked accusingly at Alex. "Alexander, I told you to be careful with her. She's been through a lot, and she's still a little delicate."
"Oh, she's never been delicate…"
His words trailed at the look from his mother. However, despite that look, he seemed to be desperately fighting back a smile and opted for scratching the back of his neck to distract himself.
Sonya looked back at me, but her features had considerably softened. "Since I see that you are feeling up to it"—here, she paused to make a point—"we need to get you up and moving. There is an entire city that's been anxious to finally meet the princess who used her dragons to save Pendel."
 
 
The next few hours sort of blurred together for me.
Before I left my room, Sonya helped me change. After the battle and while I'd been unconscious, she and Vera had changed me into a simple nightgown. Of course, I couldn't walk the streets like that, so Sonya handed me a white blouse, a long wool skirt that fastened high upon my waist, and a new pair of tall leather boots. My leathers, apparently, had been ruined during battle. This saddened me much more than I'd anticipated. My leathers and I had been through a lot together, and in a way, losing them felt like losing a friend.
My scabbard, however, had survived with Nightshade, so once Sonya finished helping me dress, I lifted my skirt and secured my dagger and sheath to my thigh. I felt naked without it. And then Sonya led me outside.
Master Durus, I was told, had been spending his time with Arioch Prime, helping to repair the city. Alex, Thad, and Vera were just outside my door, waiting for me, and when Alex saw me, his eyes slid over me from head to toe with a brilliant smile in them. He had a talent for stealing my breath with one look.
The city had transformed since I'd last seen it. The bodies had been cleaned up and the banners hung, bringing a colorful sense of hope to the general atmosphere. Even the sun pitched in, shining brightly in a clear blue sky. You wouldn't have known such a horrible battle had been fought here only a few days ago. The people looked a little weary, but they worked with purpose and walked on the balls of their feet, reveling in the rare gift of life.
The land beyond the wall was singed black, sparse and dead from the dragon fire like a great scar, but it would heal. It would take time, but it would grow back. But there was more to the transformation than appearances.
Every person we passed, every man, woman, and child, stopped and bowed their heads to give me their blessings. They handed me flowers and kissed my hands and cheeks, touched my face and called me blessed. My Aegises stood back, allowing the people to approach me freely. Gifts had even been sent from surrounding clans, giving me their thanks for saving them. And it was humbling. So humbling. I knew many of them had lost loved ones, but they were here, swearing their fealty to Princess Daria Regius, last of the Draconi and daughter of dragons, the savior of Pendel. My heart swelled, overwhelmed with so much love and respect. My heart swelled for this land and its people, and it made me feel even more protective of them. And, strangely enough, it made me feel closer to my mother.
Maybe this was a new start for Pendel. Maybe this was what the people needed in order to realize they weren't alone, so isolated from mainland. That the regency in Valdon was not all bad, and that there might just be someone on their side. And I would be on their side, from this day forth and forever.
I was eventually ushered to the great hall at the top of the city. There was no sign of the massacre that had happened before, and for that, I was very thankful. My mind remembered it clearly enough, and when I looked over to where the guards had lain, in their place was a beautifully decorated table covered in candles and fresh orange and red flowers like a memorial. Red and gold banners hung like ribbons from the ceiling, and a large, square table sat at the foot of the steps that led to Sir Torren's chair.
The table itself had been surrounded by at least two dozen high-backed chairs, and silver dinnerware had been placed at each setting. Sir Torren stood near the table, discussing something with Arioch Prime and Master Durus, and when they heard us enter, all three looked up. Master Durus was the pinnacle of stoicism, but even his eyes lightened a shade when they settled on me. Arioch Prime's smile was as warm and gentle as a grandfather, and Sir Torren bowed his head respectfully.
I walked forward, and my four Aegises followed behind me.
"Princess Daria," Sir Torren said, taking my hand and bringing it to his lips.
How different this was than before.
"I am so glad to see you well," Sir Torren continued, releasing my hand. He really did look happy to see me. "I know you were in the best of care with Aegis Sonya Del Conte."
"I was. Thank you," I said. "And thank you for letting us stay."
"Of course, your highness. It is the least I can do after what you have done for me and my people. I also…" He took a deep breath, as though what he were about to say was very difficult for him. "I wanted to…apologize for my attitude toward you initially. History has made me a skeptic, but what you've done for Pendel…" His voice trailed as he looked into my eyes. His regret ran deep, and he didn't know how to process the emotion.
I touched his arm and smiled warmly. "Sir Torren, don't apologize for earlier. I completely understand your hesitation toward me, considering my family, and I can't say I wouldn't have acted in the same way. Why don't we start over?"
This actually brought a faint grin to his lips, and I felt the admiration of my Aegises behind me.
"You have honored me more than I deserve," said Sir Torren.



Chapter 28
Responsibility's Burden
 
 
A wonderful dinner ensued, and with it came much conversation. I'd been ushered to Sir Torren's side, and we filled each other in on matters of state. Of course, I had been away from Valdon for the past few weeks, so Sonya and Master Durus filled in most of the gaps. I was relieved to hear that the shadowguard hadn't penetrated the wall yet, but I still had no idea what our next move should be. While I'd been asleep, it seemed Thad had already filled Sonya and the others in on everything Arioch Prime had said, and then Alex had told them about our journey prior. Everyone agreed it was unfortunate the box had held no answers about the shield of power and that the old genealogies had found their way into Eris's hands, but the latter was another battle for another time. Right now, we needed to figure out what to do about the shadowguard and how to stop my uncle.
I was angered to hear that Orindor still refused to help Valdon. Campagna was not helping either. When I'd questioned the legality of this, the answer given was that since Eris had the shield of power, and after what had happened at the games, the issue of kingship was in question. And a king was only as powerful as his lords. According to Sonya, my grandfather was still in hiding, which inevitably gave the responsibility of the world to Stefan. Stefan was apparently handling things well, considering, but he worried for our safety. Alex admitted to having sent a raven to Valdon, letting Stefan know briefly what had happened in Pendel and that we were all right. Alex also said he'd left out the part about dragons.
I had dragons—yes—but what did that really mean? I didn't know, and no one could give me an answer. No one had ever seen dragons before, and any relationship with them hadn't existed for centuries. Not even Arioch Prime knew what to expect. So, until I figured out what that meant, we would need to strategize in a way that was familiar: magic and military.
"What we need to figure out is how Eris will use the shield," I said, addressing the table. "Does this shield amplify his power? Or does it hold a power of its own?"
"I believe it amplifies his power," Arioch replied, "though he cannot use the shield quite yet."
"Why not?" I asked.
"We've learned very recently that the Pontefracts still have possession of the unity stone," Master Durus said.
I paused. Danton had taken the stone during the games and then had disappeared. He hadn't been there when Eris had shown up inside of the castle. Could it be true? Did the Pontefracts still hold the central piece of the shield? "How is it that one family can stand against my uncle, but an entire realm can't?" I asked, realizing distantly that my voice was rising.
"Because," Sonya replied, her tone conciliatory, "Lord Eris needs Lord Commodus Pontefract. He needs his willing support if he is to make an easy sweep of this world, and right now, with his great army of shadowguard, he does not need the power of the shield." She paused. "I also think that, given their past, Lord Eris may be a little reluctant to destroy an old friend. I think it more likely he is waiting to see what Lord Commodus does. He has already won Lord Commodus's brother, Lord Tiernan, to his side, and I guarantee he believes it is only a matter of time before Lord Commodus allies himself."
"But what is Commodus waiting for? Why hold on to the stone and remain, by all appearance, neutral? Is he positioning himself for something?" I asked.
Just then, a servant entered the room. He crossed the floor and stopped behind my chair.
"A letter for Princess Daria," he said, holding a silver plate before him.
On the plate was a small note, rolled tightly in a scroll and sealed with green wax bearing the insignia of Valdon. My heart stopped and I exchanged a meaningful glance with Alex. Quickly, I snatched the letter from the tray, slid my finger beneath the seal and unfolded the letter. It was from Stefan. I would recognize his handwriting anywhere.
My eyes slid over the paper as I held my breath. I read it through again, and then I folded it up and stared at nothing. The walls in the room felt like they were pressing in against me, and my chest suddenly felt very, very heavy.
We had been discussing strategy for hours, but none of it had mattered. We'd formulated strategy based on old news, and we were now missing the key element we'd needed to make all of our previous plans work: time. This…this news was going to change everything.
"Your highness?" Sir Torren asked.
I blinked and glanced up. Everyone was watching me, still and anxious, and Alex's gaze seared like a cattle prod.
Take a deep breath. Calm down. You must remain calm so that you can think.
"The letter is from my brother," I said quietly, carefully. "Lord Tiernan and the shadowguard have taken Alioth and have laid siege to the castle in Valdon."
Sonya sat upright. Chairs squeaked as people shifted and many glances were exchanged around the table.
"So soon?" Sir Torren asked. "I thought the shadowguard was still at the wall."
"They were when we left," Sonya said. The lines in her face had deepened with worry, and I knew that she was thinking of her husband, Cicero.
"This letter is one of five copies sent," I replied, "and the only one, apparently, that made it through." My heartbeat felt erratic in my chest.
"What of Orindor and Campagna?" Master Durus asked.
I handed the letter to Sir Torren, who sat beside me. "Here. Read it aloud. I would like everyone to hear."
Sir Torren gingerly took the paper from my hands, as though it were some delicate piece of crystal. He unfolded the paper and began to read.
 
My darling sister,
 
The shadowguard have laid siege to the castle. We stand, though they blanket the land beyond the wall. Lord Tiernan leads them with the help of the pykans, and I have caught sight of Lord Eris amidst their ranks. Orindor has not sent help, nor has Campagna, and Alioth has suffered severe losses. I received word this morning that Gesh has sent a legion, though I fear they will not reach us in time. We are vastly outnumbered.
 
I am sorry to bring such ill news, Daria. My one comfort is that you are far away from here, and I write only to tell you this: Do not come back to Valdon. Stay where you are, wherever that may be, and stay safe. Keep the Regius line alive. It is up to you now.
I love you more than you will ever know. You are the stronger between us. Live for me.
Your adoring brother,
Stefan.
 
P.S. I am sending four additional letters in hopes that one will reach you.
 
The table was silent.
Even though I'd read the letter twice, hearing it aloud hit me differently. Hearing it spoken brought life to his words and made them much more real. "I have to go back," I whispered to no one in particular.
This statement seemed to shock everyone from heavy silence.
"Dar—your highness, you can't!" Sonya exclaimed. "You must protect the line, as Stefan said."
"And Stefan is that line just as much as I am," I said to this. "What about his protection?"
"His protection is the castle's fortifications; yours is here, with us," Sir Torren said, and the others agreed.
I slammed my fist on the table. "But those fortifications won't stand forever!"
"Which is why it's crucial you stay here and stay alive," Arioch Prime said.
"They're right, Roo—princess," Thad said, leaning back in his chair and twirling that piece of grass in his mouth. "If my pops is there, there's no way you'd get through the shadowguard alive. After what you've done here, you're too much of a threat to him."
There were nods of agreement, and I pressed my palms to my face and rubbed my temples. It felt like someone was pulling my head apart. What had I done? I never should have left Stefan in the first place. I never should have come on this ridiculous errand.
Despite my silence, the table erupted in chatter. Everyone cast about ideas and strategies for holding the shadowguard back long enough to get Valdon necessary reinforcements. And what about the guild? Vera had asked Master Durus. Couldn't they conjure some kind of illusion against the shadowguard to keep them at bay until Gesh's troops arrived? Round and round they went, though Alex remained fairly quiet. He sat back in his chair, arms folded over his chest, wearing his blank Aegis-face, but he was always watching me.
There were more hasty plans thrown. More desperate solutions. But the more they talked, the more something else made itself known to me. The solution to the problem of the siege was, in fact, very simple. It had always been simple; I just hadn't wanted to accept it. My own hope had blinded me from the truth of things. But I could no longer turn a blind eye. I had to face it. I supposed that I had always expected it would come to this, even though I had run far away from it. Hid from it. Even though I had traveled to the opposite corner of the world in an attempt to avoid fate. But now, I saw that there was no other choice. This action was the only thing that would save the world—save Stefan right now. My mission had run out of time.
My stomach turned and my heart raced. I knew what I had to do, but it was difficult to swallow. The conversation reached a natural lull, and I knew that this was my opening. I had to speak now, or I would never have the courage. "Master Durus, how long would it take you to charge your amulet in order to send me to mainland—alone?"
The lull became a stony silence. Apprehension filled the spaces in the air, and I kept my eyes fixed on Master Durus' intimidating face to hold on to my resolve.
"It would take me a few hours to send one person to Valdon." His deep voice resonated through the silence.
"Not to Valdon," I said. "To Orindor."
It was as though the table and all of its guests had suddenly petrified. I didn't dare look in Alex's direction. It wasn't because I feared his reaction. It was because I feared I would never go through with this if I saw his face.
"Rook, you can't—" Thad started.
I held up a hand in his direction to silence him, but I kept my gaze fastened on Master Durus.
Master Durus drummed his thick fingers on the oak table. "Three hours."
"Good. I would like you to make preparations at once." My heart already felt as though it were breaking in half. I turned my attention to Sir Torren. "I will be able to buy us the time. Would you be willing to send your men?"
"Yes, your highness," Sir Torren said. "I will inform my generals this evening. They would be honored to serve you."
"Princess Daria," Vera interjected. "Are you sure this is necessary? Couldn't you just elicit the help of the dragons to fight the shadowguard?"
Vera's concern both surprised and humbled me. "Yes, Aegis Vera, I am sure, for reasons we've already discussed. My bond with the dragons is too new a thing, and I can't rely on the power of something I don't quite understand. And I certainly don't have the luxury of time to understand it, either. What I do have is my position, which I can use right now, and Orindor has a large army that Valdon needed yesterday. With Orindor's immediate aid, we should be able to hold off the shadowguard until Gesh arrives. And I believe these odds might even persuade Campagna to step in and help. But it won't end there and I can't count on the help of dragons—not yet." Here, I looked at Sir Torren. "We will still need your numbers to strengthen our hold."
Sir Torren nodded respectfully. "Of course, your highness. Whatever you need."
"Your highness," Master Durus said. "If you'll excuse me, I must begin with the incantations—that is, if you wish to leave this evening."
This evening was so soon. Too soon, but necessary.
My heart squeezed. "Of course. Go right ahead." I nodded at him to go.
The rest of us sat around the table, discussing how to proceed and what the implications of such a war might mean for the future of Gaia. At some point during the discussion, Alex excused himself and stepped quietly out of the hall. Sonya's gaze followed after him, and there was deep sadness in her eyes.
I stared down at the table and bit the insides of my cheeks.
Talk continued, but with Alex gone, I found myself completely distracted. I needed to say a few things to him before it was too late, and it wouldn't be long before Master Durus finished with his amulet. Sir Torren was in the middle of explaining the carrying capacity of his ships when I abruptly stood. He stopped talking and the entire table looked up at me.
"Forgive me," I said to Sir Torren. "But if you'll all excuse me, I have something I need to do before I go."
Everyone was very quick to excuse me, which made me suspicious they all knew exactly what that something was. I crossed the room, forcing myself not to break into a full sprint, while feeling Sonya's eyes boring through my back the entire way. A servant pushed the door open for me, and I stepped out into the cold night air. The sun had long since set, giving the stars their dark stage to shine, and they shone brilliantly. A light breeze moved through the city, fluttering banners and ruffling flowers. Lanterns lit the cobblestone streets below and people ambled through the buttery halos. Many were still working, repairing their beautiful city.
I shut my eyes and reached out with my senses, hoping Alex had let his wall down again so that I might find him. He wouldn't let me find him unless he wanted me to, and I didn't have the time to scour the streets for him.
Please, Alex, I need to see you. One last time.
And there he was. The faintest warmth—familiar and comforting—drawing my spirit toward his like a magnet. Relieved, I followed my senses, my footsteps padding softly on the stones.
I found Alex standing in the shadows behind a building, arms resting on the balustrade of a secluded portico that overlooked the city. All I could see was his silhouette, but even in shadow, his frame was tense and rigid. I approached him slowly and quietly until we were standing side by side. I angled my body to face him, but he continued staring out at the city, hands folded together, his face as hard as stone.
And my heart ached. I opened my mouth to say something to him, but no words came. Instead, tears filled my eyes and streamed freely over my cheeks. It was then that Alex turned himself to look at me. Through blurred eyes, I saw him fighting for calm. Fighting not to let me see how much he was hurting too, but my tears only flowed faster. I was sobbing now, and he wrapped his strong arms around me, pulling me tight. Tighter than he'd ever held me before, like he was storing up all the embraces we would never share again. He rested his chin on top of my head while I sobbed against his chest, trying to memorize the smell and feel of him.
I would never be held like this again.
I would never be touched like this again.
I would never know what it was like to be with the man I loved.
"I'm sorry…" My voice trembled as I swallowed salty tears. "I wanted…" I couldn't say what I wanted to say because my throat clamped down.
Alex squeezed me even tighter, his next breath shuddering against me. "Daria, please don't think I blame you. All my life I've known this day would come." His voice was a whisper, but I didn't think he could speak any louder if he'd tried.
"I just didn't…Alex, it hurts…"
He pulled back and he kissed me. Harder than he'd ever kissed me before, holding my body so firmly against his, as if he were trying to fuse us together. And we kept kissing because those kisses could say everything that our words could not. They spoke of an intimacy we would never share, a love we would never have, a future that would never exist. They professed our agony and suffering and the regret of promises that would never be made.
Alex was the one who eventually pulled back. He wiped the tears from my face, but he didn't look into my eyes. I could see that his were full of tears, too, and he was trying very hard to be strong for me. He was always doing everything for me.
"You should probably go." Even his whisper cracked.
And I knew he was right, but, oh! How could I go? How could I leave him here like this? I would go to Orindor as an empty shell of a human because Alex would always have my heart.
He reached up with his hand to touch my chin and stared deeply into my eyes. "I love you, Daria. I will always love you. They don't yet know the brilliant woman who is about to land in their grasp. Let them see it. Blind them with it as you have blinded everyone else you encounter. If anyone can turn the tides of this war, I know it is you."
I bit my bottom lip to hold back another sob, and then he released my chin and stepped back. It felt like he was permanently severing our connection. I also noticed he wasn't making any move to come back with me. "You're not coming?"
"I…" he started, then looked away and shook his head. "I'm sorry, Daria. I can't."
I inhaled slowly and my breath trembled. I understood. It hurt, but I understood. I wouldn't have been able to watch him walk away from me to marry someone else, either. I touched his cheek and turned it so that I could gaze into his deep green eyes. One last time. "Alexander Del Conte, I love you. More than I ever thought it was possible to love anyone." My voice cracked. "Promise me you'll be careful. The only way I'll be able to survive this is if I know you are alive and safe."
His emotions surfaced, an exact a mirror of mine, and the two combined were unbearable. I stood on my tiptoes and kissed him lightly on the lips, letting my mouth linger there a moment. Drawing it out. Not wanting our last moment together to end. I knew I had to leave or I never would.
My chest tightened like someone had both hands around my heart and was squeezing the blood out of it—out of me. With a deep and shuddering breath, I stepped away from him and turned around. And with trembling steps and tears streaming down my face, I walked away from him.
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I'd always known this day would come, but nothing could have prepared me for the pain of it. It felt like my soul had torn from my body and was walking away from me, leaving only half the person I was intended to be. I wasn't sure if I knew how to be half.
I watched her walk away. I watched long after she'd gone because I knew as soon as I looked away, the moment would end and she would be starting a new chapter. A chapter I was not allowed to be a part of. Not like this.
I gripped the balustrade so tightly my hands ached and closed my eyes. Still, she was there, her beautifully structured face imprinted on my mind forever, looking up at me with those intense gray eyes, seeing everything I didn't say. Everything I was and tried to be. Eyes I would easily get lost in. I could still taste the fullness of her lips. I loved kissing her. My only regret was that I did not kiss her more.
I wanted to make her stay. I wanted to ask for her to wait for me, but there was no longer any time. I hoped I would not be too late, for as long as I had breath in my body, I would never stop loving her.
I let go of the balustrade. I had to go; I would have to move quickly.
"Del Can't," said a voice I really didn't want to hear.
I didn't bother turning toward the voice. I should've expected this to only encourage him further.
Thad leaned against the balustrade beside me, pretending to stare at the city. He still didn't know how I felt about him, and I preferred it this way.
"She's gone," he said, when I didn't say anything.
I'd already assumed she'd gone, but hearing it made me suddenly angry.
"Did you hear me, Del Can't?" he repeated.
I turned on him fast. Something in my face must have frightened him—which was a rare circumstance—for he took two steps back, while one of his eyes widened. His other was still purple and swollen.
"And you're not going after her?" he asked.
I clenched my jaw and glared back out at the city. Thad reached out and touched my arm, but I threw him off.
"For the love of all that's holy…" Thad said.
"That's not a long list for you, considering," I remarked. "And take that blasted piece of grass out of your mouth."
Thad smirked, chomping on that blasted piece of grass with renewed vigor. "Del Can't, you can't let her marry him!"
I stood up to full height, turned around, and left the portico.
"Whoa, whoa, wait!" Thad jogged after me.
"Most people leave when they know they're not wanted," I said.
"I'm not most people," he said, taking almost two steps for every one of mine.
"Clearly."
Thad buzzed around me like a mosquito. "Give me one good reason why you shouldn't go after her."
Here, I stopped and bent my face so that it invaded his personal space. "What makes you think I'm not?"
Thad's eyes widened and the grass angled so far downward I thought it might fall right out of his mouth. To my utter disappointment, it did not. His lips stretched into a conspiratorial smile as though I had just let him in on a secret. I'd already said too much. Before I could divulge anything further, I walked past him.
This time, he was nipping at my heels like a Chihuahua. "I'm coming with you."
"I don't know what you're talking about," I replied flatly, turning down a narrow pathway. I didn't dare take the other route yet, or Thad would know exactly where I was headed.
"Come on, Del Can't," Thad continued. "Whatever crazy plan you've got up your tight sleeves, you know you're gonna need help."
"Not yours."
"Well, I'm coming with you whether you like it or not, so you might as well warm up to the idea."
I stopped and faced him, and he shrank back a little.
"You know, you can be really scary when you wanna be," Thad said.
"Lot of good it does me," I said through tight lips.
Thad smirked.
I folded my arms and stared hard at him, but he stood resolutely in place. I could use the extra help, and if I were being completely honest with myself, it would be nice to have the company. Even if it was Thad's. At last, I sighed. "Fine. But if I catch even a whiff betrayal, I will kill you."
Thad stuck out a hand, looking elated. He even lost the blasted blade of grass. "Deal."
I looked down at his outstretched hand, then turned and kept walking. He grumbled something behind me, but I didn't hear.
"So, uh, just how do you plan on getting her back?" Thad asked. "You going to start a war for her or something?"
"Yes, Thaddeus," I said. "That's exactly what I'm going to do."
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